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Executive Summary

I

n a trend that began some 20 years ago and continues
today, a number of states have stepped forward
to make their own investments in early care and
education services, with the investments often serving
as engines for efforts to raise the quality of these services
and to forge them into more cohesive systems. Using
case studies from three of the states that have been at
the forefront of efforts to secure new resources for early
care and education – Illinois, North Carolina and Rhode
Island – this report examines the factors and forces that
contribute to successful change.
The three states are diverse. Besides being located in
three different regions of the country, they vary in size
and wealth: Illinois is the ﬁfth most populous U.S. state;
North Carolina the tenth; and Rhode Island the 43rd.
Illinois ranks tenth among the states in its personal
income per capita, Rhode Island 17th, and North
Carolina 37th. Illinois and North Carolina have county
governments; Rhode Island does not. Currently, North
Carolina and Rhode Island are governed by Democraticcontrolled legislatures, while the Illinois legislature is
split between Democrats controlling one branch and
Republicans the other.
As illustrated by the following capsule descriptions of key
accomplishments in the three states, each has traveled
a different road in its efforts to expand investments in
early care and education.
Illinois, one of the ﬁrst states to establish what is
called “universal eligibility” for subsidized child care,1
invests $570 million of its own funding in early care and
education services. In 1997, the state created a single
child care subsidy program for low-income working
families, which is open to all families up to 50 percent of
the state median income with no waiting lists.2
The Illinois Early Childhood Block Grant supports
an extensive state-funded prekindergarten program,
prevention services for infants and toddlers, and

1

2

3

parenting services for families with children under
age ﬁve. To ensure the quality of its early care and
education services, Illinois invests heavily in professional
development. Key investments include T.E.A.C.H.
(Teacher Education and Compensation Helps) Early
Childhood® scholarships and a salary bonus program
called Great START. Illinois has also established an
Early Learning Council, which is developing plans for a
comprehensive early learning system for children from
birth to age ﬁve.
North Carolina. This state’s total investment in early
childhood services is estimated to be close to $315 million.
North Carolina’s highly creative Smart Start program is
a long-term, public-private initiative designed to build
a system of early childhood services so that “all children
will come to school healthy and ready to learn.” Since
the initiative’s launch in 1993, its appropriation has
grown from $20 million to $193 million. Smart Start is a
state-local project; in each county or group of counties a
nonproﬁt organization, a local partnership for children,
assesses the needs of young children, designs initiatives
to meet those needs, and is held accountable for funding
and results leading to better outcomes for children and
families. Under an innovative structure, the North
Carolina Partnership for Children administers the
Smart Start funds, provides technical assistance to local
partnerships, monitors accountability toward statewide
results, and works with other state agencies to promote
a system of early care and education.
More at Four, the state’s prekindergarten program for
four-year-olds at risk of school failure and not enrolled
in an early childhood program, was established in 2002
with an appropriation of $6.5 million; today its funding
level has reached $51 million.3
North Carolina invests in T.E.A.C.H. Early Childhood®
scholarships, a program that was created in North
Carolina and now exists in more than 20 other states.
Other state strategies to promote the quality of early

In the child care arena, this term does not necessarily connote that all families are eligible for subsidies, but that all families under certain
income levels qualify, as long as they meet the typical work/training criteria and regardless of other circumstances – such as welfare status
– that apply to them. More importantly, in a universal eligibility approach the state estimates the cost of serving all eligible families and
builds the annual budget on the basis of this estimate. There are no waiting lists.
Currently the ceiling rate for child care reimbursement in Illinois varies between about the 20th and 70th percentiles of market rates.
Schulman, Karen and Helen Blank (September 2004). Child Care Assistance Policies 2001-2004: Families Struggling to Move Forward,
States Going Backward. Issue Brief. Washington DC: National Women’s Law Center.
More at Four operates through contracts with local public school districts and local partnerships for children; about half of enrollment is in
schools and half in licensed child care or Head Start centers.
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care and education include investments in a professional
development institute, a health insurance program
linked with T.E.A.C.H., and a salary bonus program
called WAGE$. North Carolina uses a ﬁve-star rated
licensing system, which encompasses public school
programs as well as programs under other auspices,
awards licenses designating ﬁve levels of quality. It is
the basis for a tiered reimbursement system whereby
subsidies for child care providers are awarded based on
ratings of quality ranging from one to ﬁve stars.
Rhode Island, which invests over $66 million in
early care and education, stands out as the only state
with an entitlement to child care assistance for lowincome families. Under the policy, the state’s ﬁnancial
commitment to child care is as solid as its commitment
to cash assistance and Medicaid, with budget
appropriations needed for child care estimated in a
similar manner as for these other entitlements.
Two years after establishing the entitlement, the state
initiated Starting RIght, an early care and education
system. Although different parts of Starting RIght were
enacted in different years, the initiative has come to be
the umbrella for early care and education services in
Rhode Island.
Starting RIght promotes quality child care services that
incorporate early education and that extend child care
services to teens through age 16. In an unusual approach
to expanding Head Start services, Starting RIght
provides funding to help networks of child care providers
establish comprehensive services modeled on those
offered through Head Start and to support extra costs
of offering those services to low-income preschoolers.
In a distinctive state policy that was established under
the state’s welfare reform legislation and that has been
expanded and placed under the Starting RIght umbrella,
Rhode Island guarantees access to health care coverage
for child care staff. Other policies include child care
reimbursement rates that have been raised to reﬂect the
75th percentile of child care costs identiﬁed by recent
market-rate surveys and guaranteed eligibility for
subsidized child care for families that earn incomes up
to 225 percent of the poverty level.

The report provides in-depth accounts of the details
of negotiation, leadership and coalition building that
formed the foundations of successful reform in the
three states. These narratives are intended to add to
knowledge and understanding of state change efforts
in part by recounting practical details of the stories
that may get lost in brief descriptions of the states’
leading initiatives. The report also points to common
ingredients of successful reform that are suggested by
these details. These ingredients are:
• Strong individual champions of reform who
lead with a clear vision of how conditions
could improve. Gubernatorial leadership is
very valuable, but legislators and managers of
state agencies concerned with early care and
education can also play this role.
• Close cooperation between government
bureaucrats, political leaders and advocates,
and especially a willingness of people inside and
outside of government to work closely with one
another.
• Continuity of leadership across the spectrum
of public and private institutions that take the
lead in moving and shaping the early childhood
agenda.
• Advocacy efforts marked by pragmatism, a
willingness to let political leaders take credit for
success and a strategic use of data.
• Philanthropic investments in well conceived
policy and advocacy efforts. For example, in
one of the three states, Illinois, where grassroots
organizing was very valuable, credit should
be given not only to the advocacy groups that
mobilized grassroots constituencies, but to the
funders who made it possible to hire staff to do
that work.
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Finally, the case studies suggest that no one policy
environment is essential for success and that change
efforts can go forward in difﬁcult as well as favorable
times. For example, the welfare reform process of the
1990s was an important catalyst for change in Illinois
and Rhode Island, but far less so in North Carolina.
Similarly, as indicated by the major strides made in
North Carolina, change can occur in states that are not
particularly wealthy. In addition, the case studies offer
examples of generous levels of investment in early care
and education that were maintained and even raised
in years of economic downturns. The narratives also
suggest that as in many areas of human endeavor, it is
important to seize upon fortunate conditions when they
appear, rather than waiting for perfect circumstances
to materialize. The case studies offer more than one
example of efforts made over many years that seemed to
be yielding very little – only to turn out to have been
essential when times were ﬁnally ripe for change.
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Introduction

O

ver the past few years, the prospects for
increased investment in early care and
education have been read as a mix of hopeful
and discouraging – and depending on the year and one’s
perspective, the outlook has often shifted from positive
to negative, and back again. On the positive side, the
wisdom of public expenditures on early education has
been more and more widely acknowledged, with Nobel
Laureate economists and Federal Reserve bankers
citing the substantial positive return to society on these
investments. Major philanthropies, from the Packard
Foundation in California to the Pew Charitable Trusts in
Pennsylvania, have focused their resources on advancing
universal prekindergarten in the states. And with the
support of the Build Initiative of the Early Childhood
Funders Collaborative and Smart Start’s National
Technical Assistance Center, early childhood systembuilding has progressed in several states.
At the same time, the primary federal programs that
support early care and education in the states – the
Child Care and Development Fund (CCDF), Temporary
Assistance for Needy Families (TANF) and Head Start
– have not seen appropriation increases for nearly three
years and have existed in reauthorization limbo through
two sessions of Congress. The national economy has
been weak for several years and only recently has
begun to strengthen – and then only in some states. In
addition, over the past few years, many state budgets
have tightened. (In a sign of this ﬁscal austerity, even
funding for education, typically almost sacrosanct in
state budgets, has suffered cuts.) In 2002, the National
Governors’ Association (NGA) reported that nearly
every state was in ﬁscal crisis. Now, however, the tide is
shifting. At the end of 2004, NGA reported that all states
had year-end balances (that is, an excess of revenues over
expenditures), and that 23 states had healthy balances
of 5 percent or more of state spending.4
At a time when consensus on the importance of child
care and early education continues to grow but when
federal funding for these services stagnates, the role
of the states in the early care and education arena is
especially important. Furthermore, the improving
economic picture in some states suggests that the

4

upcoming period could be a fruitful one for new state
action on early childhood investments.
In fact, in a trend that began some 20 years ago and
that continues today, a number of states have stepped
up to the plate to make signiﬁcant investments in early
care and education – and have sometimes even done so
in the face of less-than-favorable economic conditions
within their own borders. Moreover, these investments
have often gone hand in hand with an investment of
intellectual resources that has led to the creation of
more coherent early care and education services and
improvements in their quality.
What does it take for states to signiﬁcantly increase
their investments in early care and education? How do
certain states manage to marshall the resources needed
to establish major innovative initiatives to support
these services? By telling the story of how investments
in early care and education were made over time in
three states – Illinois, North Carolina, and Rhode Island
– this report aims to shed light on the forces and factors
that contribute to state success. The report’s premise is
that it is useful to offer policymakers and practitioners
in states around the country not only a discussion of
the broad outlines of how change is made but in-depth
accounts of the practical, on-the-ground details of
negotiation, leadership and coalition building that form
the foundations of successful reform.
The three states proﬁled in the following pages are by
no means alone in having made signiﬁcant progress in
securing support for early care and education. But each
of them can tell a story of effort and accomplishment
that is in its own way remarkable. Some of the
many achievements featured in these stories include
exceptional investments in subsidized child care,
prekindergarten, and professional development for child
care workers; a public-private state-local partnership to
promote early learning; and an entitlement for child care
that is embedded in state law. Happily, proﬁles of the
three states also offer an opportunity to follow success
stories in three very diverse settings.

Pear, Robert (December 17, 2004). States’ Pocketbooks are Fuller, but Health Costs Stall Recovery. The New York Times. Accessed on
December 22, 2004 at http://www.nytimes.com/2004/12/17/politics/17govs.html
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In Brief: The State Settings
As suggested by the following thumbnail sketches,
the states differ in their demographics, the size of
their populations5 , and in the nature of their political
leadership.
With almost 12.5 million residents, Illinois is the ﬁfth
most populous state in the nation. Chicago, with close to
3 million residents, is the state’s largest city; other major
cities are Rockford, Peoria, Springﬁeld and Aurora, each
with populations of 150,000 or less. Illinois encompasses
102 counties, all of which have county governing boards.
The social services system is state-administered. The
state contains 894 school districts. The state legislature
is split, with the House controlled by Democrats and
the Senate by Republicans. Governor Blagojevich is a
Democrat; over the past 25 years previous governors
have been Republicans. Illinois ranks tenth among the
states in its personal income per capita, which stands at
$33,690.
North Carolina has a population of over 8 million,
making it the tenth most populous U.S. state. The
state contains several large cities: Charlotte has
over 500,000 residents, while Raleigh, Durham and
Greensboro are about half that size. North Carolina
contains 100 counties, each of which is governed by a
county commission. The social services system is statesupervised and county-administered. North Carolina’s
120 school districts generally are co-terminous with a
county or with a city or cities. For the last four elections,
the state has elected Democratic governors; they were
preceded by a Republican, only the second in a century.
Both chambers of the state legislature are currently
controlled by Democrats. North Carolina’s personal per
capita income of $28, 235 ranks the state 37th among all
states on this measure.

5

6

7

Rhode Island, geographically the nation’s smallest
state, is home to just over 1 million people, ranking it
43rd among the states in its population. Close to half
of Rhode Islanders live in the urban core that comprises
Providence, Cranston and Warwick. Rhode Island
has ﬁve counties and 39 municipalities; counties do
not have government bodies, while cities and towns
do. The state contains 36 school districts, generally coterminous with a city or with a town or towns. Over
the past several decades, all of the state’s governors have
been Republican. Both chambers of the state legislature
are controlled by Democrats. Rhode Island ranks 17th
among the states in its personal income per capita,
which stands at $31,916.

In Brief: What Each State Has Accomplished
To set the stage for the more detailed case studies in
the next three chapters, this section gives an overview
of notable achievements in the three states. While
the report focuses on the ﬁnancial dimension of these
achievements, this dimension cannot be understood in
isolation from the states’ policy environments for early
care and education. Thus, this overview, like the full
case studies in the following chapters, discusses funding
issues in conjunction with descriptions of important
policy decisions that the three states have made about
how to structure services.
Illinois was one of the ﬁrst states to establish what is
called “universal eligibility” for subsidized child care6.
In 1997, the state created a single child care subsidy
program for low-income working families, which is
open to all families up to 50 percent of the state median
income with no waiting lists.7
Starting in the late 1980s, the state began to fund
a prevention initiative speciﬁcally for infants and
toddlers, along with parenting initiatives for families
with children under age ﬁve.

Population data for each state are from the U.S. Census Bureau, State and County Quick Facts, accessed on February 15, 2005 at http://
quickfacts.census.gov/qfd/ Data on the organization of government in each state are from the 2002 Census of Governments, Volume 1, Number
2, Individual State Descriptions accessed on February 15, 2005 at: http://www.census.gov/govs/www/cog2002.html
In the child care arena, this term does not necessarily connote that all families are eligible for subsidies, but that all families under certain income
levels qualify, as long as they meet the typical work/training criteria and regardless of other circumstances – such as welfare status – that apply
to them. More importantly, in a universal eligibility approach the state estimates the cost of serving all eligible families and builds the annual
budget on the basis of this estimate. There are no waiting lists.
Currently the ceiling rate for child care reimbursement in Illinois varies between about the 20th and 70th percentiles of market rates. Schulman,
Karen and Helen Blank (September 2004). Child Care Assistance Policies 2001-2004: Families Struggling to Move Forward, States Going
Backward. Issue Brief. Washington DC: National Women’s Law Center.
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In addition, during the education reform wave of the mid1980s, Illinois was one of several states that established
prekindergarten programs. Today, in one measure of
the state’s commitment to education for preschoolers,
the extensive Illinois Prekindergarten Program for
Children at Risk of Academic Failure enrolls about 50
percent more three- and four-year-old children than
are enrolled in federally funded Head Start programs
in Illinois. Moreover, in the most recent state ranking
by the National Institute for Early Education Research
(NIEER), Illinois scored 9 out of 10 on quality standards
for prekindergarten.8
Beginning in the 1990s, the Illinois policy streams
of universal eligibility for child care, support for
prekindergarten, and prevention gradually converged
under the banner of early learning. Prekindergarten and
the prevention and parenting initiatives were joined
in the Early Childhood Block Grant. In addition, a
universal preschool initiative using both public and
private early childhood programs was proposed, and
an Early Learning Council was established to plan a
comprehensive early learning system for children from
birth to age ﬁve.
On another front, in an effort to ensure the quality of its
early care and education services, Illinois invests heavily
in professional development. Key investments include
T.E.A.C.H. (Teacher Education and Compensation
Helps) Early Childhood® scholarships and a salary
bonus program called Great START.

