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Seeds to Success
 Improving Child Care Quality in Washington State

Lessons Learned
The two-year fi eld test revealed the following elements as vital for success:

Coaching, training and incentives. Help improve quality of care provided to children and 
families in a short time period.

Standardized assessments. Provide a benchmark for measuring quality improvement and 
a foundation for goal setting.

Strong relationships with community stakeholders. Help build local capacity and 
create critical infrastructure, maintaining momentum and increasing participant buy-in 
as Seeds to Success expands statewide.

Simple is better. Prioritize critical elements using evidence-based, research-supported 
indicators to create a model that is easy for caregivers and families to use and understand.

Next Steps
The fi eld test results and community feedback demonstrate that a quality rating and 
improvement system (QRIS) is a valuable tool both for families seeking quality child care 
and for providers committed to making improvements.

While the program’s reach depends on funding, Department of Early Learning envisions a 
statewide implementation of the QRIS, with expansion beginning in 2011-2012. Plans include:

•  Introduction of the updated QRIS standards in August 2011

•  Ongoing quality improvement eff orts by fi eld test participants, who will lead the way as 
“early adopters”

•  Development of key statewide data systems, ensuring seamless infrastructure and leading 
to valid, accurate and meaningful ratings

•  Participation by at least 120 facilities in QRIS beginning in July 2012, depending on 
available funding

•  Continued eff orts to secure both state and federal support and funding

“It’s really important for success in school.” 
A mother shares her son’s experience.
As an elementary school teacher, Dolly M. knows just what very young children need at 
child care: a safe, inviting atmosphere, age-appropriate materials, books and songs, and the 
opportunity to practice their social skills. “That’s one of the reasons I brought my son here,” 
she said. “He’s an only child and I want him to socialize well with other kids because, as a 
teacher, I know it’s really important for success in school.” 

Dolly’s son attends Carita de Angel Childcare in South Seattle. Since provider Martha Moreno 
became involved with Seeds to Success, Dolly has witnessed improvements in the program. 
Cubbies labeled with children’s names and photos encourage independence and a sense 
of self. Teacher Martha has arranged indoor play spaces to encourage independent use of 
materials. And a new parent newsletter with monthly 
themes and activities helps Dolly stay involved with the 
program’s curriculum.

“It’s important for parents to know how their children can 
be successful,” said Dolly. “This is one of the steps.” As for 
her own little boy, “He’s really happy to be here. He’s always 
asking to see teacher Martha.”
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What is Seeds to 
Success? 
Where can parents turn for 
information about child care 
quality? When Child Care 
Resources surveyed over 400 
Washington state parents, 70% 
supported a quality rating and 
improvement system.1 Seeds to 
Success—Washington state’s 
voluntary quality rating and 
improvement system—was 
developed to meet that need.

Tested over the past two years, 
this new model uses nationwide 
best practices, and it adds a 
research-based rating system 
to the state’s licensing require-
ments. Seeds to Success 
includes:

• Quality standards

• Accountability measures

•  Provider outreach and 
support

• Financial incentives

• Parent/consumer education 

1Parent Evaluation Survey 8/2010-2/2011, Child Care Resources, King County WA.
2 Peisner-Feinberg, E.S., Burchinal, M.R., Cliff ord, R.M., Culkin, M.L., Howes, C., Kagan, S.L., & Yazejian, N. (2001). The relation of preschool child care quality to children’s cognitive and social development 
trajectories through second grade, Child Development, 72(5), 1534-1553.

3 Graman, K. (2011, April 17). Studies on development inform push for early learning. The Spokesman Review, Spokane, WA. Retrieved from http://www.spokesman.com/stories/2011/apr/17/from-
research-to-policy

4 Landry et al, 2009; Jackson et al 2007; Neuman et al 2009; Powell et al 2010. 
For full citations, refer to: Boller, K., Del Grosso, P., Blair, R., Jolly, Y., Fortson, K., Paulsell, D., Lundquist, E., Hallgren, K., & Kovac, M. (2010). The seeds to success modifi ed fi eld test: Findings from the 
impact and implementation studies. Princeton, NJ: Mathematica Policy Research.

5Ibid.

“Seeds to Success has 

been an incredible 

opportunity to further 

develop our craft and 

focus on the practice 

and profession of Early 

Learning.”  

SARAH AIRHART, 
FOUNDER AND DIRECTOR 
OF THE COMMUNITY 
SCHOOL OF WEST SEATTLE

It gave us the ability to be the kind 
of program I knew we could be. 
East Yakima Director

Seeds to Success helped make 
quality improvements to my 
program I otherwise may not 
have known I needed to make. 
Thank you for opening my eyes 
to endless possibilities.
Clark County Teacher
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Field tests show that Seeds to Success 
improves quality

Year One, 2009-2010: Testing the effect of 
coaching and financial incentives
In East Yakima and White Center, 52 family child care providers 
and 14 centers were randomly divided into treatment and control 
groups. Providers in the treatment group received eight hours of 
coaching per month; quality improvement grants; professional 
development opportunities and funds; and additional supports.

