
or more than a
decade, interest has
grown in children’s
learning prior to

entering school. In 1990, the
National Education Goals
Panel, created by the first
President Bush and the 50 gov-
ernors, set a goal that by the
year 2000 all children would
start school ready to learn.
Research evidence has been
mounting that the early years
matter to children’s later 
academic success. Backed by a
booming economy in the mid-
and late-1990s, a number of
states invested in a wide range
of early education initiatives.
The call for education improve-
ments has intensified with the
passage of the No Child Left
Behind Act of 2001, in which
the federal government has
raised expectations for all chil-

dren’s achievement, including
children from disadvantaged
backgrounds. This has, in turn,
raised expectations that children
in early care and education pro-
grams should achieve certain
learning outcomes in order to
be ready for school. However,
child care policy and funding is
often left out of this discussion.
In order to achieve improved
child outcomes, policymakers
must invest in improved pro-
gram standards in child care. 

There is definite potential to
improve the school readiness of
young children by supporting
increased program standards in
child care. In a new report,
Meeting Great Expectations:
Integrating Early Education
Program Standards in Child
Care, CLASP examines three
strategies in seven states that
have integrated program stan-
dards into child care by directly
tying standards to funding: the
delivery of state pre-kinder-
garten (Georgia, New Jersey,
and New York) and Head Start
(Ohio, Oklahoma, and Oregon)
in child care settings and the use
of child care provider contracts

that include required standards
(California). We found evidence
that these states are requiring
participating child care provi-
ders to meet early education
program standards that rou-
tinely exceed those required by
state child care licensing rules.
States are also providing addi-
tional monitoring, technical
assistance, and varying levels of
fiscal resources to help partici-
pating programs meet these
standards. Such efforts can be
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seen as advancing the goals of
strengthening the early educa-
tion component of children’s
care settings and developing
early education programs that
are more responsive to the
needs of working parents.
However, these initiatives need
adequate fiscal resources to real-
ize their full potential, since

states are dealing with serious
declines in revenue. 

Why Program
Standards Matter

Leaders in the United States are
engaged in a debate about how
best to increase school readi-
ness, improve children’s per-
formance in school, and reduce
future costs to our society of
children who do not succeed 
in school. This discussion has
accelerated in response to pas-
sage of the No Child Left
Behind (NCLB) Act of 2001,
which seeks to reduce the
achievement gap for disadvan-
taged children in part by setting
goals for minimum teacher
qualifications and holding pub-
lic schools accountable for 
standardized test scores. With
NCLB requiring annual testing
starting in the third grade, poli-
cymakers have become increas-
ingly concerned with how to
improve opportunities for learn-
ing earlier, even prior to chil-
dren’s entry into the school
house door. Business leaders,
concerned about the quality 
of the future workforce, have
also called for greater invest-
ment in preschool. In addition,
researchers have been able to
document the potential long-
term savings to taxpayers that
early childhood programs with
high-quality program standards
have demonstrated. This con-
certed attention to young 
children’s learning provides a
tremendous opportunity to pro-

mote access to such programs
for all children, especially for
low-income children. 

The best early childhood pro-
grams maintain strong program
standards—that is, they ensure
the conditions in which children
are more likely to learn. How-
ever, most recent Administra-
tion and Congressional policy
has focused more on setting
high outcome standards (some-
times called early learning stan-
dards), which focus instead on
what children are expected to
learn. Much less attention has
been paid to improving the stan-
dards for the type, intensity, and
quality of early childhood pro-
grams or to helping programs
and teachers meet such outcome
goals. In fact, no minimum fed-
eral guidelines exist for quality
in child care; instead, states each
set their own basic licensing reg-
ulations to protect the health
and safety of children. 

Raising expectations for chil-
dren’s readiness without raising
the quality of programs will 
do little to meet national educa-
tion goals or to help children
grow and learn. The National
Research Council (NRC) finds
that a young child’s secure,
responsive relationship with 
a teacher is predictive of the
child’s behavior and school
achievement when the child 
is older.1 Certain program 
standards—low teacher-child
ratios, small group sizes, and
increased teacher education 

W H AT  A R E  P R O G R A M  S TA N D A R D S ?

By program standards, we mean require-

ments that early childhood programs have to

ensure conditions in which children are more

likely to learn. These include child group size,

staff-child ratio, teacher education, required

curriculum, and the nature and intensity of

comprehensive services. 