Current Funding Picture.
In 2003, a newly elected Democratic Governor
Blagojevich honored his promise to increase funding for
the Early Childhood Block Grant by $90 million over
three years. Illustrating a depth of support for both
child care and early education services, during the tough
budget year of 2004, these services were not only spared
from across-the-board cuts, but received signiﬁcant
funding increases. For FY2005, the Early Childhood
Block Grant is funded at $244 million, and the combined
state and federal appropriation for employment-related
child care is $694 million. Considering state revenues
only, Illinois is making an investment of $570 million
state dollars in early care and education.
8

9

North Carolina. This state’s highly creative Smart
Start program is a long-term, public-private initiative
designed to build a system of early childhood services
so that “all children will come to school healthy and
ready to learn.” Smart Start was launched by Governor
Jim Hunt in the ﬁrst year of his third term as North
Carolina’s governor. The authorizing legislation passed
in July 1993 with an appropriation of $20 million, while
the $193 million annual appropriation for the current
ﬁscal year (2005) is many times that size. Smart Start
is a state-local initiative; in each county or group of
counties a nonproﬁt organization, a local partnership
for children, assesses the needs of young children,
designs initiatives to meet them, and is held accountable
for funding and results leading to better outcomes for
children and families. Under an innovative structure,
the North Carolina Partnership for Children administers
the Smart Start funds, provides technical assistance
to local partnerships, monitors accountability toward
statewide results, and works with other state agencies
to promote a system of early care and education.
More at Four, the state’s prekindergarten program for
four-year-olds at risk of school failure and not enrolled in
an early childhood program, was launched by Governor
Easley in 2002 with an appropriation of $6.5 million.
Like Smart Start, the program’s growth has been robust;
by FY 2005 its funding level had reached $51 million.9
In the most recent state ranking, More at Four scored
9 out of 10 on quality standards for prekindergarten
services.
North Carolina invests in T.E.A.C.H. Early Childhood®
scholarships, a program that was created in North
Carolina and now exists in more than 20 other states.
Other state strategies to promote the quality of early
care and education include investments in a professional
development institute, a health insurance program
linked with T.E.A.C.H., and a salary bonus program
called WAGE$.
North Carolina uses a ﬁve-star rated licensing system,
which applies to child care programs sponsored by
public school as well as other programs. It awards
licenses designating levels of quality ranging from one

Barnett, W. Steven, Jason Hustedt, Kenneth Robin and Karen Schulman (2004). The State of Preschool: 2004 State Preschool Yearbook.
New Brunswick, NJ: Rutgers, The State University of New Jersey, National Institute for Early Education Research.
More at Four operates through contracts with local public school districts and local partnerships for children; about half of enrollment is in
schools and half in licensed child care or Head Start centers.
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star to ﬁve and is the basis for a tiered reimbursement
system, whereby subsidies for child care providers are
awarded based on these ratings.

Current Funding Picture.
North Carolina’s early childhood system consists of a
well crafted, interlocking set of policies that in addition
to the teacher scholarship and compensation initiatives
and prekindergarten programs, includes direct subsidy
support and tax credits for families, and quality ratings
within child care licensing regulations, with differential
reimbursements based on the ratings. Given the
interlocking nature of these elements, careful analysis is
required to arrive at a precise ﬁgure for the level of the
state’s investment in early care and education. Taking
into account Smart Start, More at Four, T.E.A.C.H. Early
Childhood® scholarships and child care subsidy, North
Carolina invests close to $315 million from state general
fund revenues.
Rhode Island stands out as the only state with an
entitlement to child care assistance. This bold policy was
enacted as part of the state’s welfare reform initiative,
the Family Independence Act of 1996. Under the policy,
the state’s ﬁnancial commitment to child care is as solid
as its commitment to cash assistance and Medicaid, with
budget appropriations needed for child care estimated
in a similar manner as for these other entitlements.
Two years after establishing the entitlement, the state
initiated Starting RIght, an early care and education
system. Although different parts of Starting RIght were
enacted in different years, this initiative has come to be
the umbrella for the early care and education services in
Rhode Island, including the entitlement to child care
assistance. The initiative promotes quality child care
services that incorporate early education and it extends
child care services to teens through age 16. Starting
RIght takes an unusual approach to expanding Head
Start services, providing funding to help networks of
child care providers establish comprehensive services
modeled on those offered through Head Start and to
support extra costs of offering those services to lowincome preschoolers.
In a distinctive state policy that was established under
the state’s welfare reform legislation and that has been
expanded and placed under the Starting RIght umbrella,
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What Level of Investments Do
the Three States Make in Early
Childhood Services?
A Very Rough Estimate
There is no accepted measure
of sufﬁcient ﬁnancial assistance
for an early childhood system
or even of the magnitude of
total investment a state makes
in these services. However, the
three state proﬁles just presented
here do contain some ﬁgures
that shed light on these states’
level of investment in early care
and education.
Another way
to assess the strength of their
investments is to use the crude
measure of the amount of state
general revenue expended per
capita on children under age ﬁve
who live in the state. That per
capita investment ranges from
$584 in North Carolina to $650 in
Illinois to over $1,000 in Rhode
Island.

Rhode Island provides access to health care coverage
for child care staff. Other generous policies include
child care reimbursement rates that have been raised to
reﬂect the 75th percentile of child care prices identiﬁed
by recent market-rate surveys, and guaranteed eligibility
for subsidized child care for families that have incomes
up to 225 percent of the poverty level and at least one
member of the household working 20 hours a week or
more.

Current Funding Picture.
In the state’s FY1996, the year before welfare reform,
Rhode Island spent $15.8 million on child care of which
37 percent ($5.8 million) was state general revenue. By
FY2004, the funding picture had changed dramatically:
Rhode Island’s expenditure for all of Starting RIght was
$89.7 million, of which 64 percent ($57.7 million) was
state general revenue. In addition, the state appropriates
$1.9 million annually to expand the federal Head Start
program.
Rhode Island does not have a traditional prekindergarten
program; its commitment to early education is expressed
primarily through Starting RIght. The state’s 1996

education reform legislation, Article 31, includes an
Early Childhood Investment Fund to improve student
performance in the early grades (K-3) and provide
developmentally appropriate early childhood and family
support services such as child opportunity zones (family
community centers). The Fund consists of a $6.6 million
annual appropriation that is distributed through the
education aid formula to school districts. The Rhode
Island Department of Education estimates that three or
four districts of the 36 in the state use these funds for
prekindergarten programs, generally combining them
with Title I funds. Taken together, state investments
in Starting RIght, Head Start and the Early Childhood
Investment Fund amounted to $66 million in 2004.

The table on the following page (xii) illustrates the similarities and differences between
these three states in demographics, levels of investment in early care and education, child
care policies and supply of early care and education services.
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Illinois

North
Carolina

Rhode
Island

Source

12,419,293

8,049,313

1,048,319

Census 2000

Percent of population White

74.50%

71.90%

85.20%

Census Factﬁnder 2003

Percent of population Black

14.70%

21.20%

5.20%

Census Factﬁnder 2003

Percent Hispanic or Latino (of any race)

13.70%

5.60%

9.70%

Census Factﬁnder 2003

Children 0-4

876,549

539,509

63,896

Census 2000

Children under 5 as percentage of the
population

7.10%

6.70%

6.10%

Census 2000

Percent of children under 6 with working
parents FY1999

58%

61%

62%

Census 2000

Poverty rate for children under ﬁve

10.70%

12.30%

11.90%

Census 2000

Estimated State Median income (SMI) for
family of four FY2003

$68,117

$57,203

$68,418

US Department of
Health & Human Services

$570,180,000

$314,900,000

$66,167,390

$650

$584

$1,036

$27,936

$35,352

$34,335

Schulman and Blank (Sept. 2004)

As percent of federal poverty level

178%

226%

219%

Schulman and Blank (Sept. 2004)

As percent of SMI

50%

74%

58%

Schulman and Blank (Sept. 2004)

DEMOGRAPHICS
Total Population (2000)

FUNDING
Annual state investment in Early Care and
Education (2004-2005)
Investment per capita children under 5

CHILD CARE POLICIES
Income eligibility limit for family of three
in 2004

Rates in 2004

between 18 to
70%ile

75%ile of 2001 75%ile of 2002

Stohr, Lee and Nyman (2002);
Schulman and Blank (Sept. 2004)

SUPPLY, ENROLLMENT & QUALITY
Number of licensed Centers

3,125

4,248

460

National Association for Regulatory
Administration 2004

Percent centers accredited by NAEYC

17%

4%

12%

http://www.naeyc.org/accreditation/
search/

10,774

4,999

1,318

National Association for Regulatory
Administration 2004

252

449

484

Calculated by assuming 50 children per
center and 6 per home

Head Start enrollment FFY2002

39,619

19,202

3,150

US Department of
Health & Human Services

PreK enrollment (2002-03)

64,000

10,000

1,160

National Institure for Early Education
Research 2004 Yearbook

Kindergarten enrollment (2000-01)

147,619

101,049

10,521

National Center for Education
Statistics

Licensed Family Child Care Homes
Number of regulated spaces per 1,000
children under ﬁve
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T

he following three chapters tell the stories
of how the three states secured funding for
early care and education. The main source of
information for these case studies was interviews with
knowledgeable people who played and often continue
to play diverse roles in each state’s efforts to secure
funding, and who graciously shared their recollections,
insights and wisdom with the author. (See Appendix 1
for a list of interviewees.)
Each state proﬁle contains a narrative explaining what
steps the state took to boost their investments in early
care and education. While the entry point to and main
focus of these proﬁles is the expansion of ﬁnancial
resources, in many cases the policy changes associated
with those expansions are an intrinsic part of the stories
– and indeed understanding of how the states secured
more dollars for services is of little value unless there is
an understanding of what they proposed to do – and did
do – with that funding.
The account of each state’s experiences is followed
by discussions of key factors that contributed to its
achievements and by a chart summarizing funding
for initiatives discussed in the chapter. A concluding
chapter reﬂects on the experiences of all three states,
offering lessons and insights about the elements of
successful reform.
In exploring why the states were successful in securing
major investments for early care and education, the
report focuses on the following questions:

• To what extent did success seem to depend on:
- Gubernatorial leadership?
- Legislative leadership?
- Leadership within relevant state agencies?
- Outside advocacy and grassroots support?
- Philanthropic support?
- The impetus to redesign services
associated with particular changes in
the policy environment – for example,
welfare reform changes?
- The state’s economic climate?
• Were there particular strategies or stances that
maximized the effectiveness of advocacy groups
in promoting change?
• What kinds of coalitions within each state were
formed to support new investment? How have
they functioned and which approaches that they
have taken have proven to be especially useful?
Of course, whatever answers or lessons emerge from
addressing these questions depend on the author’s
interpretation of the very diverse perspectives and
views of the interviewees. Moreover, extrapolating
these answers and lessons to other states, which in
many cases differ signiﬁcantly from one, two or all
of the ones described here, must be done with some
caution. Nevertheless, the richness of the material
from the interviewees – along with the level of energy
and innovation that has infused their change efforts
– suggests that the three state stories can serve as
useful guideposts and points of reference to other states
interested in expanding the reach of high quality early
care and education services.
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Illinois
Key Accomplishments in Illinois
• one of the ﬁrst states to establish and
budget for “universal eligibility” for
subsidized child care with no waiting lists
• extensive prekindergarten services, with
overall high quality ratings
• Early Childhood Block Grant supports
prekindergarten and programs for infants
and toddlers
• Early Learning Council for planning
• heavy investment in professional
development
• state investment of some $570 million in
early care and education

The Story
Prekindergarten
good place to begin the Illinois story is in the
1980s when the state, like many others, was
engaged in K-12 education reform. The reform
process brought together a committee of the state’s
prominent early childhood leaders, who included three
former presidents of the National Association for the
Education of Young Children (NAEYC) – Barbara
Bowman of the Erickson Institute, Lilian Katz of the
University of Illinois and Lana Hostetler – to work with
staff at the Illinois State Board of Education (ISBE).
Focusing on children at risk of school failure, the
committee considered either supplementing the federal
Head Start program or designing its own preschool
program. The committee’s efforts led to the inclusion of
The Illinois Prekindergarten Program for Children At
Risk of Academic Failure in the state’s education reform
package, which was enacted in 1985.10 For the program’s
ﬁrst three years (FY1986-88) the annual appropriation
was $12 million. In FY1989, funding doubled to $24
million and doubled again to $48 for FY 1990. Growth
thereafter has averaged about 11 percent per year.

A

From the outset, education advocacy groups, including
Voices for Illinois Children, focused energies on ensuring
that the program was enacted as part of the education
reform package, and these groups continued their
support for the initiative as it grew over the years.
10

Initiatives for Children under Age Three
In 1989, through the combined efforts of Chicago’s
Ounce of Prevention Fund and several key legislators,
two important prevention programs were funded
through the ISBE. The ﬁrst, the Prevention Initiative,
is aimed at children under age three who are at risk
for developmental delays but who are not eligible for
early intervention services provided under Part C of
the federal Individuals with Disabilities Education
Act. The Prevention Initiative makes grants to public
or nonproﬁt agencies located in communities with high
infant mortality rates, with services aimed at reducing
rates of school failure by coordinating and expanding
health, social and child development services for atrisk infants and toddlers and their families. The Model
Early Childhood Parental Training Program, the second
prevention program that was passed in 1989, offers
grants to public school districts or nonproﬁt agencies for
families of all income levels with children from birth to
age ﬁve. Programs are designed by each grant recipient
to provide a range of services that bolster parenting skills
and promote healthy relationships to enable children to
function well when they enter school.
Annual appropriations started at about $1 million for
the prevention program and $3 million for the parental
training program, and despite lobbying for increases by
the Ounce of Prevention and others, stayed roughly at
that level. By FY1997, however, the funding levels had
ﬁnally crept up to $2 million for prevention and close to
$4 million for parental training.

The 1990s: New Coalitions and Funding Interests
Focused on Early Care and Education
During the 1990s several new institutional actors
became important to efforts to expand and strengthen
early childhood services in Illinois. One was a coalition
of major advocacy groups, collectively known as the
Quality Alliance, which was led by Voices for Children,
Ounce of Prevention, and the Day Care Action Council
(now called Action for Children). Founded in 1992, the
Alliance is hardly a household word in Illinois because
it keeps a very low proﬁle. Nevertheless, once it was
formed, it began playing – and continues to play – a
valuable role in furthering early childhood goals in the
state.

The Illinois Prekindergarten program is a competitive grant to school districts, with services delivered primarily in public schools,
except in Chicago and a few other school districts which subcontract part of their funds to community-based child care and Head Start
organizations.
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In essence, the Alliance is a virtual table around which
sit all the Illinois child advocacy groups, large and small,
which come together to plan and move a joint agenda.
Leadership on moving the joint agenda is shared, with
different organizations in the Alliance taking the lead on
different issues. For example, the Ounce of Prevention
(which is familiarly known as “The Ounce”) focuses on
services for children from birth to age three.
Notably, members pledge to support the agenda and to
keep any disagreements inside the Alliance. According
to Alliance interviewees, each organization may put the
agenda items in different order, but no one ever says,
“Fund our priority, not theirs.” As one leader explained:
The urge to compete is strong, but we try to check it and
at the end of day be cooperative and collegial in our work.
Even when we fail to agree, we never ever go forth publicly,
locally or in Springﬁeld, not singing the same song. We may
have screaming ﬁghts in private, but never in public.
Over the years since its founding, the Alliance has
beneﬁted from continuity of leadership. The heads of
the major organizations that sit around its table – Jerry
Stermer at Voices, Harriet Meyer at the Ounce and Maria
Whelan at Action for Children – have known each other
and worked together for years.
Also in the early 1990s, the McCormick Tribune
Foundation, a major national foundation based in
Chicago, shifted the focus of its education grantmaking
program in response to the combined effects of welfare
reform and education reform in Chicago and Illinois.
The Foundation’s new program, called Focus on
Quality, concentrated solely on children birth to age
ﬁve. Launched in 1993 with a 10-year commitment of
$40 million, Focus on Quality has become an enduring
grantmaking initiative for the Foundation. To promote
high-quality early care and education for children in
Chicago’s low-income communities, Focus on Quality
makes grants in four areas: program accreditation,
professional development, public awareness and public
policy.11 The public policy grantmaking focuses on
innovative approaches to funding early childhood
education programs and on legislation to promote and
11
12

13

sustain quality. In 2004, close to $2.5 million of the $10
million the Foundation invested in Focus on Quality
was devoted to this public policy program.
Primarily under the public policy program, the
Foundation has become a major supporter of child
advocacy groups in Illinois, including the lead
organizations for the Quality Alliance already cited
– Voices for Illinois Children, the Ounce, and Action
for Children.12 In large part, thanks to support from
McCormick Tribune and other philanthropies, these
groups are able to employ full-time staff members who
focus on public policy. Illinois-based philanthropy
continues to play a role in promoting early care and
education in the state. Recent grantmaking from a special
initiative, known as Illinois Build, which is supported
by the Joyce, Irving Harris and McCormick Tribune
Foundations, supports work to address governance and
other systems-building issues that concern services for
young children – for example, efforts to align the health,
mental health, early care and education systems to better
serve them.13
A third new source of support for early care and
education that coalesced in the 1990s was a bipartisan
group of women state legislators known as COWL
(The Conference of Women Legislators). Early on,
COWL members deﬁned the promotion and expansion
of child care services, an issue they could all agree on,
as a priority. COWL, which today has several dozen
members, mainly in the House and some in the Senate,
has become a strong bipartisan group that could be
counted on to weigh in on issues concerning child care
and early education in Illinois.

