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Purpose 
Pursuant to C.R.S. 22-2-134.5, the Colorado Department of Education (CDE) and Colorado Department of 
Human Services (CDHS) have jointly authored this report to the Joint Education Committee of the Colorado 
General Assembly.  The purpose of the report is to provide the Joint Education Committee with information 
concerning the status of implementing Colorado’s quality rating and improvement system (QRIS) for school 
district and charter school early childhood education programs.  The report includes the timeline for 
implementation and the plan for coordinating the requirements of the QRIS with other statutory requirements 
for school districts and charter schools related to educating children with disabilities, implementing educator 
performance evaluations, and the Colorado Preschool Program. 

Background 
Initiating Legislation for Colorado’s QRIS 
In 2011, the Colorado General Assembly passed House Bill 11-1027 (sections 26-6-601-605, C.R.S.) which 
required the CDHS to develop a QRIS that is embedded in licensing for all early education and care programs, 
including programs based in public school districts and charter schools.  Prior to implementation of the QRIS, the 
quality of early education and care program, including those based in school districts and charter schools, has 
solely been regulated by the Child Care Rules and Regulations (12 CCR 2509 8, Rule Manual Volume 7, Child Care 
Facility Licensing) which articulate requirements related to early learning and care program staff qualifications, 
child care services, equipment and materials, buildings and facilities, safety, and records and reports.   

Publicly Funded District- and Charter-Based Preschool Programs in Colorado 
Background.  Per statute (C.R.S. 22-28-101 -114), the Colorado Preschool Program (CPP) serves 20,160 young 
children who have significant risk factors present in their lives.  In 2013 and 2014 the General Assembly 
approved an additional 3,200 and 5,000 (respectively) half-day ECARE slots that can be used flexibly to serve 
eligible children through half-day or full-day preschool or full-day kindergarten.  In addition, preschool special 
education monies fund approximately 8,500 preschoolers with disabilities.  
 
Children who are funded through CPP or special education dollars can be served in school district or charter 
school settings, local child care centers, community preschools or Head Start programs. Figure 1 illustrates 
where children receiving state funding for preschool are served. 
 
Figures 1 and 2:  Settings Where Publicly Funded Preschool Children Are Served 
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The CPP statute authorizes CDE to give funding priority to school districts that utilize existing private child care 
agencies and Head Start programs to serve CPP-eligible children.  Currently, 21% of eligible children are served 
in community-based child care settings and nine percent are served in Head Start programs.  Seventy percent of 
CPP-funded children and eighty-five percent of preschoolers with disabilities are served in school district or 
charter preschool classrooms.  These classrooms may be part of elementary school buildings or standalone 
district early childhood centers.   
 
Quality standards and quality rating efforts prior to QRIS.  Through the CPP statute, the CDE was required to 
develop program standards. The Colorado Quality Standards for Early Childhood Care and Education Services 
(CO Quality Standards) were developed in partnership between the CDE and the CDHS in 1992 and revised in 
2008.  Programs serving CPP-funded children are required to meet the CO Quality Standards and to use the 
document as a self-study tool to guide continuous improvement planning.  Local volunteers serving on the 
preschool advisory council use self-selected elements of the CO Quality Standards to observe classrooms to 
ensure standards are met.  In addition to the required self-assessment process, twenty-five percent of CPP 
participating sites have paid to obtain an independent quality rating through Qualistar Colorado and three 
percent of CPP participating sites have pursued accreditation through the National Association for the Education 
of Young Children (NAEYC) national fee-based program accreditation system.   
 
Since 2003, the Results Matter program has fostered the use of developmentally appropriate formative 
assessment in early learning and care settings for the purpose of informing instruction and intervention, 
continuous quality improvement planning, and state and federal accountability reporting.  Results Matter 
provides training and support for teachers on the use of formative assessment and helps them learn to use the 
information gleaned to develop individualized student learning plans and to adjust their teaching in order to 
support positive outcomes for the children in their care.  Administrators use the assessment information to 
understand how the children in their programs are faring and to plan program quality improvement activities 
such as professional development opportunities for teachers.  CDE uses statewide summaries of assessment 
information to inform the Colorado General Assembly about the impact of the Colorado Preschool Program and 
to meet outcomes reporting requirements of the Office of Special Education Program at the US Department of 
Education. 

