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Key Findings

p Federal, state, and local policies can help improve
the child care and early education (CCEE)? landscape
for children and families, targeting common issues
like CCEE quality, access, and more. We can use
evaluation to learn whether these policies are having
the expected positive effects, and whether they
are having any unexpected effects or unintended
consequences for the communities affected by them.

P There are three main types of policy evaluations that
states/territories should consider: implementation
evaluations, outcomes evaluations, and impact
evaluations. We provide example studies below
showing how states have used each type to evaluate
CCEE policies. Each type of evaluation has its own
pros and cons.
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Overview

It is important to evaluate state/territory CCEE policies
to figure out whether they are achieving their goals.
Effective policies can help improve the CCEE landscape
for children, families, and providers. High-quality CCEE
is crucial for many families because it promotes child
development and parents’ ability to work or attend
school.! However, families face widespread issues getting access to CCEE that they can afford
and that meets their needs.? Federal, state, and local policies may increase the number and the
quality of CCEE programs in a community and help resolve common barriers that families face.
These policies might, for example, focus on which families qualify for government-subsidized
CCEE, who can become a licensed CCEE provider, and how program quality is assessed.

These types of policies aim to help all families and, in particular, protect groups who have had
difficulty accessing CCEE or who have few high-quality CCEE options.3

2 Child Care and Early Education (CCEE) refers to caregiving and educational services for children birth to 13 years. This includes
center and home-based settings for infants, toddlers, preschool- and school-aged children. CCEE refers to a larger age group than
Early Care and Education (ECE), which consists of services for young children (birth-5, not yet in kindergarten) only. ECE programs
are included in the definition of CCEE.
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All policies are designed to have an impact but implementing a policy can be complex;
well-intentioned policies don’t always go according to plan. Sometimes the policies are not
comprehensive enough, or an unexpected barrier comes up.* Policies can even sometimes have
unintended negative effects.®

Evaluation can help us learn about a policy in multiple ways. For example:

¢ We can learn how well the policy is being implemented by looking at whether people are aware
of the policy, able to comply with it, and affected in the same way across groups.®

= We can learn whether the policy is having the intended effect on CCEE programs, families, and/
or children, and look for unintended effects.

e Over the course of multiple evaluations, we can learn whether particular policies are working
better or worse for different groups of people (e.g., different racial/ethnic groups), in different
locations (e.g., rural vs. urban), or under different conditions (e.g., local political climate,
workforce availability, socioeconomic status).

Evaluation results can guide decisions about whether a policy should be kept, modified, or ended.
Also, states and localities can share evaluation results with each other so they can learn about
what worked elsewhere and what pitfalls to try to avoid. Ultimately, evaluating CCEE policies is an
important part of improving the CCEE landscape.

Types of Policy Evaluations

There are many ways to evaluate CCEE policies, depending on what questions are most important,
what data are available, and what is already known about the policy. Below we highlight three
types of evaluations that can be useful for CCEE policies.b Ideally, you would evaluate the same
policy in different ways over time. In other words, evaluation could unfold in several stages, with
earlier findings about implementing the policy laying the groundwork for later evaluations to
investigate the outcomes and impact of the policy.

Types of CCEE Policy Evaluations
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®These types of evaluations come from an integration of several evaluation frameworks from OPRE, CDC, and the
Policy Evaluation Network. This is not an exhaustive list but describe the approaches most relevant for CCEE policy
evaluations.



https://www.acf.hhs.gov/sites/default/files/documents/opre/acf_common_framework_for_research_and_evaluation_v02_a.pdf
https://www.cdc.gov/polaris/media/pdfs/2024/09/UsingEvaluationtoInformCDCsPolicyProcess.pdf
https://academic.oup.com/eurpub/article/32/Supplement_4/iv3/6849912
https://academic.oup.com/eurpub/article/32/Supplement_4/iv3/6849912

Describing the implementation of a policy

Implementation evaluations look at the process of putting a policy into action in the community.
They can describe whether the policy has been implemented as intended and can examine barriers
and facilitators that may affect implementation. These evaluations often gather perspectives from
those directly affected by the policy. They may highlight the extent to which the policy “fits”

a particular context, because implementation may roll out differently in different locations or
systems. Questions might include:

* Are people aware of the policy? If so, how did they learn about it?

