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Introduction

The importance of quality in early childhood pro-
grams cannot be overemphasized. Research has 
shown that high quality programs yield long-last-
ing benefits not only for children and their fami-
lies, but also for communities, employers, and the 
nation. A child who attends a high quality early 
learning program is more likely to succeed in 
school, have higher earnings and better health out-
comes as an adult. A recent study within California 
has shown that a child who enters kindergarten 
well-prepared is ten times more likely to reach ac-
ademic standards by 3rd grade.1 

But the importance of quality goes beyond benefits 
for individual children. Research has shown that 
high-quality early care experiences can help level 
the playing field between low-income children and 
their higher income peers by improving the cogni-
tive, linguistic, and social emotional skills that are 
the foundations of lifelong learning. High-quality 
early care and education programs offer the tools 
to close the achievement gap, or better still, pre-
vent it before it even appears. In short, quality in 
early education is about equity. 

Quality has become a buzzword in the early learn-
ing field, and garnered attention from politicians 
to policymakers, to advocates, researchers, educa-
tors and parents. However, defining and measuring 
quality remain a challenge.2 One approach to sys-
tematically strengthening quality that has gained 
prominence and acceptance in recent years is the 
development of Quality Rating and Improvement 

Systems (QRIS). Efforts for developing and imple-
menting a QRIS have deepened as policymakers 
face increasing pressure for accountability in early 
childhood education, especially in reducing racial, 
ethnic, and income-based disparities in measures 
of school readiness.3 Forty-nine states are current-
ly operating, piloting, or planning a QRIS. Califor-
nia is one of nine states that received first-round 
federal funding to create and strengthen its QRIS. 
However, its unique approach has created import-
ant differences, both between California and other 
states, and within California itself.

This report is based on a literature review and in-
terviews with local and state administrators. The 
aim is not a comprehensive county-by-county 
analysis of QRIS, but rather to highlight common 
themes emerging across counties. The ten counties 
interviewed for this report were chosen for their 
geographic, cultural, and economic diversity, as 
well as for their high numbers of children ages zero 
to five living below the poverty line who are poten-
tially impacted by a quality rating system. 

The goal of this report is to provide a current pic-
ture of California’s QRIS, and offer recommen-
dations as the state expands its efforts in quality 
rating. It describes the common components of 
quality in early childhood settings, reviews Califor-
nia’s distinctive approach to QRIS, and discusses 
the resulting implications for stakeholders. Final-
ly, we offer recommendations for future efforts to 
improve quality in the state.
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Mounting evidence indicates that there is sub-
stantial room for improving the quality of early 
learning programs in California. According to a 
study by the RAND Corporation, only 13 percent 
of low-income children are in high quality early 
learning programs.7 Just 4 percent of California’s 
child care centers are nationally accredited, and 
no family child care homes are.8 California’s stan-
dards for basic licensing of child care centers and 
preschool are significantly out of step with nation-
al standards for quality.9 In most states, child care 
sites are inspected annually, however in California 
they are routinely inspected once every five years.10 
One national review of child care programs ranked 
California 50th in both its requirements for child 
care providers and for its oversight of those pro-
grams.11 Basic licensing inspections focus on health 
and safety measures, and do not assess the broader 
elements of quality important for children’s learn-
ing and development. Licensing inspection reports 
serve as the only public reporting on child care 
quality across all counties in the state, but they 
are hard for parents to access as the state does not 
make them readily available.12 

High-quality early childhood programs have 
been a priority in President Obama’s educa-
tion reform agenda. Through the American Re-
covery and Reinvestment Act of 2009, the Obama 
administration created the Race To the Top – Ear-
ly Learning Challenge (RTT-ELC). Among other 
things, this competitive grant offered funding to 
states to design and implement a QRIS.

