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1. Connecticut’s Help Me Grow Story



Help Me Grow in CT

20162007-09

The 1st  iPhone was introduced in 

2007 and 1st Android smartphone 

was introduced in 2008 --

changing the way many families 

accessed info and engaged. 

1997

Help Me Grow launched in 

Connecticut as a pilot in Hartford 

(originally called ChildServ) in the 

late 1990s.

Sparkler introduced in CT as a 

pilot to support HMG and early 

childhood systems building in the 

state, Expanding statewide this 

year.

Help Me Grow CT Advisory 

Committee launched as an 

outgrowth of our ECCS (early 

childhood comprehensive 

systems) work.

Governor Malloy signed Public 

Act 14-39, establishing the Office 

of Early childhood to create a 

cohesive, high quality early 

childhood system.

ASQ®  first 

published and used 

in Connecticut 

2002

Help Me Grow CT became a 

statewide program, part of the 

Children’s Trust Fund. The parent 

access point: 211 established.

20191995 2013



2. Sparkler Introduction & Demo



Big Picture Goal

empowers parents and 
caregivers as first teachers and helps 
systems serve families better, 
together.

Today: Help YOU learn the basics 
about Sparkler and see how it’s 
supporting the work of Help Me Grow 
in Connecticut.



Why Focus on Early Childhood?

● Brains grow over time. 

● Brain architecture starts before birth and 
continues into adulthood; it’s affected by 
genes and experiences. 

● In the first few years of life, more than 1 
million new neural connections form every 
second!

● Parents and caregivers shape children’s 
early experiences which can have positive, 
long-term impacts on their development.

Source: Center on the Developing Child, Harvard University, Brain Architecture

https://developingchild.harvard.edu/science/key-concepts/brain-architecture/#neuron-footnote


COVID-19: New Early Learning Needs

Covid-19 has put additional stress on families 
with young children, affecting children’s 
wellness and early development.

More than ever, families need: 

● Access to high-quality, science-based 
information to support their children’s 
healthy early development.

● Support from people who can answer 
questions and offer help.



For families, Sparkler is a mobile app, in English 
& Spanish, on Android/iOS. Parents get:

1. Developmental screening (ASQ-3 and ASQ:SE-2) to 
check in on their child’s development. 

2. A library of 1000+ playful activities created by early 
childhood educators to help parents and children play 
together off screen to promote learning.

3. Connection with professionals — 211 Child Development 
or other professionals.

Schools/providers can use the mobile app to 
see what families see or sign into the Sparkler 
Dashboard to monitor and engage with families. 

Today We’ll Talk About Sparkler



Let’s Get You Started with Sparkler’s App!

1 Pull out your smartphone or tablet!

Press Create a New Account, pick Email, and follow these steps:

● Enter your access code: CT or your school/program’s unique code

● Enter your email address  and make up a password you’ll remember

● Create YOUR account: Enter your name, phone number, address

● Create a CHILD PROFILE for 0-5 yr old (Sparkler assigns content based on 
Children’s ages, so you need a 0-5 year to see ASQ and play content, providers can 
create “pretend” children in order to see what families see): child’s first name, last 
name, pronoun, birthdate, prematurity if under 2, photo if you choose

● Profile Questions, Sponsoring Partners

2 On browser go to this URL and download app: https://playsparkler.org/get 

3



Follow Along to Learn How to Use the App:
Sparkler Makes Screening More Accessible

Families can visit KNOW to find the mobile Ages and 
Stages Questionnaires® — both ASQ-3 and ASQ:SE-2.

ASQ helps educators, doctors, and families 
understand children’s strengths, set goals, and access 
support.
Ages & Stages Questionnaires® and ASQ® are registered trademarks of Paul H. Brookes Publishing Co., Inc.

Know



Example of Sparkler’s Developmental Screening Functionality

Welcome Screen What to Expect Section Intro Different types of multiple choice and free 
response questions

Sparkler provides developmental screening (the ASQ-3 and ASQ:SE-2) to families via smartphone or tablet. The following show 
screenshots from the live app. 



Congrats screen 
at end of each 

section

Ability to 
navigate around 

the sections

At the end, user 
agrees to finish 

and submit

Mobile ASQ, Continued

Thank you at the end 
and link to 

play/learning activities

Screenshot from current Sparkler mobile app



https://playsparkler.org

Families can visit PLAY to swipe through 
a library of play-based learning activities 
to find an activity that sparks their 
interest or is focused on a skill they want 
to help their child develop. 

Play

Play: Spark Healthy Early Development Together!



https://playsparkler.org

Play: Spark Healthy Early Development Together!

Simple 
“recipe” for 

play

Tips (vocab, 
stretch, 

simplify, 
etc.)

Feedback: 
Did the 

child like it?

Feedback: 
Was the 

level right?

