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A Quality Rating and Improvement System (QRIS) 
is a comprehensive approach to improving quality for 
children in child care and other early education settings. 
Similarly, the U.S. Department of Defense (DoD) has 
used a systems approach to ensure quality for children in 

military child care. In this report, NACCRRA examines 
QRIS standards for child care centers and family child 
care homes in the 19 states with state-wide QRIS to 
provide information about which QRIS level (or levels) 
in each state meet DoD criteria for quality. 

Overview 

QRIS initiatives evaluate how well programs 
participating in QRIS meet designated criteria. Th ey 
also assign ratings, assist programs in designing and 
implementing improvement plans, and help the public 
use this information to make decisions about child care. 
In addition, some states pay a higher child care subsidy 
reimbursement rate to child care programs that reach 
higher levels of quality. A QRIS generally has two or 
more levels between licensing and the highest level. 

Th ere are fi ve basic elements in a QRIS:  

•    Standards that are research based

•    Assessment and accountability

•     Program and practitioner outreach and support, 
including technical assistance (TA)

•    Financing incentives and compensation

•    Parent and consumer education

Implementation of Statewide QRIS

States are at diff erent stages of implementing QRIS. 
According to the National Child Care Information and 
Technical Assistance Center (NCCIC), as of March 2009:

•     Eighteen states are operating QRIS statewide 
(Colorado, Delaware, District of Columbia, 
Indiana, Iowa, Kentucky, Louisiana, Maine, 
Maryland, Montana, New Hampshire, New 
Mexico, North Carolina, Ohio, Oklahoma, 
Pennsylvania, Tennessee and Vermont)

•    For this discussion, Rhode Island is included as 
the 19th state with a state wide QRIS.  Rhode 
Island is working to strengthen fi nancial incentives 
components in its statewide QRIS

•     More than 24 states are exploring or designing a 
statewide QRIS 

•     Ten states are piloting a statewide QRIS 
(Arizona, Florida, Idaho, Kansas, Minnesota, 
Mississippi, Missouri, Nebraska, Virginia and 
Washington)

•     Two states are operating QRIS initiatives locally 
(California and Florida) 

•     Five states are not currently engaged in QRIS 
(Alabama, Hawaii, Oregon, Texas and Utah) 

In this document, we are discussing the 19 states that 
currently have a statewide QRIS.
 
All statewide QRIS except Indiana require that programs 
be licensed in order to participate in QRIS.  In most 
states, participation in QRIS is voluntary. In New 
Mexico, North Carolina and Tennessee, participation in 
the fi rst level of the QRIS is mandatory for all licensed 
programs in the state. In Oklahoma, a program operating 
on a permit, license or provisional license is designated 
as a one star program. Seventeen state-level QRIS 
include family child care (Louisiana and Rhode Island 
are planning to include family child care in QRIS in 
2009). Maryland has combined standards for centers and 
family child care. Th e remaining 16 states have separate 
standards for centers and for family child care. 

State Scoring Systems

States have diff erent formulas for assigning programs to 
diff erent levels. 

•     Twelve states use building blocks (Delaware, 
District of Columbia, Indiana, Kentucky, Maine, 
Maryland, Montana, New Mexico, Ohio, 
Oklahoma,  Pennsylvania and Rhode Island). At 
each level, a program must meet all requirements of 
lower levels plus additional specifi c requirements

Quality Rating and Improvement Systems 
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•     Seven states use a composite score system 
(Colorado, Iowa, Louisiana, New Hampshire, 
North Carolina, Tennessee and Vermont). After 
a program has achieved a basic level, it must earn 
a required number of points in each designated 
category to qualify for another level 

It is easier for consumers and the general public to 
understand quality ratings in states with building blocks. 
It is more diffi  cult to evaluate the quality of individual 
programs when points are awarded in several categories. 
A strength in one area may mask a weakness in another 
area. For example, in some states, a program may earn the 
maximum number of points in professional development 
and the minimum number of points in learning 
environment and still reach the highest level.

Environment Rating Scales (ERS)

States use diff erent criteria/indicators for measuring 
achievement of standards. 

