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Oversight: ACS' efforts to preserve child care centers in NYC 

On April 10, 2008, at 1 p.m., the General Welfare Committee, chaired by Council Member Bill de Blasio, will conduct an oversight hearing to examine the Administration for Children’s Services’ (ACS) efforts to preserve child care centers in NYC.  ACS Commissioner John Mattingly, advocates, parents, and other concerned members of the community are expected to testify.

Background

Early childhood education is fundamental to fostering children’s development in later years.
  Research has long established the benefits of early childhood education in enhancing a child’s emotional experiences, social interactions, intellectual capacity, physical health, and overall success in many facets of life.
  The National Center for Children in Poverty has identified poverty as one of the most harmful risk factors to young children, including to their emotional development.
  The Center also reports that “getting children off to a positive start in the early school years makes a long-term difference.”
  Ensuring that children have access to child care is critical to society and the long-term health of the City.  
ACS child care centers provide high quality early education experiences to children in low income families in New York City.  Nationally, the majority of children in low income families have parents who are employed: 56% have one parent who works full-time/year-round, and 25% have at least one parent working part-time or full-time for part of the year.
  Ensuring that low-income families remain self-sufficient requires providing proper child care support.
  
Child Care Options in New York City
New York City provides subsidized child care to eligible children between the ages of six weeks and 12 years through ACS.  ACS oversees payment for and the provision of child care services in group, family and informal care.  Child care provided through ACS serves low income families, at-risk families (whose children are at-risk of foster care placement), ill or incapacitated families, and public assistance recipients.  ACS also oversees payment to public assistance recipients for child care services while they are enrolled in work/training related activities. 

As of December 2007, ACS served 101,246 children through various subsidized childcare programs, such as: (i) group child care; (ii) family child care homes; (iii) group child care homes; (iv) child care vouchers; and (v) Head Start.
  ACS funds and oversees the contracts of group child care centers, which offer full day, year-round care for children from six weeks to six years of age in classroom settings.
  Most centers are run by community-based organizations and all are regulated by the City’s Department of Health and Mental Hygiene (DOHMH).
 ACS also provides child care for eligible families in family child care homes, where a provider may care for up to six children.  Family child care homes are registered by DOHMH.  In addition, in group family child care homes, which are licensed by DOHMH, a provider and an assistant may care for up to 14 children.
  ACS also administers child care vouchers, where the parent receives a voucher that pays some amount toward child care in a setting that the parent chooses.
  The federally-funded Head Start program serves mostly three to four year olds whose families’ incomes are below the federal poverty level, and the majority of the City’s Head Start programs are administered by ACS.

Eligibility Standards and Income Guidelines

State law governing the Child Care Block Grant requires that income ceilings for child care assistance be based on the State Income Standard (SIS).  The SIS is defined as the most recent federal poverty level for a family of four that has been updated by the department and adjusted for family size.


The amount that a parent contributes toward child care is based on a formula that calculates payment on a sliding scale according to the ability of the parent to pay.
  In order to determine the amount that the parents are to pay, local social services districts are directed to perform the fee calculation using only that portion of the family’s income that is above the current state income standard for the size of their family.
  Therefore, eligibility for child care subsidies is based on the family income levels, which are then compared to the fee scale to determine the amount that the family will pay toward the cost of child care.  For example, for a family of two the annual family income must be less than $37,648 in order to receive free or low cost child care.
  
The New York State Office of Children and Family Services (OCFS) updates the State Income Standards annually to reflect changes to the federal poverty level as published in the Federal Register.  Effective June 1 of each year, social services districts must apply the new standards in determining financial eligibility for the child care subsidy and for the calculation of the family share of services. Current income levels used to determine eligibility and the income levels upon which the fee scale is based were formulated in 2007.
  ACS has procedures in place to provide eligibility workers with revised income eligibility levels at 200% of the state income standards.
ACS’ Strategic Plan

Over two years ago, on October 25, 2005, ACS released Rethinking Child Care – An Integrated Plan for Early Childhood Development in New York City (the “Strategic Plan”).  The Strategic Plan laid out a number of reforms to strengthen the City’s child care and early childhood education system and set forth a number of guiding principles: a focus on fostering healthy child development; community based and family focused programming; accessibility; continuity; efficiency; coherence, quality, and accountability.
 

The Strategic Plan recognized that the complex array of City and State regulations and agencies that administer subsidized child care makes improved interagency coordination essential.  ACS proposed an internal integration of child care and Head Start programs and merging the child care services administered by the Human Resources Administration (“HRA”) into its child care and Head Start program to promote uniformity in service and reduce confusion.   It further proposed a higher level of coordination with the Department of Education (“DOE”), which administers pre-kindergarten programs attended by 49,000 children.
  
The Strategic Plan also proposed several ways to enhance efficiency in the delivery of subsidized child care, including requiring that City-funded child care facilities attain and maintain 100% enrollment,
 reallocating services to focus expansion in geographic areas with the greatest unmet needs, and distributing services more equitably among age groups.
  