Others may use the term standards to

describe: 

Licensing Regulations—Basic health and

safety requirements as determined by state

rules for licensed providers. 

Early Learning Standards/Outcomes—

Expectations for what children should learn

and be able to do by certain stages of

development. 

Each of these standards plays a key role in

supporting children’s development in early

education. Licensing provides a basic

foundation for health and safety of children,

and program standards establish the

preferred conditions of the early learning

environment and teacher qualifications.

Together these layers support and facilitate

reaching the goals articulated in the early

learning standards/outcomes. 
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levels—are associated with bet-
ter early learning opportunities,
because they help promote the
conditions conducive to the
positive teacher-child relation-
ships so crucial for early devel-
opment and learning.2 Research
cited in NRC’s Eager to Learn
examined model programs with
long-term effectiveness and “the
following factors were found to
be present in most programs:

■ Curriculum content and
learning processes that culti-
vate school-related skills and
knowledge, with a heavy focus
on language development,

■ Qualified teaching staff who
use reflective teaching prac-
tices aided by highly qualified
supervisors,

■ Low teacher-child ratios and
small class sizes,

■ Intense and coherent pro-
gramming, and

■ Collaborative relationships
with parents.”3

In addition to these key program
standards, research suggests a
focus on comprehensive services
is particularly important for dis-
advantaged children who have
less access to health care and
nutrition and whose families may
need additional social services or
help accessing them.4 Poor chil-
dren are almost twice as likely to
be reported in fair or poor health
as non-poor children.5

However, there are inequities in
access to center-based preschool

programs between low- and
high-income families.6 Children
of lower socioeconomic status
(SES)7 begin school at a cogni-
tive disadvantage, scoring lower
on achievement tests in both
reading and mathematics.8

Children from low-SES families
are almost twice as likely to
repeat kindergarten as children
in other SES categories.9 These
children are likely to have great
difficulty meeting raised expec-
tations for their school perform-
ance without early and sustained
intervention. 

Policymakers considering
investing in early childhood
programs that meet high stan-
dards should consider the long-
term positive child outcomes
and potential savings to taxpay-
ers that have been suggested by
research on exemplary programs,
including the Abecedarian Pro-
ject, Chicago’s Child-Parent
Centers (CPC), and the Perry
Preschool study. Cost-benefit
analyses of the CPC initiative
and Perry Preschool have esti-
mated a $7 return in improved
child outcomes for disadvan-
taged children on every dollar
invested.10 Each of these model
programs included increased
program standards and a com-
ponent of comprehensive serv-
ices for the children and families
they served. 

Why Child Care
Matters

Child care—the care of children
by someone other than a parent

—has become a fact of life for
most young children in this
country. Between 1970 and
2001, the percentage of
employed mothers with chil-
dren from birth to age five grew
from 28 to 59 percent.11 During
the 1990s, welfare reform, the
strong economy, and other fac-
tors resulted in a large increase
in the number of low-income
mothers in the workforce. As a
result, more at-risk young chil-
dren were spending time in out-
of-home child care settings while
their parents worked. With an
increasing number of young 
children in care, many for long
hours every week, child care has
become the new opportunity to
promote education and overall
child development.12 However,
this opportunity has been
largely overlooked. 

Although all states have licensing
requirements for formal child
care providers, these regulations
provide only a floor under which
the health and safety of children
in care may not fall. Such basic
protections usually do not meet
recommended program stan-
dards to enhance the quality of
early learning experiences for
children. 

Other features of the child care
market and the child care sub-
sidy system in the United States
present further challenges. Most
child care is operated by private
providers and paid for by par-
ents on their own or with assis-
tance from public subsidies.
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Historically, the Child Care and
Development Fund (CCDF)—
the major federal funding stream
available for states to help par-
ents pay for child care and to
improve child care quality—
has only included minimum
protections for the health and
safety of children, leaving spe-
cific program standards almost
entirely up to states. Most states
rely heavily on vouchers to dis-
tribute child care subsidies,
which often means that child
care providers care for a mix of
both subsidized and unsubsi-
dized children. Given the fact
that a program may only have a
few subsidized children in a
class, it is difficult for a voucher
system to provide a sufficient
amount of additional resources
to facilitate higher standards for
programs that need a lot of
assistance. Over the last few
years many states have begun to
reimburse providers of subsi-
dized child care with higher
payment levels if they already
meet higher standards, but the
vast majority of child care con-
tinues to be operated without
program standards required
upfront, and without the financ-
ing that can help assure they can
meet high-quality standards. 

