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State Budget: Preschool Expansion, Rate Increases, Quality, and Care4Kids
The Office of Early Childhood is closely monitoring the state budget process. Dr. Myra Jones-Taylor testified February 24 before the Appropriations Committee in support of the Governor’s budget proposal for early childhood.  The Governor is calling for universal access to preschool in our poorest communities, creating an additional 4,000 opportunities for low-income children by 2019.  For FY 15, the Governor proposes 475 spaces for Priority School Districts, 438 spaces for Alliance Districts (non-Priority), and 107 for Competitive School Districts (non-Alliance).

The Governor’s budget proposes a 3% rate increase for School Readiness programs and Child Day Care Centers. A technical budget fix is needed to ensure the CDCs receive the full 3% rate increase. The budget proposal also funds an additional 28 licensing staff to move to annual child care inspections for centers and homes, and to meet the demand for background checks.

An additional $3 million is proposed for quality initiatives, bringing quality enhancement dollars to $6,895,645.  Care4Kids funding is increased for two purposes: 1) to fund the collective bargaining agreement between the Office of Early Childhood and CSEA-SEIU Local 2001 for licensed family child care providers and unlicensed family, friend and neighbor providers ($11,306,600); and 2) to meet projected caseload increases ($3,039,400).

Later in the session, the Appropriations Committee will release its budget proposal, which will be followed by budget negotiations between the Administration and the Legislature.  The legislative session concludes at midnight Wednesday, May 7.
Early Childhood Bills of Interest
S.B. 25 – An Act Establishing the Office of Early Childhood

This is the Governor’s bill. The Education Committee heard S.B. 25 at a March 3 public hearing.  S.B. 25 codifies the Office of Early Childhood. Joint Favorable Substitute language makes the bill cleaner and more coherent. The new bill language changes the title from “executive director” to “commissioner.” On Friday, March 21, S.B. 25 was voted out of committee by a 32-0 with 2 absent.

S.B. 26 – An Act Expanding Opportunities for Early Childhood Education

This is the Governor’s bill. The Education Committee also heard S.B. 26 at the March 3 public hearing. S.B. 26 allows for 1) a rate increase for Priority School Districts, 2) removes the grant cap for Competitive School Districts, 3) allows for all (not just those with two or more priority schools) Competitive School Districts to receive funding for slot expansion, 4) requires the OEC Commissioner to create a plan to achieve universal access to preschool and report to the Governor January 1, 2015; 5) requires annual inspections of licensed child care centers and homes, and 6) moves youth camp licensing into the OEC. 

Joint Favorable Substitute language increases the per-child rate for School Readiness Priority School District for full-day programs from $8,346 to $8,661. This increase also appears in the education budget implementer, H.B. 5043.  On Monday, March 24, S.B. 26 and H.B. 5043 was voted out of committee by a 32-0 vote.

