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3.  Establish a sub-Cabinet Working Group that includes community 

representation to coordinate programs and funding across public agencies. 

This can easily be accomplished with a Mayor’s Order.  This would 

demonstrate an ongoing public/private commitment to early care and 

education. 

 

4.  Make early care and education a top priority in the city’s budget and 

policy discussions.  Just as the mayor has made a major investment in 

economic development so too does he need to make a commitment to early 

care and education.  Such a commitm ent would include funding and policy 

work.   

 

Accomplishing these four recommendations -- coupled with the already well developed 

partnership that exists between the city, priv ate providers and advocates -- would position 

the city to move forward with this plan as  the foundation for ensuing universal school 

readiness planning and implementation.  Make no mistake:  the next steps will require 

commitment of effort and money.  Momentum can be maximized by implementing the 

specific recommendations included in this paper; all recommendations are derived from 

the professional experience of the authors of this paper as well as from the best national 

and local research.  The recommendations are: 

 

• Stable funding mechanisms must be established to ensure the on-going 

availability of early care and education and to sustain the cost of maintaining 

high quality programs.  Funding benchm arks need to clearly defined along 

with realistic timelines.   

 

• It is essential to determine the true cost of sustaining a diverse early 

care and education system involving both the public education institutions 

and community-based licensed child development programs.  The 

established cost needs to include the cost of establishing as well as 

maintaining quality. 

 

• Systemic changes are needed to ensure that collaboration and coordination 

are established in a formal rather than informal manner.  Collaboration is 

required in- and outside of government as a matter of course rather than 

just as a one-time occurrence. 
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• Staffing issues (including professionalism) are integral to quality 

early care and education.  The city must make a significant investment in 

the “people” part of the system so that adults have the skills to care for our 

children.  There is a well-documented n eed for qualified professional staff.  

Teacher compensation, primarily in the non-profit sector, is inadequate and 

as such, the early care and education workforce is subsidizing the service 

given their low salaries.   High turnover undermines the quality of the 

programs and actually costs providers scarce resources related to hiring and 

retraining. 

 

• Taking a systematic approach is essential.  While this plan needs to be 

implemented in phases, there must be a date certain when universal 

school readiness will be a reality in our nation’s capital. 

 

This Road Map  Universal School Readiness in the District of Columbia  is the starting point 

for the planned journey toward universal school readiness in the District of Columbia.  

This plan builds on current successes including: 

• the Department of Recreation’s commitment to have 100% of its early 

childhood programs accredited by the National Association for the Education 

of Young Children (NAEYC) 

• the successful accreditation of over 68 centers across the city over the past 

five years 

• the investment made by the city to si gnificantly increase the number of CDA-

trained teachers in early care centers across the city 

• the selection of the District of Columb ia by the Kellogg Foundation as one of 

its SPARK sites. 

 

A universal school readiness strategy in the Di strict of Columbia includes the following 

components: 

• Access to high quality, developmentally appropriate early care and education 

programs 

• High quality professional development and training for early care and 

education teachers, regardless of the auspices of the program 

• Equitable and stable funding of all programs regardless of auspices 
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• Consistent nationally recognized educational standards aligned with the k-12 

education system 

• Regular assessments of program quality and improvement 

• Health and developmental screening and immunizations for all children by 

the age of four 

• Alignment of systems that impact young children and families 

• A campaign to rally the community  in support of school readiness 

 

Universal school readiness via a quality early care and education system is the 

foundation for high educational achievement in the District of Columbia.  A 

comprehensive system to deliver school readiness is an investment in the quality of life for 

young children in our city, today and thei r role as civic leaders in the future. 
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Introduction 

 

 

The goal of this paper is to provide a road map for moving from the current disjointed 

system to one that is focused on quality, centered around the child, considerate of and 

responsive to family needs, and is compre hensive and planned. This plan will focus 

attention on the needs of children ages 0 to 12 with special attention paid to children 

aged 3 and 4 who would be enrolled in a pre- k program.  We will present information 

on a variety of components including the current status, sustainable funding 

mechanisms, professional development, and ev aluation.  Our ultimate goal is for the 

elected and appointed leaders in the District to embrace this plan and to implement it. 

 

 

The availability of quality school readiness programs has many short- and long-term 

benefits for children, families and communities.  Children from low-income families 

who have quality early childhood development experiences are more likely to 

enter school ready to learn and succeed in school having developed socially, 

emotionally and physically.  These children are also less likely to enter the 

criminal justice system than their low-income peers who do not receive quality 

preschool.  Families benefit when they are able to maintain stable employment or 

participate in training opportunities for empl oyment.  Communities benefit when the needs 

of children and families are met, including the ability to fully participate in the workforce. 

 

The combination of brain research, welfare refo rm and family economic stability has raised 

the stakes for the provision of quality school  readiness opportunities for children in the 

District of Columbia.  There is every indica tion that the accessibility to such quality 

programs is integral to the present and futu re educational and emotional development of 

children and to the economic viability of low- and moderate-income families and 

communities.  In the absence of affordable quality school readiness programs, children are 

exposed to unstable child care arrangements and unlicensed caregivers.  Too, parents and 

unlicensed caregivers lose their foothold in th e workforce and may return to TANF and lose 

job opportunities and income. (See Waiting in the Shadow of the Capitol-Impacts of the 

Child Care Subsidy freeze on Families, Programs and Children  by the UDC Center for 

Applied Research.) 
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can capture an estimate of children served and the level of need.  ( Universal 

Preschool:  An Initial Look at Promoting Universal Early Education for 

Children Aged 3-4 , Draft January 2, 2004, pp. 6, 7.) 