Feedback: 
Free 

Response

Congrats 
screen



https://playsparkler.org

As parents and children play, Sparkler helps 
visualize their accomplishments: How have they 
grown their child’s heart, mind, body, and words? 

Click on the icons to find more activities in each.

As Families Play, Sparkler Shows Progress!



https://playsparkler.org

When families take pictures and 
add feedback they add to their 
scrapbook — in the GROW tab of 
Sparkler.

Grow

Grow: Remember How Your Child Has Grown



https://playsparkler.org

Learn The Signs Act Early and Other Parent Tips

Sparkler also has a library of tips for parents — with simple actionable steps they can use to help 
their children! This includes summaries of different parenting skills, explanations of the 
developmental milestones, and adaptations of the Learn the Signs. Act Early. milestones from the 
CDC.



Two-way Coaching and Advice to Connect with Families

Sparkler messages can engage families.

● Parents get nudges about activities, screenings, and 
important reminders

● Parents can get answers from 211 Child Development 
care coordinators or their programs/providers

● Members of a child’s team (e.g., mom and grandma) can 
send notes to each other via Sparkler

Connect



https://playsparkler.org

Family

1. 

Family 
submits ASQ

2.

Scores are immediately 
calculated, creating a family-

facing report and sending 
data to ASQ Online

3.

211 Child 
Development and the 

family’s 
school/provider see 

completed ASQ 

4.

211 Child Development or 
the school/provider 

reaches out to Family to 
share and discuss 

screening results

When a CT Family Takes the ASQ on Sparkler

5.

Family accesses support 
OR keeps playing/learning 

together using Sparkler

School/ 
Provider



A Network of Support for CT Families

Sparkler Learning
(Office of Early 

Childhood)

211 Child Development
(Formerly “CDI,” United Way 

of CT / 2-1-1)

Birth to Three, 
IDEA Part C

(Office of Early 
Childhood)

CT Help Me Grow
(Office of Early 

Childhood)

CT State 
Department of 

Education (Early 
Childhood Special 

Education)

Sparkler helps families tap into a whole network of 
supports and services in CT.



Main Dashboard view 
provides activity summary

Understand the Dashboard: Main Screen



Understand the Dashboard: Child Page

Child view shows 
individual-level 
activity — screenings 
completed and other 
engagement



You can use the dashboard 
to stay connected! Send 
messages back and forth 
with families!

Two-way Coaching and Advice to Connect with Families

Connect



Understand the Dashboard: Library 

Use the Library to find 
and share activities or 
parent tips with families



Understand the Dashboard: Screening 

Do facilitated 
screenings, 
analyze results, 
download reports, 
and more.



https://playsparkler.org

Facilitated Screening Available on the Dashboard

Sparkler enables teachers, 
school-based coaches, 
home visitors, or other 
providers to use a web-
based dashboard to 
complete screenings of 
children. 



https://playsparkler.org

Scores/Visualization of Results Suggested Activities (adapted from 
ASQ intervention activities) and ASQ 

Upcoming Milestones

Question by Question Readout

Family-Friendly ASQ Reports



Helping CT Parents Parent

Janice Rivera
Hartford, CT Mother

http://drive.google.com/file/d/1xoTZDP97T72A4K4t05kZ9Wruf8NC-klL/view


Gay Firth

Karene Reid-Oriabor

East Shore District 
Health Department

Provider Experience

http://drive.google.com/file/d/1BE250woPeHhmJm8tAyUgEsAHfueG3SjQ/view


3. Lessons from The Pilot



Positive Feedback from Families & Providers

Positive feedback from 

families.

77% of parents “strongly 

agree” or “agree” that 

Sparkler benefits their 

family. 

“Sparkler es una aplicación 

sumamente beneficiosa para los 

padres” 

(Sparkler is an extremely beneficial 

app for parents) [translated from 

Spanish]



Positive Feedback from Families 

Parent participants of the 5 focus groups who used both the paper and Sparkler App 

ASQ versions generally preferred the app version for its convenience, mobility, and 

ability to connect quickly if a delay was identified.

“It was a great advocacy tool to just be able to confirm what I was 
seeing…the delay in speech. And at first being like, “Oh, okay, he’s in 
monitor this month.” And then the next one, it came up as refer. And I’m like, 
“Okay, yeah, now, it’s really time to make some movement. I can actually say 
what I was thinking is real. I can go bring proof to someone and show them 
that this is what’s happening.”



Positive Feedback About 211’s Support 

“I was corresponding with [staff] at the CDI. And we went back and forth, a 
bunch of times, and she was very patient because I didn’t always respond right 
away. But she helped with the areas of, like, “monitor” and “refer,” and what 
resources to use for what. She connected me with the Child First Program. She 
connected me with the parent advocacy group that helps with special 
education. So I found out that, like other people were saying, the coach, I really 
thought it was a robot, so I didn’t respond at all. But having a person emailing 
me and really individualizing the response to me, I found that really helpful.” 



