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Good morning.  My name is Stephanie Gendell and I am the Associate Executive Director for 

Policy and Government Relations at Citizens’ Committee for Children of New York, Inc. (CCC).  

CCC is a 71-year old, independent, multi-issue child advocacy organization dedicated to 

ensuring that every New York child is healthy, housed, educated and safe.  I would like to thank 

Council Member Levin and the members of the City Council General Welfare Committee for 

holding today’s oversight hearing on EarlyLearn.     

  

I would be remiss by not starting this testimony by once again thanking the City Council for your 

ongoing and relentless commitment to early childhood education.  Thousands of children are in 

child care programs right now because of the unprecedented restorations the City Council 

made several years ago.  CCC and our partners in the Campaign for Children are incredibly 

grateful and we look forward to working with the Administration and the City Council to 

continue to strengthen the subsidized early education system. 

  

We are also grateful to Mayor de Blasio and his Administration for their commitment to early 

childhood education.  The unprecedented expansion of full day pre-kindergarten to nearly all of 

the City’s 4-year olds has been remarkable.  We remain hopeful that we can build on this 

success to strengthen the City’s subsidized system for children ages 0-5, particularly those 

served through vouchers or contracts with the Administration for Children’s Services (ACS).  

Many of the CBO partners in the pre-k expansion are also EarlyLearn providers, making their 

fiscal viability and quality programming critical for the success of the pre-k expansion.  

 

Background on the ACS Child Care System 

The ACS early childhood system serves approximately 100,000 children through both contracts 

and vouchers and includes child care, Head Start, and pre-kindergarten.  The contracted 

system, now called EarlyLearn, serves mostly low-income children whose parents earn less than 

200% of the federal poverty level. The capacity of this system has shrunk over time. It includes 

center-based care and family child care provided through licensed and regulated home-based 

providers who are part of a family child care network.   

 

It is important to remember that ACS also administers a system of child care vouchers, which 

are not impacted or part of the EarlyLearn system. Historically, families on or transitioning off 

of public assistance have found child care through the use of vouchers rather than the 

contracted system. Vouchers can be used for centers, family child care, school aged child care 

and informal family friend or neighbor care. Historically, vouchers have comprised about half of 

the subsidized child care system, but they now represent about 2/3 due to the shrinking 

capacity of the contracted system.  

 

It is also important to note that for over a decade, both before and after EarlyLearn, ACS has 

had a substantial structural deficit in its child care program. This deficit was created by 

numerous factors including the increasing costs of child care, decreases in Head Start funding, 



2  

  

and the unanticipated number of vouchers still in use even after the creation of the OST after- 

school program.  For the past decade, ACS has made both cuts and changes to its child care 

program to try to address their deficit (such as raising parent fees, eliminating reimbursement 

for facility repairs, instituting the pay for enrollment policy, and eliminating priority codes such 

as for children and parent with special needs.) 

 

EarlyLearn was developed in the context of these budget struggles- as an attempt to improve 

quality, contain costs, and better align capacity with need.  In 2011, the Bloomberg 

administration issued the EarlyLearn RFP for the contracted center and family-based subsidized 

child care and Head Start system administered by ACS.  The contracts went into effect 

approximately 2 years ago, in October 2012.  These contracts expire on August 31, 2016 with a 

two-year option to renew. 

 

EarlyLearn Changes to the Contracted System 

EarlyLearn was designed to create a single, unified system for the City’s publicly funded early 

childhood education contracted system to both increase the quality of the programs and 

contain costs. The model blended funding for child care, Head Start, and pre-kindergarten; 

required 8-10 hours of care; attempted to better align capacity with need; increased the hours 

of professional development; mandated assessments of children to better meet their needs; 

added social workers to the model; and encouraged private pay children to be in the classroom 

with the low-income subsidized children.  The model also limited family child care to children 6 

weeks- 3 years old and srongly encouraged family child networks to be administered by 

organizations with centers (and did not issue awards to networks that were not part of centers.) 

