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Chapter 1. Introduction

California’s Race to the Top—Early Learning
Challenge (RTT-ELC) grant provided funding for
the development of a locally driven Quality Rating
and Improvement System (QRIS) or set of systems
as well as an independent evaluation to validate the
rating approach and assess outcomes associated with
participation in the system. In January 2014, the
California Department of Education (CDE)
contracted with American Institutes for Research
(AIR) and its partners at the RAND Corporation;
Survey Research Management; and Allen, Shea &
Associates to conduct the evaluation. The first
year’s validation results were presented in the half-
term report (http://www.cde.ca.gov/sp/cd/rt/
documents/airhalftermreport.pdf).

This final comprehensive report highlights key
findings from the half-term report (see chapter 2)
and presents additional results related to the
implementation of the system, quality improvement
(QI) supports provided through the system, program
quality and children’s developmental outcomes, and
perceptions of quality and the rating system.

In this introductory chapter, we present a brief
summary of the history and purpose of California’s
QRIS as well as a review of what other QRIS
evaluation studies have found. We provide an

California’s RTT-ELC QRIS

In 2011, California successfully submitted a
Race to the Top—Early Learning Challenge
(RTT-ELC) grant application to the U.S.
Department of Education that would move
the state toward a locally driven Quality
Rating and Improvement System (QRIS) or set
of systems. The state proposed building a
network of 17 Early Learning Challenge
Regional Leadership Consortia that had
already established—or were in the process of
developing—QRIS initiatives in 16 counties.
These Consortia, comprised of local First 5
commissions, county offices of education, and
other key stakeholders, represent counties
that together have more than 1.8 million
children ages birth to five. This locally based
approach sets some common goals for
workforce development, program assessment,
and child assessment for school readiness, but
allows for some flexibility in quality
benchmarks. The counties participating in the
RTT-ELC Regional Leadership Consortia have
voluntarily adopted a Hybrid Rating Matrix
that allows considerable local autonomy in
some tier requirements, the rating protocol,
and supports and incentives for quality
improvement.

overview of the goals and approach used in the evaluation of California’s RTT-ELC QRIS,
including the study questions and methods that drove the study. This chapter concludes with an

overview of the report, its structure, and content.

History and Purpose of QRISs Nationally and in California

Research findings highlight the importance of the period from birth to school entry for child
development and focus attention on the quality of care and early learning experiences that young
children receive (Center on the Developing Child 2007; National Research Council 2001,

Shonkoff and Phillips 2000; VVandell and Wolfe 2000). Numerous studies have demonstrated that

higher quality care, defined in various ways, is related to positive developmental outcomes for
children, including improved language development, cognitive functioning, social competence,
and emotional adjustment (e.g., Burchinal and others 1996; Clarke-Stewart and others 2002;
Howes 1988; Mashburn 2008; National Institute of Child Health and Human Development
[NICHD] Early Child Care Research Network [ECCRN] 2000; Peisner-Feinberg and others

Independent Evaluation of California’s RTT-ELC QRIS: Cumulative Technical Report


http://www.cde.ca.gov/sp/cd/rt/documents/

2001; Weiland and others 2013), although the benefits tend to be largest for children from
disadvantaged backgrounds (e.g., Gormley and Gayer 2005; Gormley and others 2005; Karoly
2009; Pianta and others 2009). More recent studies that examine the effects of quality thresholds
(whether a particular quality level must be achieved to demonstrate effects on children;
summarized in Zaslow and others 2010), which find that associations between quality and
outcomes are stronger when observed quality is in the higher range, underscore the importance
of high-quality care in improving child outcomes.

Research also suggests that, when faced with choices in early care for their children, parents are
not always accurate in rating the quality of care provided (e.g., Helburn, Morris, and Modigliani
2002). Parents tend to rate child care providers very positively (e.g., Barraclough and Smith
1996; Cryer and Burchinal 1997; Helburn 1995; Wolfe and Scrivner 2004), and their ratings do
not correlate with trained observer quality ratings (e.g., Barraclough and Smith 1996; Cryer and
Burchinal 1997; Cryer, Tietze, and Wessels 2002). Many parents (erroneously) believe that
licensing includes scrutiny of program quality and that licensure indicates that a program is of
high quality (National Association of Child Care Resource and Referral Agencies 2011).