Mid-1990s: A Defeat That Fueled Resolve to Continue
Fighting
In 1993, the Quality Alliance held its ﬁrst retreat. Out
of that session came a call for a bill to create a state
Ready to Learn Council, which would develop a plan
for early education and child care in Illinois. The plan
had a Republican legislative champion in the Senate,
who worked to have the bill passed in both chambers.
Governor Jim Edgar, a progressive Republican, signed
the bill and appointed the Council. In an illustration

For more information on the Foundation’s program, see: http://www.rrmtf.org/education/focus.htm
Additional McCormick-Tribune child advocacy grantees include the Chicago Metro Association for the Education of Young Children,
Sergeant Shriver National Center on Poverty Law and El Valor (a Latino child and family organization).
For more information, see: http://www.buildinitiative.org/state_il.html
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of interest in using the Council to bring together
leaders from different sectors of the state, its conveners
were Senator Frank Watson; Barbara Bowman of the
Erickson Institute, who had been active in planning the
prekindergarten initiative; and Jerry Stermer of Voices
for Illinois Children. The Council drafted a bill outlining
its new plan for the 1995 legislative session.
Taking an approach of “wait and see what the legislature
will agree to,” the Governor’s ofﬁce was not actively
engaged with the Council in the bill-drafting process.
But after both chambers passed the Ready to Learn
plan, the Governor’s staff took the position that it was
too expensive. The Governor wrote an amendatory veto
that supported the concept, trimmed some parts of the
plan and proposed that it be phased in. For the plan
to proceed, both chambers had to accept it. The Senate
was set to approve, but the House was another story.
In the 1994 elections, the House had changed from
Democratic to Republican control; it now had a new
speaker and many new religious-right members, who
had been swept in on the coat-tails of Newt Gingrich.
Since the number of these religious-right members was
too small to defeat a vote, their tactic was to prevent
the bill from being called for one. COWL and others
worked hard to get a vote, but the far-right members
prevailed and convinced the new Speaker not to call the
bill. According to witnesses, the day of this dramatic
defeat was an emotional one for the legislature. Still
many supporters of the bill, who had taken the step of
ﬁghting for an important new initiative and had come
very close to victory, ultimately experienced the defeat
as one that tilled the soil for child care-early education
success later on.

The Early Childhood Block Grant
In the mid-1990s, the concept of block grants was popular
with the Illinois legislature. Chicago school reform had
altered funding and governance of the Chicago public
schools, granting the mayor authority to appoint the
chief executive of the schools, and the legislature started
to give Chicago all of its categorical state education aid
as a lump sum, or block grant.
In 1997, the legislature discussed the idea of broadening
block granting to encompass education aid beyond
Chicago. But advocates realized that if education aid

were block granted on a per capita basis statewide and
if funding for prekindergarten was given in the form
of a per capita allocation to all school districts rather
than as grants for programs, the amount spent per
prekindergarten child could be dramatically reduced:
In fact, under that scenario, most districts would
be without the amount of funding needed to fund a
program.
Voices and the Ounce worked together to inform the
legislature about the problem and offered a solution.
They proposed that funding for the prevention and
parenting initiatives be combined with prekindergarten
into an early childhood block grant. Prekindergarten
had long enjoyed widespread support in the legislature.
As one observer noted, “Even when ISBE doesn’t request
much of an increase for PreK, the Legislature will give it
more [than was requested].”
Although the Prevention Initiative and The Model
Early Childhood Parental Training Program, the
initiatives that focused on younger children that had
been established in 1989, were much less extensive than
prekindergarten – together they were funded at only 8
percent of prekindergarten levels – they did not enjoy
quite the same warmth of legislative support as PreK.
To maintain funding for these two initiatives, the new
proposal combined them with prekindergarten into
one funding stream and established that a minimum of
8 percent of the total funds be spent on initiatives for
children under age three – that is, for the prevention and
parenting initiatives. (In essence, the 8 percent ﬁgure
preserved the ratio of spending between these programs
and the prekindergarten program that was in effect at
the time the idea was proposed.)
The idea took hold. The Early Childhood Block Grant
(ECBG) was established in 1997 and became effective
in FY1999. Subsequently, the interest in increasing
funding for prekindergarten has had spillover effects
for the prevention and parenting initiatives for younger
children. Actual spending on these services climbed
from 8 percent to closer to 11 percent of the ECBG, and in
2004 the set-aside for these services was ofﬁcially raised
to 11 percent. In FY2005, the ECBG has an appropriation
of $244 million, including almost $27 million for the two
initiatives for younger children.
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The Advocacy Organizations: Working at the
Grassroots Level
As discussed, child advocacy groups played an active
role in the enactment of ECBG – and as this proﬁle will
show, these organizations went on to press for many
other measures. The groups typically use a variety
of strategies to move their agendas (and to move the
common agenda of the Quality Alliance). For example,
The Ounce, Action for Children and Voices for Illinois
Children (or “Voices”) have many well connected
board members who use their good relationships with
policymakers to build support for child care and early
education services.
For Action for Children and Voices, both of which are
structured as membership organizations, one of the
most important strategies is grassroots organizing.
Action for Children has organized its constituency
politically (and with careful attention to the rules taxexempt organizations must follow). Each legislative
district has an Action for Children volunteer district
coordinator, who organizes the early care and education
constituency. The coordinator develops a tree – phone,
fax or email – to distribute information and generate
responses when needed. Within 24 hours, an alert
asking for immediate action can generate 200 calls in a
downstate legislative district and thousands in Chicago.
District coordinators work to get commitments from
parents of children in early care and from programs
and their staff members to participate in the tree. The
coordinators also encourage directors of early childhood
programs to allow these parents and staff to use phones
in the centers for calls to legislators. Each district also
has annual voter registration goals. Action for Children
employs two community organizers to oversee this work.
The Ounce also reaches out, primarily to early childhood
educators and administrators in public schools and to
community-based organizations, to advocate for the
programs funded under ECBG.

Professional Development Initiatives
In 1995 and 1996 with private business funds from the
American Business Collaborative, Illinois launched a
small-scale T.E.A.C.H. scholarship program, which
helps child care staff earn degrees in child development
and early childhood education.14 In 1998 state funds
14
15
16

were added for a $50,000 pilot, which by FY2005 had
grown to a $2.8 million appropriation.
In 2000, the legislature established a pilot program,
known as Great START, designed to complement
T.E.A.C.H.
Great START rewards child care
professionals by supplementing their incomes based on
the level of education above DCFS licensing standards
that they have already attained.15 The Great START
appropriation was $5 million in the FY2002 budget. And
in 2004, the legislature made Great START a permanent
program with a $7 million appropriation for FY2005.

An Attempt at Universal Preschool Services
In 1998, Illinois elected a new Governor, Republican
George Ryan. Early childhood advocates urged him
to take up early care and education issues, and in
September 2000, under the banner for Futures for Kids,
the Governor and First Lady Lura Lynn Ryan hosted an
invitational Early Care and Education Assembly, which
Mrs. Ryan chaired. Signiﬁcantly, the two-day assembly
and the cost of producing the report it generated were
underwritten by the McCormick Tribune Foundation.
Of the four top priority recommendations that emerged
from the Assembly, the ﬁrst was to create a voluntary
universal early care and education program for threeand four-year-olds.16
The Governor acted on this priority by appointing a
Task Force on Voluntary Access to Universal Preschool
and charging it to develop a ﬁve-year plan by January
1, 2002. The Task Force was comprised of legislators
and state agency leaders, along with representatives of
schools, Head Start and child care centers, business and
higher education. Based in part on substantial public
and community input, the Task Force made a proposal
to phase in preschool services using a diverse delivery
system of schools and community organizations. The
proposal, introduced into the 2002 legislative session,
called for an appropriation of $5 million for FY2003 to
pilot the new preschool initiative. At the same time,
the Governor recommended radically changing how
education was funded, abolishing all education aid
categories to create a block grant, which would have
eliminated ECBG as a separate funding stream. (He
also proposed fairly harsh increases in child care co-

For more information on T.E.A.C.H., go to: http://ilchildcare.org/providers/TEACH/overview.htm
For more information on Great START, go to: http://ilchildcare.org/providers/greatstart/overview.htm
The se�
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payments during the same session.) His untenable
proposal for a single education block grant lost – and
took universal preschool with it. Moreover, the ECBG
did not receive an increase in FY2003. Governor Ryan
announced he would not run for re-election, and the
advocacy community began to work with the likely
contenders.

Subsidized Child Care and Welfare Reform
In states around the country, subsidized child care
services for welfare recipients and for low-income
families, some of whom are headed by former welfare
recipients, for many years underwent a complicated
series of changes, which in part have been shaped by the
state’s responses to federal legislation. Illinois followed
this pattern.
Before Welfare Reform
In the 1980s Illinois, like many states, had two child care
subsidy programs – one funded with federal Title XX
funds, which mainly supported contracts with centers,
and the other for families on welfare paid through the
“income-disregard” method, which allowed a recipient
to disregard increased earnings from work in calculating
eligibility for public assistance and thus keep more of her
public assistance grant to pay for child care. Contracted
child care was managed by the Department of Children
and Family Services (DCFS), which also handled child
care regulation. The income disregard for families on
welfare was managed by the Department of Public Aid
(DPA).
Response to the First Wave of Welfare Reform
The 1988 Family Support Act (FSA) was the ﬁrst wave of
federal welfare reform that changed the Illinois welfare
system. FSA guaranteed child care for welfare recipients
and entitled them to one year of child care after leaving
welfare (called Transitional Child Care or TCC).17
In late 1990, less than two years after the passage of
FSA, the Act for Better Child Care created the federal
Child Care and Development Block Grant (CCDBG) to
help states pay for child care for low-income working
families. CCDBG included a set-aside to be used for
improving the quality of programs. Another funding
17

18

stream established under the Act for Better Child Care,
the At-Risk Child Care Program, was created for families
considered at risk of going on welfare. Both programs
required states to offer parents choices of child care and
to ensure that low-income families have the same level
of access to child care as other families. States, including
Illinois, now had at least four federal funding sources for
child care.
The ﬁrst wave of federal welfare reform in Illinois brought
new funds to DPA for TCC, which paid for child care
for families who had left public assistance. But in the
ﬁrst few years after TCC was available, these funds were
not being fully expended, and it appeared that eligible
families were not taking advantage of the beneﬁt. DPA
brought on consultant Michelle Piel, a child care expert
and advocate who had been the executive director of the
Day Care Action Council (now Action for Children), to
explore the problem and propose solutions. Piel’s work
led DPA to try several new strategies. They included
training welfare caseworkers to explain the child care
beneﬁt more clearly and providing “bridge money” with
DCFS contracts to enable child care centers to support
child care for welfare leavers. Soon Piel moved from
consultant status to became the head of DPA’s child care
division.
Under Piel, DPA spearheaded several other changes
in the child care system. In 1991, DPA commissioned
a statewide study to ﬁnd out about the child care
experiences and needs of single-parent families on
AFDC.18 The survey showed that while more than half
these parents preferred to use child care centers, most
did not, because they believed the centers were too
expensive and that center hours would not match their
work schedules. Most of these parents were accustomed
to the income disregard subsidy system, which required
them to wait for several months to get reimbursed, and
most relied on friends and family for child care because
unlike more formal programs, these caregivers were
willing to accept delayed payments. In addition, many
survey respondents did not know they were eligible
for any assistance once they left AFDC – some did
not remember having been told – while others did not
know how to take advantage of the assistance. Another

FSA also included provisions requiring that states conduct market-rate surveys to ﬁnd out the price of child care by geography and age of
child served and that they offer parents certiﬁcates (vouchers) to pay for child care.
Institute for Applied Research (1991). Child Care and AFDC Recipient in Illinois: Patterns, Problems and Needs. Springﬁeld, IL:
Department of Public Aid, Child Care and Development Section.
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interesting survey ﬁnding was that the AFDC families
who knew about and used other subsidy systems,
which are structured for payments to be made directly
to the providers, were more likely to be using care that
matched their preferences – often centers and formal
family child care.
The combination of the new parent choice requirements
in the CCDBG, the number of different federal funding
streams, and the fact that many low-income workers had
jobs with night, weekend and rotating shifts led Illinois
to rethink its child care subsidy programs for lowincome families. When the ﬁrst federal child care block
grant funds came to Illinois in 1991, DPA joined with the
United Way and DCFS to launch a statewide system of
child care resource and referral agencies (CCR&Rs),
using unexpended TCC funds and the new CCDBG
quality set-aside dollars. The CCR&R agencies were
given responsibility, among other tasks, for managing
the child care subsidy programs. This was considered
important, because it was felt that many parents would
view CCR&R ofﬁces as less stigmatizing than welfare
agencies and thus would be more likely to approach
CCR&Rs to request subsidized care.
The ﬁndings from the AFDC study also led DPA to make
a concerted effort to deliver a message to AFDC leavers:
“Now that you have a job and you’re off assistance, you
can get child care and pay very small fees.” The DPA
even made a soap-opera-style video, with versions in
both English and Spanish, which focused on child care
choices and how to get subsidies. Called All My Child Care,
the video was played in welfare and CCR&R ofﬁces.19
As a result of clearer communications with AFDC leavers
and putting CCR&Rs in charge of subsidies, spending
on TCC increased dramatically. Recalling the forces
and issues at work during this period, the manager of
the DPA child care division said:
We wanted to make our child care system really meet the
needs of families. The strong and sustained focus on welfare
reform was a unique opportunity. Healthy competition
with our neighbor, Wisconsin, was also a factor. They
were innovating on child care [Wisconsin is another state
with ‘universal eligibility’ for child care subsidies.] and we
kept up with each other’s work. We could use each other’s
advances. I’d say, “Look how much more Wisconsin just
put into their child care program. We need to do more!”
19

The Second Wave of Welfare Reform
The second wave of federal welfare reform began in 1996,
with the passage of the federal Personal Responsibility
and Work Opportunity Reconciliation Act (PRWORA).
The law renamed the welfare program, now called
Temporary Assistance to Needy Families (TANF), and
introduced new work requirements and time limits
on cash assistance. PRWORA also merged the former
child care funding streams (FSA, TCC, At-Risk and
CCDBG) into one program, called the Child Care and
Development Fund (CCDF). In addition, other TANF
funds could be spent directly for child care or transferred
into the CCDF.
By the time the second wave of welfare reform and CCDF
arrived on the scene, Illinois had already made a number
of changes to its child care system. But passage of the
new federal programs gave the state the opportunity to
more thoroughly re-examine both the welfare and child
care systems and how they were working. The advocacy
community was ready with recommendations.
In late 1995, in anticipation of the federal changes, the
Day Care Action Council had produced a blueprint for
streamlined delivery of child day care, called “Thriving
Children, Striving Families.” Although funding and
family participation in subsidized child care had
increased signiﬁcantly, many advocates and legislators
felt that the child care system, with its overlapping
state agencies, was too complicated. To address these
concerns, in 1996 DPA launched a child care planning
process using an existing Child Care Advisory Council,
which had been advising DCFS for some time.
In keeping with PRWORA’s strong emphasis on moving
families off welfare and into the workforce, the advocacy
agenda during this planning process presented child
care as a critical support for working families – not just
for welfare recipients, but for all low-income working
parents. In legislative hearings, parents testiﬁed about
the absurdity of having to return to welfare to keep child
care assistance.
The solution to these problems that attracted legislative
support during the legislature’s 1997 session was
the concept of giving low-income families so-called
“universal access” to child care. The legislation sparked

Mitchell, Cooperstein and Larner (1992). Child Care Choices, Consumer Education and Low-Income Families. New York: National
Center for Children in Poverty.
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by this interest called for two major changes. One,
which was structural, was to consolidate oversight and
management of funds for subsidized child care, which
had been the overlapping concern of two agencies,
DCFS and DPA, into a newly created Department of
Human Services (DHS). The other change more directly
focused on funding. It was to base eligibility for child
care solely on income status and not on other categories
such as welfare status.
The advocacy community was united behind this
universal-access agenda. Child care advocates as well
as advocates for adult welfare recipients —who found
that it was increasingly important to focus on child care
now that work requirements for welfare recipients had
become more forceful —joined together to support the
legislation. The Quality Alliance played an important
role in moving the agenda. As one informant said about
the establishment of universal eligibility for child care:
Aggressive lobbying by the Day Care Action Council
and the support of the Quality Alliance agenda made this
happen. The common agenda [of the Quality Alliance] was
a major factor in winning this.
This interviewee also pointed to the contribution made
by another group interested in child care that was
discussed earlier – COWL. “Obviously,” the informant
observed, “the support of the Conference of Women
Legislators, who had child care on top of their agenda,
was a critical factor.”
Another set of allies in this effort, and indeed in many of
the legislative campaigns that preceded and followed it,
were government ofﬁcials who were attuned to the early
childhood agenda. For example, insiders Michelle Piel at
DPA and Sue Howell at DCFS worked closely with the
outside advocates and with legislative leaders to move
the universal access proposal from concept to law.
The push for universal access was successful, and as
noted, Illinois became one of the ﬁrst states to pass
legislation embracing this concept. The law called for
access to subsidized child care for families up to an
income cap, which was set at 50 percent of the 1997
state median income (SMI). Legally, the legislation

20

does not entitle income-eligible families to child care.
However, it did base eligibility on income, eliminating
other categorical requirements, in part by consolidating
different funding streams into one source of child care
funds with one eligibility standard.20
The new funding stream was not open-ended; the intent
was that DHS would live within its appropriation. To do
so, DHS was given the authority to determine eligibility
limits, provider reimbursement rates and the level of copayments required of parents.
Spending on child care rose dramatically after 1997: from
$226 million in FY1996 to $397 million in FY1998, an
increase of 75 percent in two years. Still, over the years
there have been some limitations on this expansion of
resources. With the income cap set at 50 percent of the
1997 level of SMI, the subsidy has gradually declined in
value, and in 2003 was worth about 39 percent of current
SMI. However, as will be discussed in the next section,
an end to this erosion of beneﬁts was one of the state’s
more recent accomplishments.
Another limitation on the generosity of the universal
access approach has been the levels of subsidies to
providers. With the support of Governor Ryan,
subsidy rates were raised once in 1999, with a $40
million appropriation. They have not been adjusted
since; in 2004 the rate ceiling for preschoolers ranged
by geography from the 18th percentile of the most recent
market- rate survey (in the Chicago metropolitan
area) to the 70th percentile (in a rural downstate area).
But as will also be discussed in the next section, there
have recently been signs of change in this situation.
As participation in the new child care program grew,
resources allocated to quality were in shorter supply,
at least temporarily. One informant noted that in 1996,
“Access pushed quality into a back-seat role.” However,
the interviewee and others felt the trend was relatively
short-lived, noting, ”That’s changed now with the focus
on early childhood development and brain growth and
the discussion of universal preschool.”