It was clear the coaching and fi nancial incentives provided 
through Seeds to Success signifi cantly improved the observed 
quality of child care. According to the researchers, “the differences 
in observed quality were larger than those reported in other 
recent studies4 of child care or preschool quality improvement 
interventions.”5

The bottom line? When child care providers receive one-on-one 
coaching and modest improvement grants, program quality 
begins to improve—quickly. 

Pequeños Pasos: 
Reaching parents 
through quality 
programming
Family child care provider 
María Nicolas, owner of 
Pequeños Pasos in White 
Center, hosted a parent 
appreciation night. At the 
meeting, her Seeds to Success 
coach shared some of María’s 
quality improvement goals, 
such as investing in child 
assessment tools that would 
inform the center’s daily 
curriculum. María and her 
coach also talked about the 
important role families play as 
their children’s “fi rst teachers,” 
especially in the area of school 
readiness. Many parents said 
they had intended to move 
their children to the local 
Head Start program for 
preschool. However, after 
attending the meeting and 
learning about María’s efforts 
to align with early childhood 
best practices, many parents 
chose to keep their children 
enrolled at Pequeños Pasos.

Year Two, 2010-2011: Testing the full Seeds to 
Success model and services
Participants in all fi ve communities received consistent levels 
of coaching, training, and other professional development 
opportunities. DEL and Thrive by Five Washington evaluated 
the entire Seeds model, using fall and spring assessments to 
measure changes in program quality.

•  Quality of child care improved signifi cantly, as measured by 
Environmental Rating Scales (ERS) and Seed Ratings.

•  Increased capacity and strong relationships among providers, 
trainers and stakeholders laid the groundwork for expansion.

•  Testing assisted in development of a more measurable 
defi nition of quality.

Year 1: Quality of child care 
improved significantly in the treatment group

Washington’s response
Responding to the needs of parents, providers and 
children, Washington state’s Department of Early 
Learning (DEL) and Thrive by Five Washington (the 
state’s nonprofi t public-private partnership for early 
learning), developed Seeds to Success, a method to 
assess, improve and communicate about quality 
of care.

The Seeds to Success model is based on input from 
thousands of parents, child care professionals and 
advocates, along with best practices from similar 
systems in 22 states. The Seeds to Success fi eld test 
(2009-2011) ensured a fair system, focused on changes 
and supports that most impact children. In addition, 
this model will provide parent consumers with accurate 
information about quality when ratings are released.

Who benefits?
•  Children

Thrive on higher quality care

•  Parents
Enjoy access to “consumer 
reports” information about 
program quality

•  Providers
Receive support and 
incentives for improvements

Testing Seeds to Success
Child care providers—center-based and family-home based—in fi ve communities participated 
in a two-year fi eld test. Participants included over 100 child care businesses and 300 child 
care professionals in Clark, Kitsap and Spokane counties, as well as the two Thrive by Five 
Washington Demonstration Communities in White Center (King County) and East Yakima. 

The major focus of Year One was a randomized controlled trial—one of the fi rst in the 
country for a quality rating and improvement system—conducted in White Center and 
East Yakima. Results informed a refi nement of the test for the second year.
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The growing demand for quality child care
Every day in Washington state, at least 176,000 children are cared for in licensed child care. But the quality varies dramatically. Very young children, 
who most need high-quality care, often don’t receive it. Providers need effective supports to help improve the quality of care. And parents concerned 
about quality need a standardized tool that will provide the information they need—no matter where they live.

Quality affects school success
Parents have always known that a quality child care program must provide more than 
just a safe place to play. Experts agree that a child who experiences a high-quality 
learning environment enters school better prepared for success.

One national study followed 733 children from ages 4 to 8, and found that quality 
teacher practice has a positive impact on language and academic skills. Additionally, 
positive teacher-child interactions strengthen children’s cognitive and social skills.2

Brain development scientists at the University of Washington’s Institute for Learning 
and Brain Sciences (I-LABS) fi nd that “...relationships, how we interact with children, 
what kind of input, the quality and quantity of that input early on, can predict kinder-
garten and school readiness much earlier than we think.”3

Clearly, the availability of high-quality early childhood care is critical. Parents are 
reaching out for help to fi nd the best care options for their children. And 49 out 
of 50 states, including Washington state, are responding with child care quality 
rating systems.

Measurement: Environmental Rating Scales (ERS), a nationally normed assessment tool 
that measures the child care learning environment

“Quality scores were 

much higher for the 

group with access to 

Seeds coaching and 

quality improvement 

funds than for the 

control group that did 

not have access to these 

resources.” 

KIM BOLLER, 
MATHEMATICA’S LEAD 
RESEARCHER FOR 
FIRST-YEAR STUDY

Year 2: Cumulative Seed ratings improved significantly
with the full Seeds to Success model

Facilities were awarded 1-5 “Seeds” based on performance in 4 categories: 
Curriculum & Learning Environment, Professional Development & Training, 

Family & Community Partnerships, Leadership & Management Practices
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Seeds provided the teachers 
I worked with lots of aha moments, 
almost too many to list.
Spokane County Coach