These findings highlight the need for systematic, reliable, and valid information about the
quality of the care and early learning environments for young children—such as that provided
through a QRIS—to be publicly available. Thus, QRISs aim to (1) provide quality information to
parents to inform their choice of early learning and development programs for their children, and
(2) expand meaningful parental choice by supporting program QI.

All but one state currently implement or plan to implement some form of QRIS (QRIS National
Learning Network 2015). QRISs have recently garnered national attention through the U.S.
Department of Education’s (ED’s) RTT-ELC grant program. In the RTT-ELC request for
applications, ED encouraged each state to design and implement a tiered QRIS that was
standards based and provided “meaningful” ratings for the quality of each program. ED also
encouraged broad participation in the QRIS across program types, with a priority toward
including all licensed or state-regulated early learning and development programs. In addition,
ED emphasized a focus on continuous program improvement and a dissemination plan for
ratings that would allow families to make informed decisions about which programs could best
serve the needs of their children. Also required as part of RTT-ELC funding was a rigorous
evaluation and validation of the QRIS (U.S Department of Education, 2011, p. 8).1

In California, the movement to create a QRIS predates the federal focus on QRIS development.
Beginning in 2004, First 5 California funded Power of Preschool initiatives featuring many of
the typical elements of a QRIS: quality standards, provider support, program quality
assessments, ratings to determine the level of payment (or subsidy) tied to quality ratings, and
financial incentives for QI. A number of counties established their own initiatives designed to
use publicly disseminated ratings as the major impetus for QI.

IRTT-ELC application information is available at http://www2.ed.gov/programs/racetothetop-
earlylearningchallenge/applicant.html.
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In 2008, Senate Bill 1629 established a California Early Learning Quality Improvement System
(CAEL QIS) Advisory Committee to design a QRIS for California. The committee produced a
report in December 2010 that detailed a design for a QRIS with a block system (where all
elements in one tier must be achieved before advancing to the next tier) that included five quality
elements for the rating structure. The CAEL QIS Advisory Committee proposed piloting the
system over three years before implementing it on a statewide basis and advised that the system
should be phased in over five years or more, after completion of the pilot. In 2011, before the
piloting of the proposed system had begun, the State of California—citing serious budget
concerns as well as the challenge of implementing a one-size-fits-all program in such a large and
diverse state—successfully submitted an RTT-ELC application that moved toward a more locally

driven QRIS approach. The state proposed
building a network of 17 ELC Regional
Leadership Consortia across 16 counties that
already had established, or were in the process of
developing, QRIS initiatives. Key participants in
the Consortia include local First 5 commissions
and county offices of education as well as other
stakeholders.

In 2013, a new QRIS was adopted by 17
Consortia, which include a mix of small and large
counties representing diverse areas of the state, as
well as some counties with no previous QRIS
experience and other counties that had operated
local QRISs for as long as a decade. The
participating Consortia worked with the CDE to
develop the Hybrid Rating Matrix, which specifies
the criteria for five rating levels. The Consortia
agreed to adopt the rating criteria in the Hybrid
Rating Matrix, with the option to make some local
adaptations to Tiers 2 and 5 while maintaining
three common tiers (Tiers 1, 3, and 4). The
California QRIS is referred to as a hybrid rating
approach because ratings are determined using a
combination of points earned by meeting
standards in different quality elements and

California QRIS Key Terms

Consortia: County-based agencies
administering the QRIS locally

Tiers: California QRIS rating levels, ranging
from 1 (lowest) to 5 (highest)

Elements: Aspects of quality measured in
California’s QRIS. Programs receive scores
from 1 to 5 on as many as seven elements (the
number of rated elements depends on the
program type). The element scores are used
to determine the program’s tier.