 

Based on the work of the Office of the Depu ty Mayor for Children, Youth, Families, and 

Elders as well as the Executive Office of th e Mayor, early care and education advocates, 

and others, it is safe to say that the lead ing shortcomings of the current system are: 

• inconsistency regarding quality includ ing staff development, resources for 

children, evaluation, ratios, curriculum, standards, and outcomes 

• inconsistency in meeting the needs of families including the number of hours 

services are available and difficulty in  providing the services (or access to) 

the services families need such as health and mental health care 

• inconsistency between systems regard ing funding equity (such as the 

number of hours a child is served) 

• inconsistency across funding/management agencies regarding space 

requirements 

• there are no standards for addressing essential developmental components 

 

Adding to the confusion is the range of funding sources for early care and education and 

the strings that are attached.  Generally, fund ing for these programs is from Local funds, 

Federal funds, Intra-District transfers, foun dations and other private support, and parent 

fees.  The exact make up of the funding fo r each managing agency (Office of Early 

Childhood Development and DC Public Schools) depends on their specific mandates as well 

as their resourcefulness in applying for federal and other grants, either alone or in 

partnership with others.  Similarly, the meth od for paying for the services differs by 

managing agency.  While DCPS and DC Public  Charter Schools pre-k programs are funded 

via the Per Pupil Spending Formula from the central administration to the individual 

schools, non-profit and for-profit child develo pment facilities are paid on a reimbursement 

basis by the Office of Early Childhood Development.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

One of the most significant strengths of the curre nt system is the fact that it allows for 
parents to select the program that best suits the family and child.  The mixed delivery 
system of child development centers, Head  Start, and pre-kindergarten provides 
options for parents, an important consideration for young children.  This system is 
appealing to parents and for this reason, it is essential that the more robust early care 
and education system under discussion here maintains and expands diversity.  
Accessibility is also important.  The current system provides options for families at all 
income levels; this cannot be lost or el se we will fail children and their families. 
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Components of a well-designed system 

 Component basics 

A robust early care and education system is a necessary first step toward achieving 

universal school readiness.  The District of  Columbia has an extensive network of child 

care centers, pre-kindergarten classes, Head  Start, and family child care homes.  The 

relationship between these building blocks – which currently is strong – must be 

strengthened and supported.  They must be woven together in to a comprehensive 

system that includes the infrastructure to promote and sustain the high levels of 

program quality necessary to achieve universal school readiness in a population 

of at risk children.  Absent the supportive infrastructure , the effectiveness of early care 

and education programs to promote school readiness cannot be assured.  A significant 

investment of public dollars demands the accountability and outcomes that investments in 

infrastructure can provide. 

 

James Gallagher and Richard Clifford, of the federally funded National Center for Early 

Learning and Development, note the following  components for a support system for early 

childhood services in their paper The Missing Support Infrastructure in Early Childhood : 

1.  personnel preparation 

2.  technical assistance 

3.  applied research and program evaluation 

4.  communication 

5.  demonstration 

6.  data systems 

7.  comprehensive planning 

8.  coordination of support elements  (http://ecrp.uiuc.edu/v2n1/gallagher.html)  

 

The authors further suggest that th e challenge for policy makers is 

how to engineer these favorable conditions  in the face of the many problems and 

limitations that child care workers and directors are confronted with, namely, 

limited government support, restricted family resources, and a fragmented support 

system.  (http://ecrp.uiuc.edu/v2n1/gallagher.html ) 

 

Other researchers point out that infrastructure represents a small portion of the hourly per 

pupil cost of early care and education.  However, the absence of infrastructure can 

compromise the effectiveness of the early ca re and education dollars.  “Infrastructure 

encompasses accountability, professional development, facilities, regulation, and data 
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evaluation capacities.  All too often, cost s are calculated without factoring in these 

essential functions of the system.”  (Sharon Lynn Kagan, Equal Access to Early Learning , 

National Black Child Development Institute, 2002.) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 Evaluating early care and education 

The District needs a multi-faceted system to measure impact and quality over 

time.  Suggested components of this system include 1) a longitudinal study which tracks 

an appropriately drawn sample of children from pre-k through high school, 2) a process 

quality component and 3) a st ructural quality component. 

 

The District would be well served by taking the lead from Dr. Linda M. Espinosa’s article 

entitled High Quality Preschool: Why We Need It and What It Looks Like  in the November 

2002 edition of Preschool Policy Matters  from the National Institute for Early Education 

Research.  This piece discusses process and structural quality and the methods for 

determining their level.  Foremost amongst th e recommendations in the article is that 

which urges the implementation of a longitudinal study.  A cost analysis comes in as a 

close second.  Such an analysis could assess process and quality currently being 

implemented on a pilot basis in the District and make recommendations regarding 

strengthening or changing that whic h is currently being implemented. 

 

This government-sponsored and -managed longitudinal study will be complemented by 

privately-funded and operated efforts.  Current ly, the SPARK initiative is planning to track 

1,000 children over three years as they move fr om early care settings to the first grade.  

The findings from this pilot will undoubtedly  be used to form a basis for continued 

evaluation and assessment of the link betw een program quality and child outcomes and 

inform a process of continuing improvement.  

 

Furthermore, the District should do cons iderably more in the areas of outcomes and 

assessment.  In a seminar held in the District, Drs. Lynnette Aytch and Richard Clifford of 

the Frank Porter Graham Center at the Universi ty of North Carolina at Chapel Hill indicated 

that a battery of assessments could cost as much as $500 per child.  This is a worthwhile, 

This paper provides specific suggestions of ways to implement a planned and well-
conceived system including the operational an d infrastructure needs.  Fortunately, the 
District of Columbia possesses many of the basic elements.   
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and necessary, investment if the city is inte rested in ensuring that children benefit from 

their experiences in early care and education settings.  The seminar speakers further 

suggested that a well-planned system also provides targeted technical assistance, 

continuous professional development and exte rnal quality assurance and program integrity 

at schools and other early care and education sites.  All of this will require resources 

not currently in the District‘s budget. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Outcomes 

There is no question that the District of Columbia must institute outcome measures for 

early care and education.   At a minimum, the areas that must be measured are:  social, 

behavioral and cognitive development; literacy and language skills and motor 

development .  There are a number of ways to assess these areas.  For example, many 

states use the school readiness assessment given in kindergarten.  These tools not only 

assess individual outcomes, but collective resu lts can be a driver of program changes and 

improvements.  Currently, the District of Columbia does not have a school readiness 

assessment that is administered in a standardized manner.    

