Early Care and Education System Reform

Key Elements
In recent years, many attempts have been made to weave early childhood programs and services into a cohesive whole—with varying degrees of success.  One of the obstacles is lack of agreement on how to define the problem, as well as the lingering hope that there might be ‘one right answer.’  The truth is that system reform is complex, yet definable, and there are likely many right answers.  This paper is designed to help open up that dialogue by: 1) identifying the key elements of an effective early care and education system, and 2) offering a model that can be used to help identify and compare the ways that each sub-system addresses the key elements. The tool is designed to help participants examine each component of the overall system; list and compare the various ways that sub-systems (e.g. Head Start, child care, prekindergarten, etc.) address that component; and, ultimately, craft policy that aligns the contributions of each system to form a cohesive whole.

The approach outlined in this paper focuses on function rather than form. In other words, it is silent with regard to governance. Systems reform work can occur in the context of new governance structures (e.g. new state or local agencies, Children’s Cabinets, etc.) or it can occur through relationship building among the individuals responsible for funding, monitoring and/or administering programs. Regardless of the approach, early childhood system reform is not easy, nor quick. Effective change requires a long-term commitment, a deep understanding of the many elements that affect program quality, careful planning and focused implementation. 

The graphic on page 8 names each component of the system and shows how the pieces come together to support the whole. Additionally, each component is described in more detail below, followed by a few concrete examples. (Please note that these are examples of promising practices not models to be replicated. Every community and state is different; what works in one place may not work in another.) 

Quality Standards 

Every part of the early care and education system has a set of standards for programs and/or practitioners.
 In some cases, these standards are legal requirements. Child care center and home licensing, or public school teacher licenses, are examples of legal standards. In many cases, standards are linked to funding. Head Start Performance Standards or “tiered” reimbursement for child care subsidies are examples of funding standards. Quality standards can also become community norms, where they are enforced by consumer behavior. Public school report cards that are widely distributed and often published in local newspapers, and NAEYC accreditation or child care quality rating systems that are reported by Child Care Resource and Referral (CCR&R) agencies are two examples. Depending upon the situation and program, each of these strategies – legal enforcement, funding, and community norms – can be used to effectively enforce standards. 

A key part of early childhood system reform is aligning the standards used by different parts of the early care and education system so that they work together and the whole becomes greater than the sum of its parts. If standards are not viewed as a single measure but rather as a continuum, with various levels of quality that build on one another, it is possible to develop a single set of quality standards that apply to early childhood programs in many different domains. For example, after reviewing the standards used by various early childhood programs and funders in your state you might construct a set of common standards like the following:

Level I – might include the minimal program and practitioner standards currently required by child care licensing and willingness to participate in an environmental rating process.

Level II – might include licensing standards plus: lead teachers with an AA degree in early childhood or CDA credential, slightly better staff:child ratios, and/or a specific score on the ITERS/ECERS/FDCRS or another environmental rating scale.

Level III – might include licensing standards plus lead teachers with BA degrees in early childhood and/or early childhood teacher certification, compliance with Head Start Performance Standards or attainment of early childhood program accreditation or national school accreditation, and/or a specific score on the ITERS/ECERS or another environmental rating scale.

The first step in crafting a set of common standards is to identify what standards – for programs and practitioners -- are currently used by early care and education program administrators and funders in your state. A list of quality standards that have been identified in many states and cities is included below:

Standards for Programs:

Child care licensing regulations 

Early intervention program standards

Head Start Performance Standards

Nursery school standards 

Child and Adult Care Food Program standards

Accreditation requirements for early childhood programs

School accreditation requirements 

State or local child care quality rating systems (like CO Educare, OK Reach for the Stars and Florida’s “Gold Seal” child care rating system) 

Wisconsin’s High Quality Early Care Program standards

Military child care standards

Environmental rating scales, like ITERS/ECERS/FDCRS 

…and many others

Standards for Practitioners:

Child care licensing pre-service and in-service requirements for practitioners 

Teacher certification standards for public school teachers 

Head Start requirements for staff 

Core Body of Knowledge & Professional Development Record for child care 

Various child care credentials  (e.g. CDA, Director Credential, Infant/Toddler Credential, etc.)

