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New Jersey Early Care and Education Alliance

Testimony for the CCDF FY 2022-2025 State Child Care Plan

I am Elmoria Thomas, Chairperson of the New Jersey Early Care and Education Alliance (NJ ECE Alliance), in which I present and submit this testimony on behalf of the NJ ECE Alliance.  We are a volunteer organization that provides awareness to the child care and early education professionals and families with young children on issues that impact our state system of early care and education throughout New Jersey. We are thankful that the New Jersey Department of Human Services/ Division of Family Development allows the NJ ECE Alliance and others this opportunity to share testimony on the State Plan.
The NJ Early Care and Education Alliance is overwhelmingly thankful to the Division of Family Development for the support to child care and early education during the past three years and throughout the COVID 19 epidemic. We have observed great effort in the work that has taken place during this time to help the child care and early education workforce get through these extremely challenging times and we commend you on your accomplishments which are as follow:
· Reducing the parent co-pay by 50 percent a tremendous savings for families
· Providing rate increases for center-based child care

· Providing significant tiered rate increases for Grow NJ Kids quality-rated child care centers

· Eliminating (over the past ten years) the waiting list for parents in need of  child care subsidy

· Providing 12-months of child care subsidy eligibility despite changes to family circumstances

· Responding quickly to the circumstances created by the pandemic such as:

· Supplemental payments to providers to cover COVID-19-related costs.

· Cleaning and Sanitizing Grants for center and FCC providers

· Stabilization Grants for center and FCC providers

· Enrollment-based  child care subsidy payments

· Supporting programs that were closed during the height of the pandemic.

· Establishing the tuition-assistance program for remote learners 


While the NJ Department of Human Services, Division of Family Development has made some significant        changes, these are some recommendations to be considered for the Plan:

1.5 and 4.1.9- Community-Based Contracts for All Preschool Expansion:  Although DFD does not have direct control over New Jersey’s preschool expansion plan, it is essential that the State of New Jersey mandates that all preschool expansion initiatives must include a variety of community-based contracts.  Without viable preschool programs in a community, there would be no infant/toddler or after-school programs.  Based on the Abbott model and history in New Jersey, once a school district takes on the role of running preschool programs, non-contracted community-based programs begin to close down, due to inability to compete.  Included in the closures are the infant/toddler and school-age care components.  In order for New Jersey to have a multitude of options for parental choice, they must contract with community-based child care centers to ensure the economic viability of the community and child care infrastructure.  Studies on Abbott district-contracted programs document the ability of community-based child care programs to provide extremely high-quality early care and education when funding is available and quality benchmarks are clearly defined.  

1.6 and 4.2.2- Public-Private Partnerships:  The Alliance for Early Care and Education should be a member agency of the Council for Young Children and we request that a representative be invited to join.  

A stronger public-private partnership is needed between State agencies and the child care community.  We do not find the current Council for Young Children to be inclusive or accessible.  It does not connect with the private sector or the child care community in a meaningful way. We would like to reference and recommend the highly-regarded Child Care Advisory Council (CCAC) model New Jersey had in place for decades, prior to the establishment of the Council for Young Children.  The CCAC was broadly inclusive, embracing all child care-related organizations and concerned individuals; it included other community-based organizations that had an interest in child care such as the League of Women Voters and the business community.  The CCAC had a community-based chair and meetings were facilitated by the State.  The meetings were open to the public, community participation was encouraged, and discussion included guests/community participants who sat around the table.  The meetings were held on a monthly basis at the same location and included a variety of government agencies that provided a monthly report (DOL, DHS, EOE, DCF, etc.).   Attendees had immediate notification of developing plans that involved any aspect of child care, and an opportunity to weigh-in during the developmental or planning phase of new initiatives.   Non-members participated on a regular basis and received meeting notices, minutes, and handouts.  We suggest New Jersey redesign its Council for Young Children to mirror the CCAC model.

7.5- Office of Emergency Management (OEM):  New Jersey needs to ensure that child care resource and referral agencies are participants in local OEM community planning meetings.  The CCR&Rs have access to the specific locations of the center, family child care, and family/friend/neighbor providers and are relied upon by the State to communicate with the provider community during emergency situations.  Child care must be an essential component of the State, County, and local emergency planning process.

2.3.6, 5.4.1 and 5.5.7 -NJCCIS Website:  The website should include information on the provider’s education, credentials, languages spoken, and enrollment capacity.  It needs to be more user-friendly for providers. For parents -- it needs to include easier access to licensing/certification inspection reports.  

4.1.3c - Rate Increases for Family Child Care (FCC) Providers:  State reimbursement rates should not be subject to failed union negotiations between the Child Care Workers Union and the State.  Due to the inability of parties to negotiate a fair rate, FCC providers are unfairly being held to a rate that has not increased in over ten years.  

4.3.4 and 4.3.5 -Child Care Subsidy Rates:  As New Jersey has legislated an increase in the State minimum wage with annual increases, child care subsidy rates must be increased annually to ensure the continuation of a viable child care workforce and parental options.  

7 and 7.2.1 - American Rescue Plan (ARP) Funds:  As New Jersey develops it distribution of ARP and Child Care Stabilization funds, the planning should be done by seeking public comment and open conversations, engaging all child care community stakeholders in the decision-making process.

3.4 and 3.4.3- Post-Pandemic Response:  As previous subsidy-eligible workers who were laid off during the pandemic begin their return to the workforce, accommodations should be made to ensure parents are able to re-qualify for subsidy at the re-determination level for hours worked and/or family income.  

4.1.6a - Parent Linking Program:   The State’s Parent Linking Program, which strengthens pregnant and parenting teen’s ability to access and complete their education, while improving child and maternal health outcomes, is a tremendous support and DFD/DCF partnership.  We recommend that New Jersey extend this opportunity to all school districts with high teen-pregnancy rates.  

7.3.6 - Grow NJ Kids (GNJK) Evaluation:  We applaud New Jersey for planning to evaluate the GNJK rating system.  The results should be transparent and widely distributed.  As the State looks to realign its GNJK rating standards, there should be opportunities for all stakeholders to weigh-in and provide recommendations prior to composing the new standards.
Lastly, the child care community has shared that the additional supplemental funds are extremely helpful to the centers; however, it is challenging to consistently wait until the last day of the month to know what the State requirements or payment practices will be for the following month. 

Also, child care centers are currently awaiting guidance on the number of children they will be permitted to enroll over the summer.  Child care center employees are leaving their jobs on a regular basis to work in other, more financially lucrative fields. In order to increase the number of children at a site, programs need to hire new staff, which can take up to three months just to hire one new staff member. 

The NJ ECE Alliance knows timely communication is always critical to the sustainability of child care businesses; we recommend that all child care providers be informed of forthcoming financial and regulatory changes months in advance so that they can begin to plan and budget accordingly. 

Again, we thank you for the opportunity and look forward to continued work with the NJ Department of Human Services, Division of Family Development. We are also hopeful for a better year in 2021.
Respectfully Submitted,

Elmoria Thomas
Elmoria Thomas, Chairperson
CCDF
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