


EARLY CHILDHOOD PROGRAMS & SERVICES

Early Intervention (Part C)

What is the program/service?
Mississippi First Steps, administered by the Mississippi State Department of Health, is the state’s Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA) Part C early intervention program. The Mississippi First Steps Early Intervention Program provides supports and services to children with special needs under three years of age and their families. These family-centered services are meant to enhance children’s development through early learning opportunities embedded in their daily routines and activities.[endnoteRef:2] [2:  Mississippi State Department of Health. (n.d.). Mississippi First Steps Early Intervention Program Provider Enrollment Packet 2021-2022. https://msdh.ms.gov/msdhsite/_static/resources/10482.pdf.] 


Who benefits?
The services of Mississippi First Steps Early Intervention Program are available to infants and toddlers from birth to two years old who qualify under three main eligibility categories described below. IDEA Part C federal law allows states to also serve children who are at risk for developmental delay; Mississippi does not include this in its Part C eligibility criteria.
· Developmental Delay, meaning the child has demonstrated through an assessment that they have a 33% delay in one area of development or a 25% delay in two or more areas of development: cognitive, physical (gross motor, fine motor, vision and hearing), communication, social-emotional, and adaptive development. (one of most restrictive in countries)
· Diagnosed Physical or Mental Condition, including but not limited to chromosomal abnormalities, genetic or congenital disorders, sensory impairments, inborn errors of metabolism, disorders reflecting disturbance of the development of the nervous system, congenital infection, severe attachment disorders, and disorders secondary to exposure to toxic substances, including fetal alcohol syndrome.
· Informed Clinical Opinion, which may be used by qualified professionals to establish a child’s eligibility for First Steps if their evaluation and assessment results do not meet the developmental delay criteria or the child does not have a diagnosis.[endnoteRef:3] [3:  Mississippi State Department of Health. (2019, December 10). Early Intervention Program (First Steps). https://msdh.ms.gov/msdhsite/_static/41,0,74.html. ] 


Cumulatively, First Steps served 3,360 infants and toddlers throughout the course of 2020.  This enrollment represents 1.5% of the birth-two-year-old population in Mississippi, which is a smaller percentage of the infant-toddler population served than most other states. Enrollment in First Steps did decline after the onset of the COVID-19 pandemic in 2020, consistent with national trends.[endnoteRef:4]  [4:  U.S. Department of Education. (2022, March 3). IDEA Section 618 Data Products: Static Tables. https://www2.ed.gov/programs/osepidea/618-data/static-tables/index.html] 


To estimate how many children may be eligible but are not being served in early intervention, Mississippi Thrive’s policy brief on First Steps uses the national average of 6.8% of infants and toddlers being served in Part C programs. If 6.8 percent of Mississippi infants and toddlers were served in a given year by First Steps, approximately 7,300 children would receive services.[endnoteRef:5] [5:  Mississippi Thrive. (2022). Policy Brief: First Steps Early Intervention Program in Mississippi. https://mississippithrive.com/wp-content/uploads/2022/02/EIP-Brief.Policy-B-Brief.First-Steps-Early-Intervention-Program-in-MS.2.28.22.pdf. ] 


How much funding is there?
In FFY 2021, Mississippi First Steps Early Intervention Program received $4,226,412 from the federal government for FFY 2021.[endnoteRef:6] Mississippi also received one-time American Rescue Plan Act funding for early intervention directly from the federal government.[endnoteRef:7] [6:  U.S. Department of Education, Office of Special Education Programs. (n.d.). Annual State Application Under Part C of the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act as Amended in 2004 for Federal Fiscal Year 2021. https://msdh.ms.gov/msdhsite/_static/resources/13119.pdf. ]  [7:  Miranda Richardson, personal communication, April 28, 2022.] 


In state FY 2020, Mississippi allocated $1,277,875 in state funding to its early intervention program. First Steps bills the state Medicaid program for targeted case management.[endnoteRef:8] It also received approximately $390,000 from the general funds of the state, $700,000 of the state’s special education dollars transferred to the Mississippi State Department of Health from the Mississippi Department of Education, and a $188,000 set aside from the Tobacco Trust Fund. Moving forward, the legislature will no longer earmark this Tobacco Trust Fund money for Early Intervention.[endnoteRef:9]  [8:  IDEA Infant & Toddler Coordinators Association. (n.d.). 2021 State Profile: Mississippi.  https://ideainfanttoddler.org/pdf/Mississippi.pdf.  ]  [9:  Stacy Callender, personal communication, March 9, 2022.] 