 

While the goals and model of EarlyLearn have always been laudable, the implementation has 

been problematic in a number of areas including: the reduced capacity of the system; the 

distribution of the slots; the rate providers are paid; the full enrollment payment policy; the low 

salaries and reduced benefits for staff in centers; and the implementation of the pre-k 

expansion by a network of providers already struggling and fragile.  

 

As will be discussed in more detail, EarlyLearn reduced the system’s capacity and redistributed 

the slots, leaving some high quality programs without a contract  and some areas of the City 

with pockets of poverty unserved or underserved. In response, the Campaign for Children 

formed to advocate for lost slots and the City Council stepped in to fund over $60 million of 

child care for approximately 4,300 children. The City Council funded and essentially 

administered these programs for two years, then the funding was baselined by Mayor 

Bloomberg in November 2013, and then the de Blasio administration extended the contracts 

for one year. These contracts expire on June 30, 2015 and the baselined funds for this 

discretionary system previously funded and selected by the City Council are the subject of the 

current open EarlyLearn RFP.  
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EarlyLearn created several notable fiscal changes related to the contracts between the City and 

the CBO providers of child care, Head Start and pre-kindergarten at ACS centers: 

 Blended funding and new models for contracted center-based care:  Prior to EarlyLearn, 

rates to providers were individually negotiated based on program costs. The funding 

formula now is for three center-based models with three different rates:  child care and pre-

kindergarten; Head Start and pre-kindergarten; and child care, Head Start and pre-

kindergarten.  These rates do not take into account different program needs such as facility 

costs or repairs. 

 Family child care networks:  Family child care subsidized by ACS became limited to children 

0-3 and all selected networks have centers to which their 4-year olds transition. 

 Facility costs:  Prior to EarlyLearn, due to budget constraints, ACS stopped adjusting rates 

for rent increases. With Earlylearn, the rate is no longer individually adjusted to 

accommodate varying facility costs such as rent. The city holds the lease on direct lease 

sites and pays the rent still. For all other sites, ACS provides a facility add-on, which is the 

average cost of the rent costs pre-EarlyLearn. Thus some sites receive more than than they 

did before EarlyLearn while the others receive less. Facility costs are not adjusted for rent 

increases, maintenance or repairs. In a recent Campaign for Children report based on a 

survey of providers, the providers reported facility costs as a tremendous challenge to the 

fiscal viability of their programs and their ability to direct resources towards educational 

programming.1  

 Insurance: The City eliminated the Central Insurance Program, which prior to EarlyLearn 

provided health insurance to staff and general liability and worker’s compensation for 

programs. The EarlyLearn rate is supposed to accommodate agencies’ purchase of 

insurance, but notably the health insurance program was selected through an RFP process 

after the EarlyLearn rate was already established. The new health insurance program is 

expensive for child care employers and child care staff. The program requires a 15% 

employer contribution, and providers pay 80% and the DC 1707 Welfare Fund contributes 

5%. Many staff (estimates of 40-60%) have opted out of health insurance. It is unknown 

how many of these staff are now covered by their partner’s plan, how many are on 

Medicaid, nor how many are uninsured. In addition, in the Campaign for Children survey, 

several providers reported that if their staff had availed themselves of health insurance, 

they would not have been able to continue to operate their program due to insufficient 

funding.2  Finally, an insurance broker familiar with the ACS system estimated that the funds 

for the worker’s compensation and general liability insurance only cover 60% of the cost.3 

 Contractor contribution:  Prior to EarlyLearn, the City reimbursed programs for 100% of the 

contract. Now the City factors in a 6.7% contractor contribution and thus only pays agencies 

                                                      
1 Campaign for Children.  EarlyLearn rate is too low to sustain high quality early childhood education programs in 
NYC.  January 2015.   
2 Id. 
3 Id. 
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93.3% of the contract amount. The 6.7% contractor contribution can be monetary, in-kind 

or both.  

