A Blueprint for New York State's Early Childhood System:

Issues of Governance and Finance
In the ideal world, a single, coordinated system would govern and finance the early care and education system. But the world is far from ideal, and New York State has a long history of supporting separate systems administered by multiple federal, state and local agencies. Restructuring these existing systems will not be easy. 

This memo does not suggest eliminating these agencies, or developing a new bureaucracy to coordinate or govern early care and education. Rather, it suggests developing uniform standards -- for early childhood programs and practitioners -- and using the standards as a beacon to drive change. The notion here is that if all agencies embrace a set of common standards, and begin to adjust their administrative and fiscal decisions to support those standards, slowly all parts of the system will begin to move in a common direction. Instead of asking "which agency can we eliminate? or how can we change this bureaucracy? or what funds should be redirected?" we ask each agency to look internally at how it can work toward a common goal. How can each of the existing agencies most effectively use its existing resources to help early childhood programs and providers achieve the early learning standards? How can each agency adjust its current fiscal and accountability policies to reflect the new standards? How can staff from each agency be part of a team that is focused on continuous improvement toward high-quality early learning standards? 

This is a modest proposal, rooted in slow progress toward a common goal. Key issues of accountability and finance are described in more detail below.

Accountability
There are many ways to hold programs accountable for meeting the standards. Accountability can be legal and financial. It can also be rooted in community norms. It is possible to craft a set of high-quality early learning standards that embraces each of these levels.

Legal 

Child care programs would still be held accountable for meeting minimum licensing or regulatory standards. Public school teachers would still be required to obtain licenses. Each of these requirements would be part of the overall standards and could, if necessary, be expanded to include other programs or practitioners.

Financial
Funding would be linked to compliance with the early learning standards, adjusted by level. This could include: tiered reimbursement for subsidy reimbursement, higher grants to programs that comply with (or use grant funds to reach) higher levels of quality; higher fund allocations to school districts with prek programs that meet the standards; higher Head Start allocations to programs that meet the standards; higher United Way or foundation grants linked to the standards; facility loans converted to grants (fully or partially) based on reaching levels of quality; and so forth.

Community Norms (Consumer Enforcement)
Information and tax reimbursement could be used to include consumers in an accountability effort, such as: higher tax credits linked to compliance with the standards (by level of quality); CCR&R referrals that include information on compliance with standards; public information on schools (e.g. "report cards" printed in newspapers & published by advocacy groups) linked to compliance with standards.  Simple, consumer-oriented symbols should be used to define the system, such as one, two and three stars.

Steps to Implementation

There are many ways to implement this proposal. A few first steps are described below.

I. Develop New York State High Quality Early Learning Standards, in collaboration with all partners and based upon all existing quality standards (e.g. licensing, accreditation, Head Start Performance Standards, early intervention program guidelines, etc.) Create easy-to-read materials that describe the standards in a simple and straightforward way.

II. Create interagency "teams" (at the staff level) to develop common strategies/initiatives for implementing the standards. Key issues to be addressed by these teams include:

Practitioner Training - How can current training efforts supported by OCFS, DOE, HS, EI, and the private sector move toward a common set of standards? How can we align existing initiatives? Can the agencies develop common RFPs -- or jointly review responses to RFPs?

Program Accountability -  How can the agencies work together to support the standards so that they maximize existing staff and minimize duplication? Could they develop MOUs regarding forms, program monitoring, reporting and so forth?

Data Collection - How can data collection be coordinated with the aim of gathering comprehensive, non-duplicated counts of children, settings, and other relevant information?

Ratesetting - How can existing funds be "layered" into a single program? What would an integrated budget look like? How could public (and private) agencies set rates in a collaborative way--that takes into account the full spectrum of services and resources and makes each agency a partner in funding the program or child?

III. Establish a new, inter-agency "challenge grant" program that creates incentives for cross-system partnerships at the community level. (The Florida Collaborative Partnership Project, which was administered by DOE prior to the new school readiness law, is a good model). The Florida initiative gave grants for a wide range of efforts, including: simplified/coordinated point of entry; shared staff/equipment for quality improvement and/or practitioner training; shared staff for comprehensive services; cross-system inclusion or transition efforts; new strategies for cost-sharing. 

IV. Establish a "waiver" process that encourages communities to develop new cross-system strategies/initiatives, modeled on the Colorado Consolidated Pilots.

Key Principles/Lessons from other States
1) Focus on reducing bureaucracy and streamlining policies and procedures. Do not create a new office, Task Force, committee or staff position, form, policy or procedure unless it is absolutely necessary. When a new policy or procedure is added, see if it is possible to simultaneously eliminate an existing one. Eliminate as much paperwork as possible.

2) Use small, demonstration programs to test the feasibility of various approaches before taking them to scale. 
3) Start with small successes, move out from there, and keep on moving so that success builds and grows. Remember that there is a tipping point; when the "I00th monkey" starts washing his rock, it becomes the norm.

Financing Strategies

1) Explore a range of ways to use the tax system as a financing mechanism as well as a source of revenue. Possible approaches include: 

· Linking the state DCTC to high quality standards (e.g. higher credits for families that use higher quality care).

· Establishing a school readiness tax credit for providers, similar to the Colorado proposal.

· Converting the current wage initiative to an ECE Occupational Tax Credit.

· Establishing an investment tax credit, rooted in the approach used by the federal Low Income Housing Tax Credit. (Oregon just did this.)

2) Link early care and education to economic development. This includes:

· Conducting an input-output analysis to measure the economic impact of the child care industry (see attached summary of the analysis conducted by Tompkins County).

· Working with staff in the Empire Development Corporation to summarize and explain the various tax initiatives that New York (e.g. Empire Opportunity Fund, Power for Jobs, etc.) Explore the feasibility of adapting these programs to help support/expand the child care industry and/or creating new, similar initiatives for our industry.

3) Look carefully at each state agency budget and consider the feasibility of establishing a new (or reviving an old) child care initiative within the agency. (As TANF/CCDF has grown, state commitments to SUNY/CUNY child care, Migrant Child Care, HCF child care initiatives, and so forth, have shrunk. It's time to rebuilt support for child care within these agencies.

4) Create a matching grants program to encourage private sector investment in child care, similar to the Florida Executive Partnership Program.

5) Spearhead a new effort aimed at looking carefully and critically at management and administrative practices in ECE and other fields. The goal of this project will be to develop and test new fiscal/administrative alliances that allow multiple ECE programs to share costs and/or functions. The goal is to establish stronger and more stable service delivery systems; networks of providers (center and home-based) that are better able to weather financial storms, attract and manage funds from multiple sources, attract and retain skilled fiscal/administrative staff, and reduce overall administrative costs. 
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