The Components & Importance of Quality

Across the literature, researchers generally sep-
arate quality in early education into two compo-
nents: structural and process quality.4 Structural 
quality refers to physical aspects of the child care 
setting. It includes the ratio of adults to children, 
and the size of the group; the education level of 
the teachers; the rate of pay and turnover among 
staff; and the curriculum used in the classrooms. 
Process quality describes what happens in those 
settings; the interactions between children and 
caregivers, and children’s participation and en-
gagement in activities. Engaging, language-rich in-
teractions between children and caregivers are the 
fundamental building blocks of children’s academ-
ic and social success. Studies show that instructive 
interactions can significantly improve children’s 
cognitive and linguistic outcomes, while emotional 
interactions support the development of children’s 
social skills and enhance learning across multiple 
domains.5 

Process quality is recognized as most important for 
children’s development, while structural quality is 
indirectly related to child outcomes.6 Instruments 
to assess components of quality have been devel-
oped and are widely used (see box on Instruments 
to Measure Quality).
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QRIS Implementation by State & Territory
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Twenty states received RTT-ELC grants in three 
phases, totaling more than $1 billion in federal in-
vestments.13 California was one of nine states to win 
the first round of grants, and received $75 million 
over four years. Roughly 77 percent of California’s 

grant is spent at the county level, with eleven ad-
ditional one-time investments being made to build 
state capacity, including investments in home vis-
iting programs, developmental health screenings, 
and others.14 
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How Does a QRIS Work?

Typical QRIS  
Administration

California QRIS  
AdministrationCoaching & Training

Providers seek improvement to their 
programs.

Tools

Quantify the elements of against 
which providers are measured.

Ratings

Assessments are translated into easy 
to understand ratings.

Public Outreach

Parents access the ratings of child 
care settings they are considering and 
learn the value of quality.

Assessments

Programs are assessed based on tools.

State Agency

In a typical 
QRIS, the 
state or 
implementation 
agency oversees 
all of the 
elements.

involvement of a variety of stakeholders throughout 
the state. While every state system is different, the 
essential components of a QRIS include: 

Training, Coaching, and Workforce Supports: 
Coaches work with child care providers to identify 
areas for improvement and build providers’ skills and 
knowledge in those areas. QRIS includes professional 
development opportunities to improve the compe-
tency and effectiveness of educators, as well as a sys-
tem of incentives to encourage providers to strive for 
the highest possible quality of their programs. 

How QRIS Aims to Improve 
Quality
The promise of a QRIS is that it will strengthen the 
infrastructure of a state’s early learning system by 
providing training to providers, setting an aligned 
and standardized set of quality benchmarks, and in-
creasing public knowledge about quality ratings that 
will help families choose their child care setting. But 
each element of a QRIS is complex, requiring the 

California Dept. of 
Education

In California’s QRIS 
under RTT-ELC, the 
Dept. of Education 
worked with counties 
to choose the tools to be 
included in the rating 
framework, and grants 
funds to the local level.

County Consortia

County agencies form 
a consortium, which is 
responsible for hiring 
coaches, carrying out 
assessments, issuing 
ratings, and public 
outreach.



6  | California’s Local Approach to Raising Quality in Early Childhood Programs

Tools (and Data): A number of research-backed 
tools are used to quantify quality in childhood pro-
grams, ranging from provider self-assessments to 
objective external observations and reporting. 

Assessments and Ratings: Programs are assessed 
and receive a rating based on the tools, usually from 
one (lowest) to five (highest). Coaches and trainers 
help providers improve their programs and gradu-
ate into higher levels of the system. Theoretically, 
a higher rating produces better outcomes for chil-
dren in terms of school readiness. After engaging 
in quality improvement activities, programs are 
assessed a second time to receive a rating that is 
valid for a set amount of time.15 

Public Outreach: Ratings are converted to an 
easy-to-follow format to help parents select child 
care providers, similar to a star rating used by 
consumers to select hotels or restaurants.16 Public 
campaigns help educate parents and community 
members on the importance of quality early edu-
cation for healthy child development and school 
readiness, and how to interpret the QRIS ratings. 
Rating information should be easily accessible to 
parents and caregivers, helping them choose the 
highest quality program for their children, as well 
as the elements of quality that matter most to them.

While decades of research has shown the bene-
fits of high quality learning experiences for young 
children, to date there is very limited evidence 
that QRIS ratings are meaningfully and reliably 
associated with child outcomes. Teacher-child 
interactions are emerging as the key predictor of 
children’s learning and development, while oth-
er elements of quality included in QRIS are not 
strongly associated with child outcomes.17 A grow-
ing body of research indicates that when ratings 
are combined across elements, higher rated pro-
grams are not associated with better outcomes for 
children.18 A study by the American Institutes for 
Research (AIR) is currently underway to establish 
whether or not participating in California’s QRIS, 
and attending a higher rated program, leads to 
meaningful differences in outcomes for children. 
The report, which is due to be released in January 
2016, will be a defining moment for this work. It 
will evaluate whether California’s system delivers 
on the promise of improving children’s outcomes, 
and highlight the work still left to do. 
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Instruments to Measure Quality

The following tools are used in many state quality rating improvement systems, including California’s.

