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Chapter 1
Early Care and Education Program Quality  

Research highlights the critical role of early care and education program quality for children’s successful outcomes.1  Children 
who participate in high quality programs are more successful in school, are less likely to need special education services, and 
are more productive, successful adults. 

Improving the quality of early care and education services in Santa Barbara County has been an ongoing effort by individuals, 
programs and agencies in Santa Barbara County for many years.  Quality improvement is a continuous process undertaken 
by programs striving to provide the best opportunities for children’s optimal development.

Early care and education program quality 
improvement in Santa Barbara County is 
supported by many projects, including the 
following:

• Quality Rating & Improvement System
• Family Child Care Steps to Quality Network of Children’s 

Resource and Referral
• Early Care and Education Leadership Development 

Project
• California Preschool Instructional Network 
• California Early Childhood Mentor Project
• AB 212 Stipend Program
• Child Development Training Consortium
• The Outdoor Classroom Project
• GreenCare for Children
• The Inclusive Child Care Action Team of the Santa 

Barbara County Child Care Planning Council 

Quality Improvement is a 
continuous process. 

Descriptions and contact information for these program 
quality improvement efforts can be found in this chapter 
and in Chapter 6. 

Table 1 to the right shows the number of child care 
centers and family child care homes either accredited as 
of early 2016, or in the process of becoming accredited, 
by region. It also shows the number of programs 
participating in GreenCare, the Outdoor Classroom 
Project, the Preschool Foods Initiative, and the Quality 
Rating and Improvement System. 

There has been a steady improvement of early care and 
education quality resulting from the ongoing efforts of 
individual programs, the program quality improvement 
infrastructure, and supportive funders.  The advances 
can be seen at high quality accredited programs and 
other programs in the process of improvement, and are 
reflected in measurable quality indicators, some of which 
are described on the next page.

1  Early Edge, The Benefits of High-quality Early Learning, www.earlyedgecalifornia.org/research 
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National Accreditation of Early Care and Education Programs 

Accreditation by either the National Association for the Education of Young Children (NAEYC) for centers or the National 
Association for Family Child Care (NAFCC) for family child care is an important recognition of a high level of program 
quality.  High quality is the key for successful outcomes for children enrolled in early care and education programs. NAEYC 
accredits early care and education centers and NAFCC accredits family child care homes. 

As of June 2016, fifty-seven (57) early care and education programs in Santa Barbara County were accredited by either 
NAEYC (48) or NAFCC (9), up from 37 in June 2010.  These programs represent 24% of centers and 2% of family child care 
homes. In contrast, only 5% of centers and .3% of family child care homes are accredited in California overall. In addition, 31 
centers and 18 family child care homes were in the process of becoming accredited as of that date. The ongoing challenge 
is not only to achieve accreditation but also to retain it.  Programs must go through the reaccreditation process every 3 to 
5 years, a process which is expensive and time consuming.  Funding and facilitation support are ongoing needs to maintain 
and increase the number of accredited programs in the County. 

Santa Barbara County has accreditation as a requirement for attaining the top level of quality (Tier 5) in the Quality Rating 
and Improvement System (QRIS) and has a long history of providing technical assistance and other resources to support 
accreditation attainment and retention. 

Table 1: Programs Accredited or in the Process of Accreditation

Region / Zip Code

GC OC PFI QRIS

FCC Center FCC Center FCC Center FCC Center

South County 23 26 2 54 46 46 3 42 1 0 18 14

Santa Ynez Valley 0 0 0 4 0 3 1 2 0 1 3 0

Lompoc Valley 0 4 0 15 0 15 4 14 0 3 10 2

North County 1 5 2 29 0 25 22 36 8 14 17 15

COUNTY TOTAL 24 35 4 102 46 89 30 94 9 18 48 31

Accred. 
FCC 1

FCC in 
Accred. 
Process

Accred. 
Center 2

Centers 
in 

Accred. 
Process

Source: First 5 Santa Barbara County, Children's Resource & Referral, Green 
Care for Children, Outdoor Classroom & 
1Accredited by the National Association for the Education of Young Children
2 Accredited by the National Association for Family Child Care
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Early Care and Education Workforce Education

An important indicator of early care and education program quality is the educational and professional development level of 
the program staff. This indicator can be measured by the educational attainment of the workforce and the numbers of the 
workforce holding Child Development Permits.

Teachers employed in Head Start and state funded early care and education programs are required to hold Child 
Development Permits. Permits have also been required for participants in the STAR (Stipends for Training and Retention) 
Project and CARES Plus, both of which are no longer operating, but this requirement has increased the number of teachers 
holding permits. 

