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Recognizing, Improving, Connecting

Quality Care & Learning Updated September 2024

BrightStars is Rhode Island’s Quality Rating and Improvement System (QRIS) for child
care, early learning, and school-age programs. Through BrightStars, Rhode Island is
creating a sustainable infrastructure of diverse and high-quality early care and school-
age programs using evidence-based standards that promote positive outcomes for all
children and families. BrightStars is part of the state’s aligned continuum of program
standards, with links to the Department of Human Services (DHS) and RI Department
of Education (RIDE). The Rhode Island Association for the Education of Young
Children (RIAEYC) is the managing agency for BrightStars.

BrightStars works to assess, improve, and communicate the level of quality in child care,
early learning, and school-age programs BrightStars assesses programs at their current
level of quality, using a strengths-based approach that guides them to decisions about
quality child care. A BrightStars rating is an objective measurement used to support
program quality improvement and assist families in making informed choices when
selecting child care and early education programs.

Code of Conduct

Professionalism

It is the responsibility of staff/consultants to be courteous and helpful, and to represent
Rhode Island AEYC and BrightStars in a professional manner. Staff are expected to
provide a high level of customer service that involves taking responsibility for
identifying and providing solutions.

Confidentiality

BrightStars is firmly committed to the principle that the confidentiality of all individual
or program data must be protected. This principle applies whether any specific
guarantee of confidentiality was given to the individual or program.

General Program Information

A program’s star rating, the level achieved for each BrightStars standard, and other
basic program information (address, phone number, ages served, etc.) will be made



available on the DHS (https://earlylearningprograms.dhs.ri.gov/) and BrightStars
websites.

Information submitted as part of a BrightStars application will be shared within the
state data system with state agency partners, including the RI Department of Human
Services (DHS), the RI Department of Education (RIDE), the RI Department of
Children, Youth and Families (DCYF) and the RI Department of Health (DOH) and at
an aggregate level for the purposes of data reporting. The above state agencies have
access to all data gathered and retained by BrightStars.

BrightStars participation is required for programs participating in the Department of
Human Services (DHS) Child Care Assistance Program (CCAP) and Local Education
Agencies (LEAs) and ending participation in BrightStars will be communicated to
DHS/RIDE.

Information about programs may also be shared with additional partner agencies within
the early childhood system (ie. T.E.A.C.H. Early Childhood RI, Center for Early
Learning Professionals, RI Kids Count) to advance quality improvement or inform
policymakers.

Conflicts of Interest

All staff and consultants must disclose any conflicts of interest upon employment. This
documentation is updated periodically throughout employment should a conflict
develop.

Staff and consultants are not involved in the assessment, rating, coaching, or technical
assistance of programs with which they have a conflict.

Related Documentation: RIAEYC Statement of Policy & Procedures for Conflicts of
Interest

Child Abuse and Neglect

Staff and consultants are responsible for recording and reporting observed serious
health and safety hazards any time they are in a child care setting.

RIAEYC will notify RI Department of Education, DHS licensing and/or DCYF Child
Protective Services in the event staff and consultants (when carrying out duties related
to BrightStars QRIS) observe conditions in a child care program that represent an
imminent risk of harm or actual harm to children.

RELATED DOCUMENTATION: Statement of Policy and Procedures for Serious Child
Health and Safety Hazards and Child Abuse/Neglect


https://earlylearningprograms.dhs.ri.gov/

Complaints about Programs

Should any BrightStars staff receive complaints or concerns about programs from
families, educators, or other members of the public, serious concerns related to health
and safety will be elevated to DHS licensing and/or the DCYF Child Abuse hotline at
800-RICHILD (800-742-4453). The individuals providing the complaints will also be
urged to contact the appropriate authorities.

Program Assessment Reliability

Staff performing duties related to any aspect of program assessment receive training
and monitoring to ensure that their assessment of program quality is accurate, reliable,
and completed according to policies and procedures. In addition, comprehensive
policies are in place to ensure that assessment staff reliably use the Environment Rating
Scales (ERS).

Reliability must be achieved separately for each ERS tool being used. Reliability in one
tool is completely exclusive of and independent from reliability on any other tool.

RELATED DOCUMENTATION: Procedure for Reliability Training on the
Environment Rating Scales (ERS) Tools.

Participation Requirements

Programs participate in BrightStars for a three-year period, or until the BrightStars
standards are next revised and transition plans are communicated to programs.

BrightStars participation is required for the following programs:
o DHS licensed programs that accept Child Care Assistance Program (CCAP).
e Schools within Local Education Agencies (LEAs) that serve preschool children.
o DHS licensed programs that support T.E.A.C.H. scholars, WAGE$ recipients, and
LearnERS participants.

BrightStars participation may also be required by partner agencies awarding funds or
support to early learning programs.

Programs are encouraged to post their BrightStars Certificate in a conspicuous place in
the program. Ideal locations for posting certificates include the main entrance used by
families or a reception area.