 

The first step to be undertaken is for the District to define and implement one 

definition of successful early care and education for children entering 

kindergarten.  This must be done consistently across all early care and education 

programs that receive District government f unding (through OECD or other agencies).  

These programs include those operated or ov erseen by the Office of Early Childhood 

Development, the Department of Parks and Recr eation, DC Public Schools, public charter 

schools, and the Children and Youth Investment Trust Corporation. 

 

Indicators related to the definition should be drawn from the range of clear scientifically 

based indicators in these areas that contribu te to school success.  Further, OECD as the 

leader of this effort should continue to wor k with national early childhood experts from 

such organizations as the National Association for the Education and Young Children 

The District’s neighbor to the north rece ntly adopted a comprehensive, state-wide 
approach to early care and education.  Th e Maryland Partnership for Children, Youth 
and Families, managed by now-OBP staffer Justin Kopca, has been influential to our 
thinking.  For these reasons, we recommend that the city convene a mini-
conference with those who participated in the development of the plan to 
help us move closer to a universal school readiness system. 
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(NAEYC), National Black Child Development Institute (NBCDI) and Head Start to ensure 

that implemented assessments are age approp riate, based in best practices and are 

culturally sensitive.   

 

Information, to the extent possible, should be benchmarked so as to allow parents and 

other caregivers, city leaders, budget ma nagers, and the general public to assess 

improvements and remedies to system or program deficiencies. 

 

Implementation of a single early learning standard 

Such a standard is necessary for all early care and education programs regardless of 

setting.  The District government should adopt more stringent standards even before the 

federal government, via the Child Care an d Development Fund block grant, does. 

 

Public education and outreach 

The existence of a quality early care and education system is meaningless unless people 

who need it 1) know about it and 2) use it.  For this reason, the development of a public 

education and outreach plan is essential.  We  are not suggesting necessarily that the city 

hire a high-priced PR firm.  Rather, we are su ggesting that we start with 1) a coordinated 

strategy, 2) a unified message(s) and 3) the wealth of resources with which we 

communicate already.  Specifically, we recommend: 

• Coordinating a unified strategy to increa se public awareness of the impact of 

and need for early childhood and parent education programs.  Parent 

involvement is the key to the success of this initiative. 

• Utilizing public access forums such as MACECD, OCTT, subsidy providers, 

ANCs, civic associations, and non-profits. 

• Identifying a PR firm that will assist the city on a pro bono  basis. 

• Holding forums for government officials and highlighting the importance of 

early care and education would be a means of clearly defining this initiative 

as a priority.  This would help government officials to focus and collaborate 

both on a financial and programmatic basis which would result in maximizing 

resources. 

• Developing a citywide early childhood public engagement campaign –utilizing 

the term early care and education – that highlights the benefits of a 

comprehensive universal preschool initiative. 

• Communicating with the business community  with the goal of engaging them 

in the need to expand early care and education opportunities. 



 

Road Map to Universal School Readiness – page 16 

• Developing ongoing contacts with the print media that will provide extensive 

coverage, including special pullout sect ions and features news segments.   

• Utilizing local TV and radio contacts to air public service announcements 

(PSAs) and program specials highlighting the importance of quality early 

childhood development and parent education.   
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What children need to grow 

 Foundation elements 

Children require support in a number of areas in order to be ready for school.  Early care 

and education addresses many of these needs and can be a gateway to others.  However, 

the providers of other services that contribute  to school readiness must also conceive of 

their work in that context.  The needs of children and families must be supported in 

all areas of school readiness.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The dimensions of school readiness identified  by the National Education Goals 2000 panel 

describing children ready to learn are: 

1.  physical well-being and motor development 

2.  social and emotional development 

3.  approaches toward learning 

4.  language development 

5.  cognition and general knowledge 

 

Physical well-being includes health care and immunizations, proper nutrition and full use 

of a child’s arms, legs and the important muscles of the hands and fingers.  Social and 

emotional development includes the ability to exercise some control over strong emotions, 

for example using words to express anger rather than hitting, showing respect and 

compassion, and loving connections to parents and caregivers.  One concern is the effect 

of grief and loss on young children in under-resourced communities.  Approaches toward 

learning include the ability to persist at a task and follow classroom routines.  Language 

development includes vocabulary and an understanding that print has meaning.  A 

prominent study documented a gap of 30 million words between the cumulative 

experience of 3-year-old children of professi onal parents and the children of parents on 

 

Above all, the desired early care and education system in the District must 

be child- and family-focused. 
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public assistance.  Cognition and general knowledge includes critical thinking skills and 

facts about the home, neighborhood and larger world. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Young children require support and nurturing in  each of the dimensions of readiness.  

Research into the developing brain has en ded the nature versus nurture debate:  

environment and experience impact the physic al development of a young child’s brain. 

“The pace of learning…will depend on whether and to what extent the child’s inclinations 

to learn encounter supportive environments.” ( Eager to Learn, Educating our Preschooler , 

Bowman, Donovan, Burns, Editors, National Research Council, National Academy Press, 

Washington, DC 2000) This is the foundation on which all subsequent development will 

build.  Deprivation in any area can compromise  school readiness.  Consider, for example, 

that 

• uncorrected vision or hearing deficiencies limit the sensory input to the 

developing brain, undermining language development 

• poor social skills or inability to foll ow rules and routines and result in 

exclusion from peer group play 

• poor nutrition can compromise a  child’s ability to pay attention and enjoy 

learning opportunities 

 

[NOTE:  This section was based on From Neurons to Neighborhood:  The Science of Early 

Childhood Development  by The National Academies Press Institute of Medicine in 2000.] 