The Environment Rating Scales (ERS) are used to measure a variety of quality elements in childhood 
programs including: physical environment, curriculum, interactions, program structure, and parent and 
staff education. Objective and reliable assessors observe the classrooms and conduct the assessments. 
While this tool is widely used, its validity is not universally accepted.19 

Classroom Assessment Scoring System (CLASS) is an observational tool that measures teacher-child 
interactions. Research findings in over 3,000 classrooms show that children in classrooms with higher 
CLASS ratings demonstrate gains in social skills, language, early literacy, and math development.20 

Desired Results Developmental Profile (DRDP) is an observation tool used by caregivers to measure a 
child’s development against specified domains of knowledge, skills and behaviors.21 

Kindergarten Entry Assessment (KEA) is an assessment given to children shortly after arrival at kin-
dergarten to help tailor instruction towards closing the school readiness gap.22

Ages and Stages Questionnaire (ASQ) is a screening tool used by early educators, parents and caregiv-
ers to determine a child’s progress and detect developmental delays.23 

Growing evidence suggests that high scores on some instruments must be reached before significant im-
provements in child outcomes occur, though there is not completely consistent information about where 
these thresholds exist.24 Understanding these thresholds could help improve the validity of QRIS by en-
suring that higher rated programs produce better outcomes for children, and help policymakers direct 
resources to the areas of greatest return. For example, if research shows that improvements in child out-
comes are not significant beyond a certain point on a quality scale, resources should be directed to helping 
providers reach that point, but not necessarily surpass it.25 A more efficient use of resources may include 
getting low-performing providers to a certain assessment level before focusing on improving programs 
that already demonstrate high quality. Although California’s QRIS requires certain scores on several tools 
to advance to higher levels of quality, there are mixed findings about the extent to which those thresholds 
are meaningfully related to child outcomes.
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California’s System Is Not 
Statewide. 
One of the requirements of RTT-ELC was that 
states used funding to build an aligned, integrated 
statewide system. Governor Brown’s administra-
tion applied for the federal funding, but declined 
to establish the system across the state, instead 
choosing to put counties in charge of developing 
their own systems. The Governor made three main 
arguments to explain his position: 1) California has 
a diverse population with diverse needs that can-
not be appropriately addressed by a centralized 
system; 2) a statewide system would require in-
vestments that are not prudent or sustainable; and 
3) investments in quality have already been made 
at the local level.26 

As a result, the state pursued a system of local con-
trol and decision making. Sixteen counties, each led 
by a team of five local agencies, were chosen as pilot 
sites to join the system and receive RTT-ELC grant 
dollars. By joining the RTT-ELC effort, counties 
agreed to a common definition of quality focused 
on three core areas: child development and school 
readiness; teachers and how they interact with and 
teach young children; and program and classroom 
environment.27 While there is one general process 
of determining quality, counties remain free to al-
ter some requirements and rating criteria. 

What Sets California Apart 

According to those interviewed for this report, the 
RTT-ELC grant has significantly advanced the 
discourse on quality in the early childhood field, 
and has helped to build consensus on the definition 
of quality in childhood programs. This large federal 
investment provided a significant boost to bringing 
diverse quality initiatives together across the state. 

However, the system put in place represents a 
set of agreements entered into by individual 
counties who have historically prioritized lo-
cal quality initiatives, rather than the cohesive 
state system envisioned by the grant. Although 
all counties participating in RTT-ELC were required 
to comply with some state mandates and use a com-
mon ratings framework, the rules of the game allow 
for significant differences at the local level. 