 Pay-for-Enrollment:  Prior to EarlyLearn, center-based providers were paid based on their 

contracted capacity. Now the contracted amount is based on 100% enrollment and agencies 

are no longer paid for vacant seats. Currently, according to ACS, the system is operating at 

approximately 82% enrollment and only 105 of the 368 EarlyLearn centers are 95-100% 

enrolled.4 This means that many programs are losing significant funding.  

 

These fiscal changes have led to tremendous fiscal challenges for providers, some of whom are 

operating at deficits.  In the recent Campaign for Children survey and report, 83% of the 

ruveyed agencies (35 out of 42) reported struggling with the EarlyLearn rate and 17 reported 

that they operate on a deficit, spending more on their EarlyLearn programs than they receive 

from ACS.5 

 

Despite the struggles and fiscal gaps, programs are expected to provide high-quality early 

learning experiences for the children. This is critical as high quality early childhood education 

has been shown to close the achievement gap for low-income children and thus is critical for 

addressing income disparities in the City.  

 

Unfortunately, however, in the recent Campaign for Children survey, programs reported 

struggling with attaining the tools they need to provide a high quality early learning program 

for children. Specifically this included educational materials for the classroom, technology for 

the classroom, field trips, family support services and professional development for staff. 

Furthermore, programs reported struggling with recruiting and retaining high quality teachers 

and staff due to the low salaries and poor benefits. In the survey, one program noted that they 

laid off their experienced educational director to replace her with a less-experienced but 

cheaper person.6  

 

The Impact of EarlyLearn on Capacity to Serve Low-income Children 

In 2008, ACS conducted a needs assessment and determined that only 27% of eligible children 

were enrolled in an early education program and that there was a tremendous gap in services 

for infants and toddlers.7 Despite the clear need for expansion, particularly for infants and 

toddlers, EarlyLearn substantially reduced the capacity of the system.  

 

                                                      
4 Personal communication between CCC and ACS. 
5 Campaign for Children.  EarlyLearn rate is too low to sustain high quality early childhood education programs in 
NYC.  January 2015.   
6 Id. 
7 Administration for Children’s Services. Charting the Course for Child Care and Head Start:  A Community Needs 
Analysis of Early Care and Education in New York City.  August 2008.  
http://www.nyc.gov/html/acs/downloads/pdf/childcare_needs_assessment_report.pdf.  

http://www.nyc.gov/html/acs/downloads/pdf/childcare_needs_assessment_report.pdf
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In fiscal year 2010, prior it the implementation of EarlyLearn, nearly 121,000 children were 

served by ACS8; in November 2014 just over 97,000 children were served9. As it relates to the 

contracted system (all that is impacted by EarlyLearn), 48,609 children were enrolled in fiscal 

year 201010 and nearly 29,878 were enrolled in November 2014.11 

 

When the EarlyLearn RFP was initially released in 2011, the plan was to provide 41,764 

contracted slots, which was a reduction of 8,200 slots. After an outcry from advocates and the 

City Council, ACS added 1,700 slots for a total of 43,464 slots. This was still down from the 2012 

pre- EarlyLearn capacity of 48,971 slots by what was then 5,500 slots (1000 family child care 

slots were eliminated from the system prior because they were vacant.)12 

 

For a variety of reasons, many of which were related to the ability of new providers to open 

new sites when the contracts were finalized, the capacity of the system was reduced to 

approximately 38,000 in fiscal year 2014 and today due to the loss of more centers the 

contracted capacity is approximately 36,000 children. CCC does not know how many sites have 

closed since the start of EarlyLearn.  The 36,000 slots does not include the slots that had been 

funded by the City Council that are now being RFPed (approximately 4,300 slots). 

 

CCC’s understanding is that the funding for the lost contracted seats has been used by ACS to 

fund the increasing cost of the voucher system.  This means that the funding from sites that did 

not open is not available to be used to restore anticipated capacity to the contracted system. 

