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Aligning Public Finance Systems

How can we most effectively maximize resources and build cohesive early care and education systems at the state level?

Background

This issue brief is based on a longer publication entitled Early Care and Education System Reform: Key Elements that: 

1) identifies the key elements of an effective early care and education system; and 

2) offers a model that can be used to help align current system 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, pre-kindergarten, etc.) address that component; and, ultimately, craft policy that forms a cohesive whole. Each key element is described briefly, below, and a graphic of how these elements fit together is attached.

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 (e.g. child care program licensing or public school teacher licenses); sometimes the are funding standards (e.g. Head Start performance standards or tiered reimbursement for child care subsidies); and sometimes they are voluntary, and driven by consumers or community norms (e.g. program accreditation, national board certification for teachers, or public school 'report cards'.) A key part of 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 (e.g. Levels 1, 2, and 3) it is possible to develop a unified set of quality standards that apply to early childhood programs in many different domains. 

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). 

Each issue brief in this series has been written by Anne Mitchell and Louise Stoney, Alliance on Early Childhood Finance, on behalf of Smart Start’s National Technical Assistance Center.

Monitoring and Accountability 

Agencies that fund or administer early care and education services typically establish mechanisms to monitor compliance with standards. But each has a different method.  Program accountability typically involves staff and procedures to monitor compliance with regulatory requirements, funding standards and quality benchmarks (accreditation or quality rating systems) as well as communication with referral agencies and other consumer education efforts. Practitioner accountability is often the responsibility of training and education entities (e.g. degree requirements for the higher education system, training requirements for the apprenticeship program or T.E.A.C.H.) unless practitioner licensing is required. 

Financial Assistance Linked to Meeting Standards

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 communities. The key is to think systemically, i.e. how can each kind of financial assistance be linked to the unified standards, and provide both flexibility and accountability at the same time. 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. 

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 

Discussion Questions

1) Is this model helpful? If so, how could it be used to drive early care and education system reform in a state or city?

2) Is this model too limiting? If so, what needs to be added/revised?

3) The model only addresses the basic, functional elements of a system. It does not address issues of governance or administration. What would be the best way to build those links? Could additional research help further these links? And if so, what are the specific research questions to be answered?
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