It turned out that some of these funding streams had had higher income limits than the DHS-managed subsidies. To address that problem,
families who had been supported by those subsidies were grandfathered into the system for a year. In the following year, DHS changed
the income determination rules to effectively raise the income limit slightly.

Chapter 2 :: Illinois 7

Recent Developments
In the 2002 elections, both gubernatorial candidates had
preschool proposals – and advocates were prepared to
respond. Action for Children, the Ounce, and Voices
for Illinois Children formed a new statewide coalition,
called Early Learning Illinois, which had a broad early
learning agenda. (Besides the three founders, Early
Learning Illinois included many other Quality Alliance
members. In contrast to the Alliance, which sought to

In 2003, the legislature agreed to the Governor’s
proposals on updating eligibility to 50 percent of the
SMI and indexing the rate for inﬂation. In looking back
at the effort to pass this legislation – and other similar
efforts – many interviewees cited Randy Valenti, the
longtime deputy director at DHS (and before that DPA),
as demonstrating a talent at making the case for
budget increases with the legislature with good
data and persuasive arguments. The observations
of one interviewee echo this appreciation of
the way DHS used information and point to
additional actors who made a big difference:

“

“

sees it almost as a civil right. His kids had it and every
kid should.”

The greatest success story in
Illinois is the partnership between
providers and advocates who work
together toward common goals
– when you do that, with great
bipartisan support in the General
Assembly, you can move systems.
— Illinois state leader

keep a low proﬁle, Early Learning Illinois has a collective
public voice.) In addition to advocating for increased
investments in early education and expanding eligibility
for child care assistance, the coalition pushed for the
creation of an early learning planning body.
During the campaign, advocates worked hard to engage
with both candidates. The Democratic candidate, Rod
Blagojevich had the boldest plan: He pledged to increase
funding for the ECBG by $90 million and – mirroring
the interests of the advocates – to establish an Early
Learning Council to plan universal preschool among
other improvements in programs for children birth
to age ﬁve. Successful advocacy during the campaign
expanded the candidate’s already strong early learning
agenda to include updating child care eligibility to 50
percent of current SMI and indexing for later years so
that it would stay at 50 percent.
Blagojevich won the election, and subsequently,
gubernatorial leadership on early care and education
issues has expanded dramatically in the state. Many
describe Blagojevich as a “true believer in early
childhood education.” As one interviewee put it, “He
21

The key was good data [from DHS], good numbers on
which families use child care and who’s left out. And the
[Quality] Alliance got key legislators to say we need to do
both – preschool and child care. Another hero in getting
both these investments is the director of the Governor’s
Ofﬁce of Management and Budget, John Filan. Bottom line
is: the Governor gets it.
Besides the indexing of eligibility for subsidies at 50
percent of SMI, there were other major gains for early
care and education following the election. In the 2004
legislative session, $30 million was added to the ECBG,
and $27 million was appropriated to maintain child
care eligibility. (The FY 2003 budget had included a $30
million increase for the ECBG and a $19 million increase
for child care eligibility.) And the Illinois Early Learning
Council was established. The Council is to: 21
...coordinate existing programs and services for children
from birth to ﬁve years of age, in order to better meet the
early learning needs of children and their families. The
goal of the Council is to fulﬁll the vision of a statewide,
high-quality, accessible, and comprehensive early learning
system to beneﬁt all young children whose parents choose
it. The Council shall guide collaborative efforts to improve
and expand upon existing early childhood programs and
services. This work shall include making use of existing
reports, research, and planning efforts.
The Governor signed the Early Learning Council
bill at an event at the Carol Robertson Center for

Public Act 093-0380, The Illinois Early Leaning Council Act, effective July 24, 2003. http://www.ilga.gov/legislation/publicacts/fulltext.
asp?name=093-0380&GA=093
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Learning in Chicago. The advocates held a large rally
to applaud the funding commitments and the Council.
Maria Whelan of Action for Children led the crowd in
chanting “Promises made, promises kept!” Illustrating
the openness to positive “inside-outside” relationships
between child advocates and government ofﬁcials that
has marked many efforts to strengthen early care and
education in Illinois, the Governor announced the cochairs of the Council would be Harriet Meyer, president
of the Ounce of Prevention Fund, and Brenda Holmes,
the Governor’s chief education advisor.22

Based on those proportions, state general revenue for
child care in 2005 will be about $326 million. Overall,
Illinois is making an investment of $570 million state
dollars in early care and education.

Reasons for Success

Not surprisingly, no one factor is responsible for all the
success that Illinois has had in expanding investments
in child care over many years. But clearly one theme that
is strongly etched into the state’s success story is the
power of effective and sophisticated collective action.
Advocates were uniﬁed under the auspices of two
The Council was appointed in early 2004 and organized
coalitions, the Quality Alliance and later Early Learning
into ﬁve committees, which focus on quality, evaluation
Illinois, and they committed themselves to avoid public
and assessment, expansion, linkage and integration,
disagreements that could have undermined their shared
and workforce development. Its immediate task was to
goals. Just as important, illustrating the beneﬁts of
propose a plan for voluntary universal preschool for the
outside/inside partnerships, advocates were willing
2005 legislative session.
to cooperate with government ofﬁcials, and likewise,
key ofﬁcials were
Also in 2004,
receptive
to
I’m a billionaire. I can spend a lot
the
legislature
advocates. It was
on young children. But who has
directed
DHS,
fortunate
that
the most money? The government.
in
consultation
within the ranks of
with its Child Care and
its social service agencies
We need to get our hands on their
Development
Advisory
Illinois had talented
money. And that takes lobbyists to
Council,
to
develop,
ofﬁcials such as Michelle
work the political agenda.
by January 1, 2005, a
Piel, Sue Howell and
comprehensive plan to
Randy Valenti, who
— the late Irving Harris,
revise the state’s rates for
not only managed their
Chicago philanthropist
the various types of child
programs well but
care in accordance with
who were skilled in
the child care market-rate
working in tandem with
survey. As one informant said:
advocates. (And as suggested by the role Michelle Piel
played in reform efforts, a government ofﬁcial with a
The child care program will work better if we can have
history of child advocacy could be very effective.) On
rates updated and indexed, like eligibility now is, so that
the legislative side, Democratic and Republican women
growth in the program is predictable and even, rather than
reached across the aisle to advance the COWL agenda,
having to go to the Legislature every ﬁve to seven years with
and more broadly, bipartisan legislative support for new
requests for large increases.
investments has been very valuable.
For FY2005, the ECBG is funded at $244 million,
and the combined state and federal appropriation for
employment-related child care (subsidy and quality) is
$694 million. Data for recent ﬁscal years indicates that
child care spending is about 47 percent drawn from state
general revenue and 53 percent from federal revenue.23
22

23

“

“

Another ingredient of success was that the advocacy
community had the capacity to mobilize grassroots
constituencies. That capacity, in turn, has been
greatly facilitated by the willingness of Chicago-based
philanthropies, most notably the McCormick Tribune
Foundation, to fund advocacy groups at a level that has

When Brenda Holmes moved into another role in the administration, the Governor hired a Director of Education Reform, Elliot Regenstein,
who is now Council co-chair with Meyer.
Unpublished data derived from Illinois DHS reports provided by Action for Children.
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enabled them to hire paid staff members dedicated to
organizing. More broadly, McCormick Tribune and
other Chicago-based foundations have determined that
they have a legitimate role to play in efforts to strengthen
the state’s investment in early childhood services.
The welfare reform movement also was an important
impetus to change in Illinois. While efforts to expand
early care and education services were under way before
the passage of the two federal welfare-to-work laws, the
new emphasis on the need for child care as a support for
work in the federal legislation led government ofﬁcials
and advocates to rethink their delivery systems for this
service.

term. In contrast to Blagojevich, earlier Republican
Governors Ryan and Edgar were more mixed in their
support of early childhood agendas. For example, Edgar,
who saw ECBG grow by more than 10 percent every year
he was in ofﬁce, supported the $40 million increase for
child care during the last year of his term, but he took a
wait-and-see attitude toward the Early Leaning Council
and tried to trim the Ready to Learn bill. Ryan stepped
forward to lead on universal preschool, but proposed
fairly harsh increases in child care co-payments and the
elimination of ECBG, with both proposals being stopped
by the legislature. While whatever support that these
governors did extend to early care and education in the
past was helpful, a governor who is a true champion of
these services bodes well for the future.

Gubernatorial leadership has also contributed to success,
although far more decisively since 2002 and the election
of Governor Blagojevich than in the years preceding his

Annual Expenditures 1991 – 2004
for the Illinois Child Care Program
(from Illinois Department of Human Services and Action for Children)
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State Fiscal Year

State and Federal
Child Care Funds

1991

$54,000,000

1992

$72,500,000

1993

$107,000,000

1994

$130,700,000

1995

$186,600,000

1996

$226,000,000

1997

$262,800,000

1998

$397,000,000

1999

$448,000,000

2000

$574,000,000

2001

$663,700,000

2002

$659,800,000

2003

$611,200,000

2004

$665,300,000

Annual Appropriations 1986 – 2004 to the Illinois State Board of Education for Early Care and Education
(from Illinois State Board of Education and The Ounce of Prevention Fund)

State Fiscal
Year

PreK At-Risk

1986

$12,100,000

1987

$12,700,000

1988

$12,170,000

1989

$23,900,000

1990

Early Childhood
Block Grant
with Birth to 3 set-aside

Prevention
Initiative

Model Parental
Training

$48,000,000

Not available

Not available

1991

$63,000,000

Not available

Not available

1992

$71,500,000

Not available

Not available

1993

$75,500,000

Not available

Not available

1994

$87,700,000

Not available

Not available

1995

$92,700,000

Not available

Not available

1996

$101,900,000

$2,000,000

$3,900,000

1997

$112,200,000

$2,000,000

$3,900,000

1998

$123,400,000

$4,300,000

$5,900,000

1999

$154,200,000

2000

$170,200,000

2001

$180,200,000

2002

$183,500,000

2003

$183,500,000

2004

$213,600,000

2005

$244,000,000
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North Carolina
Key Accomplishments in North Carolina
• Smart Start, a long-term statewide initiative,
administered in counties by public-private
partnerships and currently funded at $193
million. Designed to build an early childhood
system to ensure that “all children will come
to school healthy and ready to learn”
• More at Four, a state prekindergarten
program for four-year-olds at risk of school
failure, currently funded at $51 million
• ﬁve-star rated license and tiered
reimbursement systems
• investments in T.E.A.C.H. Early Childhood®
scholarships, a professional development
institute, a health insurance program linked
with T.E.A.C.H and a salary bonus program
called WAGE$.
• approximate state investment of more than
$315 million in early childhood services

The Story
Origins of Smart Start: The Need for Change
mart Start was in part conceived as a response to
conditions in North Carolina during the 1980s.
At that point North Carolina had the country’s
highest proportion of working parents (two-thirds of
mothers with children under age six). With an economy
characterized by low-wage jobs, the state was also home
to many single-parent families. Thus, not surprisingly,
in comparison to other states, North Carolina was
appropriating more of its general revenue to support
child care subsidies. For example, in FY1987, North
Carolina’s total child care subsidy budget was about $28
million, with almost 60 percent of this amount coming
from state funds.24 The new federal child care funds that
arrived with passage of the Family Support Act of 1988

S

24

and the two funding streams available under the 1990
Act for Better Child Care were welcome additions, but
didn’t meet the need. Every pot of funds was stretched
as far as possible.
In order to make child care more available, North
Carolina had kept child care regulations lax, and overall,
the quality of child care across the state could be fairly
characterized as dismal. Staff/child ratios were very
high, and the only requirements for child care staff
were that they be 16 and literate. Advocates’ efforts
to strengthen quality by changing regulations or other
systemic improvement efforts had made only modest
progress. Nonetheless, initiatives that would become
important later were launched. For example, in 1990 the
T.E.A.C.H. Early Childhood® scholarship project began
as a privately funded pilot project. On the positive side,
advocates were fairly well organized, with the North
Carolina Child Care Coalition serving as the umbrella
for several dozen statewide and local groups.
In 1990, a small group of these advocates went to
the legislature with a proposal for an $80 million
investment in child care. Recalling the experience, one
of the advocates acknowledged that the request was
“utterly unreasonable,” but went on to say, “As such, it
got their attention, and it got them to appoint a Study
Commission that in part laid the groundwork for Smart
Start.”

A Gubernatorial Candidate as Champion
In 1992, Jim Hunt, who had been North Carolina’s
governor from 1977-84, came back from eight years out of
ofﬁce, where he had worked as a lawyer, with focus and
direction for his campaign to regain the governorship.
Hunt had always been an education reformer; during
his ﬁrst term, he had brought universal kindergarten
and increases in basic education aid to North Carolina.
In the intervening years, he became a grandfather and
experienced ﬁrsthand that a great deal of learning
happens before kindergarten – and he recognized that
not much was going on in the state to systematically
take advantage of that opportunity. K-12 education
reform would be more successful, he concluded, if

Marx and Seligson (1988), page 277.
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children came to school better prepared. He also saw
the child care issue in economic terms, as shown in this
campaign statement:
We have one of the strongest manufacturing economies
in the nation. We have become a leader in science and
technology. But we have failed to develop a common vision
and blueprint for the ﬁrst ﬁve years of our children’s lives
– the essential foundation upon which everything else is
built. The quality of care that children receive in their ﬁrst
ﬁve years will determine whether they succeed in school and
in life.25
Alongside prison issues and education reform, early
childhood education was one of the three major issues
of Hunt’s 1992 campaign. Hunt talked about young
children and families, about child development and
early education, and about the struggles of working
families to make ends meet and secure good child care.
During the town meetings on education his campaign
held, Hunt noticed that when he discussed child
care and early education, parents would immediately
start stroking their children’s heads or hugging them
closer. He knew he was onto an issue that resonated
with voters emotionally, as well as with their concerns
about the economy and about the quality of their lives.
Hunt’s agenda called for an early childhood strategy – a
“partnership between business, families, child care, and
local and state government...to develop a long-range
plan for early childhood education in North Carolina.”26

Smart Start is Born
Hunt announced his plan for an early childhood
initiative in late 1992, less than two months after he was
elected. Some of the work of envisioning the initiative
had already started. Under the leadership of Lucy Bode,
Hunt’s political advisor, a small group of advocates and
researchers, which included Dick Clifford, Stephanie
Fanjul, Marjorie Tate, Sue Russell and Michele Rivest,
had been helping to frame early childhood issues during
the campaign. After the election, this group worked in
high gear to develop the details of the program, budget
and legislation before the 1993 legislative session began
in January.