 

The charton the next page shows the children served over time as reported by ACS in the 

Mayor’s Management Report and on their web site for November 2014. Note that fiscal years 

2013-present do not include the City Council funded seats/baselined discretionary seats.    

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                      
8 Mayor’s Management Report Fiscal Year 2014, Administration for Children’s Services at 164.  
http://www.nyc.gov/html/ops/downloads/pdf/mmr2014/acs.pdf.  
9 Adminisration for Children’s Services web site.  www.nyc.gov/acs.  Visited 1/12/2015. 
10 Mayor’s Management Report Fiscal Year 2014, Administration for Children’s Services at 164.  
http://www.nyc.gov/html/ops/downloads/pdf/mmr2014/acs.pdf. 
11 Adminisration for Children’s Services web site.  www.nyc.gov/acs.  Visited 1/12/2015. 
12 New York City Independent Budget Office. Reviewing the Changes in City Child Care Enrollment.  March 2014. 

http://www.nyc.gov/html/ops/downloads/pdf/mmr2014/acs.pdf
http://www.nyc.gov/acs
http://www.nyc.gov/html/ops/downloads/pdf/mmr2014/acs.pdf
http://www.nyc.gov/acs
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Children Served Over Time  

  Contracted  

System  

Enrollment  

Vouchers  Total Children  

Served   

FY 2010  48,609  72,200  120,809  

FY 2011  48,584  68,484  117,068  

FY 2012  45,310  69,020  114,330  

FY 2013  30,096  71,756  101,852  

FY 2014 30,422 67,541 98,338  

November 2014 29,878 67,270 97,148 

  

Child Care Staff Salaries and Benefits 

Staff salaries are factored into the EarlyLearn rate.  Thus, when there is a salary adjustment (like 

the recent cost of living adjustment for Head Start), the rate is adjusted accordingly.  While not 

created by the rate, salaries for staff such as lead teachers, assistant teachers and program 

directors, are very low and significantly less than comparable staff in DOE schools.  

 

Most of the staff in the centers are unionized.  There has not been a union contract or salary 

adjustment for most staff since 2006.  The exception is that in 2014, salaries were increased for 

lead teachers in 4-year old pre-kindergarten classrooms as part of the pre-k expansion.  This 

means that teachers of 4-year olds with the same credentials as those teaching 4-year olds are 

getting paid a higher salary.  In some instances the 4-year old lead teacher is getting paid more 

than the  program director.  Still, all of these salaries are significantly less than the salaries in 

DOE schools.  This gets even more dramatic as teachers gain experience because DOE provides 

salary increases as teachers gain experience.  It is also important to note that DOE teachers 

work 6 hours and 20 minutes per day and have the summer off while teachers in EarlyLearn 

sites work 8-10 hours per day and during the summer. 

 

Based on an analysis conducted by United Neighborhood Houses (UNH), on the following page 

are some samples of the salaries that illustrate both the need to increase salaries and ultimately 

achieve parity with the Department of Education: 
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Salary Comparisons of Early Childhood Education Teachers13 

 BA BA+ 5 

Years 

BA+ 10 

Years 

MA MA+ 5 

Years 

MA+ 10 

Years 

DOE $48,445 $51,161 $68,443 $54,458 $57,175 $74,457 

CBO Pre-K Lead 

Teachers  

$44,000 $44,000 $44,000 $50,000 $50,000 $50,000 

ACS Child Care 

(excluding Pre-

K lead teacher) 

$36,542 $39,665 $40,565 $39,350 $40,750 $41,550 

ACS Head Start 

(excluding pre-

k lead teachers) 

$44,033 $45,233 $45,733 $48,509 $49,709 $50,209 

 

In addition to the low salaries, as was discussed previously, the child care providers in 

EarlyLearn centers now also have to contribute 15% to the cost of their health insurance and 

many staff have opted out of the health insurance coverage.  Due to confidentiality reasons, we 

do not know how many of the staff have no health insurance coverage at all nor how many are 

on their partner’s plan, Medicaid or have obtained insurance through the Exchange. 

