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Executive Summary

The experiences children have early in life—and the environments in which they have them—shape their developing brain architecture and strongly affect whether they grow up to be healthy, productive members of society.

Purpose

All families want – and their children deserve – the best possible start in life.  Scientific research confirms that early experiences – at home or outside of the home – are directly linked to early learning outcomes, foundational skills and lifelong achievement.  Quality early care and education that is consistent, developmentally appropriate and emotionally supportive has a positive impact on children, families, schools and communities. 

The Early Childhood Education Cabinet is committed to the work of developing a comprehensive early childhood education system that includes a Quality Rating and Improvement System (QRIS) that promotes high-quality early learning experiences for all children, in every setting, every year.  The goals of Connecticut’s QRIS are to provide families with the information they need to make informed choices and to provide all early childhood settings with the tools needed to improve quality, so that all children statewide are provided with the opportunity to have high quality early learning experiences.  

In order to ensure that all children in Connecticut receive quality early learning experiences, the Workgroup strongly recommends that the QRIS include all child care settings, whether they are publicly or privately funded, including child care centers, family child care programs, and license-exempt programs.
Process
The process of creating a QRIS for CT is guided by Public Act 11-181, which sets forth the parameters of a coordinated system for early childhood in Connecticut.  Among other features of the system, PA 11-181 includes language to “create, implement and maintain a quality rating and improvement system that covers home-based, center-based and school-based early child care and learning.”

In an effort to move this legislation forward, the QRIS Workgroup was established by the Early Childhood Cabinet in the spring of 2012. At the Cabinet’s request the workgroup developed plans to identify the actions and activities necessary to design a QRIS, establish a robust monitoring and rating process, develop QRIS Standards, promote quality improvement within and across levels of the system, promote use of information by communities and families and develop sustainability plans to ensure the consistent and long-term existence of the system.  The development of the recommendations for the Connecticut QRIS is grounded in a preceding report of the 2008 CT QRIS WorkGroup and Connecticut’s 2011 Race to the Top Early Learning challenge Application.  

In September 2012, the Early Childhood Planning Team, established through the aforementioned legislation to create a plan for Connecticut’s early childhood system, requested that the QRIS Workgroup complete a set of recommendations for a QRIS with the strict deadline of October 30, 2012. The Workgroup launched a process of meetings, with the help of the national Childcare State Systems Specialists, to achieve this goal. On November 15, 2012, the first iteration of recommendations was presented to the Connecticut Early Childhood Education Cabinet and Early Childhood Planning Team Director.

The QRIS Workgroup continued to meet to refine and clarify its recommendations. The recommendations that follow in this Report of the Early Childhood Cabinet's QRIS Workgroup, June 2013, is the result of that work. This report includes the Guiding Principles established by the Workgroup, which serve as a foundation to the QRIS system; recommendation summaries addressing these topics in the QRIS: Governance, Structure, Standards, Licensing, Accreditation and Approval, Rating and Monitoring, Subsidy, Incentives, Phase In; and the presentation delivered at the Cabinet meeting on Nov 15, 2012.

Guiding Principles

The QRIS Workgroup developed and adopted Guiding Principles relating to children and families, early care and education programs, settings and systems as the foundational tenets to the recommendations for the Connecticut QRIS. 
RECOMMENDATIONS

Governance

A governing entity must be designated for the QRIS.  In addition, a mechanism for regular communication with providers in the QRIS is also a key component to effective governance. Connecticut is in the process of developing a new governance structure for early childhood and currently has limited infrastructure to support the needed governance capacity for a QRIS.  The design of that governance structure will be highly dependent on the outcome of pending legislation for an Office of Early Childhood that may or may not include child care licensing within the purview of that Office.   Currently, the State Department of Education is charged with developing the QRIS, with the anticipated transfer of that charge to the Office of Early Childhood with the passage of the pending legislation.   