Eligibility
To participate in BrightStars, child care centers, family child care providers and school-
age programs must be licensed by DHS. If the program is part of a public or non-public

school, the program must be compliant with all critical areas of health and safety in a
Basic Education Program (BEP) or alternative governance structure approved by RIDE.



e Programs with probationary licenses need approval from DHS Licensing to be
considered eligible for a rating other than a one star.

e Programs with provisional licenses are eligible for a rating higher than one star
once they receive their regular license.

e School-age child care (K-5) programs must be “separately licensed,” which means
the program’s School-age license must not be combined with a Child Care Center
license.

e For programs with multiple locations, each licensed site must apply individually.
Programs cannot submit one application for multiple sites/locations.

BrightStars Frameworks

BrightStars Frameworks explain the requirements for each BrightStars standard across
six quality domains. Frameworks can be found at https://brightstars.org/applications/

Updates to the framework are posted quarterly, when applicable, in accordance with
guidance from the BrightStars Advisory Committee and state partners (see BrightStars
Advisory Committee). Notification of framework updates will be sent to programs via
email upon posting.

BrightStars Applications and Rating Process

Program Outreach and Recruitment

Outreach and recruitment are integral elements of expanding BrightStars participation.
Recruitment visits are an opportunity for prospective programs to meet with staff and
raise questions or concerns they may have about the application process, participating
program benefits, resources, Environment Rating Scales, LearnERS, and the quality
framework. BrightStars staff meet with the program at their site of business or virtually
through Zoom to assist with the application process.

Programs may schedule up to three meetings (in person or virtually) with BrightStars
staff before submission of a BrightStars application is required.

Application Support

Programs may request support from their BrightStars Navigator when completing
BrightStars applications for the first time, when applying for an increase in their star
rating or during the renewal process. Providers and programs can access this support
through email, by phone, or during scheduled in person or virtual meetings. BrightStars
works with programs to provide guidance on BrightStars standards and criteria but will
not guarantee a program will achieve a certain star rating before any formal assessment
takes place.


https://brightstars.org/applications/

Application Support Meetings

These appointments can serve as either a detailed walkthrough of the BrightStars
process or a check-in with existing programs and providers at a program’s renewal time
or when a program is interested in increasing their star rating Appointments may occur
at the child care program, at the BrightStars office or virtually.

Application Professional Development Trainings

Approved professional development training, titled “Evaluating the Quality of Your
Program Using the BrightStars Framework” are offered in both English and Spanish to
Child Care Centers, School Age Programs and Family Child Care Providers as requested.

Application Processing

All programs wishing to participate in BrightStars must submit an application. To be
considered, the application must be signed by the program director or an authorized
agent.

Receipt of Application

Programs are notified in writing upon receipt of a BrightStars application. Applications
are processed in a timely and professional manner in the order in which they are
received. These timelines may be adjusted (and communicated to programs) if needed
due to application volume.

Complete Applications

When applications are reviewed and determined to be complete, staff either complete an
assessment report or communicate with the program regarding their assessment site
visit(s) Assessment site visit requirements for the requested star rating are
communicated to the program and a three-week window is proposed (see: Site Visit
Windows).

Incomplete Applications

When the application is incomplete, either due to missing materials or because the
materials submitted are not sufficient for the requested star rating, the program is
notified in writing and given a deadline to submit missing documentation.

Programs have approximately two weeks from the date they are notified of missing
materials to submit requested documents. If requested information is not received
within the specified period, communications are escalated to the program’s BrightStars
Navigator for support. Continued lack of response after escalation may result in the
withdrawal of a program’s application.

A program may be granted an extension if they have maintained communication and
have reasonably demonstrated they are working on the application and will submit the
majority of missing information.



Programs are not required to submit updated teacher qualifications when turnover
occurs once the program’s application is reviewed and deemed complete. BrightStars
reserves the right to request an updated Classroom Summary Form to reflect current
teaching staff.

Increase Rating Requests

Programs may apply to increase their rating at any time during their BrightStars
participation, even if they are not yet due to renew. All documentation needed for the
program’s desired star rating is required. In response to notification that their
submitted paperwork does not meet the requirements for their requested star rating, a
program may decide to apply for a lower star rating than initially requested. Rating
adjustments are documented and confirmed with programs in writing.

BrightStars Observations

As needed, BrightStars observations are scheduled to verify compliance with the
BrightStars standards, such as child assessment file checks or ratio and group size
postings.

If a program is applying for a BrightStars rating of 3 Stars or higher, there is a
requirement within the Learning Environment standard (Standard 1 of the BrightStars
quality frameworks) to complete Environment Rating Scales (ERS) assessments in
classrooms for all age groups served by the program (i.e. Infant/Toddler and
Preschool/Pre-K). ERS Assessments (also called observations) are completed within a
predetermined, three-week “site visit window” (see next section). For more information
on assessment requirements by star level, please refer to the BrightStars Quality
Framework applicable to the program.

Site Visit Windows Notifications and Exclusions

In order to ensure assessments are conducted when programs are operating under
normal classroom practices, the exact dates of program site visits are unannounced.
Programs and providers are offered a three-week window dependent on requested star
rating during which time their site visit(s) will occur. Programs may exclude dates from
the window due to special circumstances, such as field trips, school closings, planned
teacher absences, etc.