 

Finally, EarlyLearn has also impacted family child providers.  Given that the family child care 

networks are all part of agencies with EarlyLearn centers, many are financially struggling.  Thus, 

the fee family child providers pay to the network varies and in some instances is quite high.  

There have also been instances where programs struggling to make payroll have delayed paying 

the family providers. 

 

Parent Fees 

As required by federal law, child care includes parent fees.  On the other hand, New York’s pre-

kindergarten program is universal, meaning there can be no fee regardless of income.  

 

As budgets got tight and ACS continued to try to save quality and capacity while there was a 

reduction in City funding for child care, parent fees for child care subsidy were increased at 

least twice. Now parents pay a minimum of $15 per week with the fee schedule adjusted for 

family income.  For some families, this fee can be $100-$300 per week.   

 

In addition, since slots in ACS pre-kindergarten programs are funded with some child care 

funding, these pre-kindergarten programs have to charge a parent fee.  For some children with 

siblings, this has meant that there is a parent fee for pre-kindergarten even though there would 

not be one if the child was in a DOE school-based program. Ironically then, it is the lowest 

                                                      
13 Source is unpublished chart produced by United Neighborhood Houses. 
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income children with the fee for pre-k. Notably many of these children are enrolled for 8-10 

hours per day, so more than then 6 hours and 20 minutes of pre-k provided in schools. 

 

Providers are responsible for collecting the parent fee and any fees they do not collect is again 

funding that is not in the provider budget.  

 

Data 

When ACS put EarlyLearn into place, they changed their data system and developed a system 

where providers enter their own program and enrollment data. In part because of this 

transition, but also likely due to other factors, advocates have had very little access to child 

care/Head Start data beyond the enrollment data in the monthly Flash, the data annually 

reported in the Mayor’s Management Report and the data shared by the IBO (Independent 

Budget Office).   

 

The available data no longer includes the types of child care (group, family, informal), the ages 

of the children enrolled, nor the location of slots/enrollment by zip code, community district 

and/or Council District.  

 

The dearth of data has made it impossible for advocates to assess the full impact of Earlylearn 

or the pre-kindergarten expansion. For example, we cannot determine whether there are fewer 

3- year olds served due to the pre-k expansion because we do not know how many were served 

in EarlyLearn and/or vouchers last year nor this year. Similarly, we cannot map any data related 

to changes in capacity over time nor slots versus enrollment.  

 

New EarlyLearn RFP with the baselined funding previously added by the City Council 

ACS is currently RFPing the funding for child care that was baselined in the November Plan in 

November 2013.  This funding (which was approximately $60 million but is not explicit in the 

RFP) previously funded child care programs selected by the City Council after ACS failed to 

provide the programs a contract in the EarlyLearn awards. 

 

Due to procurement rules, ACS is required to have a competitive process for the distribution of 

the funds.  In the initial EarlyLearn contract awards, ACS did not give enough credit for a site’s 

history serving a community which led to substantial changes in contractors.  In addition, while 

the RFP said it was a preference but not a requirement for family child care networks to be at 

programs with centers, the City did not award any family child care slots to networks that were 

not part of centers.  Thus, the City Council selected and funded centers and family child care 

networks that they believed should have received a contract. 
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Federal, State and City Funds 

Regardless of the need to increase the capacity, quality and rates in the EarlyLearn system, ACS 

and the City face the potential of a reduction in funds on top of the ACS structural deficit.  For 

example, the federal government just reauthorized the Child Care Development Block Grant 

(CCDBG) to have new monitoring and oversight rules for informal family, friend and neighbor 

care (such as background checks and home visits).  While these rules are aimed at improving 

quality, they are unfunded mandates.  The State has already begun to express concern and 

hinted at a reduction in the number of slots they will be able to fund. 

