To all Members of The Early Childhood Education Cabinet and the Governor’s Early Childhood Research and Policy Council:

The Quality Rating and Improvement System (QRIS) Work Group is pleased to submit its recommendations for your consideration.

Before commenting on our report, the Work Group wishes to affirm our unflinching commitment to quality early care and education.  We wish to restate our desire that Connecticut have the highest quality early care and education system in the nation.  We strongly believe that quality early care and education for all children is critical to closing the largest Achievement Gap in the nation, providing Connecticut with a future skilled workforce to compete in an increasingly competitive global economy, and addressing clear and critical issues of equity and justice.  In these very difficult economic times, the Work Group believes that there is no more important long term investment that can point Connecticut to a brighter economic future.

To achieve these goals, the Work Group wants to make clear from the outset that a fully funded QRIS system is expensive – requiring tens of millions of new dollars.  The group calls upon state leaders to commit to investments in quality early care and education with necessary financial supports.

From the beginning of the process, there were serious concerns -- from the constituency groups that Work Group members represent -- that QRIS would become another burdensome layer of costly bureaucracy, utilizing precious funds on administration and a growing assessment infrastructure, at the expense of children, families and teachers.  There were concerns that QRIS would be another unfunded mandate.  There were concerns that there would be inadequate incentives to attract the thousands of small businesses who provide early care services to Connecticut’s children.  

State funded providers, long inadequately reimbursed for the true cost of care, and now faced with escalating heating and health care costs, were concerned that an underfunded QRIS would lead centers to reduce services or cease operations, resulting in reduced access for children and families in need.

Despite these concerns, the group has worked diligently at monthly meetings, interim subcommittees, and conducted research, with the goal of developing recommendations for a quality rating and improvement system for Connecticut.  

As we deliver our work to you, we are proud of the progress we have made. However, in the face of a seriously eroding economy and ballooning budget deficit, the Work Group’s initial concerns have only grown over time.  

In this letter, we wish to clearly state that our support for these recommendations is contingent upon there being adequate funds for programs and staff, quality incentives, and technical assistance to ensure that QRIS is not another unfunded mandate.  Further, the group strongly believes that implementation must be phased in gradually -- contingent on sufficient funds -- and that the system and standards should be evaluated and re-assessed throughout this implementation phase.

The Work Group began its work in February, 2008 enthusiastically committed to the goal of developing a road map for achieving a uniform quality rating and incentive system for all providers, public and private.  The most important challenge to our work is the fact that there is no system of early care and education in Connecticut; rather, it is a collection of programs and regulations with various payment systems, funding streams, eligibility requirements and reporting forms.  While the Work Group supports the diversity of early care and education settings in Connecticut, we believe that moving to more uniform funding streams and reporting requirements are key pieces of any new system.  Developing a plan to meet these goals requires more time, but are essential to achieving higher quality programming and increased provider participation.

The recommendations put forward by the Work Group are dependent upon the use of reliable and valid assessment systems.  With significant consequences attached to the rating process, it is essential that the system be informed by licensing reports, ECERS ratings and NAEYC and Head Start accreditation decisions that are reliable and fair.  Additional work, not yet outlined in the recommendations, will be necessary to create systems to ensure that the QRIS is influenced by accurate data.

With the concerns outlined above, the Work Group offers its recommendations for your consideration.  

Looking forward, the Work Group requests the opportunity to remain involved in the QRIS development process.  We offer years of experience and real world knowledge that can serve as an important resource for the Cabinet and the Policy and Research Council.  Specifically, the Work Group has continued interest in linking QRIS to infant-toddler, home and family based care.  Facility quality standards are missing from the document as are family child care standards.  Finally, providers and parents must play a role in any effort to reorganize early care programs and streamline regulations.

In conclusion, we applaud the commitment of state leaders to follow a course toward a quality based early care and education program.  We are grateful for the opportunity to play a role in helping to shape a quality plan.  We believe that every child deserves access to high quality early care learning experiences, and that every citizen benefits from the investment we make in young lives.

