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Child outcomes IMPROVE if aid to
child care centers is DIRECTLY RELATED
to quality improvement

assistance to child care centers

helps young children come to school ready
to succeed if the assistance is directly related
to quality improvement, according to a new
study conducted by researchers at the Frank
Porter Graham Center at UNC-Chapel Hill.

Specifically, children who attended child
care centers that participated in Smart Start
activities directly related to improving quality
had better cognitive and language skills when
they entered kindergarten than did children
from other child care centers or family child
care homes. Additionally, fewer children in
the Smart Start-Direct group were rated
as having behavior problems by their
kindergarten teachers.

Smart Start is a partnership between North Carolina state government and local leaders,
service providers, and families to better serve children under six and their families. The state
distributes money to county partnerships, which are non-profit corporations established
specifically for the purpose of administering Smart Start activities. The primary goal is to
ensure that all children enter school healthy and prepared to succeed.

This new study, which included a total of 508 children, looked at a group of children
attending Smart Start centers and children attending other child care centers or family child
care homes. Within the Smart Start group, researchers identified 142 children who attended
centers participating in activities directly related to improving child care quality. The others in

the Smart Start group attended centers with activities described as supportive. (See sidebar.)



“Findings suggest that program change
efforts need to be directly related to improv-
ing the quality of child care if they are to
have an effect on children’s school entry
skills. To affect school entry skills, the type—
not just quantity—of support is important,”
said Kelly Maxwell, lead researcher on
the project.

“The findings and recommendations from
this study should not be construed to mean
that local partnerships should provide none
of the activities listed under the indirect
category,” said Donna Bryant, principal
investigator of the FPG-UNC Smart Start
evaluation team.

“Ensuring that all teachers are certified in
CPR, for instance, is important for children’s
health, but should not be expected to raise
children’s kindergarten entry skills,” she said.

Bryant said she thinks the local Smart Start
partnerships need to pay more attention to
the linkages between the activities they fund

and the outcomes they intend to achieve. @

Enhanced subsidies for higher
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Targeting the right stuff

Focuser use of money, activities
can improve child care gquality
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A comprehensive community
initiative can improve child care
quality if significant funds and
activities are focused on the
issue, according to a study by
researchers at the Frank Porter
Graham Center at UNC-
Chapel Hill.
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The quality of child care, as measured by the Early Childhood Environment Rating Scale
(ECERS), at 180 child care centers in North Carolina was significantly higher in 1996 than
1994. The quality was significantly related to the number of local quality improvement
activities in which the child care centers participated.

Some of the centers in this study were part of the state’s Smart Start initiative; others
were randomly sampled. The state gives money to county partnerships, which are
established specifically for administering Smart Start. These partnerships plan how to
best meet their own community needs, improve existing programs and design new ones.

Changes in quality were related to Smart Start participation. Quality ratings were
specifically tied to the number of Smart Start quality improvement activities in which a
center participated, the percent of full-funding allocation received by the county, and the
proportion of Smart Start funds designated for child care. Many centers took advantage
of multiple Smart Start opportunities.

Further, the rate of increase in the proportion of centers licensed at the higher AA level

was higher in Smart Start counties than in other N.C. counties. @

Other findings:
* Overall, only 14% of the preschool classes in 1994 were providing good quality care.
In 1996, 25% of the preschool classes were providing good quality care.
* Money spent on child care quality improvement efforts was related to ECERS quality,

particularly for counties that received more Smart Start funding.

Researchers cautioned that there was still much room for improvement,

however, with 75% of the centers still below the quality threshold.

NOTE: Since data were collected for this study, North Carolina has directed that at least
70% of the Smart Start partnerships’ budgets be allocated to child care.

Editor’s note: The above excerpts are from Effects of a Community Initiative on the Quality of Child Care
by FPG researchers Donna M. Bryant, Kelly L. Maxwell & Margaret Burchinal. The article appeared in
Early Childhood Research Quarterly, 1999, Vol. 14, pages 449-464.
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