Highlighted Strategies
and States

State Pre-kindergarten
Programs

Until the 1990s, most state pre-
kindergarten initiatives were
delivered in public schools 

only. As states expanded their
resources for universal pre-
kindergarten initiatives, more
states turned their attention to
the child care centers where
preschool children were already
being served. More and more,
states have concluded that they
must build on the diversity of
existing child care providers,
rather than to try to absorb all
these services into already over-
crowded public schools—
especially when the public is
demanding smaller class sizes.
This report focuses on three
states—Georgia, New York, and
New Jersey—with significant
investments in state pre-kinder-
garten programs that rely on
child care providers to reach
more preschool children. For
example, in 2002-2003, 62 per-
cent of the children in the New
Jersey Abbott districts’ early
childhood programs received
these services in child care 
settings.13

Head Start Delivered in
Child Care Settings 

Over the past decade, 18 states
have increased opportunities for
poor children and families to
access the early education, com-
prehensive services, and family
support required under federal
Head Start Program Perfor-
mance Standards by investing
state dollars in Head Start-
modeled programs.14 In order to
reach more poor children than
federal dollars allowed, states
have replicated Head Start stan-

dards in existing child care cen-
ter facilities, often encouraging
collaboration with federal
grantees in the process. We
examine two states with promi-
nent models of state-funded
Head Start programs (Ohio and
Oregon) and one with an Early
Head Start replication model
for children from birth to age
three and pregnant mothers
(Oklahoma).15

State Contracts with Child
Care Providers

A recent CLASP survey of state
data demonstrated that, while
almost half the states use direct
contracting with providers in
their child care subsidy systems,
few do so expressly to meet early
education program standards—
and rarely on a statewide basis.16

However, 12 states reported
contracting with child care
providers that met program
standards beyond state licensing
requirements, and six states 
used contracts with family child
care networks to stabilize and
improve quality of care. Califor-
nia has done the most of any
state to attach higher standards
to their contracts with child care
providers. 

The Report’s Findings 

The full report examines how
each of the six states with an
early education program inte-
grated standards and increased
monitoring into their child care
system. We compare the pro-
gram standards governing all
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providers, including child care
partners, in the state pre-
kindergarten and Head Start
initiatives to the standards gov-
erning state child care licensing
regulations. In each of the six
states (Georgia, New Jersey,
New York, Ohio, Oklahoma,
and Oregon), our review found
that their early education (pre-
kindergarten and Head Start)
program standard requirements
and oversight of integrated child
care centers exceeded those of
the basic state licensing rules.
The study found: 

■ Smaller group sizes and better
staff-child ratios are required
of child care programs partici-
pating in the early education
initiatives than those required
in state child care licensing
regulations.

■ Significantly higher minimum
teacher education qualifica-
tions for the early education
programs than the state child
care licensing rules, with the
early education programs
requiring at least an associate’s
degree or Child Development
Associate credential, com-
pared to minimum licensing
requirements as low as a high
school degree.

■ Specific requirements for cur-
riculum in early education
programs, but not in any of
the state child care licensing
regulations.

■ Federal Head Start Perfor-
mance Standards, which call

for a specific scope and inten-
sity of comprehensive serv-
ices, are required in the early
education programs modeled
after Head Start, while the
pre-kindergarten programs
require some comprehensive
standards but to a lesser
extent. The state child care
licensing regulations do not
require any comprehensive
services. 

■ Child care providers partici-
pating in the early education
programs have additional
monitoring processes for pro-
gram content and standards,
over and above the monitor-
ing for state child care licens-
ing regulations. 

In addition, the report describes
how California, as part of its
mixed child care subsidy deliv-
ery system, uses contracts to
improve the standards and per-
formance of child care centers.
California served 271,375 chil-
dren in 2001 through contracts
with providers for center-based
care for low-income children,
migrant child care, on-site 
campus care, special needs care,
and afterschool care. California
requires contract providers to
meet more stringent require-
ments for staff-child ratio,
group size, teacher education
levels, comprehensive services,
and monitoring than the state
child care licensing standards. 

A Case Study on
Funding: How Georgia
Pre-K Integrated Child
Care

In general, higher program
standards mean higher program
costs. In order to take advantage
of the early education opportu-
nity presented by child care,
policymakers must figure out
ways to finance the cost of
increasing program standards,
monitoring, and technical assis-
tance above the minimum
licensing. To make these pro-
gram standards viable for child
care providers to meet—and
affordable for parents—the
increased costs must be covered
by direct government funding
tied to standards. Each of the
study states address this differ-
ently. The Georgia Pre-K expe-
rience offers one clear example
of how a state is layering early
education funding and require-
ments for program standards
onto the foundation of state
licensed child care centers to
deliver universal pre-kinder-
garten services to four-year-olds
in child care settings. 

