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Childcare Quality Rating and Improvement System 

Issue:

A child’s earliest interaction with parents, grandparents and other caring adults lays the foundation on which their futures are built.  Today, more children age six and under are in child care facilities and programs due to a dual income household. Currently, 64,000 West Virginia children under the age of six spend a large portion of their day and therefore their early, most important, developmental years in the care of someone other than their parents. With no proficient way to measure the quality of care received away from home, the implementation of a statewide voluntary childcare quality rating and improvement system (QRIS) with tiered reimbursement for at risk children will provide a reliable tool for assessing and improving the quality of these facilities and programs. It will be a valuable instrument in furthering economic growth throughout West Virginia.   Additionally, it will be a dependable resource for parents in choosing a quality childcare program.  

Information:

According to a study by the Marshall University Center for Business and Economic Research, a substantial commitment to high-quality Early Childhood Development (ECD) programs in West Virginia will have a very positive influence in the future economic development of the state.  Investments in early child development may well be the more important expenditure for relating education to economic growth.  For every dollar West Virginia invests in this high-quality ECD system, a $5.20 return will be earned through outcomes such as higher academic achievement, adult earning power and lower juvenile delinquency and dropout rates. Other economic benefits of high-quality ECD include: 

For children:
· Higher likelihood of completing high school and attending college

· Higher paying jobs

For parents:

· Enhanced ability to enter the workforce

· Higher incomes and standards of living

For employers:

· Less absenteeism

· Lower employee turnover

· Higher worker productivity

For society:

· Less grade retention

· Lower welfare expenditures

· Lower crime

· More income and jobs from the ECD industry

The key to obtaining the biggest return on investment and economic benefit comes when early child development is high-quality.  Logically, children enrolled in high-quality ECD programs perform significantly better than those in low-quality programs.  The quality of ECD is a strong predictor of a child’s cognitive, social, and language development for future success. 
The first step in achieving high-quality ECD is the implementation of a quality rating and improvement system (QRIS).  Following an 18 month assessment of early childhood development policy in West Virginia, Partners Implementing an Early Care and Education System (PIECES) Council selected a childcare quality rating and improvement system as a top priority for young children.  

A childcare QRIS is a way to assess, improve and communicate the level of childcare quality in early care and education settings. It's similar to the star rating system used for hotels, movies and car safety. The more stars a childcare center is awarded, the higher the level of quality. A QRIS will build on a foundation of licensing and add multiple steps between licensing standards and higher quality criteria.  A QRIS will raise child care licensing standards, with the ultimate goal of having child care facilities and programs become nationally accredited. Specific quality criteria required and measured in a QRIS are:

· Physical environment, including class size and ratios as well as health, safety and nutrition
· Staff qualifications, professional development and compensation
· Interactions between teachers, children and families

· Developmentally and culturally appropriate curriculum and classroom practices

· Regular program evaluation and public reporting

· Support to programs by having an adequate number of well-trained evaluators and access to technical assistance and mentoring to help programs reach the next level of quality rating

· Continuous program quality improvement

In a QRIS, financial incentives from the state, such as subsidy payments at higher levels (tiered reimbursement), and competition for children, combine to improve program quality.  Child care facilities and programs receive a higher reimbursement rate based on their level or “star” quality rating.

As of 2007, there are 2099 registered family day care homes and 349 licensed child care centers in the state.  However only 9.2 percent of these licensed child care centers are nationally accredited and 42 of West Virginia’s 55 counties have no accredited centers.  A QRIS will allow child care centers to be set on the right path for national accreditation and thereby provide high-quality ECD. 
Currently, 17 states have state-wide QRIS including West Virginia’s neighboring states of Kentucky, Ohio, Maryland, Pennsylvania and Tennessee;  all but eight states are either operating, exploring or designing a QRIS.  
Of West Virginia’s neighboring states, Pennsylvania, Kentucky and Tennessee have performed initial evaluations and have reported an increase in child care quality since implementation.  For example, according to a 2006 study, since the implementation of Pennsylvania’s Keystone STARS Quality Rating System in 2002, child care centers beginning the STARS program received an overall score of 4.11, while child care centers at the highest level of the STARS program received an overall score of 5.42.
Action:

High-quality facilities and programs are vital to West Virginia’s economic development.  The Charleston Regional Chamber of Commerce recognizes the importance of quality early childhood development centers and programs as a significant economic development tool for the state and for these reasons supports legislation to begin the implementation of a voluntary childcare quality ranking and improvement system (QRIS) with multiple tiers of reimbursement for low income children.

Sources:
West Virginia KIDS COUNT Fund. (2008).  64,000 West Virginia Children Need Great Daycare.  West Virginia Needs a Childcare Quality Rating and Improvement System (Issue Brief). Charleston, WV: Author.

West Virginia: A Vision Shared. (2008).  Early Child Development Is Economic Development (Issue Brief).  Charleston, WV: Author.

National Association for the Education of Young Children.  (June, 2008).  Quality Rating and Improvement System Toolkit.  Washington, D.C.: Author.
U.S. Department of Health and Human Services, Administration for Children and Families, National Child Care Information and Technical Assistance Center.  (September, 2008). Quality Rating Systems:  Definition and Statewide Systems.  Retrieved December 18, 2008 from http://nccic.acf.hhs.gov/pubs/qrs-defsystems.html.

University of Pittsburgh Office of Child Development and Pennsylvania State University Prevention Research Center. (December, 2006).  Evaluation of Pennsylvania’s Keystone STARS Quality Rating System in Child Care Settings.  Pittsburgh, PA: Author.