Hybrid Rating Matrix: The California QRIS
document that outlines criteria for each
element score, as well as criteria for each tier.
Consortia may make local adaptations to the
criteria for Tier 2 and Tier 5.

Continuous Quality Improvement Pathways:
The California QRIS document that outlines
additional aspects of quality that are not
measured for the QRIS but are prioritized as
part of the state’s Quality Continuum
Framework.

“blocks” that require programs to meet minimum criteria across elements for a given rating level.
The Hybrid Rating Matrix has block requirements for Tier 1 and offers point ranges for Tiers 2,
3, 4, and 5. However, the Consortia have the local option to treat Tiers 2 and 5 as blocks. Other
local adaptations to Tiers 2 and 5 include adding supplemental criteria to reach the tier in
addition to the blocks or point ranges specified in the Hybrid Rating Matrix.

The QRIS ratings that result from the Hybrid Rating Matrix are intended for multiple purposes.
They are expected to be reliable and meaningful and inform parents about program quality, to
differentiate programs according to the quality of program structures and adult-child interactions,
to inform program quality improvement efforts, and to identify programs that best support child
learning and developmental outcomes.
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Accompanying the Hybrid Rating Matrix as part of a Quality Continuum Framework are the
Continuous Quality Improvement Pathways. The Pathways Core Tools and Resources include
the California Foundations and Frameworks, Preschool English Learners Guide, the Desired
Results Developmental Profile assessment, Ages and Stages Questionnaire, Center on the Social
and Emotional Foundations for Early Learning (CSEFEL), Strengthening Families Protective
Factors Framework, and other resources listed in the federal application that the Consortia are
required to include in their quality improvement plan. The Consortia are to gather data regarding
how these tools and resources are used. Although some of the resources also are listed in the
Hybrid Rating Matrix, others are not included in the ratings.

QRIS Evaluation and Validation Studies

The investment of considerable federal and state funds to improve the quality of early learning
and development programs using QRIS initiatives has increased the need for informative and
rigorous evaluations of QRISs across states. A major component of QRIS evaluations are
validation studies that examine properties of program ratings. As a tool, QRISs have tremendous
potential to transform the early childhood landscape; however, the utility of QRISs is only as
good as the ratings on which they are based. Validation studies determine whether these ratings
are accurate measures of quality and, more specifically, whether the QRIS ratings serve as a
valid measure for their intended purposes. Validation studies of existing QRISs are needed to
demonstrate that ratings within the systems are meaningful and accurate and that they
successfully differentiate low-quality programs from high-quality programs. When conducted
with rigor, validation studies of QRISs assess whether the ratings developed in the system can be
accurate indicators of program quality and whether they predict learning and developmental
outcomes for children. In addition to the validation of the rating itself, evaluations of QRISs also
are needed to demonstrate that these systems, compared with a counterfactual with no QRIS in
place, are effective in raising the quality of early learning programs and improving child
outcomes.

The goals of QRIS validation research are different depending on the stage of QRIS development
and implementation. Validation research in the early stages of QRIS implementation can be used
to inform decisions about revisions to the QRIS rating approach and can lead to different
implementation strategies or additional training and supports to ensure successful QRIS
implementation as the system expands. This early validation research also can inform later
efforts to evaluate the system after the QRIS has been finalized and broadly implemented.
Validation and evaluation at later stages, when the system is fully implemented, can provide
more definitive information about the properties of the ratings and the effectiveness of the
system.