In Georgia Pre-K, providers
must meet basic licensing stan-
dards, as well as additional 
program standards, such as the
ones described in this report.
Approved providers are awarded
$8,000 in start-up funds and
annual grants based on the pro-
jected number of children they
will serve for 6.5 hours a day, for
a school year. The rate per child
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is graduated to provide more
funding for classrooms with lead
teachers who have higher edu-
cation qualifications. Pre-K pro-
grams serving children eligible
for CCDF child care subsidies
may also receive those funds to
extend services full-day, full-
year. The Georgia Pre-K rate
for care of low-income children
is more generous and rewards
higher teacher qualifications
more significantly than does the
statewide rates paid in the state
child care subsidy program. 
For example, the combination
of Pre-K and child care subsidy
funds in a full-day, full-year
Georgia Pre-K classroom with 
a four-year college degreed
teacher is much higher per child
($6,437) than the basic child care
subsidy rate for similar hours of
care in a non-Pre-K classroom
($4,160).17 And, Georgia Pre-K
classrooms serving at-risk chil-
dren can also apply for funds for
a Resource Coordinator to pro-
vide family support and screen-
ing services to at-risk children
and families.18

Recommendations and
Conclusion

Meeting Great Expectations makes
the following specific policy and
research recommendations:

1.States interested in integrating
early education initiatives into
child care should include three
fundamental components: 

■ require program standards
above and beyond basic state
licensing requirements,

■ provide additional funding
at levels sufficient to support
the cost of meeting higher
program standards, and

■ provide additional technical
assistance and monitoring
to child care providers. 

Integrating higher program
standards into child care pro-
grams requires additional fund-
ing, particularly to improve
compensation and to attract
and retain teachers meeting
higher education requirements.
Additional training and techni-
cal assistance will be needed to
help programs meet higher
standards.

2.When developing program
standards for early childhood
initiatives, states should set
minimum requirements for
staff-child ratios and group
sizes, teacher education, and
curriculum, and should con-
sider meeting the minimum
recommendations of the
National Association for the
Education of Young Children. 

3.When developing state stan-
dards for programs serving
poor or disadvantaged chil-
dren, states should address
comprehensive service needs
of children and families by
modeling the required stan-
dards after the Head Start
Program Performance
Standards. 

4.States should increase the use
of provider contracts tied to
higher standards through the
child care subsidy system.
While early education initia-
tives focus only on preschool-
age children, using contracts
has the added benefit of
allowing states to improve the
quality of services for children
from birth through age 12.
States should also explore
using contracts to build net-
works of family child care
providers as a mechanism to
expand early learning oppor-
tunities beyond center-based
programs and address the
need for a diverse range of
qualified providers.

5.The federal government and
states should launch addi-
tional research projects to
document and evaluate the
development of state policy 
to integrate early education
initiatives into child care set-
tings. Questions should
include: 

■ What are the various strate-
gies states are using to inte-
grate education program
standards into child care
settings? 

■ What are the cost implica-
tions of implementing each
approach and helping pro-
grams achieve program
standards? 

■ What approach is working
best to achieve educational
outcomes for children? 
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Conclusion

Perhaps the greatest barrier to
integrating high program stan-
dards in child care is financial.
States are experiencing the
worst budget crises since World
War II—with 46 states reporting
revenues below forecasted levels
as of January 2002. States are
being forced to cut child care
and early education programs—
including the ones profiled in
this report. The national econ-
omy and state budget woes
mean that investments needed
to improve program standards
and the early learning environ-
ments for children may suffer, as
many states are struggling to
maintain basic services. How-
ever, research indicates that it
will be more costly in the long
run if we don’t take better
advantage of the “opportunity
time” that children spend in
child care to prepare them for
the great expectations we have
for them in school. Our nation
should invest in a system that
better integrates the care and
education of young children,
including those in families with
need for full-day, full-year serv-
ices. We should build on the
promise of the state early educa-
tion initiatives and new uses of
child care contracts described in
this report that have sought to
integrate program standards in
child care. 

For full citations on resources
used in the policy brief, please 
see the full report.
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