  

 Establishing a child-focused system 

We suggest that school readiness for young ch ildren and their families must be the guiding 

principle for the delivery of services (See illu stration).  Programs exist to serve children 

and their practices must be aligned wherever practicable.  Examples of needed alignment 

are: 

• Education standards for 3 and 4 year olds must be aligned, regardless of 

setting 

Rich early learnin g experiences can have an impact on child development.  
Developing human beings are complex an d the interplay of systems requires 
comprehensive programs, experiences and services addressing all of the social, 
emotional and physical domains. 
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• Education standards must be related to kindergarten standards 

• Forms should be aligned and use of common forms promoted wherever 

practicable 

• Service providers should document their efforts and use evaluation 

information to evaluate policies and practices to promote continuity and 

alignment 

• Services should be linked and the rules and regulations should be consistent 

• Services must be culturally appropriat e and available in the home language 

of children and families 

 

The elements relating to alignment and tran sition are less about cost than they are 

principles of leveraging, allocating and mobilizing existing funds.  Safe Passages  envisions 

smooth transitions and collaboration among services to support children and families.  

This way of doing business must be embedded in the practices of service providers and 

government institutions.  Services must be grouped around the family.  Currently, 

providers and points of entry for services ar e scattered and fragmented.  The city’s goal – 

a seamless system of programs and services – must be implemented and agencies must 

be held accountable. 

 

Equally important to these alignment principles are the services that are to be aligned.  

The array of programs and services that im prove school readiness for 3 and 4 year old 

children include health, recreation, early care  and education, social services, parent 

education, and mental health.  Devolution has resulted in an environment in which there is 

a range of providers using differing forms, eligibility, priorities, and standards.  The major 

shortcoming of this environment is that it is  generally not child-focused and coordinated.  

This shortchanges children in the short and long terms. 

 

 

 

 

 

Health care 

Physical health is an important domain with respect to school readiness.  While the District 

of Columbia has a strong policy framework for public health insurance and coverage and 

some health programs, the challenge facing the District is to aggressively coordinate 

implementation of existing policies with adequate funding, high levels of quality, 

Central to a well-designed universal school readiness system is the coordinated provision 
of all  the services and supports that children  need, ranging from health and mental 
health care to nutrition to recreation. 
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accountability, and customer service.  Only time  will tell for sure, but the medical passport 

provision of the Maternal and Family Health  Administration under the Department of 

Health should help us move forward.  

 

All children enrolled in early childhood development programs – including in schools – are 

required to have an annual physical as a co ndition of enrollment.  However, the absence 

of a fully functioning tracking system for i mmunizations, blood lead level results, EPSDT 

screens, and general health information makes it difficult to ensure that the multiplicity of 

systems that touch children are coordinated.  Currently, work is underway to implement 

the Human Services Coordination Information System, a database capturing services 

delivered to children that is accessible to th ose systems working with children.  Work is 

also underway on a pilot server-based system , Welligent, out of the Maternal and Family 

Health Administration in the Department of Health.  Welligent is specifically for use by 

school nurses.  Finally, a group of governme nt officials, advocates and providers is 

working on merging the immunization and blood le ad level results.  At this time, there is 

no information about how these systems will work together.  If they do not, one thing is 

clear:  the city will have invested in duplicative systems that have diverted time and 

energy from other pressing needs. 

 

Federal law requires that children who have DC Healthy Families receive a specific set of 

screens at varying ages.  Known in the Distri ct as HealthCheck, EPSDT includes vision, 

dental and physical screens.  Medicaid pays for treatment for dental, medical, hearing, 

vision, and other needs that are identified.  Wh ile EPSDT is, in theory , a valuable program, 

in practice, much is left to be desired.  For example, only 60% of the 85,160 children 

eligible for HealthCheck services in the Distri ct received them. (Centers for Medicare and 

Medicaid Services, 2003)  The gaps in service clearly have a negative effect on children; 

when their problems are not identified, they cannot be treated.  For this reason, it is 

imperative that the city immediately fix the pr oblems associated with HealthCheck, if not 

for the terms of the Salazar  court order then for the children. 

 

Children of the District of Columbia have a high rate of public or private insurance 

coverage.  According to Kids Count 2004 , only 9% of children in the city were without 

health coverage in 2002.  Local advocates estimate that between 9% and 12% of the 

city’s children are uninsured. ( What’s in it for kids?  A budget and policy analysis FY 2004 , 

DC Action for Children, 2004) The national Kids Count data book suggests that the 
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percentage of fully-immunized two-year-olds in  the District is somewhat less, at 74%, 

than the national average of 79%.  ( Kids Count 2004 , Annie E. Casey Foundation)  

 

Age group health screening can be a useful pub lic health tool, even when children receive 

physicals from a primary care physician.  The District of Columbia has been successful in 

reducing infant mortality through public health campaigns using federal funds.  A public 

health campaign for school readiness would ra ise awareness of the importance of health 

and developmental screening for this age group. 

 

 Nutrition 

Good nutrition is essential for children to grow and learn appropriately.  Access to 

nutritious food, therefore, is an important elemen t of school readiness.  The District’s food 

stamp program served an average of 38,240 each month in FY 2003.  Unfortunately, as 

the national research shows, families often run ou t of benefits during the third week of the 

month, leaving children hungry.  Access to WIC – which is largely federally funded – could 

be expanded with the addition of Local dollar s.  Overall, then, the city has much work to 

do to ensure that children have a steady stream of nutritious food at home.  While the 

District’s non-profit community does prov ide food to those without, the supply is 

insufficient to meet the need. 

 

 Home visiting 

One often neglected service in the city is home visiting.  Over the past few years, a group 

of providers have come together as the DC Home Visiting Council.  The District of 

Columbia Home Visiting Council works to strengthen the District's focus on the importance 

of home visitation in supporting families and community. The Home Visiting Council 

identifies best practices in home visiting, develops standards for the practice of home 

visiting, and facilitates the implementation of these practices by providing technical 

assistance, coordination, training, funding,  and other resources to various agencies 

throughout the District of Columbia.  The Council, as demonstrated here, is perhaps the 

single most promising “solution” to the disconnected service delivery system.  Additional 

funds are required to take this program to sca le; the benefit, of course, is the consistent 

provision of services as well as the fact that  partnering organizations are diligent in their 

data collection efforts in order to demonstrate program effectiveness. 
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 Parent education 

Parent education contributes significantly to the health of individual children and to the 

overall health of the community.  As families ac hieve their full potential, the well-being of 

their children is assured.  For these reasons, a comprehensive system of early care and 

education must include accessible, integrated, and universally available parent education.  