Certification by the National Board for Professional Teaching Standards

…and many others

Support to Meet and Maintain Standards

Once quality standards have been established, steps must be taken to ensure that programs and practitioners receive the assistance they need to meet and maintain the standards. This includes initiatives to help programs meet quality standards (e.g. on-site evaluation & technical assistance, accreditation facilitation, support groups for directors and staff, mini-grants for program improvements, and so forth). It also includes support for practitioners (e.g. access to high-quality training and education, scholarships and loan forgiveness, mentoring opportunities, career counseling, and so forth). 

Most early care and education funding streams include some form of support to help programs and practitioners meet and maintain standards. But this support takes many forms. The public agencies that administer child care subsidies often have special grants to assist programs in meeting health and safety standards, achieving accreditation, purchasing special equipment or training staff. State Education Departments, on the other hand, set out the requirements for teacher education programs leading to certification and then  expect institutions of higher education to prepare teachers and/or local school districts to make sure that practitioners get the continuing professional development they need to be good teachers. Head Start has its own system of training and technical assistance providers. Some state early intervention agencies have developed their own support systems as well. 

Once again, the key is to find the common elements in all of the initiatives that support early childhood programs and practitioners and to align these services so that they form a cohesive whole. If all funders agree that Level II programs need teachers with an AA or CDA, and at least 15 clock hours of annual in-service continuing education in the following topics, how can we best meet that need given available resources? An assessment of the continuing education  opportunities and resources across all of the early care and education sub-systems can help to identify areas where needs are being met and where gaps exist. Making a list of all of the education and technical assistance resources in each sector of the early care and education system is the first step. States and cities that have taken this step have identified the following supports:

Supports For Programs:

Accreditation facilitation or support projects 

The Head Start Training and Technical Assistance system

Special State or privately-funded technical assistance initiatives (e.g. Colorado Educare) 

Grants linked to attendance at specialized training (e.g. NH and ME infant care training)

The Military technical assistance/training

Healthy Child Care America grants for resource staff and technical assistance

Early intervention technical assistance initiatives

…and many others

Supports for Practitioners:

Credit and non-credit training delivered in local communities (by CCR&Rs and others)

ECE/Child Development degrees and courses in two- and four-year colleges

Teacher education programs in colleges and universities

Leadership/administration courses and degrees

Distance education opportunities (self-learning videos, on-line coursework, etc.)

Professional development institutes

Career development initiatives, including career counseling 

Early childhood apprenticeship programs

The Military child care training system 

…..and many others

Monitoring and Accountability 

Standards cannot be upheld without a system to ensure that programs and practitioners comply with them. For programs, this means sufficient staff to monitor regulatory requirements, funding standards and quality benchmarks (accreditation or quality rating systems), an automated system to track program compliance, communication with referral agencies and other consumer education efforts, and so forth.  For practitioners, it means ensuring that there are a sufficient number of colleges (or other accessible institutions/organizations) that offer early care and education courses and award credentials and degrees. An automated system to track practitioner qualifications and progress (such as a personnel registry or certification database) is another important component. 

Agencies that fund or administer early care and education services typically establish mechanisms to monitor compliance with standards. But each has a different method. And programs that receive funds from multiple public agencies are often required to comply with multiple monitoring policies and procedures, while some programs that rely exclusively on parent fees such as nursery schools may not be monitored at all. Aligning all of these systems around a common set of standards can help to avoid duplication and make the best use of scarce resources. Once again, the first step is identifying the various entities involved in program monitoring. Some states and cities that have taken this step have identified the following:

For Programs:

Child care licensing compliance monitoring 

Child Care and Adult Food Program compliance monitoring 

Early intervention program review process 

Quality rating system monitoring 

Head Start Regional Office monitoring (PRISM)

Accreditation validation visits and reports

Military Child Development Office compliance monitoring

For Practitioners:

Teacher certification process 

Career development practitioner registries 

T.E.A.C.H. Educational Scholarship Program compliance reporting 

Financial Assistance Linked to Meeting Standards

It is not possible to hold early childhood programs accountable for meeting standards if they do not have the resources to do so. Without funds that can supplement the revenue from parent fees, child care certificates or other scholarships, community-based programs will not be able to maintain high quality standards over time. Similarly, part-day, part-year preschool programs cannot be expected to offer full-day, year-round services without sufficient resources. And it is not possible to recruit and retain qualified teachers – the most important element in promoting early learning -- without decent compensation and benefits. Financial assistance that is linked to meeting standards is key to building an effective early care and education system.