Who are the providers?
First Steps Early Intervention Program is divided into nine Local Early Intervention Programs. Referrals to the First Steps Early Intervention Program are submitted to the Mississippi State Department of Health (MSDH), where 52 service coordinators are employed by MSDH as of April 2022. Service coordinators process the referrals and coordinate with the Local Early Intervention Programs to provide the evaluations and services needed for each child. To bill Medicaid for targeted case management, service coordinators must have a bachelor’s degree in child development, early childhood education, special education, social work, or be a registered nurse as well as have either two years’ experience in service coordination for children with disabilities up to age 18 or in service provision to children under six years old.[endnoteRef:10] [10:  Miranda Richardson, personal communication, April 28, 2022.] 


Each case manager must be a MSFSEIP certified service provider and have both:
1. A bachelor’s degree in child development, early childhood education, special education, social work, or be a registered nurse; and
1. Two years experience in service coordination for children with disabilities up to age 18 -OR- two years experience in service provision to children under six years of age.

There are over 300 early intervention providers in Mississippi who provide direct services to Part C-eligible children and families.[endnoteRef:11] These providers become vendors of the State of Mississippi and enter into Service Provider Agreements so that they can be reimbursed for the services they provide. They provide signed and cued language services, assistive technology, evaluation, special instruction, service coordination, occupational therapy, speech therapy, physical therapy, audiology, and psychometric services.[endnoteRef:12] [11:  Ibid.]  [12:  Mississippi State Department of Health. Mississippi First Steps Early Intervention Program Provider Enrollment Packet 2021-2022.  ] 


All Early Intervention providers are required by First Steps to have a current license to practice their specific discipline in the state of Mississippi. Early Intervention providers are also expected to meet the Entry-Level Personnel Standards for Early Interventionists. For more information on licensing requirements and personnel standards, see pages 9-13 of the Provider Enrollment Packet, 2021-2022.[endnoteRef:13] [13:  Mississippi State Department of Health. Mississippi First Steps Early Intervention Program Provider Enrollment Packet 2021-2022.] 


Data on the characteristics of contracted early intervention providers, including their race and ethnicity, credentials and degrees, average compensation, and retention rates is unavailable.
Note: The following section on infrastructure supports will not be included in the final program profile but instead will appear in the accompanying analysis report. 

What infrastructure is supporting the program?
Workforce Development & Quality Improvement:
Early Intervention providers are required to earn 30 “Early Intervention Units” (EIUs) every two years. Anyone conducting a training or workshop for early intervention providers must apply to and be approved by the Mississippi State Department of Health to be able to credit participants with EIUs. To be approved, trainings must show that they are addressing one of the seven core Early Intervention Service Provider Competencies for Mississippi’s Comprehensive System of Personnel Development, which includes Law and Policy, Services and Resources, Infant/Toddler Growth and Development, Family Systems and Theory, Professional Collaboration and Teaming, Health, and Assessment and Evaluation.[endnoteRef:14] [14:  Mississippi State Department of Health. How to Apply for Mississippi Early Intervention Unit Approval: Application Packet for Trainers & Sponsors. https://msdh.ms.gov/msdhsite/_static/resources/2937.pdf. ] 


State Part C staff provide annual training to staff and providers on Federal regulations and State policies and procedures. Additionally, the state First Steps staff provides regional and local trainings on referral procedures, data system and child record maintenance, family rights, evaluation and eligibility determination (particularly on the DAYC-2, the assessment tool First Steps uses to identify children with possible delays), IFSP development and revisions, timely services, transition, working with families of children who are deaf/hard of hearing, Routines-Based Early Intervention (RBEI) model implementation, ongoing child assessments, and financial management.[endnoteRef:15] [15:  U.S. Department of Education. (2021, February 1). State Performance Plan/Annual Performance Report: Part C for State Formula Grant Programs under the IDEA for reporting on FFY 2019. https://msdh.ms.gov/msdhsite/_static/resources/15295.pdf.] 