This parent education should be incorporated into the fabric and community life in its 

many forms.   

 

Currently, the Washington Parent Education Collaborative is supported with private, 

foundation support and some funds from the Office of Early Childhood Development.  

There is an enormous demand for these servic es on a voluntary basis with documented 

demand at lease double the supply.  The Collaboration works in partnership with the 

providers of services to young children.  The expansion of the resources in this existing 

structure and the addition of classes that a ddress the parents’ role in school readiness 

would be an important factor in improving school readiness, especially in the area of social 

and emotional development. 
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Ensuring program quality and professionalism 

 Program quality 

In June 2000, the District of Columbia chose to institutionalize quality by implementing a 

tiered-rate reimbursement system.  Known as Going for the Gold , the system encourages 

the improvement of quality and rewards achi evements with higher reimbursement rates 

as facilities move up in the system.  Going for the Gold  quality components are:  national 

accreditation, compliance with licensing regula tions, director qualifications and training, 

staff qualifications and training, staff compen sation including benefits, parent involvement 

and consumer satisfaction, and learning environment.  The leading problem with Going for 

the Gold  is that it relates only to providers in the subsidy program.  What the District 

needs is a more comprehensive approach to quality.  Nonetheless, the OECD quality 

initiative can be used as a starting place to make quality the norm. 

 

 Systems-focused initiatives 

As has been noted, there is no consistent requirement or measurement of quality in the 

current early care and education system.  Consistent quality is the cornerstone of a 

revamped and first-rate system in the District.  For these reasons, it is being 

recommended that the following attributes of a quality system be implemented: 

• A cycle of continuous improvement in th e areas of evaluation, self-reflection, 

training, implementation, and evaluation.  Programs would be evaluated in 

three areas over each 5 year peri od, with a goal of accelerating 

improvement. 

• Best practices, evidence-based curricu la and operational elements be the 

standard for early care and education practice in the District 

• Requiring accreditation by the Nation al Association for the Education of 

Young Children (NAEYC) for all  programs.  The NAEYC standards are widely 

recognized to be the “gold standard” in early learning.   

• An assessment of the current status of qu ality in the city and using it as the 

stepping stone for improving quality across agencies and programs.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The District is not starting from a blank slate.  In fact, the Office of Early Childhood 
Development has established a goal of promoting accreditation and rewarding 
accredited programs with high reimbursement rates (e.g., Going for the Gold ).  One 
success is that all preschool programs admini stered by the Department of Recreation 
are accredited by NAEYC.  Beyond these, a number of other preschool programs are  
nationally accredited. 
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The initial step in moving toward universal top quality programs, as was indicated above, 

is the assessment of where all  early care and education providers are in the components 

listed above.  This assessment provides the be nchmark for where we are; from this point, 

the city should aggressively increase the nu mber of accredited programs and programs 

that continually assess themselves and make  improvements.  If this proposal sounds 

familiar, it should:  It parallels the assess ment component of Medical Homes DC, a new, 

exciting and progressive plan to improve acce ss to top-notch health services in the city. 

 

It is also incumbent on the District to benchmark provider ratings on the Early Literacy 

and Language Classroom Observation Scale (ELLCO) and the Early Childhood Educational 

Rating Scale (ECERS) or Family Day Care Rati ng Scale (FDERS).  In-service training and 

coaching has been developed for ELLCO and should be extended to include in service 

coaching in response to ECERS and FDERS re sults.  This benchmark should include all 

providers.  As was recommended regarding accreditation, the city must couple 

benchmarking with regular training and coaching in order to ensure continued quality.  

Research has demonstrated that such training and coaching has a direct impact on 

reading scores, which in the District are tragic ally low for DCPS fourth graders.  Building 

and sustaining the capacity to deliver these services for preschool programs can greatly 

impact school readiness. The kindergarten assessment will allow us to evaluate student 

outcomes. 

 

 Child-focused initiatives 

Individual assessments of children are integral to the quality of an early care and 

education system, and more importantly, to  the success and well being of children.  

Currently, the District of Columbia does not expend local funds for routine developmental 

screening for young children.  The Early Intervention Program (in the Office of Early 

Childhood Development) can provide screening up  to age three under the federally funded 

Individuals with Disabilities Act for children aged 0-2.  These children receive important 

services that can prevent more significant deve lopmental delays later on.  However, there 

is no universal access to developmental screening for three and four year olds. 

 

Likewise, there is no standard measure of sch ool readiness or kindergarten readiness in 

the District of Columbia, although it is a Board of Education mandate.  All kindergarten 

students in DC Public Schools and DC Public Charter Schools should receive a portfolio-

based assessment of their school readiness in the fall of their kindergarten year.  These 

data should be used to guide instruction in kindergarten.  In addition, these data can be 
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used to guide improvements in program and professional development in the early care 

and education system.   

 

Student achievement in DCPS begins at the pre-school level.  However, DCPS has no 

system-wide benchmark of where their studen ts are when they enter kindergarten.  

Nationally, data suggest that as many as 1 in 3 kindergarteners may not have the 

approaches to learning and general knowledge that are expected at kindergarten entry. 

 

Other quality-related initiatives include public -private partnerships.  Examples of these 

include: 

• Book distribution :  OECD distributed 5,000 books for children in Head Start 

and Child Care programs in collaboration with DC-based First Book. 

• Coordinated school readiness initiative :  The Kellogg Foundation selected the 

District of Columbia as one of eight sites across the United States to 

participate in a national initiative to unite community resources to better 

prepare children for school.  The National Black Child Development Institute 

(NBCDI) is the recipient of the $4 million award for the District to implement 

a five-year plan to smooth the transition to school for children who are likely 

to start school unprepared.  This initiative is called SPARK (Supporting 

Partnerships to Assure Ready Kids) and OECD is a major partner. 

 

Ensuring professionalism 

Policy Matters: Improving the Readiness of Children for School makes a strong case for 

the interconnectedness of professional develo pment and compensation.  As the city moves 

to implement top quality programs in the array of early care and education program 

options, it should be expected that the cost of providing the services will increase.  At the 

moment, many professionals who work with our children are paid as little as $15,714 a 

year.  This is $7.83 per hour, 27% above the minimum wage.  Yet raising staff 

qualifications will necessitate increasing salaries. 

