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In 2011, California was awarded a 4-year, $75 million, Federal Race to the Top Early Learning Challenge 
grant. The Early Learning Challenge is aimed at helping states improve early childhood education 
systems to better serve the most vulnerable children by enhancing the quality of programs, developing 
quality standards and aligning disconnected systems to better serve children and families.  Sixteen 
counties in California received funding to develop a Quality Rating Improvement System (QRIS) to 
achieve this goal. In the Bay Area, six First 5 county commissions including Alameda, Contra Costa, San 
Mateo, Santa Clara, Santa Cruz and San Francisco are collaborating to leverage the grant to increase 
the quality of early care and education for children across the region.

Why Quality Matters 

The experiences that children have in their first years profoundly shape their ability to succeed in 
school and in life.  High quality early education experiences are critical to ensuring that children get 
off to a strong start.   

Quality early care and education is essential to healthy brain 
development and is the necessary first step in a child’s education. 
Other benefits to high quality early care and education programs 
include: 
 
 •  Reduced special education costs;1

 •  Increased high school graduation rates;2

 •  Reduced crime rates over time;
 •  Increased employment, income and tax contribution levels;
 •  Decreased public health care, welfare and child care   
     expenses; and
 •  Reduced grade repetition

Despite what we know about the importance of the first years, the vast majority of early education 
programs in California, and across the nation, are considered to be low quality. Nearly 60 percent 
of U.S. early childhood centers are found to be of “inadequate or minimal” quality.3 Low quality 
education negatively impacts all children, but for children who are economically disadvantaged, low 
quality education puts them at a long-term disadvantage. A RAND Institute study showed that only 13 
percent of California’s low-income children are in high quality early education programs.4 
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What is a Quality Rating Improvement System (QRIS)?

Nearly every state in the nation is engaged in improving the quality of early education programs 
through statewide Quality Rating and Improvement Systems (QRIS). These systems rate programs 
based upon elements research has shown are linked to positive childhood outcomes, such as the 
quality of teacher-child interactions and teacher education level.

QRISs evaluate participating early education programs using a tiered rating system. Higher quality 
programs receive more points and higher ratings. QRISs include training and support to assist programs 
in improving quality.  In addition, the QRIS rating easily communicates a program’s quality to parents 
looking for early education programs for their children.

States that have instituted a QRIS are showing steady improvements. The Pennsylvania statewide QRIS, 
Keystone Stars, increased participation by well over 300% from 2004 to 2012 and nearly doubled the 
number of high quality programs.5  Children enrolled in high quality programs in that state have shown 
significant improvement in several developmental areas, including social development, language and 
literacy development, and mathematical thinking. In 2012-2013, the percentage of four-year olds with 
proficient language and literacy more than doubled from 37 percent in the fall, to 82 percent in the 
spring, in the three and four star-rated programs.6

1. Swanson, Kelly. “A Practical Outreach Guide For a QRIS.” Boston, MA: Build Initiative, 2013. p. 5.
2. “Lifetime Effects: The HighScope Preschool Study Through Age 40.” Ypsilanti, MI: HighScope Perry.
3. “We Can Do Better: Child Care Aware of America’s Ranking of State Child Care Center Regulations and Oversight.” Child Care 
Aware, 2013.
4. “The Nature and Quality of Early Care and Education for Preschool-Age Children in California.” Santa Monica, CA: RAND Corpora-
tion, 2008. 
5. Philip Sirinides, Ph.D. “Demonstrating Quality: Pennsylvania Keystone Stars 2010 Program Report.” Harrisburg, PA: Pennsylvania 
Office of Education, 2010.
6. Children’s Progress Update: Keystone STAR 3 and 4 Program, 2012-13.
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Potential for the Future

Universal access to high quality care will require 
a full functioning QRIS.  Education leaders and 
advocates face a number of challenges to making 
QRIS a success in the Bay Area. One of the major 
obstacles is having the resources to take a Bay 
Area QRIS to scale.  The region will need to 
identify resources to provide the training and 
support necessary for early childhood educators 
to elevate the quality of programs.  California 
is one of only two states in the nation that has 
taken a regional approach to QRIS.  Although this 
allows for locally designed approaches, it makes 
it more challenging to advance policy-level 
changes that could incentivize quality across the 
early childhood education systems in the state.

indicators of quality; align professional 
development and quality improvement; and 
identify areas of improvement for professional 
development systems.

Bay Area Regional QRIS Pilot

Six Bay Area counties are collaborating to 
develop a regional QRIS to maximize the use of 
resources, provide consistent communication, 
establish a common framework, and put early 
education programs throughout the region on 
a path to quality improvement.  By 2015, more 
than 25,000 children will be enrolled in programs 
participating in the Bay Area Regional QRIS Pilot. 

Since launching in 2012, the Bay Area QRIS 
Partnership is already making significant progress 
towards improving quality, including:

 • Building a regional system for site   
    assessment and coaching;
 • Mapping professional development   
              activities throughout the region;
 • Launching the first regional QRIS data   
    system in the state 

The six Bay Area counties are working closely 
with the early education community to determine 
what works best to support quality improvement 
and to implement those findings to expand 
quality early care and education opportunities in 
the region.

The Bay Area QRIS effort provides a picture of 
what a fully functioning assessment, rating and 
improvement system could look like. Building 
a QRIS brings together Bay Area early learning 
advocates and leaders to foster a common 
understanding of objective, measurable 

By 2015, QRIS pilot 
programs will serve 
more than 25,000 

children throughout 
the Bay Area.
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What You Can Do

Ensuring that all children have access to the highest level of quality early education in the Bay Area 
requires a commitment from all of us.  Building a successful Quality Rating and Improvement System 
will require an investment of time, resources, and support for policy changes that enable California’s 
children to have access to high quality programs.  You can become a champion of quality by:

 •  Investing in high quality early education programs;

 •  Initiating policy changes that make quality an essential requirement for early learning   
     programs and that address the systems barriers to quality;

 •  Enacting legislation for a high quality, expanded early education system in California; and

 •  Supporting the key components of a successful QRIS including training and professional   
     development and community awareness strategies.

First 5 Alameda
(510) 227-6900  www.first5alameda.org

First 5 Santa Clara
(408) 260-3700  www.first5kids.org

First 5 Santa Cruz
(831) 465-2217  www.first5scc.org

First 5 San Francisco
(415) 934-4849  www.first5sf.org

First 5 Contra Costa
(925) 771-7300  www.firstfivecc.org

First 5 San Mateo
(650) 372-9500  www.co.sanmateo.ca.us/portal/site/first5

To learn more about how you can help shape the future of our region and state by improving outcomes 
for our children, contact your local First 5 Commission.