There are many ways to provide assistance, including: direct subsidies (grants or tax benefits for programs, linked to quality standards), portable subsidies ("tiered" public or private payment rates -- or individual tax benefits -- linked to quality), wage and benefit initiatives, facility funds, fiscal management assistance, and so forth. Finance options will vary among states and cities. 

The key is to think systemically and provide both flexibility and accountability at the same time. First, financing must be linked to compliance with standards, otherwise programs will have no real incentive to improve. Second, financing must be flexible enough to support a diverse array of providers. We must move away from categorical funding that assumes separate and distinct programs and recognize that effective early childhood programs work across systems and use multiple funding streams. For example, a Level I program might collect parent fees and meet the standards for a base child care reimbursement rate if it serves parents that receive child care assistance. A Level III program, on the other hand, might receive: parent fees, a higher child care reimbursement rate (under a tiered system), a Head Start grant, and funding from a state or local prekindergarten initiative. If all of these funders agreed to a common set of standards for a Level III program, they could coordinate budgeting, monitoring and reporting efforts—saving time and money for the early childhood program and the various fund administrators.

The long term goal of a cross-system plan for early childhood finance reform is to align the policies that govern early care and education funding streams so that they may be “layered” in support of a single program. An important first step, however, is identifying current sources of funding and exploring how these can be linked to compliance with standards. Some examples of financial assistance that are linked to standards include:

Assistance for Programs:
Tiered reimbursement rates for their child care subsidy system, i.e. higher rates for higher quality programs. (This is current policy in more than 23 states and many localities.)

Tiered merit rewards -- payments linked to attained quality but not linked to the subsidy system

Quality improvement grants 

Military direct financial support for child care programs 

Prekindergarten funding 

Head Start grants

United Way or other private sector funds, linked to compliance with standards

Loans that convert to grants if programs meet higher standards (e.g. NC flood repair grants)

Assistance for Practitioners

T.E.A.C.H. educational bonuses and stipends 

State and local compensation initiative (e.g. WI REWARDS, NC WAGES)

Practitioner stipends or scholarships for training and education

Higher education loan forgiveness programs

Assistance for Consumers

Higher Dependent Care Tax Credit for families that use higher quality care (Maine)

Engagement and Outreach

System reform cannot work unless practitioners and consumers "buy into" the change. In other words, they must understand what quality standards mean, why they are important, what they can do to comply, and how compliance will benefit them individually and collectively. Often this understanding needs to be concrete: parents, and many educators, need to know what a high quality early childhood program looks and feels like. Public information campaigns are one step, but this approach may too broad and general to affect consumer behavior. Consumers often need a more direct approach, such as an easily understood quality rating system (so they can “count the stars” or compare grades) or financial rewards (like higher tax credits if they purchase early education services from  a 3 star program.) Engagement and outreach is a new area for many state and local early childhood endeavors. Examples of some of the approaches used to date include the following:

Program Outreach:

Model early childhood program initiatives, where centers serve as “lab schools”

Blue Ribbon schools

Head Start Centers of Excellence

Quality improvement initiatives sponsored by professional associations 

Public recognition of quality status (e.g. press releases when programs become accredited, visual displays of rating on a star system)

Field trips/visits to high quality early childhood programs

Practitioner Outreach
Mentoring programs 

Training in child observation and program assessment

Use of interactive tools such as video and computer CD Rom (so practitioners can see what high-quality settings look like)

Awards and recognition for attaining early childhood education degrees or credentials 

Consumer Outreach

Star Rating systems linked to public education campaign and policy (CO, OK)

CCR&R agencies that provide quality rating information when giving referrals

School rating systems 

Web-based regulatory compliance reports

School report cards online

Consumer concern phone line 

Higher tax credits for higher quality care (so parents read about quality in unlikely places -- on the their tax form and from their accountant!
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� The Child Care Bureau has recently required all states to establish Early Learning Guidelines, which define what children should know, understand and be able to do within a specific developmental domain. While some states refer to these as “standards”, we consider them child outcomes or expectations. For purposes of this paper, the word standard is used to refer to a specific set of critera or actions programs and practitioners must meet and which is used as an accountability  measure. Standards for programs and for practitioners should be aligned with Early Learning Guidelines for children.  


 


� This example is for illustrative purposes only and is NOT intended to suggest best practice. Standards will vary from state to state, based on a range of factors.
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