 

The need for continuous professional developm ent for all early care and education workers 

– from directors to teachers to aides – cannot be overstated.  Without a doubt, the quality 

of the staff is critical to the quality and success of the program and most importantly on 

the outcomes achieved by children.  For these reasons, the regular and rigorous 

education and training of the teachers is the cornerstone to building and 

maintaining a quality universal school readiness system.   
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 The cost of care 

To date, the system, community and elected o fficials have focused on government funding 

for subsidies and professional development and on family payments to market rate 

providers.  This focus distracts us from the re al issue – the cost of caring for children in 

early care and education settings.  In order to move the idea of universal school readiness 

forward, we need to take a lesson from the private schools and higher education arenas 

which fairly consistently assert that the co st of educating students far exceeds tuition 

payments and, in fact, relies on private dona tions and returns on endowment investments. 

 

Why is this important?  Precisely because the cost of caring for 3 and 4 year olds, for 

example, far exceeds the reimbursement OECD pays for subsidies.  Providers, such as 

Nation’s Capital Child and Family Development,  regularly fundraise in order to supplement 

subsidy reimbursements, parent co-payments and market rate fees to ensure that quality 

programming is maintained.  Until we embrace the idea that the true cost of providing 

services to 3 and 4 year olds (full-day an d year-round) is $19,500 per year (at a minimum 

and based on known outlays in FY 2004), we will continue to underfund the system and 

not adequately serve children. 

 

The military model – increased funding represents understanding of value of 

early care and education 

Finding the funds to cover the costs of quality early care and education is a question of 
community will and strong government leadership.  A case in point is the military early 
care delivery system.  The National W omen’s Law Center published a report Be All That 
We Can Be: Lessons from the Military for Improving our Nation's Child Care System.  The 
most significant lesson was that the  military recognized the need to commit additional 
resources and, in fact, dedicated resources to their early care and education system .  The 
report noted that 

The military could not have achieved its successes without a substantial increase in 
resources. Funds appropriated for military child care have climbed dramatically in 
recent years, from about $90 million before the enactment of the Military Child Care 
Act to $352 million in FY 2000.  (National Women’s Law Center, 2000.) 

 
The report also made the following points: 

• Although it is difficult to quantify the leve l of public investment in civilian child care 
today, it is woefully inadequate to meet the need, especially for low-income 
families.  

• Both the federal government and the states should recognize, as the military has, 
that increased funding for child care ultimately pays for itself in the stability of the 
workforce and the healthy development of children – and increase their 
investments dramatically. 
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The monumental gap between reimbursement and cost is directly linked to the standard 

on which the District bases its budget.  The reimbursement rates currently used by the 

Office of Early Childhood Development date back to 1998 market rates.  The 

reimbursement paid to Gold centers (programs that are accredited) equals $33.86 per day 

per child daily for pre-school.  Even when taking  cumulative inflation into account, the cost 

is underestimated by a minimum of 14.7% (calculated on 1998 - 2003 figures).  A new 

market rate is being compiled by UDC and those figures should be more realistic and 

address actual costs.  This amount for Gold Centers compares to a per-pupil allotment of 

$7,112 for pre-k in public and public charter schools for a part-time day during the school 

year.  The children in DCPS and DCPCS prog rams are frequently served by programs 

funded by OECD for after-care.  Full-time He ad Start programs (full-day, year round) can 

easily cost upwards of $14,000 per child per year. 

 

As this information suggests, there is a disparity between the allotments directed to caring 

for a pre-k child.  This is problematic for a number of reasons, the most important of 

which are: 

• The current system is inequitable.  Not only do some providers get more 

money than others, but some providers care for children for shorter hours 

(without regard to family need). 

• Allotments do not reflect actual costs.  Some local estimates put caring for a 

pre-k child at close to $19,000 per year for a quality experience.  Some non-

profits make up the difference by fundraising; others do not.   

 

It is the general consensus that reimbursement for early care and education 

programs need to be equitably distributed whether the service is provided by 

DCPS or community- based licensed child development centers.   To reach equity, 

It is difficult to calculate current expenditures per child.  The reasons are 
numerous: 

• Expenditure, reimbursement and cost all vary by the age of the child 
• Expenditure, reimbursement and cost all vary by the length of time in 

care (full-day or part-day and  school-year or year-round) 
• Expenditure, reimbursement and cost all vary by the type of program 

(Head Start, DCPS pre-k, family day care home, child development 
center) 

• Expenditure, reimbursement and cost a ll vary by the quality level of the 
child development facility (here, speaki ng only of programs in the Child 
Care Subsidy Program that actually have children enrolled) 
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all systems must be engaged in a frank discu ssion about 1) their allotment/reimbursement 

and what it pays for, 2) supplemental funds that are directed to the program and what 

they pay for, 3) the hours and days children are served, and 4) what is not being done 

because of limited funding.  These discussions  will not be easy.  But they are necessary.  

Until we are able to determine this cost, the city will continue to under fund the subsidy 

program (and professional development in market  rate facilities) at the same time that it 

demands quality. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 Facility needs 

One important vehicle to expand capacity an d support from specific government agencies 

and businesses is to multi-purpose new and ex isting sites.  For example, building a new 

employment center and adding space for a child care center in an underserved community 

considerably reduces the cost of building of a free-standing early care and education 

facility.  Repurposing unused or underused sp aces in DC schools or other government 

buildings, too, is a cost-effective and effici ent cost-sharing way to expand child care. 

 

Early care and education facilities are one of the most under-resourced aspects of the 

system in the District of Columbia.  Ther e are more than 360 licensed child development 

centers in the District of Columbia; pre-kind ergarten and kindergarten classrooms in the 

more than 100 elementary schools in the DC Public Schools and uncounted others in the 

growing charter school systems.  However, no structure or funding source is available for 

the development, improvement or expans ion of facilities for young children who 

participate in non-school based early care and education programs. 

