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On January 14th 2015, the Committee on General Welfare, chaired by Council Member Stephen Levin will hold a hearing on the Administration for Children’s Services’ early child care program, EarlyLearn NYC. Gladys Carrion, the Commissioner of ACS, and other concerned members of the community are expected to testify.  The Committee last held a hearing on EarlyLearn NYC in October 2013.
I. Background

Concept

Child care is an important component in the lives of working families.  Studies have shown that it is the single greatest expense for low-income families with children in New York City.
 Not only does it enable parents to participate in the workforce, quality child care can foster positive development in children. Research has long shown that early childhood education is an essential component in learning and development. Additionally, it is known that families’ inability or ability to access quality child care can create disparities in development of children.  A study of low-income three- and four-year-olds found that those who participated in high-quality early-education programs graduated from high school at higher rates (77%, compared with 60% of nonparticipants), were more likely to be employed (76%, as opposed to 62%), and had higher median annual earnings ($20,800 versus $15,300) at age 40.

With the goal of improving the quality of subsidized child care, the New York City Administration for Children’s Services (“ACS”) created EarlyLearn NYC. According to the ACS website, EarlyLearn NYC is a unique, groundbreaking education model that merges ACS subsidized child care, Head Start, and Universal Pre-K into a single, seamless system which provides quality early education services to eligible children ages 6 weeks to 4 years old in center and family child care settings.
 

 On April 2, 2010, ACS issued the “Concept Paper for EarlyLearn NYC: New York City’s Early Child Care and Education Services” as a first step in the process of restructuring the City’s publicly-funded early care and education (“ECE”) system as it applies to ACS contracted care.  Some of the key aims of the plan as outlined in testimony given by then ACS Commissioner Mattingly at an April 28, 2010, City Council hearing on the Concept paper included:

1) Expansion of infant and toddler care to meet the needs of underserved populations;

2) Increased child and family supports to build a holistic approach to early childhood development and better support the entire family;

3) Uniform program and child assessments for higher quality services and more positive outcomes for children; and

4) Integrated Early Care settings for a more accessible and sustainable system.

ACS allowed for comments to be submitted on the plan in preparation for the release of a request for proposal (“RFP”). Several Council Members submitted joint comments on the plan prior to the RFP’s release.
 While they supported several aspects of the plan, including creating an economically integrated system, improving quality standards, enhancing professional development, and providing full day care, the comments also raised several concerns.
 More specifically, the Council Members expressed concerns that the plan would potentially cause the loss of capacity and jobs, present difficulties for smaller, non-profit providers with raising private funding and their ability to effectively compete in the RFP process.
 The RFP was released in May 2011. Implementation of EarlyLearn NYC started in October 2012.  
Request for Proposal


According to ACS, the purpose of the RFP was to seek appropriately qualified vendors to provide quality early care and education services within all five of New York City’s boroughs.
 Additionally, EarlyLearn NYC contractors were expected to meet the following criteria in operating EarlyLearn NYC programs:

1) Implement High Quality Early Childhood Education Services;

2) Emphasize positive educational and social outcomes for children and provide families with comprehensive supports;

3)  Align early care resources with high need communities;

4) Maximize resources from all early care and education funding sources that are available for young children; and

5) Ensure financial accountability and sustainability.


Providers could be either center-based or home-based as long as the requirements outlined above were met. ACS stated that its goal through the RFP was to serve approximately 42,000 children.
  
Implementation of EarlyLearn NYC
On October 1, 2012, ACS rolled out the EarlyLearn NYC program with the intention to serve approximately 42,000 children in New York City in 422 EarlyLearn NYC centers, along with a vast family child care network. EarlyLearn NYC providers were determined based on the following scoring methodology:
 

· Demonstrated Quantity and Quality of Successful Relevant Experience (20%)
· Demonstrated Level of Organizational Capability (40%) 

· Demonstrated Quantity and Quality of Proposed Approach (40%) 

Award priorities were given to: proposals serving areas of high need (by zip code); proposers qualified to serve dually-eligible children (those eligible for both Head Start and ACS subsidized child care); and proposers with both center based and Family Child Care (“FCC”) Network components.
 