This flexibility has advantages, and the need for flex-
ibility in the context of the state’s diversity cannot be 
overlooked. Yet county administrators uniform-
ly expressed their desire for more state-level 
input on certain aspects of the system. Stake-
holders particularly stated the need for more di-
rection on the types of data that should be collected 
for this effort, the type of data system to be used, 
and guidance on coaching models. Data systems 
are costly and every county needs one, yet no clear 
guidelines or preferred platforms have been offered. 
Interviewees in multiple counties highlighted these 
as areas where efficiencies could be gained if the 
state provided instruction and infrastructure. 
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Differences emerge across the participating coun-
ties that may have significant public policy impli-
cations. For example, there is little state guidance 
on the different contracted or staff positions that 
undergird the QRIS, so individual counties are 
left to themselves to determine what educational 
background is necessary for a coach or assessor, 
and what rate of pay is reasonable. As a result, 
the costs of a classroom assessment and rat-
ing vary dramatically by county. Some counties 
have established a regional market rate for asses-
sors, out of a concern that the well-paying counties 
will attract all of the qualified staff and leave the 
lower-paying counties without the personnel to 
conduct an assessment. 

Additionally, there has been considerable flex-
ibility afforded to the counties in the amount 
of cash incentives they award providers for 
participating or for improving their score. For 
example, Alameda County considers the offer of 
coaching the main incentive for providers to partic-
ipate, but also awards participants with small cash 
grants to cover the costs of materials, small facili-
ties improvements, and professional development 
expenses. Fresno County does not award any cash 
incentives for participation, citing the lack of stabil-
ity of the funding for quality ratings. As RTT-ELC 
sunsets this year and counties transition to new 
forms of funding, the rules about these incentives 
will shift. A new block grant available to Califor-
nia State Preschool Programs (CSPP) encourages 
participating counties to incentivize providers to 
improve their rating.28 Kern County plans to offer 
cash awards between $45,000 and $50,000 for the 
highest achieving programs in the first year of the 
block grant, though the amount of those grants will 
reduce over time as the program expands. These 
wide disparities in what providers can receive for 
participating may lead to systemic differences in 
the rate of participation by county, and the avail-
ability of quality-rated providers to parents. 

In response to the local-control model, some coun-
ties have elected to form regional partnerships 
to gain efficiencies of scale. Working together, 
RTT-ELC counties have found advantages 
that cannot be realized when working alone, 
such as sharing resources, knowledge, and con-
tracts for services. One prominent example is the 
Bay Area Quality Rating and Improvement System 
Partnership (BAQRISP). San Francisco County, a 
member of BAQRISP, had a ten-year track record 
of rating its early childhood education programs 
before the RTT-ELC pilot began, and administra-
tors in that county had a great deal of knowledge 
about how to get a system up and running. Basic 
tools, like information on the rating instruments 
and provider handbooks on quality translated into 
several languages, had been developed and could 
be shared with partner counties. Other BAQRISP 
counties were able to take advantage of San Fran-
cisco’s existing pool of assessors. As BAQRISP 
counties continue to develop their own assessors, 
they share the costs of the training contracts and, 
once qualified, the services of the assessor. Similar-
ly, all of the BAQRISP counties share a data system 
contract, which allows them to minimize costs and 
collect comparable data elements across counties. 
Other counties, particularly those in more rural 
areas, may have fewer resources to share and find 
partnership more difficult. 

Variation in county approaches to implementing 
QRIS may yield important and relevant lessons. 
Evaluation efforts are needed to comprehensively 
gather data on the efficacy of the different practices 
so that counties that are just beginning their QRIS 
or planning one for the future may benefit from the 
successful—and unsuccessful—strategies of others.
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Counties Are Reluctant to 
Make Ratings Public. 
Administrators in several counties expressed deep 
reservations about making the results of quality 
ratings public, as was required by the RTT-ELC 
grant. There were several reasons for this reti-
cence. First, the system has not yet been linked 
to child outcomes; it is not yet clear that a high 
rating yields better school readiness or other pos-
itive child outcomes. Providers expressed concern 
that making ratings public before the system has 
been validated may pose considerable challenges 
down the line. Until the release of AIR’s child out-
comes study in January 2016, many counties would 
prefer to hold back on publishing ratings. If state 
administrators choose to make significant changes 
to the rating framework as a result of the study, the 
ratings issued so far will be invalid, and counties 
will be responsible for re-rating providers.

Second, the RTT-ELC grant period was framed as a 
pilot, and the California Department of Education 
(CDE) has made periodic changes to the rating 
framework. These changes have caused some con-
fusion and hassle at the local level. Providers have 
raised concerns about being held to a standard 
that changed over a short period of time.