The state First Steps staff also provides technical assistance to local First Steps programs. General technical assistance is provided to all local First Steps staff through monthly conference calls and quarterly local First Steps meetings. State First Steps staff also provides targeted technical assistance to specific local First Steps programs, largely as part of Corrective Action Plans to address issues of compliance but also depending on specific technical assistance requests or issues that arise in data analyses.[endnoteRef:16]  [16:  U.S. Department of Education. State Performance Plan/Annual Performance Report: Part C. ] 


Monitoring & Accountability:
The federal government monitors the state Early Intervention Program using the following indicators: timely provision of services after creating the child’s IFSP, providing services in the child’s natural environment (home or community-based setting), improved early childhood outcomes, improved family involvement in their child’s development, child find, developing an IFSP with 45 days of referral to First Steps, seamlessly transitioning children exiting Part C to Part B 619 preschool services, resolving and mediating any disputes, and creating and implementing a state systemic improvement plan.[endnoteRef:17] Based on these indicators, the U.S. Department of Education has determined that Mississippi “needs assistance in meeting the requirements of Part C of the IDEA” from 2018-2021.[endnoteRef:18] [17:  U.S. Department of Education. State Performance Plan/Annual Performance Report: Part C. ]  [18:  U.S. Department of Education. (2017, June 13). State Performance Plans (SPP) Letters and Annual Performance Report (APR) Letters. Individuals with Disabilities Education Act. https://sites.ed.gov/idea/spp-apr-letters. ] 


The state has a Monitoring Coordinator that manages the monitoring of Local Early Intervention Programs on these same indicators using annual self-assessments, fiscal audits, onsite visits, data reviews, interviews and observations. The state identifies issues of noncompliance in Local Early Intervention Programs and takes actions to correct them, which it also reports to the federal government.[endnoteRef:19] [19:  U.S. Department of Education. State Performance Plan/Annual Performance Report: Part C. ] 


Data & Data Systems:
The Mississippi First Steps Early Intervention Program uses a data system called the Mississippi Infant-Toddler Intervention (MITI) data system. This data system is fairly new, with all early intervention records being maintained in MITI starting July 1, 2020. All new Early Intervention professionals receive training on this data system in their orientation. All early intervention providers and agency administrators use MITI to document:
· Evaluation and assessment results
· Service provision notes on the “Service Log,” including the service provided, the date of the service, start and end times, miles traveled, actual setting, any service provider cancellations, family cancellations or family no-shows, and any other service notes.
· Contacts made on behalf of individual children via the “Communication Log”
· Quarterly reports on progress 
· Accounts payable to facilitate service reimbursement[endnoteRef:20] [20:  Mississippi State Department of Health. Mississippi First Steps Early Intervention Program Provider Enrollment Packet 2021-2022.] 


Data Visualizations:
· Racial & Ethnic Identities of Children Served in First Steps, Fall 2020:
· 1% (13) AIAN
· Too small to report for Asian
· 42.5% (689) Black or African American
· 3.5% (57) Hispanic/Latino
· Too small to report for Native Hawaiian or Pacific Islander
· 2% (40) Two or More Races
· 50% (810) White
· Cumulative Enrollment in First Steps and Percentage of Total Infant-Toddler Population from 2015-2020:
· 2015: 3,533 (1.72%)
· 2016: 3,215 (1.73%)
· 2017: 4,831 (1.85%)
· 2018: 4,151 (2%)
· 2019: 3,480 (1.98%)
· 2020: 3,360 (1.50%)
· Settings in which Children Received their Early Intervention Services, Fall 2020:
· 72%, or 1,160 children, receive their services in the home.
· 8%, or 129 children, receive their services in a community-based setting
· 20%, or 332, receive their services in another setting that is not community-based or in the home[endnoteRef:21] [21:  U.S. Department of Education. IDEA Section 618 Data Products: Static Tables.] 

· Point-in-Time Child Count by Local Early Intervention Program, FFY2019:
· LEIP 1: 389
· LEIP 2: 409
· LEIP 3: Not reported
· LEIP 4: 141
· LEIP 5: 389
· LEIP 6: 148
· LEIP 7: 125
· LEIP 8: 163
· LEIP 9: 388[endnoteRef:22] [22:  Mississippi State Department of Health. (n.d.). Public Health Districts (Local EI Programs) Annual Performance Report (APR) FFY 2019. https://msdh.ms.gov/msdhsite/_static/resources/17065.pdf. ] 

· Map of Local Early Intervention Programs: Page 4 of Provider Enrollment Packet