II. Impact on Providers, Employees, and Communities
Funding Issues
EarlyLearn NYC blends federal, State, City tax levy, and private funding streams in an effort to create a seamless model.  Prior to EarlyLearn NYC, contracted child care providers were paid individualized rates based on program costs. However, with EarlyLearn NYC the individualized rates were replaced with a system-wide rate based on average costs. Further, under EarlyLearn NYC, providers are no longer paid based on their capacity, but instead all providers are paid a daily rate in connection with children’s enrollment or attendance.
 For center-based services, providers are paid based on the number of days a child is enrolled during a given time period and FCC Network providers are paid based on the number of days a child attends the program during a given time period.
 Although pay for enrollment was scheduled to begin in October 2012, due to provider concerns about enrollment it did not begin until January 2013.
 According to ACS, pay for enrollment makes it critical for providers to ensure that their classrooms are filled.
 Because providers may only receive a portion of their expected funding, pay for enrollment presents difficulties for providers’ ability to run their programs if the site is not fully enrolled. In order to deal with this difficulty, in addition to ACS’ general efforts to increase enrollment, ACS’ early care and education program development and operation staff provide significant individualized training to under enrolled programs.
 However, some critics have said that the daily rate providers receive for serving each child is too low, making it even more challenging to stay in compliance with ACS’ requirements to improve the quality of care. Furthermore, this rate must also cover insurance and leases.

Additionally, as part of EarlyLearn NYC, all providers are required to contribute to the cost of care – a total of 6.7 percent of the total annual operating costs.
 The goal was to ensure a diverse set of revenue streams in order to improve quality and stabilize programs.
 The provider contribution can consist of in-kind contributions, monetary contributions or a combination of both.
 Examples of contributions include supplies and equipment for the program, volunteers, private funds, or other public dollars.
 The 6.7 percent match was suspended in Fiscal Year 2013 because of the challenges providers faced with the transition into EarlyLearn NYC and reaching enrollment goals. However, in Fiscal Year 2014 ACS reinstated the 6.7 percent match for EarlyLearn NYC providers. Some smaller providers still struggle to meet the required 6.7 percent contribution, while larger, better funded organizations have fewer issues raising funds.
 Head Start providers both large and small already adhere to a cost-sharing requirement, so ACS’ requirement is not unfamiliar to these providers and it is easier for them to manage.

Under EarlyLearn NYC, the City’s Central Insurance Plan no longer covers health insurance for child care employees and the City is in the process of shifting the responsibility of insurance coverage for liability, disability, and worker’s compensation to providers. While the EarlyLearn NYC rate accounted for health insurance, some providers and advocates have expressed concerns that the rate is not sufficient and forces smaller organizations to struggle with their ability to provide insurance. Some providers say that decision to exclude them from the City’s Central Insurance Plan has created additional costs for them and their staff.  The Day Care Council and the Head Start Sponsoring Board Council have developed replacement health insurance plans for providers.
 Under these plans, providers are responsible for 80 percent of the cost of the insurance premium, the union welfare fund pays for 5 percent, and employees are responsible for 15 percent.
 Some stakeholders report that the employee contribution is higher than what employees feel they can afford, so many have opted to forgo health insurance offered by the provider.
 Moreover, some advocates question whether providers can afford the employer contribution, at current rates, if all their employees enroll in health insurance.