Child Development Permits are awarded to child care staff by the California Commission on Teacher Credentialing based on 
their education and experience. Details of Child Development Permit education and experience requirements can be found 
at: https://www.childdevelopment.org/cs/cdtc/print/htdocs/services_permit.htm

Research2 has demonstrated that early care and education classrooms are of higher quality when the teacher holds a 
Bachelor’s (BA) degree.  It is increasingly likely that early care and education staff will be required to hold, minimally, 
Associate degrees with early childhood education units, and eventually BA degrees with an Early Childhood Education 
credential, equivalent to the requirements for K-12 teachers. By 2013, at least 50% of Head Start teachers nationwide were 
required to have a baccalaureate or advanced degree in Early Childhood Education or equivalent qualifications. For more 
details go to https://eclkc.ohs.acf.hhs.gov/

The new NAEYC Accreditation criteria for teacher education also specify holding or progressing toward Associate’s or 
Bachelor’s degrees. For more details go to http://www.naeyc.org/accreditation

In addition, a BA degree is a requirement for lead teachers or family child care home operators to achieve the highest points 
in the Quality Rating and Improvement System in California. 

In Fiscal Year 2015-16, the last year of operation of CARES Plus, 17 of the 123 participants were enrolled in a BA degree 
program, and 9 BA degrees were conferred in child development or early care and education. 

For information on other local supports for the ECE workforce, please see Chapter 6 of this report. Barnett. W.S. (2004), 
Better Teachers, Better Preschools: Student Achievement Linked to Teacher Qualifications, National Institute for Early 
Education Research, http://nieer.org/resources/policybriefs/2.pdf

Early Care and Education Workforce Salaries 

Early Care and Education workforce salaries and benefits are critical factors in the retention of a well-educated and 
professional early care and education workforce, which in turn impacts the quality of early care and education (ECE) 
programs. However, in spite of increasing demands on teachers for higher education degrees and ongoing professional 
development – indicators of high quality programs – wages have neither kept pace with the cost of living, nor the increased 
education levels of ECE professionals. 

A report issued in 2014 by the Center for the Study of Child Care Employment, “Worthy Work, STILL Unlivable Wages: 
The Early Childhood Workforce 25 Years after the National Child Care Staffing Study,” found that workers in early care and 
education have “...experienced no real increase in earnings” since the study by the U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics in 1997. 
The median hourly wage of center-based teachers working with children of pre-kindergarten age was $10.60 per hour in 
2013.  In addition, the report found that teachers who earn degrees seldom found an increase in their earnings.  Many ECE 
staff experience income insecurity and are reliant on public subsidies for food and other supports. 

2  For the full report, go to http://cscce.berkeley.edu/worthy-work-still-unlivable-wages/
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Environmental Program Quality 

Since 2001, when GreenCare for Children surveyed family child care homes to assess potential environmental hazards, 
GreenCare has developed a program to improve the environmental quality of early care and education settings. See Chapter 
6 for more information about GreenCare. GreenCare for Children developed 25 environmental standards that will help 
protect the children in early care and education settings from dangerous chemicals and other health hazards. By pledging 
to uphold at least 18 of the 25 GreenCare Standards, early care and education programs qualify as a GreenCare provider. 
Although there is no longer any funding for GreenCare for Children, a report can be found at:
https://www.issuelab.org/resource/greencare-for-children-measuring-environmental-hazards-in-the-childcare-industry.

Critical Findings 

Individual early care and education programs and the program quality improvement 
projects available in Santa Barbara County demonstrate an understanding and 
commitment to the importance of program quality improvement for positive outcomes 
for children.

 √ Individual early care and education programs and the program quality improvement projects available in  
 Santa Barbara County demonstrate an understanding and commitment to the importance of program quality  
 improvement for positive outcomes for children.

 √ Program quality efforts have a big impact on children’s ability to thrive and be successful in school and in life,  
 as is demonstrated by multiple research studies. However, quality initiatives are still the highest priority in  
 Santa Barbara County, as not all programs receive the resources and support they need to improve quality.  

 √ Long term commitment of funding from State and private sources is needed to continue and expand current  
 quality improvement efforts. 

 √ The attainment of a higher education degree for the ECE workforce is an indicator of high quality in a   
 program, but low wages make it very challenging without additional support.  

 √ In spite of efforts to increase the education levels and professional development of the early care and   
 education workforce, many center staff and family child care providers are inadequately prepared for the  
 profession. 

 √ Retention of a well-educated and trained early care and education workforce is compromised by low salaries  
 and lack of benefits.

Outdoor Classroom Project 

The Outdoor Classroom Project (OCP) is dedicated to increasing the quantity, quality, and benefit of outdoor experiences for 
children in early care and education programs through providing educational and consulting services on the value and design 
of engaging outdoor learning environments to teachers, administrators, and parents. The program was initiated by the Child 
Educational Center in La Canada, California, and has been established in Santa Barbara County for many years. For more 
information go to: http://outdoorclassroomproject.org/
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