•     Twelve states use ERS as part of their assessment 
of standards (Colorado, Delaware, District of 
Columbia, Iowa, Kentucky, Louisiana, Maryland, 
New Mexico, North Carolina, Pennsylvania, 
Tennessee and Vermont) 

•     Two states use ERS at a lower level as a 
requirement for a program improvement plan 
(Ohio and Oklahoma) 

•     Four states do not require use of an ERS (Indiana, 
Maine, Montana and New Hampshire)

•     Rhode Island uses ERS as an alternative pathway 
for two of its standards

In some states, a specifi c average score is required for 
a particular quality level. In Delaware, Iowa, Kentucky, 
Louisiana, Maryland, North Carolina, Pennsylvania, 
Rhode Island and Tennessee, an average score of 5 
or higher is required for the highest level. In North 
Carolina, Pennsylvania and Rhode Island, no classroom 
can score lower than a specifi ed level. 

In all states, evaluation of achievement of quality 
standards at the highest level is conducted by an external 
assessor, although at lower levels programs might use 
self-assessment. 

Accreditation

Seventeen states require or accept accreditation as an 
indicator of quality in child care centers. All 17 states 
accept the National Association for the Education of 
Young Children (NAEYC) as an accrediting institution. 
Most also recognize additional accrediting institutions.  

Fifteen states require or accept accreditation as an 
indicator of quality in family child care homes. All 15 
states accept the National Association for Family Child 
Care (NAFCC) as an accrediting institution. Six states 
also recognize additional accrediting institutions.  

Nine states require accreditation.

•     In two states, programs must be accredited to 
reach the highest level (District of Columbia and 
New Hampshire) 

•     In seven states, child care programs must be 
accredited and meet additional criteria to reach 
the highest level (Indiana, Kentucky, Maine, 
Maryland, Montana, New Mexico and Oklahoma) 

Eight states incorporate but do not require accreditation 

•     In two states, programs must either be accredited 
and meet additional criteria or meet a separate set 
of criteria to meet the highest level (Delaware and 
Pennsylvania) 

•     In four states, accreditation is included in a 
cumulative point plan (Colorado, Iowa, Tennessee 
and Vermont) 

•      In two states, accreditation is included as an 
“alternative path” for reaching specifi c criteria, 
but additional criteria must be met (Ohio and 
Rhode Island)

Louisiana and North Carolina do not include 
accreditation in their QRIS. 
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Th e Military Child Care Act of 1989 mandates high-
quality child care in Department of Defense (DoD) 
child development centers (CDCs) and family child 
care (FCC) homes. DoD is committed to national 
accreditation as a standard for high-quality for CDCs. 
Accreditation by NAEYC is used for CDCs. NAFCC 
accreditation is treated as an indicator of high quality in 
community-based FCC providers participating in Army 
programs. Earning a Child Development Associate 
(CDA) credential is also an accepted indicator for quality 

for FCC homes. Civilian child care programs that are 
reimbursed by DoD to provide child care spaces for 
military families must be comparable in quality to 
military operated on-base spaces and meet most DoD 
and Service standards.  

Th e challenge DoD faces is to determine which QRIS 
level (or levels) in each state with a statewide QRIS meets 
DoD criteria for quality. 

The Department of Defense Mandate 
for Quality and QRIS

In this report, NACCRRA examined QRIS standards for 
child care centers and FCC homes in the 19 states with 
state-wide QRIS to provide information to help determine 
which QRIS level (or levels) in each state meet DoD 
criteria for quality. 

•     We identifi ed research-based indicators for fi ve 
key QRIS standards

•     We examined the documents from the QRIS 
initiatives for each quality level and created charts 
to show which indicators the state included for 
each QRIS level (see Appendix B) 

•     We compared these criteria to the DoD 
standards for quality and identifi ed and strengths 
and weaknesses 

•     We used this information to make 
recommendations about which QRIS levels meet 
DoD standards for quality

Indicators

Th e indicators NACCRRA chose for the comparison 
to DoD standards for quality were based on research by 
Richard Fiene (2002), as refl ected in several NACCRRA 
documents, including Is Th is the Right Place for My Child? 
38 Research-based Indicators of High-Quality Child Care 
(2006), Leaving Children to Chance: NACCRRA’s Ranking 
of State Standards and Oversight of Small Family Child 
Care Home (2008) and We CAN Do Better: 2009 Update: 
NACCRRA’s Ranking of State Child Care Center Standards 
and Oversight (2009). Th ese indicators were validated by 

research conducted at the Purdue University about the 
scientifi c basis for Indiana’s QRIS criteria (Elicker 
et al., 2007). 