According to a recent survey of EarlyLearn NYC providers by the Campaign for Children,
 the “inadequacy of the rate has led early childhood education programs to struggle with costs including rent, maintenance repairs, workers compensation and general liability insurance, staff health insurance, professional development and . . . classroom supplies and technology.”
 Eighty-three percent of the 42 surveyed agencies reported struggling with the EarlyLearn NYC rate and almost half of those struggling reported that they spend more on their EarlyLearn NYC program than the contracted amount they receive.
 At today’s hearing the Committee expects to learn what ACS is doing to address the difficulties providers have with the rate.
Impact on Communities and the City Council Funded Discretionary Child Care Centers 
The implementation of EarlyLearn NYC has also raised several concerns regarding its impact on communities across New York City. Under EarlyLearn NYC, the City lost subsidized child care capacity, particularly in neighborhoods that were labeled high income. The reduction in capacity in these neighborhoods raises concerns because, according to some Council Members, there are often “pockets of poverty” and New York City Housing Authority (“NYCHA”) buildings located in non-targeted zip codes that serve some of the most vulnerable children and families.
 
In addition, the RFP process did not account for the lack of continuity in child care services provided in NYCHA buildings. Prior to the implementation of EarlyLearn NYC, several child care centers were based in NYCHA facilities, however, the RFP process did not give priority to applicants who applied in a NYCHA facility. The potential for service gaps, combined with the decrease in child care capacity, provided the need and demand for a discretionary restoration to the child care system. 

In response to the reduction in capacity, the Council worked closely with the Administration to restore $85 million in the Fiscal Year 2013 Adopted Budget to provide comprehensive child care to both EarlyLearn NYC centers and to discretionary child care programs (63 center-based child care service programs and 5 FCC network programs that were not awarded EarlyLearn contracts) in designated communities for nine months. The $85 million restoration also provided a health insurance rate increase for child care providers in the EarlyLearn NYC system. In addition, the Council designated $1 million to CUNY PDI
 for technical assistance, and $100,000 for the Day Care Council’s job training and placement program for displaced child care workers.
  
The Council worked closely with the Administration to baseline an additional $26 million for child care capacity under EarlyLearn NYC as well as $16 million for health insurance rates, for a total of $42 million in Fiscal 2014 and in the outyears. A total of $58.7 million was restored in the Fiscal 2014 Adopted Budget to serve nearly 4,500 children and to maintain the support from CUNY PDI and the Day Care Council.
  

The Fiscal 2015 budget and outyears features a total of $62.5 million in baselined funding for child care. Although the Fiscal 2015 child care funds were baselined, ACS extended these child care provider contracts for an additional year through a Negotiated Acquisition Extension (“NAE”), allowing discretionary centers to continue to provide child care services.  As the NAE expires July 1, 2015, ACS must now follow the procurement rules and process.  An EarlyLearn NYC RFP was released by ACS on December 8, 2014 with a deadline for submission of January 16, 2015. The RFP states that ACS will issue an anticipated 50 contracts, providing a total maximum funding of $70.2 million for a 15 month period to vendors providing child care services within specified zip codes throughout New York City.
 Contracts will award seats within child age groups and providers will receive monthly funding based on enrolled child attendance, aligning these centers with the current EarlyLearn NYC system. Although the RFP is open to the public, awarded contracts will serve to align NAE/discretionary child care program contracts with existing EarlyLearn NYC contracts.

At today’s hearing the Committee expects to learn what kinds of assistance will be given to new providers in order to adjust to the EarlyLearn NYC system, and specifically regarding concerns that providers who are granted a contract may face a gap in funding.
III. Two Years Later 

Has Early Learn Improved the Quality of Child Care? 

According to testimony of then ACS Commissioner John Mattingly at the 2010 hearing, “with Early Learn there will be higher program standards to ensure high quality services leading to better child outcomes.”
 The EarlyLearn NYC model aims to create a higher level of service provision in several areas. For example, ACS designates resources to improve teacher to child ratios, establishes “developmentally-appropriate, research-validated curricula,” enhances professional development, and provides support services for families.
  The system also aims to “utilize[] holistic and developmentally-appropriate screening and child assessment systems that inform teachers’ professional development and instructional practices to best support children’s development.”
 It was expected that through EarlyLearn NYC “children will transition to Kindergarten better prepared for success.”
 In order to address the transition to Kindergarten, providers must incorporate school readiness goals and align activities at EarlyLearn NYC programs with New York State Education Department Standards. 