* Is it feasible for people to follow the policy’s guidance?

«  What are the barriers and facilitators to implementing this policy as intended?
* Is the policy clear enough for people to follow it?

Often, these studies survey or interview people to find out about their experiences.

Example:c CCEE Expulsion in lllinois u

Research shows that children are expelled from CCEE at a much higher rate than K-12
education,” and some states have been trying to address this problem. In 2018, the lllinois
legislature passed a law to limit expulsion fromm CCEE except in very extreme cases. For the
legislation to affect expulsion rates, CCEE staff first need to know about the law, and then make
changes to their discipline policies if needed. To study this, evaluators sent CCEE program
administrators a survey that asked about their knowledge of the new law and whether their
program allows expulsion. Some administrators also completed a follow-up interview where they
shared their reactions to the new law and described their discipline practices. The study showed
that many administrators had not heard about the legislation, and that few of them intended to
change their expulsion policies. The evaluators recommended communicating about the policy
more strategically and giving CCEE staff more support for addressing challenging behaviors—
which are often at the root of CCEE expulsions (e.g., providing mental health consultation).®

Another approach is to use administrative data.
All states and territories collect data about
CCEE programs, such as Quality Rating and
Improvement System (QRIS) data, licensing
inspection reports, and subsidy use. Evaluators
can use already-collected data to measure how
well the policy’s implementation is going. This
reduces or replaces the need to collect new
data to answer questions about the policy.

¢ The example evaluations cited in this resource were found on the Research Connections online child care and early education
research library. To select these sources, the Research Translation team reviewed many options and selected ones that worked
together to demonstrate a variety of evaluation designs, policies being evaluated, locations, and researchers.



https://researchconnections.org/

Example: Subsidy Policy in Pennsylvania D

The federal government provides financial assistance, called subsidies, to help families pay

for CCEE. There are different ways for states to give out these subsidies; the funding can either be
assigned to a particular child or to a particular CCEE provider. In a voucher system, eligible families
receive a voucher and pick a provider, and then the government pays the provider. At the time of
this study, the providers accepting vouchers were only paid for the time the child was in attendance.
In contrast, in a contracted slots system, the government pays the provider directly for a slot for a
year, and the slot can be used by a family eligible for subsidy. The goal of both approaches is to use
the available funds to provide CCEE to as many children as possible while minimizing disruptions in
paying providers.

The state of Pennsylvania, which had previously used the voucher system, did a two-year pilot
program (2018-2020) to test out the contracted slots system with a small group of providers.
Providers reported that the contracted slots system helped stabilize their programs’ budgets

and enrollment rates, while supporting quality and provider retention. Using administrative data,
evaluators found that many of the contracted slots were filled - but not all. To increase the number
of families benefiting from CCEE, the evaluators recommended that the state create a mechanism
for redistributing slots that programs cannot use to other programs that had greater demand.®

Evaluating outcomes associated with a policy

Outcome evaluations look at whether there is a relationship between the policy and the expected
outcome(s) or effect(s). In research, outcomes are the measured characteristics (e.g., behaviors,
attitudes) of the individuals in your study. Evaluations seek to explain or better understand the
outcomes of interest, which can be measured at different levels, like at the level of the CCEE
program, family, or child. Outcomes evaluations describe what changed after the implementation
of the policy, but they cannot claim that the policy caused the outcomes. This is because there
could be other things affecting the outcomes, such as multiple policy changes around the same
time.”° Nevertheless, the evidence from these evaluations can start to show whether policies are
having the intended outcomes. Questions might include:

 Has there been a change in the outcome of interest from before the policy was implemented to
after?

* Are there bigger improvements to the outcome of interest when the policy is implemented
better or with more people?

Do people think the policy is having the intended effect?

To answer these questions, these evaluations need information about one or more potential
outcomes. In CCEE, these outcomes can be anything from enrollment and attendance to quality
ratings or workforce qualifications. To measure outcomes, you can use administrative data,
survey data, observational data, interview/focus group data, and more. The outcome data can be
gathered once or multiple times. If it is gathered before (pre-) and after (post-) a policy change,
scores at those two points in time can be compared.