25
26
27

The bill, called “an act to develop and establish early
childhood initiatives,” included the partnership concept
Hunt had talked about in his campaign – the core idea
that would translate into Smart Start – along with
improvements in child care regulations for infants
and toddlers, and state funds for the T.E.A.C.H. Early
Childhood® project.
Smart Start was designed as a partnership between
the state and its local communities. The purpose
of the partnership was to develop the services and
infrastructure needed to offer all children access to highquality early childhood education and development
services. (In fact, in recognition that it would take even
more than these services to ensure that all children
would come to school healthy and ready to learn, Smart
Start was soon to expand to encompass enhanced child
health services and family support services, along with
early care and education.)
To raise the importance of early childhood and to
provide for Smart Start’s administration, the legislation
established a new Division of Child Development
(DCD) within the Department of Human Resources.27
The law also created a statewide nonproﬁt corporation,
the North Carolina Partnership for Children (NCPC),
whose role was to oversee and integrate the work of the
local communities.
According to the proposed legislation, Smart Start was
to roll out with 12 pilot projects. Governor Hunt, by all
accounts a brilliant political strategist, insisted that the
projects be spread across the state — one in each of the 12
Congressional districts. This distribution would ensure
that every region would feel the beneﬁts of Smart Start
and have reason to support the initiative politically. The
Governor also insisted that even though only 12 counties
would be funded in the ﬁrst year, all 100 of them would
be eligible and encouraged to apply. The result would
be that in every county a group of local leaders would
come forward together to focus on children’s needs and
how to address them. In keeping with this interest, one
of DCD’s responsibilities was to oversee a needs and
resource assessment process for all counties.

Hunt (1992), page 1.
Hunt (1992), page 4.
In addition, DCD brought child care subsidy and regulation, the Head Start Collaboration ofﬁce and the state Interagency Coordinating
Council for the early intervention system into one unit.
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Another feature of the plan for the pilot projects was
that implementation was to begin almost immediately
after funding commenced. Only about three months
were to be allowed for needs assessment and planning,
and services were to be delivered during the ﬁrst year
that the funding was awarded. This rapid timetable
meant that there would be tangible results to show the
legislature, a kind of built-in accountability mechanism.
Accountability was assured in other ways as well. The
legislation required a comprehensive evaluation of
Smart Start, focusing on both implementation and child
outcomes. Moreover, ﬁscal accountability was assured
by requiring the State Auditor’s ofﬁce to conduct an
annual audit of each local partnership and of the NCPC.
In essence, this requirement would pose stricter audit
rules for the local partnerships and for NCPC than were
placed on other nonproﬁt organizations.
The struggle to pass Smart Start was intense. In 1993,
both houses of the legislature were controlled by
Democrats, so theoretically it should have been easy
for a Democratic governor to secure the enactment of a
program that had already appealed to many voters. But
the Republican opposition to Smart Start was highly
energized, primarily because Republicans felt frustrated
by their recent loss of the governorship (which for
the previous eight years had been held by a moderate
Republican, and one who had been only the second
Republican governor of the state in the twentieth
century. Democrats were not entirely happy either; with
the former Republican governor perceived as weak, they
had been running the show in the legislature. Now they
had to contend with a strong leader with strong ideas
from their own party.
The conservative Republicans could not easily attack
Hunt’s other priorities (education is popular and his
position on prisons was not unlike theirs), but Smart
Start seemed like a conservative’s perfect target.
Opponents said the initiative was anti-family and antiChristian, and that putting so much money in the hands
of local groups would surely lead to misuse of funds.
In late May 1993, organized grassroots opposition was
orchestrated by the Christian Coalition, which rallied
its members in North Carolina to oppose Smart Start,
claiming that the program would allow government to
intrude into the family and would put church-operated

28

child care services out of business. Hunt fought back,
refuting each of these claims with facts, and calling
the opponents “right-wing extremists conducting a
smear campaign.”28 He called the conservative religious
leaders together, explained his plan for Smart Start and
asked for their help.
Legislative champions in both houses prevailed, and
the legislature approved Smart Start in July 1993 with
an appropriation of $20 million. Clearly, the leadership
of Governor Hunt, an extraordinarily passionate
and gifted politician, was one major reason for this
legislative success. But a number of other factors – so
many that some said the stars had been aligned – were
also important. The ﬁrst star in alignment was that in
the early 1990s, the state had surplus funds – and federal
welfare reform had further expanded those resources.
Second, the advocacy community had united behind
the legislation. Moreover, advocates had been skilled
at using data to make their case. For example, when
advocates were able to make it clear to lawmakers that
more than 80 percent of licensed child care programs
already met the bill’s standards for the ratios of child
care staff to infants and toddlers, the legislature easily
accepted the ratios. Yet another star that seemed to be
well aligned with the others was a cultural factor: In the
early 1990s, North Carolina wanted to be in the “new
South,” committed to education and progress. Jim Hunt
and his interest in early education epitomized what it
meant to be part of that culture.

Starting the Pilot Projects
DCD, which was to provide ongoing technical assistance
to Smart Start, was charged with developing a statewide
selection process for the 12 pilot sites. Every county
received DCD’s request for applications, which was
sent to the chair of the local interagency coordinating
council (the county’s early intervention system) and to
the executive of the county commission. The application
requested documentation of the needs of young children
and required a collaborative plan to address those needs.
The plan was to be developed with participation from
a diverse group in the county, which was to include
county commissioners, school ofﬁcials, early childhood
program staff and other community leaders. Ninetyfour of the state’s 100 counties applied. The Governor’s
instincts about the value of making the process open to

Winston- Salem Journal. May 27, 1993. “Hunt Accuses Critics of Smear Campaign”
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all counties had paid off. The application process became
a competition that built tension and interest among
counties as they vied to be chosen. In ensuing years, the
Governor fueled this competitive spirit by traveling the
state and essentially saying, “Let me show you what you
could have.”
By the September following the July passage of the law, 12
partnerships representing 18 counties had been selected,
and the pilot projects began operating in January 1994.
Meanwhile, two behind-the-scenes architects of Smart
Start readily took on the tasks of implementation. Dick
Clifford had been appointed the ﬁrst director of DCD,
with Stephanie Fanjul as his deputy. Fanjul became
director after a year and stayed through 2000 (close to
the end of Hunt’s second term).

The Evolution of Smart Start and North
Carolina’s Early Childhood System
A Brief Calm – and Gathering Opposition
Growing Smart Start from a pilot program with $20
million in state general revenue to a statewide program
with $200 million serving every county was not an easy
task. The ﬁrst legislative session after Smart Start was
enacted was fairly uneventful; the appropriation doubled
and 12 more partnerships were funded. But by the 1995
legislative session, the struggle to expand Smart Start
was marked by the intensity of the original battles over
whether it should be enacted.29
Republicans had taken control of both houses of
the legislature in the November 1994 elections, and
scrutiny of Smart Start grew in the 1995 session. The
legislature commissioned an independent performance
audit of the program by Coopers and Lybrand. Also for
the ﬁrst time, there was a speciﬁc requirement for a 10
percent match of the Smart Start appropriation. (Of this
amount, at least half had to be cash and the rest could be
in-kind.) Nevertheless, in this Republican-dominated
legislature where favorable reactions to Smart Start
were by no means a given, the 1995 session increased the
appropriation to $58 million and added 11 counties to
the project.

29

The North Carolina Child Care Coalition
It was in the 1995 session that the North Carolina
Child Care Coalition began a practice that continues
to this day – employing a full-time lobbyist to be in the
legislature every day it is in session. Besides providing
this continuous presence representing the Coalition, the
lobbyist, Roslyn Savitt, communicates with Coalition
members via regular alerts, informative summary reports,
and – in more recent years – monthly email updates.
The Coalition that employs Savitt has consistently made
Smart Start one of its top priorities. Over the Coalition’s
20 years of operations, it has steadily grown stronger. In
comparison to its several dozen member groups when it
was laying the groundwork for Smart Start in the 1980s,
the organization now has over 100 members, including
all the major statewide early childhood organizations,
as well as other leading statewide organizations such
as North Carolina Pediatric Society, North Carolina
Council of Churches and North Carolina Association
of County Directors of Social Services. Other members
include local partnerships for children, individual child
care programs and individuals.
From the earliest stages of building support for Smart
Start, its advocates, including the Coalition, have been
characterized by a willingness to stay behind the scenes.
They have understood the importance of keeping
conﬁdentiality and getting the work done in a way that
gives the political leader – the legislator or the governor
– all the credit for the outcome. As one advocate put it,
“It’s not about me; it’s about advancing the cause.”
A Failed Attempt to Slow Momentum and Additional New
Requirements
In its 1996 session, the legislature received the report
of the Coopers and Lybrand audit. The report found
that with the exception of a few minor instances of
poor accounting practices, Smart Start was working as
expected, and the recommendation was that the project
be expanded. The right wing of the Legislature reacted
by using its votes to keep the entire supplemental budget
from passing (thus starving Smart Start of funds) until
the short session ended. When the legislature adjourned
in late June without passing the supplemental budget,

North Carolina has a biennial Legislature. In odd numbered years, the Legislature has a “long session,” which begins in January and lasts
through either June or however long it takes to pass the budget. In even numbered years, the legislature has a “short session,” beginning
in May and ending in June. The short session is focused on the supplemental budget for the second year of the biennium, and this budget
always includes teacher pay raises. (Public school teachers are state employees in North Carolina.)
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At the same time, new mandates were imposed. The
legislature required that at least 30 percent of Smart
Start funds be used for child care subsidies. (Some of
these funds can be combined with DCD’s own child
care funds to be used for child care purposes determined

“

make things work for you – of the state’s early childhood
leaders. Like the 30-percent requirement and other
mandates that were to come, this shift in administration
may have been intended to slow down Smart Start.
Proponents’ response was: We can work with this.
Overall, the prevailing attitude of North Carolina’s early
childhood leaders toward changes to Smart Start – and
indeed to other early childhood policies – is: Don’t
expend energy on things you can work with, save it
for the big ﬁghts, which are usually about the money.
Also with a style that could be characterized as “making
lemons out of lemonade,” many Smart Start proponents
have also had the maturity to view mandates like the

N o m a t t e r w h a t w a s d o n e t o m a ke i t h a r d e r f o r u s
to succeed, we just did what was good for kids.

“

public school teachers and other constituencies were in
an uproar. Hunt, who was running for re-election, called
the legislators back into session to ﬁnish the budget.
During this added session, Smart Start’s proponents
prevailed: The Smart Start appropriation increased to
$67 million, and 12 additional partnerships were added
for a total of 55 counties, covering well more than half
the state’s population.

—state early childhood leader discussing organized support for Smart Start

by the local Smart Start partnerships.) The legislature
also required that the administration of Smart Start be
moved from DCD to the North Carolina Partnership for
Children (NCPC).
Smart Start proponents actively worked to ensure that
the new mandates would not undermine the program’s
standing. When the 30-percent requirement was under
discussion, NCPC, in an example of skillful use of data,
pointed out that in fact about 42 percent of funds were
already being spent on subsidies. In doing so, NCPC
essentially conﬁrmed that such spending was good
policy and that current practice was already meeting
the legislature’s expectations and intent. Over the years,
Smart Start supporters have continued the practice of
systematically informing the legislature about any
instances in which Smart Start has met or exceeded
requirements. Data in both formal and informal reports
to the legislature highlight these accomplishments.
In a similar vein, the way in which Smart Start proponents
responded to the requirement that the initiative’s
administration be moved from the government to NCPC
typiﬁes the politically pragmatic style – in essence,

annual audits not as obstacles but as requirements that
can only make Smart Start stronger.
An Expanding Base of Support
As each new county was added, the constituency for
Smart Start grew. By the time Jim Hunt stood for reelection in 1996, Smart Start had literally thousands
of local supporters – leaders on the boards of local
partnerships, organizations delivering services and
participating families. In addition, the well crafted
partnership structure of Smart Start at the county level,
bringing together diverse leaders from both the public
and private sectors, added to the initiative’s growing
support.
Smart Start was also beneﬁting from a stability
and commitment of leadership that has continued
throughout the program’s history. Karen Ponder’s
relationship with Smart Start illustrates this stability.
Ponder was an early manager of Smart Start in DCD,
who moved over to become NCPC program director
when the legislature shifted administration from DCD
to NCPC in 1996. She became NCPC president in 1998,
a position she still holds. Michele Rivest, who was hired
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to be the director of Smart Start’s ﬁrst local partnership,
the Orange County Partnership for Young Children,
which was funded in 1993, remains the Partnership’s
director. Ashley Thrift, a lawyer and political leader,
became engaged in the ﬁrst-year planning for Smart
Start in his community, Forsyth County. He soon
became a member of the NCPC Board and has been its
chair for many years.
Another asset helping Smart Start was that through
skillful communication strategies, the audit report
requirement (toughened by the requirement for an
independent audit that began in 1995) never became the
stumbling block that it might have posed to the initiative
and its counties. Especially during the challenging
early years for the local partnerships, when they were
receiving allocations of funds to provide services at the
same time as they were building their organizations,
audit problems could have signiﬁcantly slowed their
momentum and undermined their support.
In fact, most audit ﬁndings pointed to fairly minor errors
such as lack of a signature on a contract. However, in
one or two instances – such as one accountant who
embezzled funds and then left the country – major
transgressions were uncovered. And every audit report,
no matter what the signiﬁcance of its ﬁndings, made the
local papers.
As the NCPC and counties received audit reports
(before they were made public), they contacted local
legislators and explained the ﬁndings and their plan
for ﬁxing any problems. Legislators were invited to
visit, see programs and review the audit with the local
partnership leaders. On behalf of the NCPC, Karen
Ponder made calls to the legislators of audited counties
to say, “Here’s what’s coming. The newspapers will
make hay, and we want you to know before it comes
out and know what we’re doing to ﬁx it.” As part of
its technical assistance support, the NCPC helped local
partnerships write the press release for any bad news
and assigned a spokesperson, usually a board member,
to handle press inquiries. As Ponder observes:
We learned this from Jim Hunt – when there’s bad news, you
take charge of delivering it and making it an opportunity to
communicate about what you’re doing to make it right. We
just apply this to little children.
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Jim Hunt remained Smart Start’s most talented and
visible champion. In his 1996 re-election campaign he
capitalized on the initiative’s reputation for serving
children and families well. Smart Start was featured
prominently in his campaign in advertisements with
the theme, “Good start, right direction, more to do.” In
November 1996, Hunt won re-election to an historic
fourth term. His victory was perceived as a mandate for
Smart Start.
Hunt’s Last Term: Increasing Investments, Additional Mandates
and Building the System
In the 1997 session, the Smart Start appropriation was
raised to $97 million. Fifty-ﬁve counties continued
to receive allocations and the remaining 45 counties
received Smart Start funding for planning.
The 1997 session also brought a call for another new
requirement: To preserve Smart Start’s focus on early
education, legislators proposed mandating that at least
70 percent of funds be spent on child care subsidies. In
order to maintain work on quality improvement and
system building that was proceeding under the Smart
Start umbrella, NCPC and the local partnerships worked
successfully to change the language to require that
70 percent be spent on “child care-related activities.”
Again, the attitude of the advocates was that the new
requirement was manageable and that it was legitimate
for the legislature to want to take steps to maintain the
original intent of the law.
Another development in the 1997 session witnessed a
ﬁrst step toward including a new element in the state’s
early childhood system. The legislature authorized the
Secretary of DHS to issue a rated child care license and
work on its development began.
In the 1998 session, the Smart Start appropriation jumped
to $143 million and all counties received allocations. The
November 1998 elections returned both the House and
Senate to Democratic control.
Smart Start’s appropriation reached $217 million in the
1999 session. The ﬁrst wave of reports on Smart Start’s
impact on child outcomes, conducted over several
years by the Frank Porter Graham Child Development
Institute at the University of North Carolina at Chapel
Hill, were released, with results from six counties
showing that children were better prepared for school.

from focusing on the politics of establishing Smart
Start to focusing on the people positively affected by
the initiative, the families who now had access to better
quality care and the children whose positive outcomes
were well-documented.
The 2000 legislature appropriated $231 million for
Smart Start. It also increased the initiative’s cash match
requirements. While the match remained at 10 percent of
the state appropriation, the state and local partnerships
had to assure that at least 75 percent of the match was in
cash (with the rest in-kind).

“

Now in another step to bolster quality, the
legislature approved implementation of the
ﬁve-star rated licensing system to take effect in
2000. The rated license is the basis for a tiered
reimbursement system whereby subsidized providers
are paid differential rates depending on the number of
stars they receive through independent assessments
of their quality. The new rating system applied to all
programs, including those sponsored by public schools.
During the 2000 legislative session, the T.E.A.C.H. Early
Childhood® Health Insurance program (North Carolina
Cares) was launched with federal Child Care and
Development Block Grant (CCDBG) quality funding.

Leaving a Legacy
The 2000 session was Governor Hunt’s last year in
ofﬁce; term limits prohibited him from running again. As
an exceptionally astute politician, he crafted a strategy
to secure Smart Start after his term ended. As Karen
Ponder recalls:
In the last year or so of his term, Hunt would call Stephanie
[Fanjul, director of DCD] and me into his ofﬁce and he’d
say “I have a year – what else do I need to do so this will not
be unraveled?” These discussions involved everything from
small operational issues in DCD to big legislative matters.
Governor Hunt was focused on making sure he’d done as
much as he could do to make Smart Start secure and solid.
Part of Hunt’s strategy was building the capacity of
local leaders to speak for Smart Start and at the state
level gradually shifting the focus from himself to other
leaders such as Ashley Thrift, chair of the NCPC Board,
and Karen Ponder. There was also a deliberate shift

L i t e ra l l y, i n t h e e a r l y
years of Smart Start,
Jim Hunt put everything
he had into it.