Colorado’s QRIS 
What is a Quality Rating Improvement System (QRIS)? 
A QRIS is a method to assess, enhance and communicate the level of quality in early education and care settings.  
A QRIS employs a dedicated agency (such as Qualistar) that uses trained staff to assess and rate the quality of 
early education and care across a number of components such as workforce qualifications, family partnerships, 
leadership, management, administration, child health, and the learning environment.  A rating is given according 
to points accumulated in each category, which then translate into a rating level.  QRIS ratings require early 
education and care programs to initiate an assessment for a fee.  Through funding support from Colorado’s Race 
to the Top Early Learning Challenge grant, there will be no cost to programs during the initial phase through 
2016.  The cost structure for ratings beyond 2016 is still being developed.  Ratings need to be renewed after a 
given time period.  A lower rated program meets basic requirements for health, safety and staff qualifications.  
Higher rated programs have more highly qualified staff, effective ways to engage families, lower staff to child 
ratios, and effective, age-appropriate learning environments.  Ratings of early education and care programs are 
made public to provide program quality information to families and the community. 

Colorado’s QRIS is called Colorado Shines.  Colorado Shines QRIS is based on standards in five categories related 
to early education and care program quality:  (1) workforce qualifications and professional development; (2) 
family partnerships; (3) leadership, management and administration; (4) learning environment; and (5) child 
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health.  Colorado Shines QRIS standards apply to all licensed childcare centers, family childcare homes, and 
district and charter-based preschool programs.  Colorado’s QRIS is a rating system based on an accumulation of 
points within the standards categories and results in a rating level of 1 to 5.  Within the Colorado Shines QRIS, 
programs that meet current early education and care program licensing criteria will result in a Level 1 rating.  
Level 1 demonstrates that a program is licensed. If a provider was previously licensed, they will be licensed once 
again with the QRIS system.  Programs that wish to gain a higher rating can voluntarily apply for a higher rating 
(Levels 2 - 5) by providing evidence to meet the level requirements.  Level 2 demonstrates that providers have 
taken additional steps towards building quality by completing a self-assessment related to quality indicators and 
meet staff training requirements.  Program ratings of levels 3 - 5 are attained through higher levels of points 
across the standards categories.  
 
If a program chooses not to move ahead in the QRIS, then they will remain at a Level 1 unless licensing 
compliance changes. There are no requirements that programs serving CPP funded children or children with 
disabilities be rated beyond the licensing requirement of a Level 1. Through Colorado’s Race to the Top Early 
Learning Challenge grant, $2.25 million in incentive funding is available for distribution to local providers to 
improve their quality rating. 
 

Implementation Timeline for Colorado’s QRIS 
Since 2011, the CDHS has been in the process of developing Colorado Shines QRIS including defining the 
standards and criteria for the rating system, the structure for rating programs, and an enhanced workforce 
qualification and professional development system. In 2014, Colorado Shines QRIS has been undergoing the final 
development and implementation planning processes.   
 
Colorado’s QRIS is the result of several years of collaboration from early childhood stakeholders across the state 
and country.  In 2012, Colorado engaged the support of Oldham Innovative Research to develop the design 
framework at the direction of the Early Childhood QRIS Design Committee.  The CDHS published an initial draft 
of the QRIS in July 2013 and input was received from early childhood education providers and early childhood 
leaders across Colorado.  In September, the CDHS issued a Request for Information to gather additional formal 
feedback about the design and implementation. The design was reviewed in March 2014 by research scientists 
with the Frank Porter Graham Child Development Institute.  The quality indicators and point structure for 
Colorado Shines QRIS were finalized in September 2014. 
 
Colorado Shines QRIS will be implemented in four phases beginning in November 2014 and completing by 
January 2016.   While early education and care programs can begin pursuing ratings at any time, the timeline 
was designed to focus first on programs that serve children through the Colorado Child Care Assistance Program 
and programs that have been rated through Qualistar or are NAEYC accredited.  School district and charter 
school based programs are included in the final phase of implementation beginning in the fall of 2015.   
 