Example: Subsidy Policy in Maryland

Maryland wanted to make it easier for families to use child care subsidies, so between 2018

and 2019, the state changed multiple details of their subsidy policy. The policy changes were: 1)
eliminating waitlists, 2) increasing family income eligibility (so families with slightly higher incomes
could also use subsidies), and 3) raising provider reimbursement rates (so providers earned more
from serving children who use subsidies). Then, evaluators looked at administrative data from

before and after the changes and showed that there was a significant increase in the percentage of
providers caring for children who use subsidies compared to the percentage before the policies were
implemented. This result showed the state that the policy changes might be having the intended effect.”



Evaluating the impact of a policy

Impact evaluations measure whether the policy caused one or more specified changes. They are the
strongest type of evidence for analyzing policies because they can prove that implementing a policy
directly led to certain outcomes. Impact evaluations might answer questions like:

* Did the policy cause the intended outcome? If so, for whom? Under what conditions?
* Did the policy cause unintended negative consequences?

Typically, impact evaluations happen after implementation and/or outcomes evaluations have
provided initial information on the policy. In fact, it is usually not a good idea to pursue them until
you know whether the policy is implemented as intended and affecting certain outcomes. Without
that information from earlier stages of evaluation, the results could be thrown off. For example, if
you measured impact without measuring implementation, your study might make it look like the
policy did not cause an impact, but it might just be that the policy had not been fully implemented
in the community. Many states won’t necessarily do an impact evaluation—but they could for well-
developed policies or programs that have preliminary evidence that they seem to be working.

The most common research method for an impact evaluation is a randomized controlled trial (RCT),
in which participants are randomly assigned to groups. One group gets an intervention and the other
does not, and then their outcomes are compared. RCTs are often considered the “gold standard” for
evaluation because the random groupings mean that any differences in outcome are based on the
intervention, not pre-existing differences between groups.”?

Example: Educator Compensation in Virginia

Low wages for providers and high rates of turnover are some of the pressing challenges for

the CCEE field.® As part of Virginia’s Birth to Five Preschool Development Grant Teacher Recognition
Program, some CCEE providers in Fairfax County, VA were randomly selected to receive $1,500
bonuses if they remained in their jobs over an 8-month time span. Compared to those without the
incentive, providers with the financial incentive were more likely to still be in their jobs 8 months
later. However, the impact on turnover was not the same for all CCEE providers. The incentive
significantly reduced turnover among center-based providers, but it did not have an impact on
turnover for school-based providers - probably because their pay is higher.

This study builds the case for increasing CCEE workforce compensation. The study shows that
the incentive caused the providers to stay in their jobs longer, because the providers who got the
incentive were selected at random and getting the bonus was the only difference between the
groups being compared.”* After this study, policymakers limited the eligibility for the incentive in
future years to non-public school providers.’®

RCTs are not always appropriate or feasible based on the topic and funding available. There are
other research methods that can help demonstrate that a policy caused an outcome.®'® From a
financial perspective, economic evaluations—such as cost-benefit analyses —can demonstrate the
impact of a policy on government spending, individual earnings, or other financial outcomes.”

Example: Universal pre-K in Tulsa, Oklahoma E

Researchers have tracked the impact of the universal pre-kindergarten (pre-K) program in

Tulsa, Oklahoma for over 20 years. They gathered data from the same children over time, through
high school and college. Based on the impact of pre-K over decades, researchers calculated a $2.65:1
cost-benefit ratio. In other words, for every $1 invested in Tulsa’s pre-K program, participants have
$2.65 higher earning potential.’® Evaluations that analyze costs and benefits or provide evidence for
return on investment can be a powerful tool for advocacy.

d Examples of methodologies that can support causal claims include differences-in-differences modeling, analysis of interrupted time
series data, and regression discontinuity analyses.



Choosing a Type of Policy Evaluation

No evaluation approach is better than the others—they provide different information and leverage
different sources of available information. Each type has pros and cons, as detailed below.
Evaluations of a policy’s implementation often make sense to do before evaluating outcomes

and conducting impact evaluations. If we do not know whether the policy is being implemented
correctly, it does not make sense to try to measure its outcomes. If implementation is not going
strong, the true outcomes of the policy cannot be measured with confidence. Because of the

cost and complexity of impact evaluations, they may be best considered only when previous
evaluations have demonstrated that the policy is implemented as intended and is associated with
positive outcomes for its participants. In an ideal situation, a policy would have all three of these
evaluation types over time. Realistically, leaders often choose one or two types to pursue.