“

Other elements of the early care and education system
were advanced in this session. Over the years, the state
had been making progress in improving the quality of
care as well as in expanding its supply. For example,
stafﬁng requirements for licensed child care centers had
improved over time, primarily by making training and
education both widely available (in every community
college) and ﬁnancially attractive (with T.E.A.C.H. Early
Childhood® scholarships supporting students to pay
college tuition), and by creating voluntary credentials
that could be required in child care regulations once a
critical mass of staff had acquired them.

— Smart Start leader

Following the session, Hunt left ofﬁce, but he did not
leave Smart Start behind. Karen Ponder observes:
He continues to be its champion even these days. I can be
speaking to a legislator in their ofﬁce and they’ll laugh and
say, “That phone will ring in ﬁve minutes – and it’ll be Jim
Hunt saying, ‘You need to listen to her.’”
2000 – 2004: Smart Start Adjusts to a New Governor and
Weathers a Rocky Funding Environment
In November 2000, the Democratic candidate, Mike
Easley, was elected. His opponent in the primary had
proposed a prekindergarten program, and Easley had
begun to craft his own and talk about it in the campaign.
Recognizing that the plan was not fully detailed and
that it certainly would interact with Smart Start and
the early care and education system, a small group of
early childhood leaders who had worked with Hunt to
craft Smart Start approached Easley after the election
and offered their help in developing the plan. Easley
accepted. As one of them observed:
To play this role with politicians, you have to establish
credibility over time – 10 years or more. You have to
always go out, do the best you can, tell the truth and look
for opportunities to advance policy. When they come, act
fast.
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The 2001 session, Governor Easley’s ﬁrst, was the longest
in the state’s history, lasting into December. The General
Assembly was controlled by Democrats, strongly in the
Senate (35-15) and with a slim margin in the House (6258). The economy was not in good shape, and to deal
with a deﬁcit of more than $1 billion, all areas of the
budget were cut. However, proportionately Smart Start
received cuts no higher than the ones imposed on K-12
and higher education. Easley proposed funding Smart
Start at its current spending level, that is, reduced by the
amount of its previous year’s appropriation that had not
been spent. In keeping with his recommendation, Smart
Start’s appropriation was decreased to $220 million.
Also during this session, Governor Easley’s
prekindergarten program, More at Four, received its
ﬁrst appropriation of $6.5 million. More at Four is
designed to reach at-risk four-year-olds who are not
served by any early childhood program. Only programs
that are awarded four- or ﬁve-star status through the
state’s quality rating system are eligible to operate More
at Four classes. Part of the More at Four allocation is
used for T.E.A.C.H. Early Childhood® scholarships for
staff in More at Four classrooms in child care settings.
In the 2002 session, the deﬁcit worsened (reaching $2
billion) and Smart Start funding was reduced to $199
million. Meanwhile, More at Four increased to $34.5
million. In another enhancement of the early childhood
system during this lean year, the state’s compensation
bonus program, WAGE$, which began as a pilot with
the Orange County Partnership in 1994, was made
available statewide by funding its administration with
CCDBG quality funds and having the bonuses paid by
local partnerships that chose to participate.
The total amount of state funds appropriated for early
care and education during this period remained more
or less steady or was slightly increased. However, the
proportions of funding shifted among Smart Start, More
at Four and other parts of the system. In support of
Smart Start and child care, hundreds of child advocates
attended the ﬁrst “Keep the Promise to North Carolina’s
Young Children” rally at the North Carolina Legislature,
presenting lawmakers with over 10,000 signatures on a
petition favoring Smart Start.

30

In the November 2002 election, the Senate remained
Democratic but with a closer margin (28-22); the House
shifted to Republican control (61-59). One Republican
switched parties making the count 60-60; the House
decided to have bipartisan co-speakers.
In the 2003 session, Smart Start again took a small cut,
receiving an appropriation of $191 million, while More
at Four was increased to $43 million. The second Keep
the Promise rally was held. Positive ﬁndings from Smart
Start’s Performance Audit led the legislature to permit
local partnerships that had audit results of superior or
satisfactory to be audited every two years instead of
annually.
In the 2004 session, the Governor’s budget did not
contain any cuts to Smart Start and its appropriation
remained the same as in the previous year. Funding for
More at Four increased to $51 million and the director
of More at Four was added to the NCPC Board. The
legislature established a Smart Start Funding Study
Commission to examine the current funding system for
Smart Start and “strategies for achieving full funding
and full service for North Carolina’s young children and
families and funding equity among all counties and local
partnerships.”30 A report from the Commission is due
to the 2005 General Assembly.
In November 2004, Governor Easley was re-elected, the
House returned to Democratic control and additional
Democratic seats were added in the Senate.

A Well Articulated Early Childhood System
The story of Smart Start’s growth and development
is replete with the twists and turns of hard fought
political battles, complex policy changes and canny
leadership. Especially because the road has not always
been straight, it is important to recognize where it
has led: In establishing Smart Start, More at Four and
other related initiatives, North Carolina has created
not just an innovative set of programs but an unusually
coherent state system of early care and education, which
encompasses child care and prekindergarten and a
community and state infrastructure, with funding and
policies to support that infrastructure.

Session Law 2004-161, The Studies Act of 2004, Part XXXV, Smart Start Funding Study, Section 35.4
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For a variety of reasons, Smart Start – especially if it
is considered in conjunction with its fellow programs
such as More at Four and North Carolina’s other
early childhood initiatives – can be considered the
poster child for such a system. First, Smart Start itself
contains all of the elements that are considered most
important by early childhood experts and others who
have envisioned what such a system should look like.
Smart Start: provides for needs assessments, is backed by
signiﬁcant resources, is characterized by an alignment of
resources and needs, contains mechanisms for accountability,
has established state-community linkages, and has a focus on
outcomes (the main outcome sought being that all young
children are ready for school).
Second, by deﬁnition, a system is an interdependent
set of elements, and indeed the elements of Smart
Start function in concert with one another. The most
important arenas for this integration are the Smart Start
local partnerships, which collectively form the linchpin
of the state’s system-building efforts. It is at the local
level that many different actors and institutions, both
inside and outside of government, work together to
examine all of a county’s early childhood needs and
to collectively develop strategies to address them. In
describing what makes Smart Start work, one leader
cited, “... the strength of the local partnerships and their
ability both to be accountable for the funding and to
demonstrate results for programs that are implemented
locally.”
Third, reinforcing the local-level integration of the Smart
Start partnerships, North Carolina’s child care services
are marked by two other kinds of collaborations: 1.)
collaboration across state agencies and initiatives, and
2.) collaboration between different state institutions
and the local Smart Start partnerships. Examples of
these kinds of interdependence include:

State-Level Integration
• More at Four’s use of the state’s ﬁve-star rating
system to set its eligibility standards for funding
prekindergarten programs;

• use of part of the More at Four allocation for
T.E.A.C.H. Early Childhood® scholarships; and
• most broadly, collaborative efforts of NCPC,
DCD and More at Four to advance policies to
support the state’s early childhood system.

State-Local Integration
• regular transmittal of information about local
prekindergarten services from Smart Start local
partnerships to More at Four. This information
helps give More at Four a picture of the capacity
of local programs to operate new prekindergarten
programs and clariﬁes which children are not
receiving PreK services;
• leveraging of statewide investments that DCD
makes in quality improvements by local Smart
Start partnerships according to their needs and
resources. For example, as noted earlier, DCD’s
child care funds can be combined with the local
partnerships’ 30 percent allocation for subsidies
to further child care purposes determined by
communities.
• leveraging of Smart Start local funds for quality
improvement activities that are also funded
by the state. Statewide administration of the
WAGE$ initiative is supported by DCD with
CCDBG quality funds, but the bonuses for
participants are paid by local partnerships using
Smart Start funds.
All of these many interlocking partnerships and
collaborations create a culture oriented to looking at
change from a systemwide perspective. As one state
leader observed:
I don’t think any of us in North Carolina move without
considering the impact on the system. So much of what we
do is the result of our collaboration and consulting with
each other – inside and outside of government.

• application of the same ﬁve-star standards to all
early care and education programs, regardless of
their auspices;
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Reasons for Success
Unquestionably, North Carolina’s success has been
shaped by a commitment to creating the kind of coherent
system that has just been discussed. But the state’s
experience also shows that political strategy is just
as important as a good policy approach. It would be a
mistake, for example, to conclude that creating a system
like North Carolina’s is an all-or-nothing proposition,
with no room for incremental reform. Quite to the
contrary, change has often come in ﬁts and starts, with
many compromises and accommodations. In fact, in
addition to the clear vision of an ideal, the pragmatism
and maturity of North Carolina early childhood leaders
and advocates, who have been willing to prioritize and to
pick and choose their battles, has been a key ingredient
of the state’s accomplishments.
The observations of one long-time state leader captures
the creative tensions between ideals and practical
considerations that have infused North Carolina’s
experiences with Smart Start:
You can ﬁgure out a perfect system and wait forever to
implement it, or you can go with what you’ve got and build
the pieces block by block. Make each block solid; make it
statewide so there’s support for it everywhere. You can’t
do this on small grants, you need solid public money, and
the state and local communities working together. It won’t
be perfect but you’ll make progress toward a system that
works.
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One intriguing opinion that this observation puts on
the table is that although change is often step by step,
success does depend on having “solid public money.”
Smart Start appropriations took many years to grow,
but even from the outset, the initiative was more than
just another program.
Besides having established an unusually sturdy child care
system, North Carolina has created one with strong roots
at the local level, and unquestionably the broad-based
constituency for Smart Start across the state has been an
immense help in growing the system. Complementing
the system’s grassroots constituency, highly organized
groups of advocates and state early childhood leaders,
both inside and outside of government, have made
skillful use of local data to make their case to legislators,
including the positive data on child outcomes. In
addition, NCPC has stepped in to help local partnerships
develop effective communications strategies to support
their initiatives. More broadly, at the state level, Smart
Start has been fortunate to have an exceptionally
stable and committed group of leaders, and the entire
early childhood system beneﬁts from close cooperation
between NCPC, DCD and More at Four. Finally, North
Carolina’s success story cannot be told without giving a
prominent role to gubernatorial leadership. As a Smart
Start champion, Jim Hunt combined a clarity of vision
with the political skills and instincts needed to translate
that vision into policy and practice.

State General Revenue 1992-2004 for Early Care and Education in North Carolina

State Fiscal
Year

State Appropriations (rounded)
Smart Start

1

More at Four

2

T.E.A.C.H.

1

1992-93

State expenditures
for child care1
(rounded)

TOTAL

$32,100,000

$32,100,000

1993-94

$20,000,000

$1,000,000

$42,700,000

$63,700,000

1994-95

$46,800,000

$1,000,000

$58,300,000

$106,100,000

1995-96

$57,300,000

$850,000

$57,500,000

$115,600,000

1996-97

$67,400,000

$1,300,000

$59,600,000

$128,300,000

1997-98

$97,400,000

$1,400,000

$66,200,000

$165,000,000

1998-99

$143,000,000

$1,500,000

$60,800,000

$205,300,000

1999-00

$216,800,000

$2,000,000

$64,500,000

$283,300,000

2000-01

$231,200,000

$2,600,000

$58,500,000

$292,300,000

2001-02

$220,200,000

$6,400,000

$2,600,000

$58,800,000

$288,000,000

2002-03

$198,600,000

$34,500,000

$2,600,000

$73,500,000

$309,200,000

2003-04

$191,000,000

$43,100,000

$2,600,000

$61,900,000

$298,600,000

2004-05

$191,000,000

$51,100,000

$2,600,000

$70,200,000

$314,900,000

1.

2.

Smart Start, T.E.A.C.H. and child care general revenue amounts from Division of Child Development, NC DHHS. Amount for state child
care expenditures includes state funds for subsidy and administration; all quality dollars are federal.
More at Four general revenue amounts from More at Four 2005 Report to the Legislature.
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Rhode Island
Key Accomplishments in Rhode Island
• unique among the states, an entitlement
to child care assistance for low-income
families and access to health care
coverage for child care staff
• Starting RIght, a state system
encompassing early education; support
for networks of child care programs
that provide comprehensive services
such as the ones offered through Head
Start; and before- and after-school
care, with services extended to youth
through age 16
• child care reimbursement rates at 75th
percentile of recent market-rate levels
• current state investment of $66 million
in early care and education services

The Story
The Children’s Cabinet
hange in state policies that affect children can be
greatly facilitated if representatives of different
state agencies with different responsibilities
meet to discuss common concerns. In 1991 Rhode Island
state law created a governmental body that according
to several state leaders became an important venue for
such discussions. Designed to foster cooperation among
state agencies to address the needs of children and
families in an integrated and effective way, the Rhode
Island Children’s Cabinet is composed of the directors
of the range of state departments that serve children:
Human Services; Health; Children, Youth and Families;
Labor and Training; Administration; Mental Health,
Retardation and Hospitals; Higher Education; and
Elementary and Secondary Education. The Cabinet also
includes the governor’s policy director and the Rhode
Island child support enforcement administrator. While
there are no ofﬁcial private sector representatives to the
group, the Children’s Cabinet has partnered with Rhode
Island Kids Count,31 a statewide policy organization that

C

31

32

collects, analyzes and disseminates information about
the status of the state’s children, to measure progress
toward meeting the Cabinet’s goals.
In 1992 the Cabinet adopted a ﬁve-year plan and
committed itself to working toward four broad
outcomes:
1. All children will enter school ready to learn.
2. All youth will leave school prepared to lead
productive lives.
3. All children and youth will be safe in their
homes, schools, and neighborhoods.
4. All families shall be economically self-sufﬁcient
yet interdependent.

Welfare Reform
In 1994, two years after the Cabinet issued its plan,
Rhode Island elected a new governor, Republican
Lincoln Almond. Previous governors had served twoyear terms; under a change in state law, Almond was the
ﬁrst to be elected to serve for four, and some observers
believe that his longer tenure encouraged him to take a
longer view of policymaking. Indeed, early in his term,
the Governor took two steps that were destined to
contribute to signiﬁcant reforms in the state’s child and
family policies: He continued the Children’s Cabinet,
and he hired a dynamic leader for the Department of
Human Services (DHS), Christine Ferguson, who had
been Senator John Chafee’s chief of staff in Washington
and a major player in the arena of health care reform.
Ferguson brought to her new job a seasoned veteran’s
understanding of how to create change in a political
system. Her background and expertise in the health care
ﬁeld, with its emphasis on the entitlement of families to
services, would also turn out to be very important in
moving an early childhood agenda in Rhode Island.
As Ferguson came on board at DHS, one major political
and policy shift on the horizon for her agency and for
the state was federal welfare reform. According to
commentators on this period, “...it seemed increasingly
clear that the Republican Congress was determined to
revolutionize the welfare system in ways that would
likely be harmful to Rhode Island residents.”32

Kids Count, a project of the Annie E. Casey Foundation and funded primarily by the Foundation and local philanthropies, is a stateby-state effort to use data to highlight conditions of U.S. children. Rhode Island Kids Count began as a project of the Rhode Island
Foundation in 1995 and became a separate entity in 1997.
Anton et al (2001). Against the Tide, p. 3. This engagingly written paper tells the story of the politics and implementation of welfare
reform in Rhode Island.

Chapter 4 :: Rhode Island 25

In early 1995, this prospect galvanized community
leaders from the Campaign to Eliminate Child Poverty
and the Rhode Island Public Expenditure Council (a
business-supported group) to form a study group to
explore welfare reform options and frame a welfare
proposal. Members of the new coalition expanded their
ranks with diverse groups, which included legislators,
the United Way and Ferguson, among others. These
public and private sector players worked together at
ﬁrst, but in the summer Governor Almond announced
a plan to hold community forums across the state to
gather public input on welfare reform, bypassing the
coalition. Jane Hayward, today the state’s secretary
of Health and Human Services, and then the assistant
director of DHS, recalls that the forums delivered a clear
message: Moving welfare recipients into the workforce
will require a three-legged policy stool – health care,
child care and work support.33
Eventually there were two welfare reform proposals,
one from the coalition and one from the administration,
which ultimately merged to become a compromise bill
in the legislature. In the early stages of the legislative
debate, Rhode Island Kids Count released an issue brief
about children and welfare reform that helped focus the
Legislature on the needs of children.
Rhode Island’s Family Independence Act (FIP) passed
both chambers unanimously in late July 1996, and was
signed by Governor Almond just three weeks before
President Clinton signed the federal welfare reform
bill. FIP provided for an entitlement to cash assistance,
health insurance for all children to age 19 in families
with incomes up to 250 percent of the poverty level and
an entitlement to child care for families with incomes
up to 185 percent of the poverty level. These can be
characterized as fairly generous and supportive welfare
policies compared with other states. The unique child
care entitlement placed child care for eligible families
on the same ﬁnancial footing as cash assistance and
Medicaid; budget appropriations for child care were
based on the assumption that the state was obligated to
serve all eligible families who came forward to use the
service.
Also in this landmark session, the legislature took two
other steps. Responding particularly to the advocacy of
the Day Care Justice Cooperative, a family child care
33

Anton, et al., page 5.
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provider network, lawmakers approved health care
coverage through RIte Care, the state’s managed
care program, to family child care providers. And the
legislature enacted an education reform bill, which
established education aid for early childhood programs.