In a literature review for the Local Quality Improvement Efforts and Outcomes Descriptive Study
(AIR and RAND 2013) and updated for the half-term report, the AIR/RAND study team found
that although QRISs are being designed and implemented in most states, evaluation evidence of
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QRISs comes from just 12 states or substate areas.? Our review of QRIS evaluation studies
produced the following key points regarding validation and impact findings (Barnard and others
2006; Boller and others 2010; Bryant and others 2001; Elicker and others 2011; Lahti and others
2013; Malone and others 2011; Norris and Dunn 2004; Norris, Dunn, and Eckert 2003; Sabol
and Pianta 2012, 2014; Shen, Tackett, and Ma 2009; Sirinides 2010; Thornburg and others 2009;
Tout and others 2010, 2011; Zellman and others 2008):

e The 14 evaluations (across 12 states or substate areas) we identified almost exclusively
consist of validation studies that address one or more questions about the effectiveness of
the QRIS design in differentiating programs based on quality. Only one study provides
any evidence of the causal impact of a QRIS and only for a narrow question (namely, did
the addition of coaching, QI grants, and funds for professional development have an
effect on staff professional development, observed care quality, and program QRIS
ratings?).

e Eleven of the 14 studies examined the relationship between QRIS ratings and a measure
of program quality (Barnard and others 2006; Bryant and others 2001; Elicker and others
2011; Lahti and others 2013; Malone and others 2011; Norris and Dunn 2004; Norris,
Dunn, and Eckert 2003; Sirinides 2010; Tout and others 2010, 2011; Zellman and others
2008). Ten of the 11 studies used the Environment Rating Scales (ERS) as an outcome
measure. All but one found that the system ratings were correlated positively with
observed quality, although the correlation was not always statistically significant.
Moreover, the ERS was generally not an independent measure of quality, as it was used
to determine the ratings that were being validated.

e Six studies aimed to determine whether program ratings or other program quality
measures improve over time (Elicker and others 2011; Norris, Dunn, and Eckert 2003;
Shen, Tackett, and Ma 2009; Sirinides 2010; Tout and others 2011; Zellman and others
2008). These studies provide consistent evidence, given the way quality is defined,
measured, and incentivized in the QRIS, that programs can raise their rating and improve
their quality over time.

e Seven studies examined the relationship between QRIS ratings and child developmental
outcomes (Elicker and others 2011; Sabol and Pianta 2012, 2014; Shen, Tackett, and Ma
2009; Sirinides 2010; Thornburg and others 2009; Tout and others 2010, 2011; Zellman
and others 2008). The findings from these studies are mixed, at best, indicating that there
is little evidence to date to suggest that QRIS ratings, as currently configured, are
predictive of child gains for key developmental domains.

e Two studies provide validation evidence about parents’ knowledge and understanding of
the QRIS ratings (Elicker and others 2011; Tout and others 2010). These studies conclude
that parents in rated programs know more about the rating system than the general public
does and that knowledge of the system tends to increase over time. Even so, the extent of

2 With the requirement for evaluation as part of the RTT-ELC grants, additional QRIS validation studies have been
initiated and have produced or will be producing additional findings beyond those summarized in our latest literature
review.
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parental awareness of the examined QRISs did not exceed 20 percent for the general
public and 40 percent for those using rated providers.

e Although QRIS designers may ultimately be interested in measuring the impact of
implementing key elements of an individual QRIS, or QRISs as a whole, on a range of
system outcomes—provider mix, parental choice, teacher professional development,
program quality, or child outcomes—making such causal inferences requires
experimental or quasi-experimental designs that have rarely been implemented to date.
The one available experimental study (Boller and others 2010) of enhancements to the QI
activities in the pilot of the Washington State QRIS demonstrates the potential for using
scientifically rigorous methods to extend our understanding of the causal impacts of
QRIS implementation.®

The complete literature review can be found in appendix A of the half-term report
(http://www.cde.ca.gov/sp/cd/rt/documents/airhalftermreport.pdf).

The Independent Evaluation of California’s RTT-ELC QRIS

The evaluation of California’s RTT-ELC builds on this prior research on QRISs and focuses on
five main aspects of the system: (1) overall implementation, (2) the validity of the ratings, (3) the
QI supports that are provided to early learning staff through the system, (4) quality outcomes and
children’s developmental outcomes for sites participating in the system, and (5) parents’ and
providers’ (teaching staff, center directors, and family child care home [FCCH] providers)
perceptions of quality and the rating system. These areas of focus provide the organizational
structure for this report, as depicted in exhibit 1.1 and described in more detail below. In
addition, each of the areas of focus aligns with one or more research questions guiding the study
analyses, as shown in exhibit 1.2. In addition, the analyses line up with the intended purposes of
the QRIS: to serve as reliable and meaningful ratings to inform parents about program quality, to
differentiate programs according to the quality of program structures and adult-child interactions,
to inform program quality improvement efforts, and to identify programs that best support child
learning and developmental outcomes. Additional detail on sampling, data collection, and
analysis can be found in appendix 1A.

