
Child Care Quality Enhancement Program  |  A Case Study of Best Practices  |  January 2009

United Way of Tarrant County is advancing the common good by focusing 
on education, income and health. These are the building blocks for a 

good life – a quality education that leads to a stable job, enough income 
to support a family through retirement and good health.
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The Situation



The Situation 
In April 2002, United Way of Tarrant County (UWTC) organized a county-wide 
council of citizens, service providers and child development experts to identify 
priority issues affecting children and youth in Tarrant County. The charge of the 
council was to focus on a single issue of critical importance and to establish a 
broad community goal and a targeted community outcome objective for the next 
three to five years.

After studying local data on issues having an impact on children 
and families within a targeted population, the council – now 
designated as the Kids Impact Council – selected child care 
as the most pressing issue and proposed that healthy social, 
emotional and cognitive growth of preschool children should be 
the most important outcome. 

During the ensuing months, quality child care in the community became a 
priority for the Council. Warning the community about the social and economic 
effect of not providing quality child care became a critical component of the 
Council’s focus. It was recognized that the quality of many child care programs 
needed to be raised well above the state minimum standards, and such programs 
should be encouraged and assisted in working toward accreditation.

Further, an important component of quality child care is the knowledge, skills 
and training opportunities of child care providers/teachers if quality is to be 
raised. It was also recognized that child care providers/teachers generally are 
not adequately compensated for their work. Additionally, it was emphasized that 
parents/consumers needed to be able to identify and obtain quality care for their 
children, and that care should provide appropriate opportunities for children to 
learn. Funds therefore were deemed needed to help child care providers strive for 
quality and excellence in serving children and their families. 

A critical issue before the Council was the reduction in reimbursement funds 
provided through the Texas Workforce Commission for quality improvements 
in child care programs. Prior to fiscal year 2002, local workforce boards were 
required to allocate 4% of their federal Child Care and Development Funds 
(CCDF) for child care quality improvement. However, in 2002, this 4% 
allocation was moved from local workforce boards to the State Department of 
Protective and Regulatory Services (DPRS). 
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The ad hoc committee sought to conceptualize an approach whereby the recipients 
took the primary role in assessing their own unique situations and child care quality. 
Ownership would evolve from the inside out. The committee referred to this type of 
training as the “inside-out” model.
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The Solution



The Solution  

To support their efforts, a relationship-based model was created utilizing 
experienced child development specialists as mentors. Specific strategies essential 
to improving overall program quality were identified:

	 • Work intensely with program participants for one year.

	 • Conduct on-site weekly mentoring sessions with the program director and 
		  classroom staff emphasizing building relationships. 

	 • Host staff development workshops focused on topics chosen by program 
		  participants and program assessment results. A cohort group was formed 
		  when training was delivered to the same participants over time. A primary 
		  goal was to build a sense of community and positive relationships. 
		  Attendance was expected by classroom staff and directors.

	 • Award equipment grants to programs based on individual program needs 
		  as identified by the director, mentor, staff (who were consulted in an effort to 
		  build a team approach) and program assessment results.

	 • Hold monthly director meetings for purposes of networking, support and 
		  administrative training. (Topics were chosen by directors and program 
		  assessment results.)

	 • Schedule monthly mentoring meetings to assess progress and discuss 
		  strategies.

	 • Implement a program pre- and post-test assessment using research-based 
		  model.

The ad hoc committee decided to focus on programs with the greatest need 
– those programs that struggle with quality issues and that primarily serve 
low-income families. They structured a nominating process that involved 
agencies/organizations involved in the child care community.

The guiding principle in the “inside-out” approach is that 
program participants (child care center owners/operators 
and classroom staff) take the lead role in identifying their 
challenges, needs and long-term goals.
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The agencies were tasked with nominating programs 
(child care centers and in-home child care) that 
they considered strong candidates: ones that had 
demonstrated a desire to improve their quality and 
would make a one-year commitment to working with the 
Quality Enhancement Program.

The nominating agencies included Child Care Licensing, 
Camp Fire USA and Child Care Management Services. 
The nominating process is critical to the success of the 
program and allows for the maximum buy-in from child 
care programs from the beginning.

	 • Agencies approached potential participants to 
		  explain program and ascertain their level of 
		  interest.

	 • United Way sent applications to identified 
		  nominees. 

	 • United Way consultant interviewed nominees.

The Kids Council retained oversight of the program and contracted with a consultant 
to serve as the program director. The program director is in charge of the day-to-day 
operations of the Quality Enhancement Program and submits quarterly progress reports,
as well as evaluation results, to the Kids Council.  

	 • Ad hoc committee reviewed completed
		  applications and interview results, scored each 
		  application, and selected 10 centers.  