 

 

The District cannot wait to address the issue of inequity.  Based on data 

from US Census Bureau, it is estimated that in 2006 there will be 6,977 

three year olds and 6,693 four year olds in the District of Columbia.  (US 

Census Bureau, Population Projections Consistent with 2000 Census) 
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The District has had a patchwork system for developing increased facility capacity and 

specifically for infants and toddlers where the 2002 Market Rate and Capacity survey 

indicated that they represented 5,000 of th e more than 9,000 children on lists for child 

care services.  By and large, child developmen t facilities under the purview of the Office of 

Early Childhood Development have received f unding for capital expenses out of the OECD 

operating budget .  Not only are operating funds not sufficient, but a more appropriate 

mechanism for funding capital needs is throug h the capital budget.  Those early care and 

education programs operated in DC Public Sch ools facilities reap the benefits of the DCPS 

capital budget.   

 

Since 1988, the Office of Early Childhood Development has collaborated with the following 

to expand the early care and education facility capacity:     

1.  On- and near-site child care at Fede ral government agencies for their 

employees 

2.  On-site child care for District of Columbia government employees in 

compliance with DC Law 6-169, D. C. Employees Child Care Facilities Act and 

D. C. Law 7-220; there has been no f unding for the facility components of 

either of these laws 

3.  On-site child care with private employers such as law firms and off site, but 

financially supported facilities, such as with the Marriott Corporation  

4.  Public-private partnerships such as the Penn Quarter center downtown, the 

DC Developing Families Center in northeast and the two Frederick Douglass 

Early Childhood and Family Support Centers in Southeast 

5.  A limited number of groups have deve loped facilities with funds received 

through a competitive process for Community Development Block Grant 

Funds 

6.  Voluntary inclusion of child care space by developers of moderate and low 

income housing initiatives 

7.  Washington Metro Bankers partnership with Community Development 

Corporations to provide loans and technical assistance to family child care 

providers 

8.  The CareBuilders Initiative was funded by the U. S. Department of Health 

and Human Services for 18 months 
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It is imperative that the City Administrator coordinate a facility roundtable with the goal of 

developing a strategy to improve and expand facilities.  Those who are necessary at the 

table are: 

• Deputy Mayor for Planning and Economic Development 

• Deputy Mayor for Children, Youth, Families, and Elders 

• Deputy Mayor for Public Safety and Justice 

• Mayor’s Office of Religious Affairs 

• DC Public Schools 

• DC Public Charter Schools 

• State Education Office 

• Partners from the CareBuilders Initiative 

• Chamber of Commerce 

• Federal City Council 

• Federal government – including executive branch agencies and the Congress 

• MACECD 

• Executive branch policy staff 

• Board of Education 

 

 

One useful model 
The CareBuilders Initiative could be a model to build on in the District. In April 2001, 
Washington Area Community Investment Fund (WACIF) formed a partnership between the 
Local Initiative Support Corporation (LISC), The Enterprise Foundation, District of 
Columbia Bar Pro Bono Corporation, Washington  Architectural Foundation, and District of 
Columbia DHS Office of Early Childhood  Development (OECD) to establish the 
CareBuilders’ Initiative to implement the facility expansion recommendations of the 
University of the District of Columbia, Ce nter for Applied Research and Urban Policy 
(CARUP) Market Rate and Capacity Utilization Study .  The recommendations are to 
improve the access to affordable quality child care services in the city, and achieve the 
goals of the Child Care Development Fund.  In addition to the Partners, the Initiative has 
enlisted the services of specialists from vari ous industries with experience in finance 
management, real estate, and business development for the child care industry.  The 
CareBuilders’ Initiative provided technical assistance and provided access to resources for 
facility renovations.  WACIF was responsible for managing, coordinating, administering, 
and documenting this effort.  
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Making the plan a reality 

There is absolutely no question that leadership at the highest level of 

government is required to make this plan a reality.  During the FY 2005 budget 

process, Mayor Williams demonstrated his c ommitment to young children by increasing 

Local funding for early care and education by $10 million.  But as has been shown here, 

much more is needed.  We are proposing, for consideration by the Mayor and his 

designees, the following implementation plan for the recommendations made throughout 

this plan. 

 

Phase 1 (FY 2004): 
1.  Establish a sub-cabinet working group. 
 
2.  Identify additional resources that can be  directed to early care and education 

in FY 2005 including TANF bonus funds for which DC is eligible, increased tax 
revenue (re: the recent announcement by the CFO that the revised revenue 
estimate is $100 million higher than pr eviously thought) and other federal 
funds that may be available. 

 
3.  Prepare an MOU between DC Public Sc hools and the Department of Human 

Services to transfer the approximately $4 million in additional funding for 
pre-k in SY 2004-2005 to DHS.  The highlights of the MOU will be that OECD 
is responsible for spending the funding on 3 and 4 year olds and DCPS will 
retain the right to count the children served by the $4 million in the student 
census. 

 
4.  Reinvigorate the Child Care Services Assistance Fund established by Act 7-

295, "Child Care Services Assistance  Fund Act of 1988" with authority 
designated by the Mayor in Mayor’s Order 89-131 (June 9, 1998). 

 
5.  Include a provision in the TIF renewal legislation that mandates that 

commercial and residential builders that build spaces of a minimum size (to 
be determined) to either build a child development facility or contribute to 
the Child Care Services Assistance Fund. 

 
6.  Continue negotiations with HOPE VI developers regarding building child 

development facilities. 
 
7.  Begin work on the FY 2006 budget including funding for universal access for 

3 and 4 year olds and for infants as well as the Child Care Services 
Assistance Fund. 