NACCRRA examined the following indicators in each 
statewide QRIS initiative: 

•    Supervision: ratios and group size 

•     Program management: program evaluation, staff  
evaluation, administrative policies, and procedures 

•     Staff  qualifi cations: director and staff /provider 
education, initial and other training, annual 
and on-going training and professional 
development plans

•     Learning environment: use of environment rating 
scales (ERS), lessons plans, learning domains and 
other early learning standards

•     Family involvement: parent-teacher conferences, 
parent handbook, family resources, and other 
family involvement

In general, basic health and safety criteria are addressed in 
licensing and not in QRIS. Of the states examined here, 
only Indiana and Iowa include additional health and safety 
criteria in their QRIS.

Some states included additional criteria that are not 
included in most other states. Th ese criteria relate to 
compliance with licensing regulations, staff  compensation, 
child assessment, children with special needs, the specifi c 

Methodology
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needs of infants and toddlers and school-age children, 
transitions within and to and from programs, and 
cultural awareness. 

Challenges

Evaluating these systems in the light of DoD quality 
standards posed several challenges. 

•     Lack of consensus on the content of the 
standards of QRIS: As the tables in Appendix B 
show, each state uses a diff erent set of standards 
and indicators, so it is impossible to compare 
states to each other. Compliance with licensing 
regulations was often not included. Indicators 
for encouraging parent involvement were often 
vague (e.g., four parent involvement opportunities 
annually)

•     State scoring systems: It is diffi  cult to compare 
states that use building block approaches with 
those that rely on composite scores 

•     Composite scoring system: For broad 
comparative purposes, it is unclear what a rating 
based on a composite score truly represents. In 
some states, consumers can compare strengths 
and weaknesses of individual programs, but they 
cannot assume a ranking means the same criteria 
have been met in each program

•     Validation: QRIS must include an external 
validation or verifi cation of the standards each 
program must meet. In some states, programs are 
allowed to self-certify the extent to which they 
meet some or all of the standards, without an on-
site review of conditions in the program 

•     Reliability: In some states, raters are trained 
and validated at the state level. In other states, 
ratings are done by a local entity. Th is can lead to 
inconsistencies in rankings across the state

•     Health and safety regulation: States use 
licensing as a basis for QRIS.  If health and safety 
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A quality rating and improvement system (QRIS) is a 
way for states to improve the quality of child care and 
to help parents recognize quality child care. As a result 
of its examination of the QRIS standards in the 19 
states with state-wide QRIS, NACCRRA makes the 
following recommendations to states as they explore, 
design, implement or modify their quality rating and 
improvement systems:
 

1.     NACCRRA recommends that systems 
incorporate all fi ve basic elements in a QRIS:  

•    Standards that are research based

•    Assessment and accountability

•     Program and practitioner outreach and 
support, including technical assistance (TA)

•    Financing incentives and compensation

•    Parent and consumer education

2.     QRIS should be built on a foundation of strong 
licensing regulations and oversight. NACCRRA’s 
reports, Leaving Children to Chance: NACCRRA’s 
Ranking of State Standards and Oversight of 
Small Family Child Care Homes (2008) and 
We Can Do Better: 2009 Update: NACCRRA’s 
Ranking of State Child Care Center Standards and 
Oversight (2009) provide information on current 
state regulations and NACCRRA’s detailed 
recommendations. NACCRRA recommends 

that states strengthen licensing regulations 
and provide adequate monitoring. Key 
recommendations include the following:

•     Require a license for all paid providers who 
care for unrelated children on a regular basis 
for a fee

•     Require comprehensive background checks 
for all licensed providers including state and 
federal background checks and a check of 
child abuse and sex off ender registries

•     Require regular unannounced inspections 
to provide technical assistance and ensure 
compliance with state laws and legislation

•    Post inspection results on the internet

3.     Th e highest level of QRIS should be based 
on research about high-quality child care. 
NACCRRA recommends that states incorporate 
the following program elements into the 
highest level of their QRIS: 

•     Include nationally-recognized accreditation as 
an option for reaching the highest level