Moreover, there remains some skepticism that 
California’s rating framework adequately includes 
all elements that are relevant to the measurement 
of quality. Family child care homes are concerned 
that the rated elements do not fairly represent the 
culturally and linguistically appropriate care they 
consider their strong suit. California’s rating 
framework does not include explicit reference 
to meeting the needs of dual language learners 
(DLLs), although many states do award points to 
child care centers or family child care homes that 
are able to provide evidence that they are making 
efforts to meet the needs of cultural minorities or 
DLLs.29 Emerging research focusing on instruc-
tional practices suggests that caregivers should 
help DLLs explore vocabulary, the sounds of words 
and letters in both languages, and create opportu-
nities to incorporate dual language books, rhymes, 
songs, and activities into the day.30 While including 
cultural and linguistic diversity in California’s sys-
tem is an area administrators consider important 
for the next phase of QRIS, it is not yet clear how 
this goal will be achieved.

Finally, county administrators noted that the 
system is entirely voluntary for programs. In 
many counties, low performing providers have lit-
tle incentive to participate, calling into question 
the relevance of the ratings of those that do. Noth-
ing prevents a low-quality child care provider from 
publicly claiming it offers high quality care, with-
out engaging in the process or running the risk of 
a low public rating. A recent study conducted by 
RAND and AIR found that 1,272 programs were 
participating in QRIS across the state of California. 
The majority of those programs held state or feder-
al contracts and thus already had a fairly high stan-
dard of quality.31 In essence, the voluntary nature 
of the system allows high performers to reap extra 
rewards, but may have less of an effect on raising 
the quality of lower performers—those who need it 
most—who may elect not to participate. 
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A few counties have embraced the idea of making 
ratings available to parents, including sophisticat-
ed communications and branding efforts, hoping 
to build interest from the public in a quality rating. 
Fresno led the state in its efforts to make parents 
aware of quality ratings by building on its “Early 
Stars” program. In that county, participating pro-
grams receive a public rating after six months of 
participation regardless of their score. The County 
Office of Education coordinates data systems with 
the local resource and referral agency, which assists 
parents in their search for child care. When parents 
search for programs on the agency’s website, they 
can view the quality rating of the providers they 
are considering. El Dorado has initiated a “Quali-
ty Child Care Matters” campaign, which includes 
presentations to local partners, press outreach and 
development of a Public Service Announcement. 
It also incorporates providers’ ratings on informa-
tional sheets distributed to parents through the 
county’s resource and referral agencies. 

While a few counties are testing innovative strate-
gies to publicize ratings, for the majority of county 
administrators, public ratings are not a main focus. 
Some are planning to post ratings at the very end 
of the pilot period on county websites in order to 
comply with RTT-ELC requirements, and some will 
not publish ratings. For example, Contra Costa will 
post a description of providers’ quality improve-
ment activities, rather than numerical ratings, so 
that individual programs are not singled out. 

Ratings May Not Be 
Consistent Across Counties.
Although counties must agree to a common frame-
work for quality, they remain free to make local 
modifications to the rating structure. For exam-
ple, counties can elect to add elements to be rat-
ed; make requirements for teacher qualifications 
more stringent; and include local adaptations to 
assessments and the use of measurement tools. For 
instance, Fresno determined that early educators 
would benefit from training to work with special 
needs populations, and so required 21 hours of pro-
fessional development in that area for providers to 
reach the highest rating. Contra Costa adapted the 
ways that assessors use measurement tools to make 
assessments more culturally and linguistically ap-
propriate. As a result, the bar is set differently for 
providers across county lines, raising questions 
about how to compare those ratings. 
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California is at a critical juncture for quality initia-
tives in early learning programs. RTT-ELC funding 
sunsets this year, as do a number of state and First 
5-funded initiatives, including CARES Plus, and 
Child Signature Programs 1 and 2 (See appendix). 
In addition to an increasing federal emphasis on 
raising quality in early childhood settings, First 5 
California has recently unveiled a major new fund-
ing stream intended to expand QRIS to all counties 
in the state. 

This section provides a brief overview of the new 
opportunities for lifting the quality of child care in 
California. 