After one year of EarlyLearn NYC, in October 2013, the Committee held an oversight hearing to examine the implementation of EarlyLearn NYC and explore whether the program was meeting its goal of improving the quality of early child care services. At the hearing, then ACS Commissioner Ronald Richter cited a study which found “that children from professional families are exposed to 45 million words by age four, while children in poverty are exposed to 13 million,” and reiterated that EarlyLearn NYC would help bridge this gap and provide “high quality programming” using “qualified teachers and best practices that have proven results.”
 However, when asked about whether EarlyLearn NYC was meeting its goal to better prepare children for kindergarten, Commissioner Richter stated that, “obviously it’s a little early to measure outcomes because we just have one year in.”
 The one qualitative measure ACS provided was based on self-reported data of classroom teachers. After one year in EarlyLearn NYC 89% of students met or exceed expectations in mathematics while 83% had after met or exceed expectations after one year in Head Start, prior to the implementation of EarlyLearn NYC. 
 At today’s hearing, after two years of EarlyLearn NYC, the Committee expects to learn from ACS whether they believe EarlyLearn NYC has achieved the goal of improving the quality of early care and whether children are better prepared for Kindergarten.

In furtherance of improving quality, EarlyLearn NYC requires providers to have a plan for ongoing staff professional development. Providers of center-based care must have twelve days of professional development for all staff, and FCC network providers must have six.
 Plans for professional development are required to be specific to the needs of the staff, children, and families being served, as well as reflect programs’ self-assessment. Plans are expected to create “a process that provides an environment that promotes leadership development to ensure a continuum of high quality provision of services to the community being served.”
 It is expected that staff “receive training specific to the provision of early care and education and development services, including mental health, for the selected modality of service and level of care being provided.”
 

In order to monitor and ensure consistent quality across all programs, EarlyLearn NYC requires an annual self-assessment by providers, which is divided into three parts: (1) a section that looks at “process quality,” the interactions that go on in a classroom or family day care among staff, children, caretakers and the space; (2) a section that evaluates the quality of teacher and child interactions, and the emotional experience of children in a classroom; and (3) an evaluation of the quality of administrative and other EarlyLearn relevant practices including engaging parents, screening children, and connecting families to resources.
 The intent of this assessment system is to identify programs’ strengths and weaknesses and to ensure that all programs are reaching the same high quality standards. The results of these annual assessments will be used by ACS to tailor training and technical assistance in order to improve program quality.
 At today’s hearing the Committee expects to learn about the results of these self-assessments and how ACS plans to use the results to work with providers on areas that require improvement.

The funding constraints discussed in Section II above often make it difficult for providers to fulfill EarlyLearn NYC requirements which seek to improve quality. According to a report by the Center for New York City Affairs, “Big Dreams for New York City’s Youngest Children,” (“Center Report”) the mission to improve quality comes at a cost to providers, particular smaller organizations with limited funding.
 Child assessments require teachers to enter weekly assessments of each child and to conduct multiple full assessments each year, which combined with the other tasks, such as curriculum planning and family engagement, often leaves teachers with less time to spend with children.
 The Center Report cites the Brooklyn Kindergarten Society, a larger organization with significant private fundraising, which pays teachers an extra hour a week for prep time in order to complete the required paperwork.
 However, many EarlyLearn NYC providers do not have the additional funding to do so. Providers face similar problems with the required trainings, with many providers only have the budget to provide trainings on “the basics: CPR, first aid, child abuse.”
 At today’s hearing the Committee expects ACS to explain how providers, particularly smaller organizations that do not have significant outside funding, can balance the high expectations of EarlyLearn NYC with significant funding constraints.