Positive Feedback from Providers

Providers who participated in the pilot said that the 
purpose of Sparkler is multi- faceted:

● Added resource for tracking child development in 
the community and for encouraging school 
readiness;

● Increase parent understanding of child 
development;

● Increase developmental screenings (ASQ) and early 
interventions; 

● Many providers said Sparkler and the ASQ helped 
them boost the confidence of parents as “first 
teachers” and advocates for their children; and

● Providers said it helped to boost family 
engagement. 

Providers said that the 

ASQ was not just a 

screening tool, but an 

educational one — a 

communication tool that 

provides a common 

language and points of 

discussion about child 

development for parents 

and their providers.



Areas for Improvement

● Encouraging ongoing play — helping families make play part of their daily lives.

● Providing more training and more ongoing support. 

● Building connections — not just parent-to-provider but parent to parent to 
provider. There are many people in communities working together to support 
families, and we want to build those connections. 

● Data — do more to build connections across diverse datasets in the state, 
supporting evaluation, helping to identify gaps. This will guide quality 
improvement. 

● Healthcare — so far, Sparkler has been primarily in the “education” space in CT. 
We’re working to build bridges with pediatricians/healthcare going forward.



4. Scaling Impact in CT 



Sparkler’s Early Pilots in Connecticut

The Initial OEC Sparkler Initiative: A pilot with a group of Early Care and other 
providers to improve developmental screening, communication, and promotion 
with families. Reach of pilot:

● Early Childhood Center Based and Family Day Care: Hartford and 
Bridgeport 

● Preschool Development Grant (PDG) Expansion: 6 Communities — Bristol, 
Danbury, Manchester, New Haven, Stamford, Waterbury

● CT OEC Home Visitors: 44 Home Visiting Programs statewide 



Starting this year, Sparkler is 

working with OEC and its partners 

across the state to serve all families 

of CT children 0-5 years old and 

programs serving those families. 

So far in 2021, serving ~50 

communities + all OEC Home 

Visiting + various other pilots

A Tool for All CT Families With 0-5 Year Olds



Building Bridges in Early Childhood

Sparkler has been deepening integrations 
within OEC and across different agencies in 
CT to support families. Our goal: forming an 
integrated system of support for CT 
providers and families. This includes: 

OEC partnerships:
● Home visiting — training new Home Visitors, building API to 

integrate with HV’s ECIS system
● Birth to Three 
● Early childhood programs
● Early conversations about integrating the parent-facing 

components of CT DOTS/CT ELDS + Pyramid Model

Collaborations with other State agencies:
● DCF — region 4 pilot with hopes of a statewide launch
● SDE outreach to all districts via Child Find
● Early talks with healthcare providers

Building connections across the state: 
● 211 Child Development = core partner / Help Me Grow
● School Readiness Councils
● CT Children’s Collective
● Learn the Signs. Act Early. 
● Family Resource Centers 



Increase in screenings this year. The 
number of ASQ:SEs completed using 
Sparkler has almost tripled since 
January 1 — from 450 to more than 
1,320. 

In the last 6 months, 850+ ASQ-3s and 
700+ ASQ:SEs have been completed in 
CT using Sparkler. 

Of the ASQ-3s, 61% on track in all 
categories; 23% at least one monitor; 
16% with at least one refer. 

Of the ASQ:SE-2s, 77% on schedule, 12% 
monitor, 11% refer. 

Increased Screenings



Scaling Impact in CT

● Continue to grow impact through deeper 

partnership and collaboration. 

● Build local connections and partnerships, e.g. 

Waterbury, Stamford.

● Building systems — linking healthcare, school 

readiness, districts, community — to work 

together on behalf of families.

● Direct-to-Family push with HMG as “safety 

net” to scale impact. 



● Funded in CT by the Office of Early Childhood 

via: 

○ Preschool Development Grant (PDG)

○ Governor's Emergency Education Relief 

(GEER) Fund

● Going forward, looking at expanding by tapping 

into other sources of funding and expanding in 

the context of HMG CT. 

Funding Sources



Support for Providers

● Training and technical assistance

● Learning communities

● Office hours

● Continuing to build systems and build connections



5. Discussion



Discussion

Questions/thoughts about Sparkler’s features/functions? 

Questions about how Sparkler has been incorporated into the 

HMG work in Connecticut? 

How can mobile, personal, and interactive technology support 

your work? 

How could Sparkler support your work?



THANK YOU!
Thanks for working with us to 
help all CT children get off to a 
strong start!

Get more information at 
https://playsparkler.org/connecticut or cdi.211CT.org 

Questions: email support@playsparkler.org

https://playsparkler.org/connecticut