 
8.  Publish draft regulations (update 30 year old regs) 
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Phase 2 (FY 2005): 
1.  Expand access for 3 and 4 year olds through the Pre-k Access Incentive 

Initiative 
 
2.  Ensure universal access for 4 year ol ds (via Head Start, pre-k, child 

development centers; the greatest capacity for expansion is the last) 
 
3.  Adopt standards for four-year-old children across systems (draft completed) 
 
4.  Focus expansion of quality, profession al development, capital improvement 

on 4-year-old classrooms (specifically, sustain and expand ELLCO, expand 
capacity for NAEYC accreditation and ECERS) 

 
5.  Go live with the Child Care Services Assistance Fund with the focus on 

classrooms with 4-year-olds (refurbishment, language and literacy materials) 
 
6.  DC government picks up the tab for local government employees with 

children in the Child Care Subsidy Program 
 
7.  Negotiate with feds about paying DC for their reliance on the Child Care 

Subsidy Program (federal payment addition or some other mechanism) 
 
8.  Negotiate with the ten largest business users of the subsidy program to pay 

their fair share 
 
9.  Implement DCPS kindergarten assessment 
 
10.  Focus attention on maximizing federal grants (law enforcement, justice, 

CDBG, etc.) 
 
11.  Include additional funds for evaluation in the Mayor’s proposed FY 2006 

budget.   
 
12.  Increase Local funds in the Mayor’s proposed FY 2006 budget.   

 
 
Phase 3 (FY 2006): 

1.  If not already done, secure federal payment. 
 
2.  Implement universal access for all 3 ye ar olds (via Head Start, pre-k) 
 
3.  Adopt standards for three-year-old children across systems 
 
4.  Focus on expansion of quality, professional development, capital 

improvement on 3-year-old classrooms (specifically, sustain and expand 
ELLCO, expand capacity for NAEYC accreditation and ECERS) 

 
5.  Expand reach of Child Care Services Assistance Fund to classrooms with 3-

year-olds and facilities with infants 
 
6.  Expansion of infant slots and use of them 
 
7.  Increase Local funds in Mayor’s proposed FY 2007 budget 
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8.  Institute developmental screenings at age three in order to determine 
whether children are developing in the manner of their age peers.  This 
screening allows areas of delay to be id entified early on.  In many cases, 
delays are within a normal range.  In other cases, treatment, corrections, 
and interventions can begin before school. Children can begin school with 
the appropriate accommodations or settings. 

 
 
Phase 4 (FY 2007): 

1.  Complete infant expansion 
 
2.  Initiate expansion for 5 and 6 year olds 
 
3.  Focus on expansion of quality, professional development, capital 

improvement on 5- and 6-year-old classrooms (specifically, sustain and 
expand ELLCO, expand capacity fo r NAEYC accreditation and ECERS) 

 
4.  Expand reach of Child Care Services Assistance Fund to classrooms with 5- 

and 6-year-olds 
 
5.  Increase Local funds in Mayor’s proposed FY 2008 budget 
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Conclusion 

The District of Columbia is in strong position to move to universal school readiness via a 

well designed quality early care and education system.  While the basic infrastructure of 

the early care and education system is fragme nted, the fundamental components do exist.  

In many respects, the District of Columbia is  a leader in this field.  However, current 

programs are inadequate to meet the needs of this population of young children.  What is 

lacking is the public will and public funding to transform a decent, but disjointed system 

into a comprehensive, collaborative system of consistently high quality programs and 

services. 

 

The policymakers in the District are aware of the merits of the investment in early care 

and education.  High quality early care is an investment in the city’s present by  helping 

parents work.  High quality early care is an investment in our city’s near future, as young 

children begin kindergarten ready for school.  It is an investment in the city’s future as 

children move through their childhood and ad olescence requiring fewer resources from 

social services, special education and the juvenile justice system. 

 

A quality early care and education system with the goal of universal school readiness must 

be comprehensive and include the following components: 

• Access to high quality, developmentally appropriate early care and education 

programs 

• High quality professional development and training for early care and 

education teachers, regardless of the auspices of the program 

• Equitable funding of programs regardless of auspices 

• Consistent nationally recognized educational quality standards 

• Regular assessments of program quality and improvement 

• Health and developmental screening and immunizations 

• Alignment of standards and practices with K-12 systems 

• Alignment of systems that impact young children and families 

• A campaign to rally the comm unity around school readiness 

• Sufficient and stable funding to ensure a stable quality professional early 

childhood workforce that also ensures universal access to quality programs 

 

As has been discussed throughout this paper, school readiness requires support for the 

five domains of growth and development and a strong infrastructure to ensure sustained 

high quality service delivery.  The absenc e or neglect of one of these components 
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undermines the investments in other areas.  Governmental agencies, families and 

communities must collaborate to make universal school readiness a reality.  We must not 

work together merely to “feel good” about helping children and families.  Rather, we 

must collaborate as collaborating is the only way we can achieve the goal of a 

creating and maintaining a quality early care and education system. 

 

Key collaborators include the business communi ty (especially the top 10 businesses) and 

the federal government.  Both use a tremendo us amount of resources in the Child Care 

Subsidy Program and, as a beneficiary of the la rgesse of the city, they should come to the 

table with resources to ease the strain on th e public and private systems.  We must co-

locate child development facilities with othe r government programs and businesses where 

possible.  There is already a precedent with in DC Law 6-169, DC Employees Child Care 

Facilities Act of 1986, which mandates that any new government building shall include 

space for a child care facility.  

 

Similarly, we must be creative in revenue ge neration and maximization efforts as well as 

implementing family-friendly policies inside government.  For example, the District 

government could offer certain employees the opportunity to work from home after school 

hours.  In this way, parents could be home fo r their children.  A study done by Fight Crime 

Invest in Kids supports this idea; they have estimated that the peak hours for juvenile 

crime are 3:00 – 6:00 pm.  The government, too,  could consider allowing parents to work 

part-time (30 hours per week) so that they ca n be home for their children once they get 

out of school during the regular school year.  Implementing such family friendly policies 

would be voluntary though it could result in encouraging greater parent responsibility and 

addressing the shortage of qu ality after school programs.  The additional funds generated 

from personnel savings could be earmarked fo r early care and education initiatives.  

Implementing such a policy would help address two critical child care areas:  preschool 

and school age.  

 

Universal school readiness is the foundation for high educational achievement 

and civic engagement in the District of Columbia.  A comprehensive system to 

deliver school readiness is an investment in the quality of life for young children 

in our city, today and their role as civic leaders in the future. 

 

 

 