Phase 1 (October – December 2014)  

• Technical assistance and incentive funding through the Race to the Top Early Learning Challenge grant 
made available to Colorado Child Care Assistance Program priority sites for quality improvement and 
rating 

• Statewide early education and care provider outreach and engagement conducted 
• Current Qualistar rated programs due to expire in 2014 scheduled for new ratings  
• Head Start and Early Head Start and NAEYC accredited programs enter the Colorado Shines QRIS system  
• Ready programs can begin the application process 
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Phase 2 (Beginning in January 2015)  

• Current Qualistar rated programs due to expire are prioritized for a Colorado Shines rating prior to the 
date of expiration 

• Targeted outreach conducted to priority sites which include high enrollment Colorado Child Care 
Assistance Programs 

 
Phase 3 (Mid 2015)  

• Early adopters (motivated and/or incentivized) programs enter the Colorado Shines QRIS system 
 
Phase 4 (2015 - 2016)  

• All remaining programs enter the QRIS system (i.e., family child care homes, school district- and charter 
school-based preschools)  

 
By the end of 2016, the Colorado Shines QRIS will be fully implemented across all early learning and care 
programs in the state, including district- and charter-based programs.   
 

Coordinated State Support for District- and Charter-Based Preschool Programs  
The CDE and the CDHS are collaborating in the development of outreach, engagement and transition strategies 
to help support successful school district participation in the QRIS.  To enable the CDE and the CDHS to 
effectively support district- and charter-based preschool programs, the departments have been engaging a QRIS 
Advisory Committee since the spring of 2014 to assist with identification of QRIS implementation issues and 
potential solutions.  Activities completed thus far include: 
 

1. Twenty-seven regional information and focus group sessions have been conducted beginning in July 
2013 and continuing through October 2014. 

2. Eight presentations and feedback sessions have been conducted at CPP spring regional meetings in 2013 
and 2014. 

3. Establishment of the QRIS Advisory Committee comprised of state and local stakeholder committed to 
support a streamlined and smooth transition (April 2014). 

4. Implementation updates provided to state leadership organizations such as the Early Childhood 
Leadership Commission, the Early Childhood and School Readiness Legislative Commission, at the 
Colorado Association of School Executives (CASE) conference, and at the Title I Leadership Conference. 

5. Creation of a QRIS information page on the CDHS Office of Early Childhood website and established on 
the CPP website (August 2013). 

6. Development and launch of a district- and charter-based QRIS communication plan (May 2014). 
7. Timeline for school district participation in QRIS will occur in Phase 4. 
8. Publication of automatic preliminary ratings based on site licensure status of school district sites will 

begin in Spring 2016.  
9. Development and dissemination of a QRIS information fact sheet for school districts (March 2015). 

 
The CDE and the CDHS continue to collaborate with state and local stakeholders as the fall 2015 timeline for 
school district QRIS participation approaches.  Communication updates will intensify, planned learning 
opportunities for district personnel will be implemented and CPP-specific tools will be developed and shared.  
Major activities include: 
 

1. Regular meetings of the QRIS Advisory Committee (April 2014 – December 2015). 



   
QRIS Implementation Report 7 

 
 

 
2. Implementation of an outreach plan to inform and engage school district leadership (January– June 

2015. 
3. Implementation of the district- and charter-based communication plan (January – December 2015). 
4. Webinars on elements of QRIS for school district preschool personnel (March – June 2015). 
5. Framework for streamlining CPP reporting and monitoring requirements based on each level of the QRIS 

developed and disseminated (September 2015). 
6. Customized technical assistance provided for districts via CPP regional support specialists (January 2015 

– June 2016). 

Coordination of Colorado Shines QRIS with Existing Preschool Program 
Requirements 
As required by section 22-2-134.5(1)(b), C.R.S., the remainder of this report will focus on coordinating the 
requirements of Colorado Shines QRIS with the other statutory requirements for school districts and charter 
schools related to the Colorado Preschool Program, educating children with disabilities, and educator 
performance evaluations. 
   