IMPACT Initiative: In April 2015, the First 5 
California Commission approved $190 million for 
a new initiative, entitled IMPACT (Improve and 
Maximize Programs so All Children Thrive). IM-
PACT is a five-year grant-matching program open 
to all counties and providers across a range of child 
care settings, including license-exempt care. It 
aims to increase the number of high quality early 
learning settings, and engage families in the learn-
ing process. IMPACT will be the major funding 
stream available to support QRIS work in counties 
as federal RTT-ELC dollars recede. 

IMPACT retains the rating structure and definition 
of quality that was established under RTT-ELC, but 
extends the program by requiring counties to en-
gage in systems building as a condition of funding. 
Systems building activities include creating part-
nerships, strategic financing, and improving and 

aligning standards, in order to sustain strong sys-
tems over time.32 Counties enter IMPACT at one of 
three levels – termed “steps”. These steps set min-
imum requirements for what counties must be do-
ing both to improve the quality of early childhood 
programs, and to build coordinated countywide 
systems. As counties progress into higher steps, the 
minimum requirement increases. Counties at the 
highest step, Step 3, will be required to make rat-
ings of individual providers available to the public. 

Final grant awards are scheduled to be announced 
in February 2015. First 5 California expects partici-
pation from all 58 counties either in Step 2 or 3, with 
approximately 4,600 sites participating annually.33 
In addition to funding county-level QRIS efforts, a 
portion of IMPACT funds will also go towards build-
ing state capacity in the following areas:

• $18 million for 11 regional training hubs de-
signed to help coordinate efforts, leverage re-
sources, provide technical assistance and pro-
mote cross-county communication. Counties 
with sufficient capacity will be chosen to act as 
regional hubs.

• $28 million for statewide training services 
designed to offer guidance to counties in spe-
cific areas including uniform data collection, 
inter-rater reliability training, educating the 
workforce and public outreach.

• $24 million to support research and evalua-
tion projects. 

Next Steps for QRIS in California
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California State Preschool Program (CSPP) 
QRIS Block Grant: The 2014-15 California State 
Budget established a $50 million annual grant 
from Proposition 98 funds designed to support 
existing local QRIS to increase the number of high 
needs children in high quality programs. The grant, 
which is now chaptered into state law, provides 
funds to support CSPP and Family Child Care Net-
works participating in their county’s QRIS. It does 
not provide funds for individual Family Child Care 
Homes or centers that participated in QRIS under 
RTT-ELC. Because this block grant is capped at 
$50 million, as additional counties apply for funds, 
the amount available per county will decrease. 

Infant and Toddler Child Care Quality Block 
Grant: The May revision of Governor Brown’s 
2015-16 Budget includes a one-time $24.2 million 
General Fund grant to QRIS consortia members 
to improve the quality of programs serving infants 
and toddlers through training, technical assistance 
and resources.34 

Child Care Development Block Grant (CCDBG): 
The reauthorization of this federal block grant in 
November of 2014 includes a provision for “quali-
ty set asides,” which refers to a percentage of each 
state’s funds that must be spent on improving the 
quality of child care and development programs. 
To meet the requirements of CCDBG, and to se-
cure funding, California must increase spending 
on quality initiatives from 4 percent to 9 percent 
by 2020. Beginning in 2017, California must also 
dedicate an additional 3 percent each year spe-
cifically for quality initiatives for infants and tod-
dlers.35 Counties are allowed, but not required, to 
use the CCDBG to fund QRIS efforts. 

Intersecting with Equity

The developmental and academic gaps between children of different ethnic, racial, and socio-economic 
statuses have been detected as early as nine months old, and persist through high school.36 High-qual-
ity early education has been shown to help close these gaps through gains in cognitive, linguistic and 
social-emotional skills that improve low-income children’s standing relative to their middle class peers. 
Long-term advantages accumulate, too, through increased success in school and later lifetime earnings. 
The research is clear: high-quality early education can provide life-changing benefits to those children 
who have access.

California should be commended for taking action to increase the numbers of children enrolled in 
high-quality programs through QRIS, and to help level the playing field for vulnerable children. But the 
state’s approach to implementation has important implications for equity, too. While a local approach can 
help counties address the needs of their specific populations, it can create inequities across county lines in 
terms of funding available, services offered, and access to those services. As education plays a progressive-
ly more important role in social stratification, the quality—and equality—of early childhood education is 
an increasingly urgent concern.
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The funding and rules that flowed from RTT-ELC 
advanced the field’s focus—and consensus—on 
quality in California. First 5 California’s IMPACT 
program and the Department of Education’s block 
grants will continue that momentum. 

