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What is a QRIS? 
Quality rating and improvement systems, or QRIS, “assess, improve, and communicate 
the level of quality in early care and education settings.”1 These state systems can be 
designed for use by all types of early childhood programs—child care centers, family 
child care homes, Head Start programs, and school-based preschool programs. States 
can make participation entirely voluntary, or they can make participation mandatory 
for certain providers, such as those that accept public funding or all programs that are 
licensed to operate in the state. 

Why are QRIS necessary?
Only 10 percent of early childhood providers across the United States are considered 
high quality,2 and children from low-income families and minority families are more 
likely to be in lower-quality care.3 QRIS offer a framework to:

• Increase the availability of high-quality programs 
• Deliver ongoing professional development and 

quality improvement supports to providers 
• Strengthen parent understanding of program 

quality and the importance of high-quality child 
care and preschool

How common are they?
QRIS were developed in the late 1990s, in large part 
as a way to direct higher child care subsidy reim-
bursement rates to higher-quality programs. As of 
2017, 49 states and the District of Columbia either 
have statewide or regional QRIS; are engaged in a 
pilot phase; or are planning for QRIS. In the past 15 
years, QRIS have seen a significant expansion—both 
because of requirements under the federal Race 
to the Top – Early Learning Challenge grant4 and 
in response to a growing body of research on early 
brain development that highlights the importance of 
high-quality early learning.5 

FIGURE 1

Status of QRIS in states, as of January 2017

Source: QRIS National Learning Network, "QRIS State Contacts and Map, Current Status of QRIS In States 
(January 2017)," available at http://qrisnetwork.org/qris-state-contacts-map (last accessed April 2017).
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What do QRIS do?
Rate early childhood programs: Programs are rated on a scale, 
usually with three or five steps, stars, or levels. Each state QRIS is 
unique, but there are several common domains, or standards, across 
which programs are rated. The most commonly assessed areas in 
QRIS are:

1. Staff qualifications and training
2. Curriculum
3. Environment and interactions
4. Family partnerships
5. Program administration
6. Health and safety
7. Child assessment

Direct quality improvement supports: These can be financial in 
nature—providing bonuses or higher reimbursement rates to 
reward programs for achieving a high-quality rating or to incentive 
them to reach a higher rating. They also can take the form of direct 
assistance to programs, including access to professional develop-
ment, coaching, mentoring, or technical assistance navigating the 
QRIS process itself. 

Inform parents about quality: QRIS provide parents with details 
about the quality level of early childhood programs, as well as 
educating parents and communities about the importance of 
high-quality child care and preschool in general. This requires 
communicating the actual rating levels through websites, events, 
and flyers—but also ensuring parents understand the differences 
between ratings so that they can make fully informed decisions 
about their child’s care. 

What do QRIS look like across the United States?
Participation rates are low. While three QRIS report 100 percent of 
eligible providers are participating, in many QRIS, participation is 
low. In 17 QRIS, less than 50 percent of child care centers partici-
pate. Among family child care providers, participation is less than 
50 percent in in 23 systems. 
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FIGURE 2

Density of provider participation in QRIS, 
as of October 2016

Note: Florida has three regional QRIS with available data. FL-MD is Miami-Dade 
County, F-D is Duval County, and F-PB is Palm Beach County.
Source: The QRIS Compendium, "A Catalog and Comparison of Quality Rating and 
Improvement Systems (QRIS) Data System" (2016), available at http://qriscompendium.org/.
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Most QRIS offer financial incentives to improve quality. Almost 85 percent of QRIS 
offer some form of financial incentives, with quality awards and bonuses being the most 
widespread type.  

Technical assistance is widely available for participating providers. Nearly three-quar-
ters of QRIS report that technical assistance is available to all participating providers. 
Among those QRIS that target their technical assistance support to certain providers, 
they are most often targeted to programs that serve a significant percentage of low-
income children or programs in high-need communities.
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FIGURE 4

Programs targeted for technical assistance

Types of programs to which QRIS most often target their technical assistance efforts

Source: The QRIS Compendium, "A Catalog and Comparison of Quality Rating and Improvement Systems (QRIS) Data System" (2016), available at 
http://qriscompendium.org/.
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FIGURE 3

Financial incentives in QRIS

Number of QRIS that offer forms of financial incentive to participating programs

Note: For the states reporting that they offer participating programs a type of financial incentive other than was listed, responses included 
assistance with accreditation fees or professional development, state-specific bonuses, and educational scholarships.
Source: The QRIS Compendium, "A Catalog and Comparison of Quality Rating and Improvement Systems (QRIS) Data System" (2016), available 
at http://qriscompendium.org/.
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