Requirements Related to the Colorado Preschool Program and Preschool Special Education 
Colorado Preschool Program Requirements.  School districts that participate in CPP are required to submit an 
annual report to CDE to provide information about legislated requirements of the local program, such as 
composition and work of the CPP school district advisory council, issuance of Requests for Proposals to 
community child care centers, quality of program services, and family support and engagement (1 Colorado 
Code of Regulations 301-32).  In addition to the annual report, each district must measure and report aggregate 
child progress through the Results Matter assessment program.  The use of a Results Matter observational 
assessment tool, which is also required for measuring child progress for children with disabilities, is a part of this 
reporting. Finally, programs that wish to continue participation in CPP are required to submit Intent to Continue 
and comprehensive plan form annually. 

Preschool Special Education Requirements.  Preschool special education is a federally- and state-mandated 
requirement for three- and four-year-old children who meet eligibility requirements as defined in the federal 
Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA)1 and the Colorado Exceptional Children’s Educational Act 
(ECEA)2.  Under these federal and state requirements, children are eligible to receive special education and 
related services designed to meeting their individual needs if they qualify under one of thirteen eligibility 
categories and, by reason of that disability, they cannot receive reasonable benefit from general education3.  
Children aged three through eight who are experiencing developmental delays and require special education as 
a result can also be eligible4.  Eligible children are entitled to a free and appropriate public education (FAPE) in 
the least restrictive environment.  This means that, to the maximum extent appropriate, children with 
disabilities should be educated with children who are not disabled and should only be removed from the general 
education environment if the child cannot receive a FAPE otherwise5.  Under IDEA, every eligible child with a 
disability is required to have an individualized education program (IEP) developed according to the IDEA’s 
mandated procedures6.   The procedures for developing an IEP include requirements regarding who must 
participate in the IEP meeting, what the team must consider, what content must be included in the written IEP 

                                                           
120 U.S.C. 1401(9); 20 U.S.C. § 1412(a)(1)(A); 34 C.F.R. § 300.101; C.R.S., §22-20-103 (5) (a) (I); 1 CCR 301-8, section 2.08. 
2 C.R.S. 22-20-101. 
3 20 U.S.C. § 1401(3)(A); 34 C.F.R. § 300.8; 1 CCR 301-8, section 2.08. 
4 20 U.S.C. § 1401(3)(B); C.R.S., § 22-20-103(5)(a)(III) and 1 CCR 301-8, section 2.08(13).   
5 20 U.S.C. § 1412(a)(5); 34 C.F.R. 300.114; 1 CCR 301-8, section 2.28. 
6 20 U.S.C. 1401(9); 34 C.F.R. 300.17; 1 CCR 301-8, section 2.19. 
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document (e.g., how much special education and related services the child will receive and in what 
setting/placement), and how often the IEP must be reviewed and updated7. 
 
Currently close to 9,000 children receive individualized special education preschool services.  Consistent with 
federal law, every Colorado school district or Board of Cooperative Educational Services (BOCES) has qualified 
personnel who are trained to carry out the law’s “child find” requirement8 to evaluate children who are 
suspected of having a disability in a variety of areas, including cognitive functioning, physical functioning, 
hearing and vision, speech and language and social and emotional development.   
 
Special education and related services are funded through a combination of federal special education funding 
(under IDEA), state special education funding (under ECEA), and general funds.  Special education expenditures 
are supplemental to the general education program9.  General education is funded through state general 
education funds.  Services are provided through school-based programs and/or under contracts with Head Start 
and other local community-based preschool programs.   
 
The CDE is also required under the IDEA to report annually to the Office of Special Education Programs (OSEP) 
on 17 indicators related to implementing IDEA.  Two of the 17 indicators are specific to preschool: (1) reporting 
child outcomes of children who have received special education for at least 6 months and who have exited 
preschool special education (this is done through Results Matter), and (2) reporting on the least restrictive 
environment (LRE) for preschool children with disabilities.  Based on the status of the 17 indicators combined, 
Colorado is given a determination by the OSEP.  The determination levels are: (1) meets requirements, (2) needs 
assistance, (3) needs intervention, or (4) needs substantial intervention. The CDE uses reporting information 
from programs serving children with disabilities to submit an annual report to the OSEP.  The CDE also uses 
these data to give each local administrative unit an annual determination as required by law. 
 