 

This is on top of the ACS structural budget deficit. At this time, ACS is handling their deficit by 

using unspent contracted funds (due to the system being at 82% enrollment) to pay for the 

vouchers.  It is unclear how ACS will address their deficit when the system is more fully 

enrolled. 

 

Recommendations 

The center-based and family child care networks that comprise ACS’s EarlyLearn system are 

integral for the City to provide low-income children with a quality early learning experience 

while their parents are at work  or at school.  Child care is therefore essential to addressing 

income disparities both so that parents can work and so that low-income children do not start 

school behind their peers.   

 

It is important to note that the EarlyLearn providers have also been essential to the 

implementation of the Mayor’s full-day prekindergarten expansion for 4-year olds, as all fo the 

4-year olds in EarlyLearn programs are also part of the pre-k program.   

 

To stabilize and strengthen the system, we respectfully make the following recommendations 

to the Administration and remain hopeful that the City Council will support these as well: 

 The City and the Union must negotiate a contract exepeditiously.  Salaries must be 

increased for child care staff, including salary parity with DOE.  The EarlyLearn rate must 

be adjusted accordingly. 

 The EarlyLearn rate must be increased and should be indexed to inflation.   

 The new EarlyLearn rate must do a better job of addressing disparate facility costs, 

including rent, rent increases, repairs, and maintenance.  Instead of using the average 

facility cost add on, ACS should pay agencies in a manner more consistent with their 

costs. 

 The City should consider creating a capital fund to pay for repairs at child care centers 

and family child care homes so that these costs do not come out of the funding that 

could otherwise be spent on programming for children. 

 The City needs to expand the capacity of the contracted system, particularly for children 

0-3. 
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 To ensure a high quality classroom experience, the City needs to ensure the EarlyLearn 

rate is sufficient to enable agencies to invest in necessary classroom materials and 

technology.  The City should consider using some fo the State Smart Bond funds for the 

purchase of technology in the classrooms. 

 The City needs to make adustments to how insurance is paid for and provided for child 

care staff, and then adjust the EarlyLearn rate accordingly.  Agencies need to be paid a 

rate that is high enough that they are able to purchase health insurance for ALL of their 

staff, as well as for general liability and worker’s compensation.  The City and the union 

must work together to ensure that the new union contract includes adequate salary and 

benefits for child care staff. 

 The City should reconsider the current metrics used for full enrollment and implement a 

reimbursement system that better ensures agencies have funding for their fixed costs, 

as well as more certainly about their reimbursement so that they can better plan for 

their programs.  The City should consider 100% reimbursement to programs meeting a 

lower threshold. 

 The City should consider reducing the parent fee and determine a way to eliminate the 

parent fee for all 4-year olds. In addition, as DOE and DYCD build and strengthen the 

free elementary after-school program for young children and/or extend COMPASS to 

four- years olds, consideration must be given to ensure 4-year olds still enroll in CBOs.   

 In the currently open EarlyLearn RFP, we urge ACS to select centers and family child care 

networks with a history of serving the communities so that the majority of the high 

quality programs and networks funded by the City Council receive contracts. 

 It will be critical for the Administration and the City Council to advocate for additional 

state funds to help cover costs, particularly if the State attempts to cut capacity to 

implement the new CCDBG requirements. 

 The City (ACS and DOE) need to be more transparent and accessible with regard to 

providing data to advocates and City Council members so that we are better able to 

assess the impact of EarlyLearn and the pre-k expansion. 

 

Conclusion  

In conclusion, subsidized child care is an invaluable resource for low-income children and 

families, and an investment in New York City’s future. CCC stands by the vision of EarlyLearn, as 

it represents important steps in improving access to high quality early childhood education 

opportunities in New York City.  We again thank the City Council for your commitment to early 

childhood education and to trying to ensure as many children as possible are able to have 

access to high quality care.      

  

Thank you for the opportunity to testify.  

  

  