Child Care Advocates Press for Change
Against the backdrop of welfare reform and FIP, the
1997 legislative session enacted additional signiﬁcant
changes in Rhode Island’s child care policies. In part,
the changes were stimulated by groups that had been
working on this issue for years. The Public Policy
Coalition for Child Care, a closely knit group of child
care advocates, had formed in the mid-1980s partially
in response to the Reagan administration’s cuts in the
Social Services Block Grant, then a major source of
funds for child care. The Coalition helped to establish
the Legislature’s Permanent Special Commission on
Child Care in 1989, and ever since has worked with the
Commission to advance a child care agenda in Rhode
Island.
In the early 1990s, the National Conference of State
Legislatures had provided the Commission with
technical assistance to frame a legislative agenda for a
child care system. Together, the Commission and the
Public Policy Coalition articulated the elements of an
early childhood system – from funding to training to
parent information – that they believed would better
meet the needs of Rhode Island families. One important
focus of these recommendations was to increase the ﬂat
subsidy rates, a longstanding concern. The Coalition,
the Commission and other groups had already been
working for close to 15 years to advance a rates bill in
the legislature, but they had had little success. Payment
rates had not been raised in years and by 1996 had
dropped in value to the 35th percentile of a market-rate
survey conducted in 1993.
In the 1997 legislative session, the advocates argued
the merits of better child care for low-income families.
They contended that access to child care for the families
moving from welfare to training and employment would
be severely limited because many providers would
not agree to care for subsidized children at such low
rates. They also pointed out that Rhode Island rates
were at half the levels of what the neighboring state of
Massachusetts paid.

In the new context of welfare reform, these arguments
worked, effecting change in an area where demands had
gone unmet for many years. When the 1997 legislative
session added several provisions to the welfare reform
statute, one was on child care payment rates. Rates
were to be raised in three stages, in January 1998, 1999
and 2000, to reach the 75th percentile of market rates.
The then most recent market-rate survey (1993) was to
be used to calculate the 1998 and 1999 increases. But
the Department of Labor and Training was directed to
conduct a new market-rate survey by June 30, 1998 and
then every two years thereafter, with the 1998 survey to
be used to set the 2000 increase at the 75th percentile.

Once the state’s welfare reform bill had been enacted,
advocates actively sought to be involved in its
implementation. Ferguson agreed that they deserved a
place at the table, because she believed that community
input and criticism are essential to policymaking, and
that major policy change will not succeed without
community support. In her view the “creative tension”
of the consensus-building process can be used as a
positive force to move from broad policy conceptions
and ideology to practical solutions, issue by issue. As she
described it, “We move forward and re-set the creative
tension band to achieve new goals. It’s high stakes/high
yield.”36

A
Policy
Environment
Conducive
to
Non-Governmental Participants
Advocates can serve a number of valuable functions in
advancing public policy: among them, providing data,
developing policy proposals, reacting to legislative and
administrative proposals and critiquing implementation.
As welfare reform got under way, Rhode Island had
several major advocacy groups equipped to play some
or all of these roles. Kids Count (the newest group)
was becoming a trusted source of data for legislators
and other policymakers, and a consistent private sector
partner with the state.34 Kids Count was also part of
another important policy coalition in the state – One
Rhode Island, which focuses on economic security.

Under Ferguson’s management, the implementation
of welfare reform was guided by an open, ﬂexible
structure perhaps unique to Rhode Island that has come
to be called “participatory administration.” Under this
system, essentially anyone in the state who wanted to
be a part of the implementation process was invited
to join the Welfare Reform Implementation Task
Force. Advocacy groups, academics, welfare rights
organizations, and employment and training agencies
participated. The group, which continues to this day,37
has no bylaws – and that feature, combined with its
open membership, makes its style informal. However,
it generally follows public meeting rules: Meeting
times and places are announced, agendas are posted,
and minutes are kept and distributed. Ferguson asked
two respected community leaders, Linda Katz of the
Poverty Institute and Elizabeth Burke Bryant of Rhode
Island Kids Count, to serve as Task Force co-chairs.
Throughout 1997, the group met weekly, using both
subcommittees and full-group deliberations to thrash
out the details of implementing welfare reform. Senior
staff of DHS met with subcommittee members and
provided data to them.

Christie Ferguson, a state ofﬁcial who recognized the
value of the contributions made by such groups, worked
well with advocates and with community groups.
At a conference held at Harvard’s Kennedy School,
Christie described her approach to engage with outside
advocates:
You challenge the turf protectors and disarm the opposition
by getting the outside advocates to ask the hard questions.
Give them access to the data, and let them use it to be the
“cattle prods.” 35

34

35
36
37

Currently Kids Count is partnering with DHS under a Child Care Research Partnership Grant awarded to the state from the federal Child
Care Bureau. Kids Count is helping to develop the project’s research and evaluation agenda and takes the lead in communicating research
ﬁndings to policymakers.
Notes from talk by Christine Ferguson, Cambridge, Massachusetts, June 27, 2001.
Excerpt from PowerPoint delivered by Christine Ferguson, Cambridge, Massachusetts, June 27, 2001.
It now meets monthly, rather than weekly, as it did in 1997.
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The Danforth Policymakers’ Program: A Valuable
Forum for Planning
In summer 1997, a diverse team of 30 Rhode Islanders
representing public and private groups concerned with
child and family policy38 spent a week in St. Louis, where,
after hearing brieﬂy from child and family policy experts,
they crafted a plan that proposed bold solutions to child
care problems. The initiative that brought the team to St.
Louis, the Policymaker’s Program, was a 10-year project,
running from 1992 to 2002, which was sponsored by the
Danforth Foundation, the Education Commission of the
States, the National Conference of State Legislatures and
the National Governors’ Association. Responding to the
troubled state of children in America and to the equally
troubled, fragmented and inefﬁcient service delivery
system, the Program was designed to convene education
and human service policymakers to develop a shared
vision of improved conditions for children and families,
and to create results-focused plans to translate that
vision into reality.39 Teams were intended to represent
a state’s legislature, its executive branch – both the
education and human services agencies – as well as
relevant constituencies such as community leaders.

that would build on existing strong policies, such as the
child care entitlement and education reform bill that
had been passed along with FIP.

Rhode Island’s participation in the Program was
catalytic. As one participant said, “In four hot days in St.
Louis in August, we developed four plans that became
the Starting RIght bill.”

These elements became the basis of the Starting RIght
Initiative that was introduced as amendments to the
Family Independence Act by Danforth team members
Representatives Nancy Benoit and Paul Sherlock in
the 1998 legislative session. Starting RIght proponents
were strongly united behind the proposal. Through the
Danforth Policymakers’ Program process, the key leaders
in the Children’s Cabinet (the executive branch) and the
legislature had come to consensus about the content of
the initiative and the role of the various state agencies.
All agreed that because the plan was built on child care
and Head Start, the logical department to lead was DHS,
which managed child care and Head Start. The role of
the Department of Education (DOE) and other agencies
was to promote quality across settings. Collaboration
was expected; the statute speciﬁcally calls for:

In 1997, public attention had been caught by ﬁndings
from the ﬁeld of neuroscience on early brain development.
There were babies on the cover of Newsweek, the “I Am
Your Child” campaign was in full swing and the Rob
Reiner television special on early brain development had
aired in April 1997. The Rhode Island team sought to
develop a plan that would capitalize on this new interest.
Similarly, they wanted the plan to reﬂect ﬁndings from
recent reports from Rhode Island’s Governor’s Juvenile
Justice Reform Task Force about the prevalence of
youth crime and violence during after-school hours.
Finally, they tried to craft an early childhood initiative

38

39

Using the four desired outcomes that had been
articulated by the Children’s Cabinet in its ﬁve-year
plan as a starting point, the team crafted a legislative
children’s agenda to:
• extend Head Start to reach all eligible three- and
four-year olds;
• expand school-age care and develop new youth
programs for youth between 13 and 16 years old;
• improve the quality of all child care through
professional development, raises in subsidy
rates, start-up and innovation grants, and
provision of health care coverage to staff of child
care programs; and
• over three years, expand access to child care by
increasing the family income eligibility limit
from 185 to 250 percent of the poverty level (at
which point the limit would match the one for
Medicaid eligibility).

Rhode Island sent a diverse team of 30 individuals to St. Louis. They included most of the Children’s Cabinet – the Commissioner of
Education (Peter McWalters), and directors of Human Services (Christie Ferguson), Children Youth and Families (Jay Lindgren), Health
(Patricia Nolan), Mental Health (Kathryn Power) – and several of their senior staff (Sherry Campanelli from DHS, Virginia da Mota
from DOE and Lee Baker from DCYF). Representatives of the Governor’s Ofﬁce and four key legislative leaders (Senator Tom Izzo and
Representatives Nancy Benoit [long-time chair of the Legislative Commission on Child Care], Leo Blais and Paul Sherlock) were part
of the team. The Head Start Collaboration Director (Larry Pucciarelli), Linda Katz from the Poverty Institute and several community
or�
Danforth Foundation (July 1998). The Policymakers’ Program: The First Five Years, Vol. I. Strategies for Improving the Well-being of
Children and Families. St. Louis, MO: Danforth Foundation.
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the departments of children, youth and families; human
services; elementary and secondary education; and health
to collaborate...to provide monitoring, mentoring, training,
technical assistance and other services which are necessary
and appropriate to improving the quality of child care... 40
The testimony given in support of the bill on behalf of the
administration was delivered by the Children’s Cabinet
as a team, standing, according to one observer, “shoulder
to shoulder.” Even though most of the funding that the
legislation called for went to DHS, each department
head supported the bill fully, saying, in effect: These
goals support my agency’s goals.
Debate on the bill featured a compelling chart that had
been issued by Rhode Island Kids Count in fall 1997.
Using town-by-town data, it showed that the number
of children under age six enrolled in FIP almost equaled
the total number of regulated child care spaces in the
state for children under six of all income levels. These
statistics graphically made the connection between
the child care entitlement in FIP that had passed in the
previous session and the need to scale up the supply
and quality of child care through the Starting RIght
legislation.
The Starting RIght bill passed in June 1998, with
most provisions taking effect in January 1999. The
bill appropriated $1 million for the state’s FY1999 and
proposed $7 million for FY2000 and $13 million for FY
2001. In another provision, the bill opened the door to
stafﬁng increases for state agencies that serve children
and families: Rhode Island has statutory limits on the
number of full-time equivalent employees (FTEs) by
agency, and the bill increased the FTE limit for DHS by
9, for DCYF by 3 and the DOE by 3. Also in a measure
that the Public Policy Coalition worked to have included
in the legislation, the bill raised rates for providers to the
75th percentile of the 1998 market-rate survey, one year
in advance of the time for taking that step that had been
speciﬁed in the earlier legislation.

Implementing Starting RIght
A Participatory Approach to Implementation Backed
by Strong Leadership
Using the same approach of participatory administration
that had been developed during the welfare reform
process, a Starting RIght Implementation Committee
was formed to help the state departments implement the
law. The Committee was intended to offer participants
an open and inclusive process with the opportunity to
shape policy and to guide implementation. At the same
time, it was designed to give the relevant departments a
forum to test out policies, get early warning of pitfalls and
make corrections. Advocates appreciated the process:
They saw that when new legislation was passed, their
role did not end with bureaucrats taking over; instead
the inside-outside relationship continued.
Christie Ferguson asked Elizabeth Burke Bryant of
Kids Count and Alexandra Moser of the Public Policy
Coalition for Child Care to co-chair the Committee. At
a Think Tank Retreat jointly convened by DHS, DOE
and the Department of Children, Youth and Families
(DCYF) in fall 1998, four subcommittees were formed to
develop the implementation plans. The subcommittees
and their tasks were:
1. Professional Development – to plan the training
system for personnel and accreditation for child
care and early education programs
2. Comprehensive Child Care Services – to plan
the child care enhancements and Head Start
expansion
3. Youth Services – to develop before- and afterschool and youth programs
4. Policy and Systems – to focus on the
reimbursement rate increases, family eligibility
expansion, streamlining the payment system,
extending health insurance provided by RIte
Care to center-based providers, and organizing
the start-up and innovation grants program
The co-chairs of these subcommittees reﬂected the
diversity of the early care and education community. For
example, the Professional Development Subcommittee
was chaired by Judy Victor of Day Care Justice Coop
(a family child care provider network that had been

40

Article 11. An Act relating to the Starting Right Initiative, section 42-72.1-3, page 10.
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“

Each subcommittee worked over the year, coming
together for monthly Starting RIght Implementation
meetings. As had been the case during the welfare
reform process, senior staff of departments met with
these groups and membership was open to anyone who
expressed interest in joining. The subcommittee reports
were presented at an all-day meeting in September 1999.
Once the plans were ofﬁcially accepted by the Children’s
Cabinet, DHS was charged with administering them
through its Ofﬁce of Child Care. The Starting RIght
Implementation Committee continued to meet until

has no bylaws and generally follows public meeting
rules. And again like its predecessor Committee,
ACCCD offers participants a chance to shape policy and
implementation in an inclusive atmosphere that gives
them early notice of rulemaking, while at the same time
giving the Department valuable feedback that allows it
to make mid-course corrections. Rhode Island leaders
say it is essential that the departments commit senior
personnel to staff ACCCD, that they maintain ongoing
consultation of the group’s members and that they be
active seekers of input, rather than passive receivers of
information.
Complementing the participatory spirit of the
implementation process was the strong and dynamic
leadership of Christie Ferguson that had been
instrumental in advancing an early childhood agenda.
There is broad consensus that the progress Rhode Island
has made in creating an early care and education system
and the signiﬁcant state investment in it would not have

“

instrumental in securing health insurance for family
child care providers as part of welfare reform) and Sue
Connor, president of the Rhode Island Association for
the Education of Young Children. The Comprehensive
Services Subcommittee was co-chaired by Kim Main,
director of Sunshine Early Learning Center (a child care
agency) and Lynda Dickinson, director of Child Inc. (a
Head Start agency).

Our credo has to be, “I will ask for advice early and
o f t e n ,” a n d “ I w i l l s h a r e d ra f t s ” – n o t w h e n t h e y ’ r e
final, but when they can be changed. Listening is
crucial, and responding promptly to all requests for
information is essential to making this work. Don’t
promise what you can’t deliver and always deliver
what you promise.
— Sherry Campanelli, DHS Associate Director, describing her department’s
approach to participatory administration.
September 2000, when it transformed itself into the
Advisory Committee on Child Care and Development
(ACCCD), signaling that implementation of Starting
RIght was underway and that ongoing advice would be
needed.

happened without Ferguson. She has been described as
a fearless leader who welcomed criticism, an innovator
relentless in focusing on results and a bureaucrat who
dared to be bold.