Areas for Coordination.  Through the QRIS Advisory Committee, the CDE and the CDHS have identified the need 
to identify duplicative rules and regulations between the CO Quality Standards, requirements related to children 
with disabilities, and the Colorado Shines Standards and Criteria.  An initial crosswalk between the CO Quality 
Standards and Colorado Shines Standards and Criteria has been conducted.  With the finalization of the 
Colorado Shines Standards and Criteria in August 2014, analyses can be finalized and areas of duplication can be 
identified.  Once the final analysis is completed, the CDE will determine the process for revising the CO Quality 
Standards to better align with the Colorado Shines Standards and Criteria.  A timeline for the alignment work is 
included here: 

• By January 31, 2015, a complete analysis of the CPP statute, rule, and CO Quality Standards in relation to 
the Colorado Shines QRIS and CDHS Rules and Regulations will be completed. 

• By April 30, 2015, an analysis of the options for addressing areas of misalignment (i.e., creation of 
department guidance, changes to rule) will be completed.  

• By May 31, 2015, a determination will be made about how to address areas of identified misalignment. 
 
In the short term, if there are duplicative sections in the annual report that are covered  with the Colorado 
Shines QRIS reporting, CPP staff have the flexibility to streamline the report and only ask for information that is 
not readily available through another source.   
 
 

                                                           
7 34 C.F.R. §§ 300.320 – 300.324; 1 CCR 301-8, section 4.03. 
8 20 U.S.C. 1412(a)(3); 34 C.F.R. § 300.111; C.R.S.,  § 22-20-103 (11)(b); 1 CCR 301-8, section 4.02.   
9 Section 22-20-103 (22.7), C.R.S. 
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Requirements Related to Educator Performance Evaluations 
Statutory requirements for district- and charter-based preschool programs for educator credentials and 
performance evaluations are administered through the CDHS and the CDE.  All early childhood educators, 
including those who teach in district- or charter-based preschool programs, are required to meet the CDHS Child 
Care Rules and Regulations.  When school district policy requires an early childhood educator’s position to 
possess a CDE license, S.B. 10-191, Colorado’s Educator Effectiveness law, also comes into effect.  This means 
that some, but not all, early childhood educators are subject to the requirements of both systems.  An analysis 
of school district reported preschool staff from 2013-14 school year indicates that 1,056 of the 2,749 preschool 
staff (approximately thirty-eight percent) are licensed with an early childhood endorsement.  However, this does 
not necessarily mean that the district requires a license for the position. 
 
Requirements for All Early Childhood Educators from CDHS.  Requirements for early childhood educators relate 
to qualifications of staff and not to evaluation.  Also, in contrast to school district certified staff members who 
are licensed individually by the state through the CDE, the qualifications of individual early education and care 
program staff members is not monitored directly by the state.  Instead, through the CDHS, the state licenses 
early education and care programs who are then responsible for ensuring the qualifications of their staff 
members. 
 
Under the CDHS Child Care Rules and Regulations, all early learning and care programs must employ staff 
members that meet specific qualifications established for early childhood teachers and directors.  Early 
childhood educators in Colorado can be qualified to work in an early education and care program through 
multiple pathways.  Qualifications include requirements for background checks, college courses in early 
childhood education, annual professional development and verified experience in early childhood settings.  
Individuals who are seeking employment as director or substitute director of a large child care center in 
Colorado must apply for and obtain an Official Large Center Director Qualification Verification Letter from CDHS, 
Division of Child Care, in order to function in this capacity.   Large center director qualification requirements are 
defined in Section 7.702.52 of Colorado’s Rules Regulating Child Care Centers.  Requirements include completion 
of ten college courses in early childhood and experience in early childhood settings. 
 
Early childhood educators can be minimally qualified to teach in an early education and care program by (1) 
taking two community college level courses, (2) achieving a voluntary Early Childhood Professional Credential, or 
(3) having a bachelor’s degree in education.  Colorado’s current Early Childhood Professional Credential system 
was established in 2000 pursuant to section 26-6.5-107, C.R.S., as a voluntary program for child care 
professionals through the Colorado Department of Human Services (CDHS).  The Early Childhood Professional 
Credential is a six-tier system with increased requirements for each tier based on education and experience.  
Early childhood educators with higher tiered credentials are qualified for higher level positions within an early 
learning and care program.  The Early Childhood Professional Credential is validated and awarded through the 
Early Childhood Professional Development staff at CDE pursuant to an inter-agency Memorandum of 
Understanding with CDHS.  
 