The benefits of a system that is uniform across 
the state include consistent and fair incentives for 
providers; clear definition of roles, responsibili-
ties and compensation of assessors and coaches; 
increased clarity with which administrators can 
market and articulate the system to parents; and 
increased consistency in the definition of a rating, 
leading to greater consumer confidence by parents 
who use the system to choose a child care setting. 
All of these necessary components of a QRIS are 
compromised in California, and will continue to be 
compromised until QRIS is validated, and support-
ed across all of its 58 counties. 

California has made great gains over the past years 
moving towards a statewide QRIS. Policymakers 
cannot and should not devalue the considerable 
efforts that stakeholders at all levels have made to 
construct the system we have today. Rather, incre-
mental steps should be taken to move the system 
gradually towards one that is more uniform across 
the state. The following policy recommendations 
offer suggestions to that end. 

Policy Recommendations

1. Create a path from current decentraliza-
tion to a more unified system by shifting 
responsibility for quality assessments and 
ratings to the state. Many counties expressed 
concern about the cost of assessments, par-
ticularly for ERS and CLASS tools, which can 
range from $250 to $1,300, and from $180 to 
more than $1,000 per observation depending 
on location.37 Building local capacity for as-
sessments through training assessors, anchors, 
and certifying their reliability every year are 
heavy burdens at the county level. Shifting the 
responsibility of ratings and assessment to 
the state would help counties stretch limited 
resources more efficiently. California Depart-
ment of Education and Department of Social 
Services personnel currently conduct assess-
ments of child care settings across the state, 
using some of the same tools that county asses-
sors use for the QRIS. 

2. CDE and First 5 California must commit 
to a unified approach to making changes to 
the rating framework. With the introduction 
of IMPACT and the block grants, there now two 
large entities governing the rules of quality rat-
ing. First 5 California and the Department of 
Education have been collaborating with each 
other and with the group of participating coun-
ties on policy discussions about the future of the 
system. Their continued collaboration is vital 
to ensure that the system includes clear, consis-
tent benchmarks for quality and accountability 
standards across these funding streams. A clear 
governance structure will also help ensure bet-
ter, more efficient service to children and their 
families by removing duplicate policies and 
resolving competing ones.38 As more and more 
counties join QRIS, balancing the needs of each 
county and two state entities will be increasing-
ly challenging, and critical.
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3. Parents need more information about qual-
ity. California’s system of rating the quality of 
early learning settings will continue to evolve. 
Its voluntary nature allows those providers least 
likely to see the benefits of the system to partic-
ipate. The tipping point will come about when 
parents begin demanding more quality from 
available providers. Equipping parents with 

information about importance of rich interac-
tions between children and adults, of building 
curiosity, of stable schedules and hygienic and 
stimulating environments is a critical ingredi-
ent to expanding the system. All stakeholders 
involved at the state and county level should 
join forces behind that effort.
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As the state heads into a new wave of funding and 
program rules governing quality improvement, 
and as legislators consider new priorities for the 
next legislative session, now is an important mo-
ment to take stock of the lessons learned about 
QRIS in California over the past several years. 

The four-year RTT-ELC pilot proved to be an im-
portant experiment for the state, which has helped 
advance a cultural shift towards quality improve-
ment in early learning programs. The Department 
of Education and local First 5 commissions have 
worked together directly on implementing a set 
of commonly-identified goals, yet much work re-
mains to be done to solidify the system. The work 
required to build strong, equitable systems for the 
state’s young learners and their families—one that 
drives continuous quality improvement at all lev-
els—is a complex and wide-reaching endeavor that 
will require years of concerted effort.

Conclusions 

As the system evolves, it must be responsive to new 
findings and realities. AIR’s child outcomes study 
will be an important moment for local and state 
administrators to take stock of existing efforts and 
plan future improvements necessary to meet the 
goal of improving school readiness for California’s 
children. At the same time, counties and state-lev-
el administrators must continue to find ways to 
coordinate their efforts so that families have equal 
access to high quality early learning programs, re-
gardless of which county they live in. The research 
and evaluation portion of the IMPACT grant has 
the potential to aid counties in their collaboration 
and add value to the body of research about QRIS, 
particularly with respect to coaching models, qual-
ity measurement tools, incentive systems, and oth-
er variables decided at the local level. 