Structure
The Connecticut QRIS will be a mandatory block system.  The Workgroup strongly recommends a QRIS that demands high quality early learning experiences for all children in every setting resulting in the recommendation that involvement be mandatory for all settings.   In addition, the criteria and indicators within each block must be achieved prior to ascending to the next level.  Participants at each level are eligible to receive targeted training and technical assistance to assist in on-going quality improvement.
Standards

The recommended components for the Connecticut QRIS standards are Health and Safety, Learning Environment, Workforce Qualifications and Professional Development, Family Engagement and Support, and Leadership and Management.  The standards will be reinforced by criteria and indicators of quality that reflect an increase in quality as programs elevate from level to level.
Licensing

Connecticut’s licensing regulations should be held as the baseline threshold of quality for the QRIS.  The development of standards, criteria and indicators should be established in relationship to each level of the QRIS to build upon that licensing baseline for on-going quality improvement.  The licensing system has been identified by the workgroup as a potential mechanism for communication to all licensed programs regarding the QRIS.  Connecticut is also embarking on a needs assessment study of the licensing system that will be conducted by the National Association for Regulatory Administration (NARA).  The findings and recommendations from that study will directly impact how licensing procedures are implemented moving forward. 

Accreditation and Approval System

An infrastructure of national accreditation bodies can serve as cost-effective monitoring and quality assurances for the QRIS.  Connecticut recognizes national accreditation and approval systems as a means to define expectations for high quality early care and education settings.  The accreditation and approval entities currently recognized by early care and education settings in Connecticut include, but not limited to, the National Association for the Education of Young Children, the National Association for Family Child Care Accreditation and Head Start.    Processes should also be developed to identify and approve additional accreditation bodies for use in the QRIS.
Rating and Monitoring

An effective QRIS is highly dependent on an infrastructure of regular and on-going monitoring, accomplished through a combination of self-report, quality audits and utilization of external accreditation approval systems.   In addition, it is necessary to select tools and utilize them for the purpose they were designed, in their entirety, not in subscale, to enable valid and reliable ratings. 

Subsidy 

The Connecticut QRIS will include an integrated system of tiered reimbursement, with the child care subsidy program as an essential component.  A sub-group with expertise of the federal and state mandates related to the child care subsidy should be put in place to inform the alignment of the subsidy system with the QRIS.  Like many other states, Connecticut’s child care assistance subsidy system is governed by the Child Care Development Fund Plans submitted to the federal Office of Child Care by the designated lead agency in the state. In addition, Connecticut recently passed legislation that enables providers receiving child care subsidy to organize and potentially participated in collective bargaining. 

Incentives

The Connecticut QRIS will provide incentives that are both financial and non-financial.  The QRIS will incent providers of all care settings to provide high quality early learning experiences for all children.

· An effective QRIS provides sufficient supports to families and programs.

· Publicly-funded providers should receive training, technical assistance, and incentives.  (The base rate of reimbursement and the incentive package should be based upon an established formula).

· Non-publicly funded providers should receive training, technical assistance and incentives to promote continuous improvement and sustained quality.
While the feasibility of program quality improvements are dependent on financial supports, training and technical assistance can also incent increased knowledge and professionalism of the workforce.  In addition, the QRIS is a means to promote the selection of high-quality early learning experience by families, which will in turn foster the demand for high quality early learning programs and ignite a market driven momentum for increased opportunities for high quality programs.  A multidimensional incentive structure is a key component of the QRIS.

NEXT STEPS
It is recommended that the CT QRIS be implemented in phases, with an initial pilot phase that is guided by the expertise of a researcher to monitor reliability and validity of the system.  The Workgroup has identified a number of projects that will be vital to the implementation of QRIS, including but not limited to, the development of standards—with criteria and indicators, the selection and training of reliable raters, the selection of an evaluator for the system, the development of the technological infrastructure to support the system, and on-going consumer education on the QRIS.  

The Pilot Phase should be voluntary and by invitation with the phases thereafter being mandatory, starting with licensed center and family-based providers.  The final phase should include the licensed-exempt programs and family friend and neighbor care providers.  The Workgroup strongly recommends a QRIS that demands high quality early learning experiences for all children in every setting.
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