Enrollment and Outreach 
As of the Fiscal Year 2015 Executive Budget hearing of the Committee, EarlyLearn NYC encompassed 137 contracted providers, serving over 32,000 children in 364 centers and 1,633 FCC homes.
 According to ACS, at the time of this May 2014 hearing, overall enrollment was at 88 percent.
 When EarlyLearn NYC was launched, the total contracted capacity was 43,661 seats.
 During Fiscal Year 2014, however, child care capacity declined in part due to a federal Head Start grant re-competition, resulting in ten programs leaving the EarlyLearn NYC system,
 and the current capacity is 35,651 seats.
 For Fiscal Year 2013, average enrollment was 30,096, with 25,548 (85 percent) in center-based programs and 4,549 (15 percent) in family child care.
 From Fiscal Year 2013 to 2014 enrollment only increased modestly to 30,422, with 24,068 children in center-based programs and 6,354 children in family child care.
 As of most recently available data from the end of November 2014, there are 29,789 children enrolled in both center-based and FCC child care, leaving the system with almost 6,000 empty seats.

ACS initially created a three-pronged approach to address the under-enrollment: (1) encourage families currently utilizing vouchers and that are eligible for contracted care to transition into the EarlyLearn NYC system; (2) work with the Human Resources Administration (“HRA”) to inform families of contracted care options; (3) and work closely with EarlyLearn NYC providers to perform targeted outreach in neighboring communities.
 Despite these efforts, at the Fiscal Year 2015 Preliminary Budget hearing, ACS Commissioner Carrion stated that their efforts to have voucher families transition to EarlyLearn NYC centers had “not resulted in real change with the choices being made by cash assistance recipients,” and having staff present at HRA centers did not make a great change in EarlyLearn NYC enrollment.
 As of May 2014, 34 centers were significantly under-enrolled, with 75 percent or less of their seats filled.
 ACS Commissioner Carrion testified that they were working with these centers to address enrollment by holding meetings with directors, providing marketing materials, and conducting targeted outreach.
 However, according to the Center Report, even when families are aware of EarlyLearn NYC, many find it difficult to navigate and approval times can take anywhere from two weeks to two months, contributing to the under-enrollment of the system.

At today’s hearing the Committee expects to learn what efforts ACS is taking to fill the almost 6,000 empty seats. Specifically, the Committee is interested in learning what new efforts ACS is taking to enroll qualified families in EarlyLearn NYC, in light of the lack of success with previous outreach efforts. The Committee also expects to hear if ACS’ efforts with the 34 significantly under-enrolled centers have improved enrollment levels.
Vouchers 
Through ACS, New York City provides subsidized child care to eligible children between 2 months and 12 years of age in low-income families. In addition to the EarlyLearn NYC system, as part of the system of subsidized child care, ACS administers child care vouchers, which pay some amount toward child care in a setting that the parent chooses. Under New York State law, vouchers must be provided to families with children under the age of 13 while on public assistance, and for an additional twelve consecutive months after the family’s public assistance ends.
 Federal and state law additionally mandates that parents must be provided with the choice of where to use their vouchers.
 Vouchers are typically used at contracted child care centers, family child care centers, and with informal or “legally exempt” providers, who are usually friends, neighbors, or relatives who care for one or two children in the provider’s home or the family’s home, and are not required to be licensed or registered.  Although not mandated by state law, ACS provides vouchers to low income families who are not on public assistance if additional funds are available.

The voucher system had scheduled funding for over 60,000 children.
 According to the Mayor’s Management Report for Fiscal Year 2014, children using vouchers for child care decreased 5.9 percent from 71,756 in Fiscal Year 2013 to 67,541 in Fiscal Year 2014 (54,852 of which are mandated vouchers and 12,689 are other eligible vouchers.)
 Partially due to the high use of vouchers, ACS operates with an approximate $80 million budget deficit annually.