Early learning and care programs that seek a Level 3 – 5 rating within Colorado Shines QRIS will need to 
demonstrate higher levels workforce qualifications and professional development.  To gain a higher rating, 
program directors work toward a higher Early Childhood Professional Credential and a greater percentage of 
program staff achieve higher Early Childhood Professional Credentials.  Additionally, points are gained related to 
ongoing professional development.  Specifically, individual program staff members are required to complete an 
annual self-assessment to inform and update individual professional development plans.  Programs develop 
professional development plans that are informed by the individual plans of staff members. 
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Requirements for Early Childhood Educators from CDE.  Colorado school districts and charters locally determine 
whether to require an educator license for teacher positions within district- or charter-operated preschool 
programs.  For school districts and charters that require an early childhood educator to have an educator license 
through CDE, the following requirements exist with regard to the evaluation process: 

• Evaluations must be conducted annually; 
• Evaluations are based on the statewide teacher quality standards defining what it means to be an 

effective teacher; 
• 50 percent of the educator's evaluation is based on the teacher quality standard that measures student 

learning over time; 
• Non-probationary status is earned after three consecutive years of demonstrated effectiveness; 
• Non-probationary status is lost after two consecutive years of ineffective or partially effective ratings. 

 
The implementation of Colorado Shines in district- and charter-based settings necessitates the alignment and 
streamlining of requirements in the CDHS and the CDE regulatory systems.   
 
Areas for Coordination.  The implementation of the Colorado Shines QRIS and revised early childhood educator 
professional development system provides the state with an opportunity analyze the multiple rules and 
regulations that apply to evaluation of early learning and care programs and early childhood educators.  Through 
the Early Childhood Professional Development Advisory Committee and the QRIS Advisory Committee, the CDE 
and the CDHS are working to identify duplicative requirements across the CDHS Child Care Rules and 
Regulations, early childhood educator professional development requirements, ECEA rules, and the Colorado 
Shines QRIS standards.  
 
Current coordination activities include review of the CDHS Child Care Rules and Regulations in relation to the 
new Early Childhood Professional Credential level requirements for teachers and directors.  This analysis will 
inform recommended changes to child care rules and regulations to address gaps and eliminate redundancies.  
This process is scheduled to be completed within the first quarter of 2015.  Additionally, the Early Childhood 
Professional Development Advisory Committee is recommending change to the CDE educator licensing rules and 
educator content assessments to come into alignment with statute, current initiatives, and best practices in the 
field of early education.  This alignment process is scheduled to result in revised CDE educator licensing rules 
during the spring of 2015. 
 
Related to evaluation requirements for educators subject to S.B. 10-191, two areas for coordination have been 
identified.  First, questions have been raised by administrators and educators about how to effectively use the 
teacher rubric in early learning settings.  Second, the proper use of measures of student learning in the 
evaluation of early childhood educators has been identified for further clarification.  To address the unique 
considerations of early learning settings and educators, CDE is issuing an Implementation Guide in early 2015 to 
provide specific guidance for administrators and educators.  The effectiveness of the Implementation Guide will 
be monitored through focus groups of early childhood educators and administrators to determine whether 
additional actions are needed to support evaluation. 
 
Finally, an area of duplication identified by the QRIS Advisory committee relates to background checks for early 
childhood educators. The CDHS requires that all staff in any early learning and care program undergo a 
background check with the Colorado Bureau of Investigations (CBI).  For educators who seek a CDE educator 
license, the CDE also requires a background check with the CBI.  State rule or law does not permit the CDHS and 
the CDE to share background check information across agencies.  As of September 2014, the departments are 
collaborating to find a solution to this issue, beginning with high-level conversations with the CBI. 
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Conclusion  
The implementation of Colorado Shines QRIS in school district and charter school based preschool programs 
necessitates alignment of state policies across the CDE and the CDHS.  The departments remain committed to 
working together to help school district preschool programs successfully transition to and realize the potential of 
the Colorado Shines QRIS. 
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