Like its predecessor, Starting RIght Implementation
Committee, the ACCCD embodies participatory
administration. Using the same set of practices that
have guided the Welfare Reform Task Force and that
were applied to the Implementation Committee,
ACCCD is open to anyone who wants to participate,

Levels of Coverage and Expenditures
Several provisions of Starting RIght were intended to
take effect in three stages: January 1, 1999; July 1, 1999
and January 1, 2000. On those dates respectively, income
eligibility was to rise ﬁrst to 200 percent of poverty, then
to 225 percent and ﬁnally to 250 percent, the Medicaid
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standard.
Health insurance coverage for licensed
center-based providers was to be available to centers
with 50 percent subsidized enrollment, then 40 percent
and ﬁnally 30 percent. By January 1999, payment rates
for child care were to reach the 75th percentile of market
rates based on a 1998 survey. The changes scheduled for
January and July 1999 have all been made; however, two
of the changes scheduled for 2000 did not occur. Family
eligibility is frozen at 225 percent of the poverty level,
and health insurance is frozen at the 40 percent level.
However, in 2000, eligibility for school-age care was
extended to include youth up to age 16.
Child care assistance payment rates have increased
dramatically: The 2000 rates represented a 70 percent
increase over the rates in 1997. The most recent change,
made in January 2004, increased rate ceilings to the
75th percentile of the 2002 market rate survey. The
combination of entitlement and adequate rates has
resulted in dramatic increases in supply and access for
families: Between 1997 and 2002, the supply of licensed
and certiﬁed child care increased by 66 percent, and
the proportion of these providers that accept children
with subsidies rose from 60 to 87 percent. In the state’s
FY2004, Rhode Island’s expenditure for child care
assistance payments was $80.5 million, 66 percent of
which came from state general revenue.
Since 1996, RIte Care, the state’s managed care program,
has fully covered health care beneﬁts for certiﬁed
family child care providers who participate in the child
care assistance program at or above a threshold level
of reimbursement. With the onset of Starting RIght,
partial coverage was extended to center-based providers
and the state now reimburses 50 percent of health care
insurance costs in centers where at least 40 percent of
enrolled children participate in the child care assistance
program. In the state’s FY2004, the expenditure for
health insurance for family child care providers and
center staff was $2.86 million, all state general revenue.
Using Starting RIght to Expand the Reach of Head Start
Rhode Island’s approach to extending Head Start to
more eligible children is distinctive. Since 1986, in a
practice used in several other states, Rhode Island has
appropriated general revenue to support existing Head
Start grantees. The original intent of this appropriation
was to provide part of the non-federal match requirement;
later the funds were increased and intended also to

support enrollment of several hundred more eligible
children. The appropriation has stood at $1.9 million
for several years. The unique feature of Rhode Island’s
approach is the Comprehensive Child Care Services
Networks, which evolved through Starting RIght.
When the Implementation Committee’s subcommittee
on Comprehensive Child Care Services was meeting, it
proposed that the state deﬁne and fund comprehensive
child care programs that would be similar to Head
Start. In other words, these programs would include
early education and child development services, along
with social services; health, mental health and nutrition
services, parental involvement activities and services
designed to promote children’s transition to school. The
DHS Child Care Ofﬁce and Head Start Collaboration
Ofﬁce worked together with the subcommittee to
develop standards for these programs. The standards
that were created are essentially the same as the
federal Head Start Performance Standards, except for
transportation and administration standards, which
were omitted, and governance standards, which were
modiﬁed. To promote collaboration among child
care providers and Head Start agencies and increase
the efﬁciency of support to and management of the
program, it was conceived as a series of local networks
of service providers, which would include family child
care providers, centers, public school districts and
the Head Start agencies themselves. Providers in this
network would meet high standards; the entire network
would need to be certiﬁed as capable of providing
comprehensive Head Start-like services. Also, for the
purposes of governance, the network would function as
a collective “organization.”
Funding was approved for the Networks in 1999. The
funds were to support the operations of the networks, the
extra costs of providing comprehensive services – about
$4,000 per child in addition to subsidy payments – and
the cost of part-day services for children whose parents
were not working. In January 2000, the Certiﬁcation
and Performance Standards for Comprehensive Child
Care Services Networks were ofﬁcially approved by the
Children’s Cabinet and published. During the state’s
FY2000, network development grants were awarded to
assist organizations to improve their education programs
and to develop the capacity to provide comprehensive
services. By spring 2001, four networks had been
certiﬁed and began offering services. In FY2004, $1.3
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million was expended for Comprehensive Child Care
Services Networks to serve close to 300 very low-income
preschoolers.
Quality Improvement Initiatives
Starting RIght includes a number of initiatives to
improve the quality of early care and education programs.
For example, Rhode Island is working toward a stateof-the-art professional development system that will
specify core competencies for child care providers and
offer accessible training and scholarships to help them
attain college degrees. In keeping with the collaborative
spirit that characterizes Starting RIght, DHS shares
much of the work of developing and implementing this
system with other agencies and institutions: Support for
programs to achieve national accreditation is provided
in collaboration with the Department of Education. Onsite technical assistance for programs, provided via the
Child Care Support Network, is offered in collaboration
with the Department of Health. The Rhode Island Child
Care Facilities Fund is a public-private venture that
encompasses the state, the Rhode Island Foundation,
and corporate and business partners. Finally, a statewide
resource and referral service for families was launched as
part of Starting RIght. In FY2004, Rhode Island spent
$1.6 million on these activities.
Reﬂecting the continuing commitment to quality
improvement and the collaborative spirit of Starting
RIght, DHS and the DOE have collaborated on a multiyear project to develop early learning standards. The
process brought together stakeholders throughout
the state to write the ﬁrst draft of a document that
articulated the standards and provided a curriculum for
implementing them. The draft was rolled out in pilot
communities, which were required to assemble crosssector groups of practitioners (family child care providers
and providers from centers, Head Start programs and
schools) to discuss the standards and apply them in
their work with children. Based on the feedback from
the pilot communities, the standards and the curriculum
were revised and a new round of dissemination followed.
A special effort was undertaken to engage families in the
process of examining the standards, and it produced a
set of activities for families that serve as a companion
to the standards themselves and that are aligned with
them.
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The Early Learning Standards have now been approved
by the State Board of Regents. Following that approval,
the Commissioner of Education and the Executive
Secretary of Health and Human Services jointly sent
an announcement letter to all early care and education
providers in the state urging them to use the standards.
Continuity of Leadership
Over the years of Starting RIght’s implementation, a
remarkably stable group of individuals, from both inside
and outside government, have continued to nurture the
initiative. With the exception of Christie Ferguson,
who left DHS in 2002, the leaders of the Starting
RIght agencies in 1997 are still in place, and nearly all
the people who participated on the Danforth team
continue to play the same roles. Key community leaders
who participated in the Implementation Committee
continue to participate in the ACCCD, and at least
one has changed roles and become a bureaucrat. The
state child care administrator, Reeva Sullivan Murphy,
previously represented the Rhode Island Association
for the Education of Young Children (RIAEYC) on the
Implementation Committee; she joined DHS in 1999 to
implement the Starting RIght plans. Elizabeth Burke
Bryant continues to lead Kids Count and plays leading
roles in advocacy coalitions. In addition, there has been
institutional continuity in the Children’s Cabinet; it
has transcended a shift in governors that occurred in
2002 and is regarded by agency leaders as the principal
mechanism for developing and maintaining relationships
and shared belief systems among Rhode Island agencies
that serve children and families.

Recent Developments
The political climate in which welfare reform and
Starting RIght were developed and initially implemented
– through 2002 – was quite stable. Besides the continuity
in the state agencies and the Children’s Cabinet that
has just been discussed, there was a re-election of
Governor Almond in November 1998. Both houses of
the legislature remained in Democratic control, and
the legislative leaders who had championed welfare
reform and Starting RIght were re-elected. Against
this background of stability, the elements of Starting
RIght, with only a few exceptions, were implemented
as planned.

In November 2002, Donald Carcieri, a Republican
businessman turned government reformer, was
elected to the governorship. The legislature stayed in
Democratic control, but the economy weakened and the
state budget became tighter. Also in 2002, Christine
Ferguson left DHS to run for Congress.41 Her deputy
director at DHS, Jane Hayward, took her place in 2002
and in 2004 Hayward became the Executive Secretary of
Health and Human Services.
Starting in the state’s FY2003, the administration’s
budget targets for DHS have asked for reductions. In
response, DHS’s goal has been to carefully construct
its budget to meet the governor’s dollar targets while
preserving basic programs, including Starting RIght,
and protecting families’ eligibility for child care and
rates for providers.
Signiﬁcantly, in 2005, in a reﬂection of
the
administration’s trust in DHS leadership and its
support for DHS programs, DHS was asked to make
cuts proportionally smaller than the ones requested of
other departments. When a proposal was made to roll
back family eligibility for child care to incomes no higher
than 200 percent of the poverty level, the advocacy
community, led by the One Rhode Island Coalition,
reacted, arguing that eligibility should advance to 250
percent of the poverty level (the original goal). The
legislature maintained eligibility at the 225 percent
rate.
Over the years, modest changes in Starting RIght have
saved money and/or increased program accountability.
These changes have included simplifying family copayments, adding rates for three-quarters time to the
part-time and full time rates structure, and setting the
75th percentile as the rate ceiling. (In other words, rather
than making the assumption that providers are to be paid
at the 75th percentile, DHS now requires them to submit
their rate schedules and they are paid their published rate
up to the 75th percentile). Notwithstanding relatively
minor adjustments, the commitment to Starting
RIght appears to be strong in the legislature and that
commitment is shared by the leadership of DHS and the
other Starting RIght agencies.

41
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Reasons for Success
In 2001, Christie Ferguson described her state’s
accomplishments:
I think about what we’ve done in Rhode Island as a river.
Does it matter if you go around the rock the left way or the
right way? The goal is to get around the rock to the next
point. You can have multiple programs. Make sure all of
the people are taken care of somewhere. In Rhode Island
we had people who were pragmatists. We had a governor
who would listen. We had an opportunity to explore a
vision for our state. First we put in the entitlement for child
care. Then the Head Start program had an opportunity to
expand. Over time, everyone agreed...to share resources.
We’re doing this by saying everyone can participate if they
meet our standards. 42
Ferguson’s observations capture many of the factors
that contributed to Rhode Island’s success story
– pragmatism, receptive gubernatorial and political
leadership, and an inclusive spirit that tried to bridge
traditional divides that exist among state agencies and
even among different kinds of programs, such as Head
Start and other kinds of centers. Clearly, Ferguson’s
unusual participatory administration strategy was key
to fostering that spirit. Along these same lines, the good
working relationships among members of the Children’s
Cabinet, speciﬁcally the Starting RIght agencies, the
legislature and the advocacy coalitions, especially Kids
Count, were a factor in Rhode Island’s investment in
early care and education. As one agency leader put it:
The basic triangle of successful policymaking is providers
[advocates], bureaucrats [agencies] and legislators. If
everyone understands their roles, it is a symbiotic process
in which public debate occurs, information is considered
and good decisions are made.
Another reason for success was that in Rhode Island,
as in Illinois and North Carolina, advocates have been
persistent, ﬂexible and ready to share credit in advancing
an early childhood agenda. In addition, advocacy groups,
especially Rhode Island Kids Count, which brought
statistical information to bear on key legislative debates,
have also been skilled at using and communicating data

Although her election bid was unsuccessful, she later was tapped by Massachusetts Governor Romney (R) to become his state’s
Commissioner of Health
Institute for Government Innovation (June 2001). Public Obligations: Giving Kids a Chance. A report from a conference on the State Role
in Early Education. Page 8.
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to make their case. The strong presence of Kids Count
in Rhode Island is in some measure due to philanthropy
– the support of the Rhode Island Foundation for this
organization – and indeed philanthropy has played
a positive role in stimulating change in the state. The
Danforth Foundation’s Policymakers’ Program gave
key leaders from the executive branch, legislature and
advocacy and other community groups an opportunity
to get away from their day-to-day responsibilities and
concentrate on a vision and agenda for children. The
Program functioned exactly as it was meant to – as a
forum that gave leaders of diverse institutions a stake in
a plan for change that they had created together.

Finally, Rhode Island has beneﬁted immensely from
the work of Christy Ferguson, a highly committed and
creative champion of early care and education, who
also was a top manager in the state’s bureaucracy.
Interestingly, when Ferguson left her post in 2002,
Starting RIght continued to hold its own. Doubtless
this institutional continuity is in part a reﬂection of the
overall stability of leadership, both inside and outside
government that has marked Starting RIght. It is also
likely that Ferguson’s own vision of consensus building
and participatory administration has infused Starting
RIght with a spirit that has helped it to outlive her
tenure.

If one catalyst for change in Rhode Island was the Danforth
Program, another was welfare reform. Proponents of
high quality care and education understood that the new
welfare era was a catalytic moment. They seized it, and
were able to help move state legislation that reﬂected
their concerns and interests.

Expenditures for Starting RIght 1996 - 2004
(from Rhode Island Department of Human Services)
Starting RIght
(all components including child care assistance)
State Fiscal Year

State

Federal

TOTAL

Percent State
General Revenue

1996

$5,815,568

$10,036,844

$15,852,412

37%

1997

$6,365,091

$12,358,227

$18,723,318

34%

1998

$12,815,924

$11,906,853

$24,722,777

52%

1999

$18,069,218

$16,073,071

$34,142,289

53%

2000

$26,324,292

$30,410,513

$56,734,805

46%

2001

$53,694,933

$19,050,255

$72,745,188

74%

2002

$56,283,110

$19,834,834

$76,117,944

74%

2003

$55,414,524

$28,412,647

$83,827,171

66%

2004

$57,667,390

$32,002,024

$89,669,414

64%

2005 (estimated)

$73,872,855

$18,597,607

$92,470,462

80%
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he state stories that have just been told indicate that in at least three states – as undoubtedly in many more –
proponents of high quality early care and education can tap into reserves of commitment, vision and creativity
in many institutions that care about early childhood services. In addition, the sheer variety of new ideas
and strategies that emerge from the proﬁles of just three states makes it clear that states can take many different
approaches to expanding investments in early care and education. But despite this diversity, the three stories suggest
the following common lessons about what it takes to effect change:
The likelihood of signiﬁcant change is much higher when government bureaucrats, political leaders and
advocates see themselves as playing on the same team.
If there is any single theme that stands out for all of the case studies, it is the importance of uniﬁed action. Each of
the three states is home to strong advocacy organizations and coalitions that work with state agency and political
leaders as inside-outside partners. In its participatory administration approach, Rhode Island takes this relationship
further by offering advocates a structured process for engaging them in the implementation of policies that they have
helped to enact.
Major efforts to strengthen investments need strong champions who lead with a clear vision of how
conditions could improve. Gubernatorial leadership is very valuable, but the governor’s ofﬁce is not the
only source of champions.
Gubernatorial champions appeared often on the stage of the three success stories, and unquestionably they can play
a major role in moving agendas. But in Rhode Island, where governors have been supportive, the major change agent
was a top bureaucrat, and in all three states legislative champions have been another key to success.
Pragmatism, a willingness to let political leaders take credit for success and strategic use of data are key
to successful advocacy strategies.
The case studies offer instructive examples of advocacy groups that managed the feat of being bold without rigidly
insisting that every demand be met and without needing to be in the limelight. In North Carolina, for example, Smart
Start proponents accepted many changes in the structure of the initiative so long as its funding and overall mission
was maintained. In Illinois, the Quality Alliance was highly active and disciplined, but deliberately kept a low proﬁle.
The capacity of Rhode Island Kids Count to intervene at strategic moments in legislative debate with data that shed
new light on conditions for children illustrates the importance of sophisticated use of statistical information and
clear communication in making a solid case to lawmakers.
Philanthropic investments in well conceived advocacy and policy efforts can realize signiﬁcant returns
to states.
The capacity of Illinois advocates to mobilize grassroots support for new investments was a factor that promoted
change, and in Rhode Island, the willingness of a very wide spectrum of institutions, including advocacy groups,
to ﬁght for a common agenda was clearly fundamental to success. These developments, however, might have never
occurred without philanthropic support. In Illinois, funders, especially the McCormick Tribune Foundation, made
it possible for advocacy groups to hire staff for grassroots organizing. The Build Initiative further illustrates the role
that philanthropy can play in advancing early care and education. And with the support of the Danforth Foundation,
Rhode Island leaders had a rare opportunity to meet for a week to jointly develop the agenda that they then were able
to bring to the legislature.
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Conclusions
Continuity of leadership for reform efforts greatly facilitates progress.
All three states offer examples of longstanding commitment of key leaders to reform initiatives. Leaders did not
always stay in the same positions, and in fact, certain shifts – for example, advocates who brought their skills and
knowledge to inside-government positions – were extremely useful. Moreover, the departure of strong leaders –
Christy Ferguson in Rhode Island and Governor Jim Hunt in North Carolina – indicates that at a certain point,
institutional reform efforts become sturdy enough to withstand the loss of even major champions. Nevertheless, it
is difﬁcult to imagine that any three of the states would have managed to boost their investments nearly as much as
they did, if they had faced extreme volatility of leadership in the executive branch, the legislature and the advocacy
organizations.
Changes in the welfare system can be an important catalyst for changes in the early care and education
system, but more than one policy environment can serve this function.
Welfare reform was the impetus for investment in early care and education in Rhode Island, and to some extent in
Illinois, but not in North Carolina. In North Carolina it was an interest in school readiness that originally fueled
interest in the development of Smart Start. And interestingly, public interest in early brain development that peaked
in the early 1990s seems to have helped to stimulate reform in both North Carolina and Rhode Island, yet in both
states momentum for change developed before that interest had manifested itself and continued after the publicity it
was given became less intense.
Change can go forward in difﬁcult as well as favorable times.
When North Carolina’s Smart Start initiative was enacted, it was reasonable to conclude that its legislation passed
because the stars were aligned. Most notably, the state was in a strong ﬁnancial position to invest in a new initiative.
There was also a united advocacy community that had been very skilled in using data to make its case, and strong
public interest in supporting an initiative that promised to help North Carolina position itself as part of the New
South. But it is just as important to recognize that the right moment could have been the wrong one if the state’s
early childhood community had not already invested years of hard work in seeking change. This is equally true of
Illinois and Rhode Island, where years of continuous effort to craft policy proposals preceded major advances. Along
these lines, all three case studies also suggest that as in many areas of human endeavor, it is important to seize upon
fortunate conditions, rather than wait for the perfect moment to materialize. The success stories offer more than one
example of efforts that seemed to be yielding little – only to turn out to have been essential when the moment for
change had ﬁnally arrived.
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