•     For programs that choose an option other 
than accreditation, require another form of 
direct on-site assessment with an appropriate 
threshold score (e.g., require the equivalent 
of an average environment rating scale score 
of 5.0 or higher with fl oor for individual 
programs of 4.0)

Recommendations

regulations are poor in licensing, they are not 
improved by the QRIS. For example, NACCRRA 
(2009) found that Louisiana does not specifi cally 
prohibit corporal punishment. Iowa does not have 
regulations about keeping hazardous materials 
out of the reach of children. Iowa, Maryland and 
Montana do not have regulations that require 
resilient material under and around outdoor 
playground equipment. Only Indiana and 
Iowa incorporate additional health and safety 
requirements in QRIS standards

•     Licensing compliance: Not all states address 
issues of ongoing compliance with licensing 
regulations. A QRIS may have rigorous standards, 
but oversight of compliance with licensing 

regulations may be inadequate. For example, four 
(Iowa, Maine, New Mexico and Vermont) of 
the 19 states with statewide QRIS ranked in the 
bottom 10 on child care oversight in NACCRRA’s 
2009-ranking of state child care center regulations 
and oversight (NACCRRA, 2009). It is also 
not always clear what consequences follow for a 
program that has repeated licensing violations in 
the time period between quality rating assessments 
or periodic re-verifi cation.

•     Multiple accreditation organizations:  States 
accept accreditation from multiple organizations. 
Some accreditation systems are more 
comprehensive and stricter than others  
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•     Require ratios and group size meet National 
Association for the Education of Young 
children (NAEYC) accreditation standards

•     Ensure program management elements 
address leadership and management 
practices, business practices and continuous 
quality improvement, as well as staff  benefi ts 
and compensation

•     Require learning environment standards 
that include infants and toddlers, school-age 
children, children with special needs and 
English language learners 

•     Require center directors to have a BA degree 
in early childhood education or a related fi eld

•     Require all new child care providers to 
complete 40 hours of initial training before 
they can work unsupervised with children 

•     Require 24 hours of annual training for all 
child care providers and for center directors 

•     Require center lead teachers have an AA 
degree and assistants have a CDA credential. 
Some teachers should be moving towards a 
BA degree

•     Require family child care providers to have a 
minimum of a CDA credential

•     Require state early learning guidelines to 
be integrated into program instructional 
practices and curriculum

•     Require programs to coordinate curriculum 
guidelines with assessment tools

•     Require multiple opportunities for 
parent involvement 

4.      Th e process of designing, developing and 
implementing a QRIS should be collaborative 
and refl ect best practices about program design. 
NACCRRA recommends that states include 
the following strategic organizational factors 
as they design their QRIS:

•     Begin planning for system evaluation at the 
outset

•     Create a governance structure prior to 
implementation that includes:

1.     Structure for continuous system 
monitoring and improvement

2.     Structure to promote and coordinate 
provider professional development

3.      Structure and process to react to 
individual situations (e.g. provider 
appeals, parent complaints, critical 
licensing violations observed by TA 
providers, etc.)

•     Segregate technical assistance from evaluation 
and ratings

•     Conduct annual rating visits that include on-
site observation

•     Off er tiered subsidy reimbursement to 
programs that accept child care subsidies

•     Leverage technology for real-time data 
sharing between QRIS partners in order to: 

1.     Ensure parents have the most up to date 
information as they search for child care

2.     Provide a seamless system for providers

3.     Develop management reporting that 
informs policy and process engineering 

5.   State and local Child Care Resource and Referral 
(CCR&R) agencies should be included in 
the planning and implementation of a QRIS.  
NACCRRA recommended that states include 
CCR&Rs in the following roles: 

•    Participating in QRIS planning and design 

•     Recruiting and enrolling child care programs in 
the QRIS

•     Providing on-site technical assistance to help 
programs move up the QRIS levels

•    Administering quality improvement funds

•     Providing career counseling and training to 
help child care providers attain higher levels of 
professional development needed to increase 
QRIS levels 

•     Providing consumer education to parents and 
providers about the QRIS

•     Managing or participating in QRIS marketing 
campaigns

•     Collecting and sharing real-time data among 
QRIS partners (this ensures parents have the most 
up-to-date information as they search for child 
care, provides a seamless system for providers and 
manages reporting that informs policy and process 
engineering) 
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Appendix A:

State by State Comparisons 
of QRIS and DOD Standards