Dr. Myra Jones-Taylor testified in support of the Governor’s bills.  Several stakeholder organizations also testified in support of S.B. 25 and 26.  It is undetermined if S.B. 25 will be referred to another committee or directly to the Senate floor for a vote.
S.R. 9 and H.R. 3 - Resolution Proposing Approval of a Collective Bargaining Agreement Between the Office of Early Childhood and the Connecticut State Employees Association (CSEA – SEIU Local 2001)
Dr. Myra Jones-Taylor testified before the Appropriations Committee March 12 in support of a House and Senate Resolution (S.R. 9 and H.R. 5) that would approve the collective bargaining agreement between the Office of Early Childhood and CSEA-SEIU Local 2001 for licensed family child care providers and unlicensed family, friend and neighbor providers who receive Care4Kids funding.  The collective bargaining agreement would raise Care4Kids rates for the first time in 13 years, provide professional development opportunities, and offer incentives to increase child care quality.  The agreement would close the 26% rate differential between licensed centers and homes for infant-toddler care. The cumulative 12% Care4Kids rate increase over a four-year period would extend to licensed centers. For unlicensed family, friend and neighbor providers, the rate would increase to one-third of the minimum wage by the fourth year of the collective bargaining contract.
H.B. 5522 – An Act Concerning School Readiness Funding
This bill, raised by the Education Committee, would increase rates for School Readiness Priority School District full-day programs from $8,346 to $9,000.  The Office of Early Childhood submitted testimony. The bill did not make it out of committee. However, School Readiness Priority School District full-day program rates increase from $8,346 to $8,661 in both S.B. 26 and the education budget implementer bill, H.B. 5043.
S.B. 424 – An Act Concerning Access to Preschool for Children in the Care and Custody of the Department of Children and Families
This bill would require DCF to ensure that all three- to five-year olds in the custody of DCF are enrolled in school readiness preschools that are either NAEYC accredited or meet Head Start Approval.  The bill states that a child would not be required to be enrolled if DCF determines it would not be in the best interest of the child. The bill was voted out of committee March 21 by a 33-0 vote.
S.B. 340 – An Act Concerning a Two-Generational School Readiness Plan
This bill requires the Office of Early Childhood to create a two-generational plan that includes: (1) Promoting and prioritizing access to high-quality preschool for three and four-year-old children who are living at seventy-five per cent of the federal poverty level; (2) providing the parents of such children with (A) the opportunity to acquire their high school diplomas, (B) adult education, and (C) technical skills to increase their employability and sustainable employment; and (3) funding for implementation of the plan, including, but not limited to, use of the temporary assistance for needy families program and other federal, state and private funding.

Dr. Myra Jones-Taylor testified on this bill along with DSS Commissioner Rod Bremby and DOL Commissioner Sharon Palmer.  The testimony of all three, lasting more than an hour, focused on the factors of poverty and two-generational strategies to support children and families. Myra’s testimony focused largely on our Even Start program; several others testified in support of Even Start as a two-generational program.  

H.B. 5323 – An Act Concerning the Child Poverty and Prevention Council 
This bill would add the Office of Early Childhood and Departments of Housing and Agriculture to the Council.  The Office of Early Childhood submitted testimony.  The bill was voted out of the Human Services Committee by an 18-0 vote.

S.B. 48 – An Act Concerning Child Nutrition Standards for Child Care Settings  
This bill would set certain standards for juice and milk in child care settings.  However, new language this year would not require providers to employ these standards for beverages provided by the parents.  The Office of Early Childhood and Department of Public Health submitted testimony.  The bill was voted out of the Children’s Committee by a 10-2 vote and is on the Senate Floor.

S.B. 204 – An Act Concerning Youth Camper Education
This bill is of interest to the Office of Early Childhood since youth camp licensing will move to the Office July 1.  The bill would require written and oral presentations to campers about Lyme disease, abuse and neglect, and require background checks of youth camp directors and assistance directors.  The Children’s Committee voted the bill out of committee by a 10-2 vote.

H.B. 5446 – An Act Concerning the Prevention or Elimination of Double Child Care Subsidies
This bill addresses instances when DCF is paying for a child’s child care while awaiting processing and approval of a Care4Kids application. For technical reasons, there is an overlap in DCF and Care4Kids payments for the same child.  This bill would require resolution of this situation.  DSS testified that the United Way of CT is working on an administrative fix. The bill was voted out of the Human Services Committee by an 18-0 vote.

S.B. 32 – An Act Concerning Working Families’ Wages
This bill increases the minimum wage to (1) $9.15 on January 1, 2015, (2) $9.60 on January 1, 2016, and (3) $10.10 on January 1, 2017. This will increase the wages of some early childhood employees.  The fiscal note also points to the fiscal impact on the state to pay for the increase in Care4Kids rates for unlicensed family, friend, and neighbor providers. The bill was voted out of the Labor Committee by an 8-3 vote and subsequently out of the Appropriations Committee by a 42-17 vote.