The Strategic Plan further set the goal of shifting resources towards community based enrollment and streamlining the application process for child care to facilitate access to services for low-income working families.  It proposed measures such as a uniform application for all types of subsidized care, permitting faxing or mailing of completed applications and offering evening and weekend eligibility interviews to accommodate work schedules.
  To improve parents’ ability to make informed decisions about child care programs, ACS intended to compile information about all program options, and distribute promotional materials through resource areas, 311, and community based organizations. 

The Strategic Plan also set forth a number of ideas for enhancing the quality of child care throughout the City, including the establishment of uniform performance standards for center-based facilities, creation of a performance assessment tool and a rating system for early childhood programs to improve targeting of oversight and the provision of technical assistance to programs and providers facing the greatest challenges, and improved oversight and quality enhancement opportunities for home-based providers.
  ACS also set a goal of enhanced efficiency in facility expansion and management for child care facilities.
    
ACS has implemented several of the changes outlined in the Strategic Plan.  For example, HRA no longer issues child care vouchers; ACS is solely responsible for administering the voucher program.  In addition, at the Committee’s March 10, 2008 Preliminary Budget hearing, ACS Commissioner John Mattingly testified about a number of other initiatives that are underway.  ACS, with the DOE and Teacher’s College at Columbia University, will pilot a series of assessment standards and tools to be used in the child care, Head Start, and Universal Pre-Kindergarten (UPK) systems.  ACS expects the pilot to be completed in June 2008 and the new standards to be implemented by September 2009.
  Additionally, since October 2007, ACS and DOE have worked to expand UPK services in contracted child care and Head Start programs, and DOE transferred UPK funding to ACS “to expand programming in existing contracts.”
  
Project Full Enrollment and Web-based Enrollment and Attendance
More recently, as part of the Strategic Plan implementation, ACS announced that two new initiatives would be launched in Fiscal Year 2009, Project Full Enrollment (PFE) and Web-based Enrollment and Attendance.
  Under PFE, ACS will modify the contract and payment system to compensate each center-based child care program for the actual number of children enrolled in and attending the program rather than the program's budgeted capacity. 
  ACS believes that this policy shift will serve as an incentive for centers to achieve and maintain full enrollment.
  PFE builds on ACS’ two-year Full Enrollment strategy, which began when ACS released the Strategic Plan.  To implement the Full Enrollment strategy, ACS worked with programs to help parents access and apply for child care, and to promote full enrollment so all slots are utilized.
  The Full Enrollment initiative has been rolled out in the Bronx, Queens and Manhattan to date, and ACS plans to complete roll out in Brooklyn and Staten Island in May 2008.
  The Committee will seek information regarding the success of ACS’ Full Enrollment initiative at today’s hearing, and will question how it relates to its new PFE plan.
To support the PFE initiative, ACS will fund $2 million of training and technical assistance (T&TA) for contracted Child Care programs to assist programs in transitioning to reimbursement based on enrollment.
 ACS anticipates rolling out the T&TA beginning in the spring of 2008, which includes (i) business plan development and financial management; (ii) governance and director leadership development; (iii) assistance in identifying local community child care need; (iv) developing marketing/recruitment strategies; and support in developing sliding fee scales to attract private pay families, particularly in mixed income communities where the need for subsidized care has declined.

In order to proceed with the implementation of the PFE, ACS assembled a Task Force to provide recommendations for the implementation of the entire initiative. 
  The Task Force is made up of providers, union representatives and advocates who are encouraged to reach out broadly to the early childhood community to collect input.
 
Over the last two years, ACS has streamlined the application and enrollment process to help parents access child care.  For example, the child care application was shortened to two pages, and according to ACS, the time it takes a parent to enroll has been shortened in all boroughs except Brooklyn and Staten Island.
  Now, ACS’s Division of Child Care and Head Start wants to enable providers to take advantage of the internet to enroll their own children who have been determined eligible by creating a web based enrollment initiative. 
  Accordingly, by the fall 2008, ACS intends to establish a web-based system that gives provider agencies real-time access to their own rosters so that they can enroll and drop children directly, and will provide centers and parents with access to real time information regarding status of enrollment. 
  Currently, 17 Brooklyn centers are enrolled in the pilot program and ACS expects it will be effective citywide as of September.
  The Committee will seek more information regarding the progress of this pilot at today’s hearing.  
Concerns Regarding PFE
Advocates have raised several concerns about PFE because ACS will not reimburse centers for overall expenditures but will instead calculate funds based on enrollment and attendance during each monthly billing period.  For example, natural fluctuations in enrollment that occur during the year in child care centers throughout the City may result in having to close down classrooms, lay off teachers for months at a time, or cut back on food service, custodial, and other staff members hours on a monthly basis to constantly respond to changes in funding based on enrollment.
  Some advocates believe that by establishing this financial system, even strong centers will be impacted and potentially weakened.  
Media accounts concerning the PFE initiative have also raised questions regarding whether this policy shift by the administration, which potentially peels away the important support of child care services to low income families, directly goes against its announced commitment to reduce poverty.
  Today the Committee will seek more information from ACS regarding the PFE initiative, including when it intends to roll out the initiative, implications of the initiative for child care centers in the City, and measures the agency will take to preserve child care centers and slots throughout the City.
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