Pros

Cons

Describing the
implementation
of a policy

These evaluations
provide a great
opportunity to hear
directly from the people
affected by the policy.
They can be more
flexible in terms of
timeline and methods.

These evaluations do not draw any
conclusions about the outcomes of a

policy.

Describing

the outcomes
associated with
a policy

These evaluations can
often use administrative
data. This saves money
on data collection.

Outcomes evaluations can only

say whether the outcomes occur

at the same time that the policy is
implemented. In other words, they use
correlations. This is useful evidence,
but it does not prove that the policy
caused the outcomes. There could be
other factors causing the outcomes.

Evaluating the
impact of a
policy

By definition, impact
evaluations produce
more definitive results—
they can claim that

the policy caused the
outcomes.

Impact evaluations are usually the
most expensive and time consuming.

They can involve comparing a control
group that does not get the new
policy to the group that does get the
policy. It may be hard to find a similar-
enough group who has not been
affected by the policy.

More advanced statistical methods
are usually needed.

They typically tell if a policy is causing
an outcome, but not why or why not.



Example: Evaluating One CCDF Policy Three Different Ways

To illustrate these types of evaluation, this box shows different ways to evaluate the same policy
using implementation, outcomes, and impact evaluations. The policy used in this example is a
cross-program eligibility verification. Lead agencies have the option to use a child’s enrollment in
other benefit programs to verify Child Care and Development Fund eligibility. In other words, if a
family already receives benefits where they had to prove that they qualified based on their income,
they should be assumed to qualify for child care subsidy as well, rather than repeating paperwork
to demonstrate it again. These other programs could include, for example, Temporary Assistance
for Needy Families (TANF) or Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP). The goal is

to make enrollment easier for eligible families, and therefore increase subsidy use and decrease
wait times. If a state adopted this as a new policy, they could learn a lot through each type of
evaluation.

Implementation evaluation. At this stage, leaders might want to know how well this new way of
streamlining eligibility decisions is working. For example, you could survey subsidy staff to ask
them how often they have used other benefit programs, like TANF, to qualify families; strengths
and challenges in working with other benefit departments; and what other support they need.

Outcomes evaluation. At this stage, leaders might want to know whether the expected outcomes
are present for those affected by the policy. For example, you could survey families to ask them
about their ease of obtaining subsidies, and for those with prior experiences applying for subsidy,
ask them to compare their experiences. Simultaneously, you could use administrative data to track
subsidy use before and after the policy was implemented to see whether there were increases.

Impact evaluation. At this stage, leaders might want to prove that cross-program eligibility
verification caused increased access to subsidies. To do this, researchers would need to compare
the outcomes for those who experienced the policy with those who did not experience the policy,
among groups that are thought to be equivalent before the policy was implemented. For example,
a state could use existing administrative and demographic data to identify a pool of counties that
are similar in key characteristics, such as socioeconomic status. They could then randomly select
one county to pilot the cross-program eligibility verification and the other to keep using the same
eligibility verification policies. They could then measure whether there was a greater increase

in subsidy use for the county with the new policy compared to the county with the old policy.
Because impact evaluations often rely on random assignment, it can be challenging to obtain buy-
in to roll out policies in this manner. County and state leaders, in this example, would all need to
agree on the importance of conducting this type of evaluation.

How to Get Started with a CCEE Policy
Evaluation

Policies can be evaluated when they are new, or when they have been in place for a while. However,
the more that you can plan ahead for evaluating policies, the better. Planning for evaluation early
opens up the greatest range of possibilities for obtaining funding, engaging a strong evaluation
team, gathering different kinds of data, and looking at change over time.



Here are a few preliminary steps that are important for laying the groundwork for an evaluation.