System Implementation

It is important to consider the stage and degree of implementation of a QRIS in its evaluation. In
this report, the system implementation study draws on information gathered from interviews that
the AIR/RAND team conducted with the administrators of each of the 17 QRIS programs in the
Regional Leadership Consortia in spring/summer 2015. These interviews were designed to learn
more about the work the Consortia have done on their QI systems over the course of the 2014-15

3 The experimental evaluation of the Seeds for Success pilot QRIS found that six months after random assignment,
compared with the control programs, programs that received the treatment (consisting of coaching, quality
improvement grants, and additional funds for teacher professional development) had significantly higher observed
quality but no change in program ratings under the Seeds for Success block design (Boller et al., 2010). There also
were favorable effects on teacher participation in education and training, on course credits received, and on turnover.
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program year. Depending on the structure of the Consortia, AIR and RAND interviewed staff of
local First 5 offices, county offices of education, and other key partners. Using qualitative data
analysis techniques, the study team analyzed the interview transcripts to gain an understanding of
the work of each Consortium and to identify differences and common themes across Consortia.
These data were supplemented with interviews conducted with 25 providers who were asked
questions about their experiences with the QRIS.

Exhibit 1.1. Structure of the RTT-ELC QRIS Evaluation and Report

System Implementation (Chapter 2)

Interviews with 17

Consortia
administrators

Validity of the Ratings (Chapter 3) Quahty(lg:}g;c;\;?"usegtg;pports

Surveys of 306
teachers and

Interviews
with 25
providers in 25
sites

CLASS & PQA
observations in
175 sites

Perceptions of Quality and Ratings
(Chapter 4)

Assessments of Surveys of 93

QRIS ratings in

directors in
102 sites

O

Quality and Outcomes
(Chapter 7)

1,611 children

. \ assistants in
in 132 sites

142 sites

472 sites

Observations
of 161
classrooms in
112 sites

O

Cost of Quality Improvement
Supports (Chapter 8)

Surveys of 161
teachers in
112 sites

Assessments of
1,611 children
in 132 sites

S groups with Interviews with 25
146 parents in 17 . . .
: providers in 25 sites
Consortia

NOTE: CLASS=Classroom Assessment Scoring System; PQA=Program Quality Cost data frqm 11
Assessment; sample sizes vary depending on the analysis Consortia
due to missing data.

Validity of the Ratings

As a follow-up to the validation study conducted as the first component of the evaluation in the
2013-14 program year, we report on a broader set of analyses examining the validity of the
ratings in this report. We first summarize key findings presented in the half-term report that
investigate the extent to which the ratings assigned by Consortia differentiate programs based on
observed measures of quality. These analyses draw on data gathered in 2014, including the 2013
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ratings data (Common Data Elements) for all 472 programs with full and complete ratings,
which enable us to examine the distribution of ratings across centers and FCCHs among all fully
rated programs. These data, submitted to the state using the QRIS reporting requirements,
include information on program type, enrollment, funding sources, languages spoken in the
program, element scores, the sum of the element scores, the QRIS rating, and the program’s
average Classroom Assessment Scoring System (CLASS) scores used to calculate the CLASS
element scores. Data were available for 1,272 programs, although only 472 had full ratings; the
remaining 800 did not have full ratings, reflecting the early stage of implementation.

Next, classroom observations were conducted through spring 2014 using the CLASS and
Program Quality Assessment (PQA). The study team selected two independent observation
instruments in order to compare QRIS ratings to a measure