Due to the “more than anticipated” increase in the amount of state-mandated vouchers, and the under-enrollment at EarlyLearn NYC centers, ACS encourages parents to make use of their vouchers at EarlyLearn NYC centers.
 ACS has worked on an extensive campaign with providers to explain to parents the value of EarlyLearn NYC, and to gain a better understanding of how parents make their childcare decisions.
 The campaign additionally includes public awareness and recruitment through outreach and direct mailing to targeted families, including NYCHA residents, and ACS encourages providers to hold open houses, community forums, and parent meetings.
 However, as discussed above, these efforts have not resulted in any significant change, and only about three percent of voucher families utilize the EarlyLearn NYC system.

Family Child Care (“FCC”) Centers


In addition to center-based care, FCC Network centers were included in the transition to the EarlyLearn NYC model. ACS requires that programs should “promote a continuity of care between home-based settings and center-based settings.”
 Although providers are able to provide services only in center-based settings, the RFP encouraged providers to utilize both settings in what is referred to as a “cluster model” through direct operation or sub-contracts with FCC Networks.
 ACS gave greater consideration to proposals that incorporated family child care services within center-based programs.
 The EarlyLearn NYC RFP additionally only provided for contracting with FCC Networks, and not individual providers. The RFP suggests, but does not require, that FCC Networks should have a written and signed agreement with each FCC home provider which should delineate the FCC Network contractor’s and home provider’s rights and responsibilities.
 With EarlyLearn NYC, ACS also asked FCC providers to improve the quality of the care they were providing, and expects family providers to attend six professional days a year, connect families to local resources, and screen children for developmental delays.
 However, the quality of home-based care varies, providers often work in isolation, and there are no education requirements for these providers (unlike center-based care).
 Today the Committee is interested in learning more about how EarlyLearn NYC has impacted FCCs, how EarlyLearn NYC ensures quality at these sites, and what improvements can be made.

Overlap with Universal Pre-School (UPK)

Starting in September 2014, Mayor de Blasio launched the significantly expanded UPK, which serves 50,000 four-year olds. Although most students are served in Department of Education Schools (DOE), 12,681 four-year olds are being served in ACS slots.
 For these seats, a few hours of the day are paid for by UPK and the rest of the day is paid for by a blend of Head Start and child care funding to align these seats with EarlyLearn NYC requirements of ten hour day and wrap-around services. Under the new UPK plan, teachers in classrooms with 4-year olds in community-based organizations receive pay parity with teachers in DOE schools.
 However, teachers in classrooms for children under the age of four are not paid a comparable salary.
 Due to this discrepancy, some EarlyLearn NYC providers are concerned that qualified teachers will leave the system to teach four year olds.
 Providers have also expressed concerns that UPK will add to the problem of under-enrollment.
 At today’s hearing the Committee would like to learn more about whether providers are facing these issues due to UPK, and what, if any, steps ACS is taking to provide assistance. 
IV. The Future of EarlyLearn NYC

EarlyLearn NYC contracts will be up in October 2016, although there is a possible two year renewal period. In response to Council Member questions, at both the Fiscal Year 2015 Preliminary and Executive Budget hearings, Commissioner Carrion stated that the option to issue a new RFP is available and she was considering the option.
 Additionally, in 2014 the Mayor launched a Task Force to review the current early care and education system. Although recommendations have not yet been issued by the Task Force, they will likely have an impact on the future of EarlyLearn NYC. Today the Committee is interested in learning about the future of EarlyLearn NYC, and whether ACS is considering issuing a new RFP.

V. Conclusion 

Today, the Committees’ primary goal is to determine whether families and children are receiving better services now under Early Learn NYC than they were before the program’s implementation. The Committees additionally expect to learn what ACS’ plan is to increase enrollment at these centers, how the providers are managing with pay for enrollment, and if providers are able to meet the high standards of Early Learn NYC with the current rate.  Finally, the Committees will examine what ACS expects to gain from Early Learn NYC in the years ahead.
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