* Assemble an evaluation team. You may opt to hire an external evaluator. This depends on
whether your existing team has the time and evaluation expertise needed. If you hire an
external evaluator, you should plan to identify at least one staff member to work closely with
them so they understand the policy and practice context of the evaluation. You can distribute a
Request for Proposal (RFP) to ask evaluators to apply for this role.®

« Actively engage with people affected by the policy. Evaluations are strongest when those
who are impacted by the policy in their day-to-day lives play a part in making decisions. For
example, they can inform the evaluation team about the most pressing questions and provide
valuable perspectives on how to interpret findings. For CCEE policy evaluations, these include
families, providers, administrators, people implementing the policies, CCDF staff, researchers,
and more. They can be integrated members of the evaluation team, or they can be regularly
consulted in working group meetings regarding the evaluation.”®

* Make an evaluation plan. With the selected evaluation team, including people affected by the
policy in question, make a plan to carry out the steps below.

o lIdentify what question(s) you want to answer.

¢ If there is an explicit goal for the policy, you can use it to help develop evaluation
questions. If there isn’t an explicit goal, develop one for the evaluation.

+ For example, your goal might be to improve the policy itself or to learn who
benefits, and how. While there may be lots of questions you are interested in, stick
closely to questions that get you the information that you can use to improve things.

¢ Use previous research to guide the evaluation. If the policy has been evaluated before in
the same place, you can focus on follow-up questions. If the policy has been evaluated
before in a different place, you can either repeat the evaluation methods to see whether
you get the same results in a new setting, or you can ask new questions that build on
the prior work. Teams can search for evaluations of the same (or similar) CCEE policy
using the Research Connections resource library?° and can review prior CCDF policy
evaluations on the OPRE website.”

o Choose a type of evaluation that is realistic based on funding, timeline, and ability to gather
the data you would need. If you hire an external evaluator, they can help you with this. Read
more below about selecting a type of evaluation to best suit your needs.

o Write out your plan for gathering, managing, and analyzing data, and for sharing your
findings. Community members should be invited be part of these decisions.??23

o There are resources that you can use for evaluation guidance, including some specifically
geared towards CCEE leaders.?42¢ Many of these resources are about evaluating programs,
not policies, but the same tools and processes often work for both.

e There is existing guide specifically for CCDF administrators to procure evaluation services written by Urban Institute.
Derrick-Mills, T., Reginal, T., & Isaacs, J. (2020). Procuring research and evaluation services: A guide for CCDF lead agencies and
researchers, OPRE Report #2020-89, Office of Planning, Research, and Evaluation, Administration for Children and Families, US
Department of Health and Human Services. https:/www.urban.org/sites/default/files/publication/102601/procuring-research-and-
evaluation-services_1.pdf



https://www.urban.org/sites/default/files/publication/102601/procuring-research-and-evaluation-services_1.pdf
https://www.urban.org/sites/default/files/publication/102601/procuring-research-and-evaluation-services_1.pdf

Using the Results of your CCEE Policy
Evaluation

With any kind of policy evaluation, the results should be shared with people implementing the
policy and affected by the policy. The point of evaluating policies is to learn things that can be
useful moving forward. For example, results might help people understand the policy better. This
can include policymakers, other researchers, and people in the community who are affected by the
policy. Sometimes, the results can point policymakers to ways they can improve the policy over
time. Results can raise new questions for future research to get a deeper understanding of the
policy. Also, when the results raise new questions, CCEE leaders might decide to add something to
ongoing administrative data collection so it can be used in future evaluations.

To be useful, results must be available to the desired audiences, which could include families,
CCEE staff, policymakers, and researchers. Your evaluation team should create a thoughtful
dissemination plan that takes into account where people like to get their information and in what
format. Teams could share results via media, email listservs, direct outreach, and more. They can
use multiple formats for sharing the results, including reports, social media posts, journal articles,
local news outlets, videos, and more. Most likely, different strategies will be needed with different
audiences.

Key Terms

Administrative Data: “refers to information programs collect about individual children, families,
and staff to deliver program services and meet program, funding, or legal requirements.”?”

Correlation: “the degree to which two variables are associated. Variables are positively correlated
if they both tend to increase at the same time.”?® For example, there is a positive correlation
between temperature and ice cream sales.

Randomized Controlled Trial: study design in which participants are randomly assigned to groups,
one group gets an intervention and the other does not, and then their outcomes are compared.
RCTs are often considered the ‘gold standard’ for evaluation because the random groupings

mean that any differences in outcome are based on the intervention, not pre-existing differences
between groups.?®
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