Finally, the system also faces the considerable 
challenge of reaching as many children as possible, 
so that vulnerable children across the state expe-
rience high-quality early learning. License-exempt 
child care providers, which are not inspected by 
the state or included in QRIS in any county to date, 
care for 40 percent of children ages zero to five, 
and roughly 80 percent of children ages zero to 
two.39 First 5 California’s IMPACT grant will offer 
new opportunities to explore how best to engage 
these providers, and provide further insight on 
how to raise awareness about the importance of 
high-quality care among parents and caregivers of 
vulnerable children. 
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Appendix A: Previous California Quality 
Initiatives

Assembly Bill 212 (Aroner) Child Development 
Staff Retention Program, 1999. This bill aimed 
to improve the retention of childhood program 
staff working in state-contracted Title 5 programs 
through training, coaching, financial support, and 
stipends for higher education. The bill required 
local planning councils—working with the Depart-
ment of Education—to develop county plans for 
the expenditure of funds. As of 2013, roughly 8,000 
people in fifty-five counties participated in the 
program.40

Power of Preschool (PoP): First 5 California 
approved a $100 million grant in 2003 awarded 
to counties over five to seven years. The initiative 
was designed to provide access to universal, free 
high-quality preschool to all low-income four-
year-olds in selected communities across the 
state.41 The PoP Bridge program provided addi-
tional funds to expand services to infants and tod-
dlers. Eight counties participated, led by their local 
First 5 commissions who matched state funds.42 
PoP developed quality standards, provided pro-
gram support and assessments, and gave ratings to 
determine reimbursement and incentives for pro-
viders.43 PoP was a predecessor program to CSP 1, 
and expired in 2012. 

Senate Bill 1629 (Steinberg) Early Learning 
Quality Improvement System Act, 2008. This bill 
created a 13 member Advisory Committee to de-
velop the policy and implementation plan for Cal-
ifornia’s QRIS.44 The Advisory Committee made 
recommendations about technical assistance, pro-
fessional development, family engagement, data 
systems, and funding for QRIS. It also recommend-
ed rating five elements of quality in a block rating 
structure.45 California’s system differs somewhat 
from these recommendations; California rates 
seven quality elements, does not explicitly include 
a family engagement component, and uses a modi-
fied rating structure.46

CARES Plus is a First 5 California statewide pro-
fessional development program that launched 
in 2010.47 With up to $14 million in annual grants 
over three years, CARES Plus focuses on improving 
the quality of early learning programs for children 
ages zero to five through matching funds to sup-
port a strong, qualified early learning workforce 
at the county level.48 The “Plus” represents an im-
provement—in outcomes and accountability—on 
the original CARES program that was established 
in 2000. This year, 35 counties—and a projected 
5,000 individuals—will enroll the CARES Plus pro-
gram.49 CARES Plus is set to expire in June 2016. 
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Child Signature Program 1 (CSP 1): Established 
in 2012 as a three-year initiative to help build on 
program quality in the PoP counties through ad-
ditional quality enhancement services and activ-
ities. These included teacher trainings sessions 
and support from a group of expert staff working 
to increase quality in the areas of instructional 
strategies and child interactions, social-emotion-
al development, and parent involvement. Overall, 
evaluation results were mixed; CSP classrooms 
increased teacher qualifications compared to 
non-CSP classrooms, which saw a reduction in 
teacher qualifications over the same period.50 CSP 
classrooms reported higher ratings across some 
measures of child development, but lower scores 
on environment rating than non-CSP classrooms. 
Funding for CSP 1 expired in June 2015. 

Child Signature Program 2 (CSP 2): Established 
in 2012, this program was open to early learning 
programs in all counties serving high-risk children 
birth through five. Unlike CSP 1, CSP 2 did not 
require matching funds from counties. CSP 2 fo-
cused on providing quality improvement support 
through training and technical assistance to local 
centers from expert staff. Participating sites took a 
Readiness Assessment to determine areas for im-
provement upon which trainings were developed. 
Funding expired in June 2015.
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Appendix B: Counties Interviewed for 
This Report

• Alameda

• Contra Costa

• Los Angeles (LAUP and County Office of Child Care)

• Fresno

• Merced

• El Dorado

• Tulare

• Kern

• Riverside

• San Bernardino
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