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Research has documented that quality is found where significant adults and the larger 

community (government, philanthropy, faith-based organizations, non-profit, cultural- 

specific groups and other informal networks) support and nurture physical, social, 

emotional, and cognitive development in the individual child. Quality is an evaluative 

term and hence is tightly linked to a person’s culture and values.  Affordability focuses 

on the ability of families to access care and early learning experiences for their child. 

Quality and affordability are inextricably linked in efforts to use early learning 

experiences as a key strategy for ensuring kindergarten readiness for all of Oregon’s 

children. 

Quality Child Care and Early Education. In early care and education, researchers use 

the term “quality” to describe characteristics of early learning and development programs 

that research has demonstrated are associated with positive child outcomes
1
.  In quality 

programs there is a committed, dynamic relationship between the family and the 

caregiver or teacher that works to define what the physical, social, emotional, and 

cognitive needs are for that individual child. The family brings family history, cultural 

and ethnic values, and current family needs to the relationship. The quality caregiver 

brings a nurturing environment, knowledge of child development and educational 

methodology, and the day-to-day observation of how the child relates to peers and the 

larger world when she is not with her family. In addition, she is able to identify and 

support the needs of children from diverse cultures and who speak a language other than 

English, ensuring culturally and linguistically responsive communication, activities and 

parent engagement. Together, family and caregiver work to provide quality care and 

education that will support healthy growth and increase the probability of future success. 

They communicate regularly about the growth and the obstacles to growth that come up 

in each of their separate relationships with the child and together find ways to collaborate 

for the child's benefit. Reaching Oregon’s 40-40-20 goal requires investments early in the 

child’s life.  Educational equity requires that we address achievement gaps common to 

children of racial and ethnic minority families and those whose primary language is other 

than English.  Research demonstrates that early investments in high quality early learning 

programs have the greatest potential for closing the achievement gap.
2
  

The larger community supports quality in early childhood care and education and the 

family/provider relationship with an infrastructure that includes health/safety regulations, 

financial resources, a statewide system of support for families, and professional 

development for providers.  The Quality Rating and Improvement System (QRIS) brings 

together infrastructure components, increasing the ability of the system to support 

children and families
3
.  The QRIS includes equity best practices to ensure providers from 

Oregon’s communities of color have equal access to quality improvement opportunities 

training, and resources in diverse languages.  Oregon provides education for parents and 

is developing supports for family, friend, and neighbor caregivers.  Parent and caregiver 

education and supports are designed to enhance early learning and development in 

environments where children naturally are, whether at home with their parents or in the 

home of a caregiver.  Additionally, Oregon reviews licensing rules including health and 

safety regulations on a regular basis. Proposed changes in federal rules for those who 

receive Child Care and Development Fund dollars would increase regulatory 

requirements for a substantial group of caregivers.
4
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Affordability for Families. Affordability is also based on a dynamic relationship 

between families, providers, and the larger community. Because families come from a 

range of economic circumstances, access to child care and early learning is uneven. 

Families balance a range of family needs and face numerous constraints, such as cost, 

access, and transportation. They choose what they perceive to be the best option for their 

child within constraints. Some families need help from the community to provide for 

their children's early care and education experiences. The Oregon Progress Board adopted 

a Benchmark that families pay no more than 10% of their gross monthly income on child 

care. Nationally, families in poverty who purchase care average 34% of household 

income spent on child care.  This drops to 20% for low-income households (earning up to 

200% of federal poverty level) and to 9% for those at or above 200% of the federal 

poverty level.
5
  Given Oregon’s Benchmark, making early learning experiences 

accessible to poor and low-income families presents a substantial financial challenge to 

the community.  

The two major public investments in child care and early education are Head Start and 

the Child Care and Development Fund, the major revenue source for Employment 

Related Day Care (ERDC).  In the 2012-13 school year, Oregon Head Start 

Prekindergarten programs served approximately 51% of eligible children
6
. In 2009, over 

Oregon 104,000 children were eligible for ERDC
7
 but only a little over 13,000 children 

were served each month in Spring 2012
8
.  Payment rates were adjusted in 2013, thus 

increasing access to many of the programs best able to meet the needs of these low-

income children who are served by the subsidy program.    

Investing in both families and providers is most likely to achieve quality, affordable care 

and the best possible outcomes for children.  

Affordability to Providers. Providers offer the highest quality care that their income and 

education level will sustain. In order for providers from Oregon’s communities of color 

to provide quality affordable child care, greater efforts must be made to provide 

professional development opportunities that are culturally relevant. For providers to be 

able to “afford” to do this work means they must be paid enough to cover the cost of 

doing business: earning an adequate wage as well as program costs such as food, learning 

materials, and healthy environments. In 2011, in an average child care center, teacher 

wages ranged between $19,760 and $28,683
9
. As with other human service jobs, wages are 

lower than those of persons with similar education and skills earn in other sectors.  A 

frequent reason given by experienced child care professionals for leaving the field is that 

they can no longer “afford” to stay in business or work for low wages with few if any 

benefits. The resulting high turnover causes instability for children, adds substantial 

recruitment and training costs, and weakens the quality of the workforce. This also places 

a substantial burden on the community that is pulled in many different directions with 

limited resources.  

 

Affordability to the Larger Community. Research demonstrates that investing early 

results in cost-effective payoffs for all.
10

  Children thrive, families are more stable, and 

providers stay in the field longer and do better work. The larger community benefits from 
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reduced costs for programs that deal with school dropout rates, teen pregnancy, substance 

abuse and juvenile detention.  Due to these reduced costs, return on investment studies 

show savings of up to $7 for every $1 spent on early education.
11

   As children get older, 

each intervention is more expensive and predicts progressively higher rates of failure. 

Oregonians can afford to raise healthy, happy children from the beginning when the 

investment yields positive results for everyone. Ensuring accountability is essential for 

both public and private investments. 

Looking Forward.  The Early Learning Council and the Oregon Education Investment 

Board have adopted an Equity Lens as key to addressing the achievement gap for 

children/youth from Oregon’s communities of color.  Child care and education policies, 

programs and practices are now being viewed from a lens of equity.  Its Quality Rating 

and Improvement System (QRIS) provides a foundation for these efforts. QRIS standards 

define quality in concrete terms and make measurement of quality possible.  Over the 

next few years Oregon will document the level of quality provided in a substantial 

portion of early learning programs.  Quality ratings will provide decision makers at all 

levels (parents, providers, and policy makers) data needed to guide investments.  Multiple 

strategies will become available to help all families, especially those with children with 

high needs, access care and education with documented ability to meet the developmental 

needs of children.   
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