	 • Selected programs were notified and attended an 
		  eight-hour program orientation.
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Impact & Results



Impact & Results  

Using two nationally recognized evaluation tools with proven reliability and 
validity, child care centers’ environments and the development of skills children 
need for success in school were evaluated.

The Environmental Rating Scale (ERS) was used to evaluate the physical 
environment of the centers, basic care, curriculum, interaction, schedule and 
program structure, and parent and staff education.

The Creative Curriculum® Developmental Continuum Assessment System was 
used to evaluate children according to their social, emotional, physical, cognitive 
and language development.  

Ten child care centers serving over 400 children conducted internal evaluations 
and participated in a third-party assessment in the fall of 2007 and spring of 2008 
establishing a baseline for each child care center followed by a post-test score.

Data from post-tests showed that 100% of the centers increased their 
Environmental Rating Scale score by at least 1 point on a 7-point scale with an 
average gain of 2.13 points. Combined, the 10 centers demonstrated an overall 
68% improvement from the baseline to the post-test.

The greatest areas of improvement were in program structure, activities, 
furnishings and arrangement of space, and interaction with the children. 
A side benefit has been improvement in business practices, which led to 
increased enrollment. 

Recognizing the important role professional development plays in improving 
child care quality, the program has helped 11 child care center staff members 
receive their Child Development Associate Credential (CDA) with 11 more 
currently enrolled in a class. Six directors have received director credentials 
through the Early Childhood Management Institute (ECMI).  

Before taking the Child Care Quality Enhancement Program to 
scale throughout Tarrant County, the four-year demonstration 
project continues to determine the effectiveness and success of 
the strategies used in this program to improve child care quality 
and prepare children for school.
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Through use of the Creative Curriculum 
Developmental Continuum Assessment System, 
children are evaluated according to their social, 
emotional, physical, cognitive and language 
development.

Teachers observe the children as they participate in 
everyday activities and then assess their progress on 
objectives during the year as “Forerunner,” “Step I,” 
“Step II” or “Step III.”

The Forerunner level offers teachers a way to identify 
children who are not yet at the initial level of typical 
preschool development. Step I approximates a 
beginning level of typical preschool development. 
Steps II and III represent higher levels in acquiring 
the particular skill.

The evaluation data indicates that a significant 
majority of children cared for in the centers 
participating in the Child Care Quality Enhancement 
Program improved their development.

Infants, toddlers and 2-year-olds increased 
average scores overall by 22%. Also, 3- to 5-year-
olds advanced at least one level on the Creative 
Curriculum Developmental Continuum, with 62% 
advancing one level and 3% advancing three levels.

For example, 58% of 3- to 5-year-olds advanced at 
least one level in social-emotional development, 20% 
advanced two levels, 2% advanced three levels while 
20% remained at the same level. Although 13% of the 
children began the program at the Forerunner level, 
none remained at that level after one year.

The Child Care Quality Enhancement Program has also 
had an impact on giving to the United Way of Tarrant 
County. Since its inception, donors have designated 
close to $250,000 for the operation of the program.

In addition, corporate sponsors – including Burlington 
Northern Santa Fe, PepsiCo and local labor unions 
– provided volunteers to improve child care centers by 
upgrading playgrounds, painting, installing fences and 
performing other labor-intensive work.

IBM and Home Depot through in-kind gifts also 
invested in United Way’s early learning work. Home 
Depot provided funding to improve outdoor play spaces, 
and IBM awarded Young Explorer computers to ensure 
low-income children were introduced to technology.   

The results show that children in 
the quality enhancement program 
are acquiring the skills they need 
to be successful in school and 
throughout life. 
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Lessons Learned 
	 • To improve child care quality, there must be buy-in and support from the owner/operators of the centers. All 
		  enhancements, improvements and changes will only happen in the context of positive relationships that are built up 
		  over time. It is vital to remember that change takes time.

	 • It is important to have organizations such as Child Care Licensing and those that provide subsidies involved in the 
		  selection process. Because of their knowledge of the centers, they nominated programs that met the criteria and 
		  would be committed to the program. 

	 • Resources to help child care centers and parents prepare children for success in school must be available in their own 
		  communities.  

	 • Collaborations work well if all parties understand their roles and what is expected of them. It is essential to have an 
		  upfront commitment for all partners detailing what they will do to support and sustain the program. 

	 • We must be strategic in framing issues to ensure that the language resonates with those who participate in the 
		  program and community leaders. It became evident that community leaders and funders were more willing to support 
		  “school readiness” than “child care,” which led us to reframe the issue. 
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Future Plans 

We are in the process of developing a transitional plan to take this program 
county-wide in 2010 and have it operated by a community organization that will 
sustain the program and maintain the current program philosophy. 