If more than five (5) dates are excluded (or the excluded days prohibit the assessor from
conducting the required number of visits) the program is offered a second site visit
window. Alternatively, if an entire week must be excluded from a proposed site visit
window, BrightStars may offer a split site visit window to accommodate exclusions.

Programs applying for a rating of 3, 4, or 5 Stars will receive one or more unannounced
ERS site visits. In instances where ERS data will be collected from multiple classrooms,
more than one site visit may be needed, and/or more than one person may conduct



assessments on different classrooms on the same day. However, an individual assessor
will only complete ERS data collection in one classroom per day.

The above are general guidelines. Exceptions to the above site-visit window policies may
occur in limited circumstances, for example, when a program is closed for the summer.
In addition, programs that require many ERS observations may be given a site visit
window longer than three weeks to accommodate the assessments.

Unannounced Site Visits

As noted above, assessment site visits are unannounced, and BrightStars works with
programs to ensure that site visits do not occur on previously excluded dates. If a lead
classroom teacher is unexpectedly late or absent during the site visit window (i.e. is ill
and calls in sick), BrightStars should be notified immediately.

If a program has more than one classroom of each age group served, in advance of the
site visit, BrightStars uses a true random number generator in order to select which
classrooms/groups/files will be assessed. Backup classrooms are also selected at this
time, in the event of an unanticipated teacher absence or other emergency. Assessments
are not conducted in classrooms in which the lead teacher is absent or will be absent for
more than one hour of the three-hour observation.

Upon arrival at the program on the day of assessment, the BrightStars assessor(s)
requests to see the program administrator, site designee, or family child care provider
and reviews assessment procedures with him/her. BrightStars staff or consultants
interact minimally with staff/children so as not to disrupt programming. No assessment
results or feedback of any kind will be shared during assessment visit(s), with the
exception of drawing program staff’s attention to, or stopping, imminently dangerous
incidents and/or DHS licensing violations.

Random Sampling: Selection of Classrooms/Groups and Child
Assessment Files

Selection of Classrooms/Groups/Files

When programs report they have multiple groups, BrightStars randomly selects groups
to assess. A program’s groups/classrooms are selected for observation based on the
program’s Classroom Summary Form, where applicable. If a program has only one
classroom for an age group (infant/toddler or preschool, or is a Family Child Care
provider), that group will be automatically selected for observation.

School-age programs report whether they operate as one large group or in multiple self-
contained groups. Random selection policies apply to School-age programs based on
this self-reporting process.

Child Assessment Files

BrightStars assessor(s) will also review randomly selected child assessment files for each
classroom receiving an observation when necessary. A roster of children in the group is



used in conjunction with the random sequence of numbers to select the children for file
review.

In order to protect confidentiality, no child’s identifying information is collected or
recorded.

BrightStars Feedback and Continuous Quality
Improvement (CQI)

Assignment of BrightStars Navigator

All programs will be assigned a BrightStars Navigator to assist in application support
and ongoing quality improvement.

Preparation of Program Feedback

The designated BrightStars Navigator reviews the completed assessment reports,
informs the program that their assessment is complete, and schedules a feedback visit
with the program’s designated contact.

The Feedback Visit

The Feedback Visit is an opportunity for child care programs and providers to meet with
their BrightStars Navigator to discuss the outcome of a BrightStars assessment and set
goals for future quality improvement.

Mid-level Support

Programs that do not meet their desired star rating receive “Mid-level support” under
the following circumstances:
o lack of ratio/group size posting
e incorrect ratio/group size posting
o minor issues with Child Files at the discretion of the Managers of Program
Assessment/Quality Improvement.

These situations do not include:
o observed ratio/group size lapses
o lower ERS results than desired
o lack of child files

When these situations arise, the BrightStars Navigator explains the Mid-level Support
process to the program during the Feedback Call and indicates what they will be
observing on site at the Feedback Visit to complete the rating.



Continuous Quality Improvement (CQI)

Quality Improvement Plan (QIP)

BrightStars participation is contingent upon completing a Quality Improvement Plan
(QIP) within three months of receiving their rating. The purpose of this plan is to set at
least one goal relevant to the program’s participation in BrightStars. It is best practice to
develop QIP goals that support increasing/maintaining the program’s star rating in
BrightStars.

It is the responsibility of the BrightStars Navigator assigned to the program to track the
receipt of the QIP, which is due three months after the Date of Rating. If a program has
not submitted a QIP within two months of their activation date, the Navigator sends a
QIP reminder. Extensions may be granted upon request by program contact.

Programs receive support in developing their QIP from the BrightStars Navigator. This
support is provided via phone, email, zoom meeting, or supportive visit(s).

Annual Reporting

The BrightStars Annual Report is an in-person meeting, zoom meeting, or phone call
that occurs on the first and second anniversary of the program’s participation date.
Navigators fill out documentation over the phone or in person to inquire about program
updates to enrollment and contact information.

Increase Rating Requests

BrightStars supports continuous quality improvement and knows that many programs
participating in BrightStars will seek to increase their star rating. Programs are eligible
to request to modify their star rating at any time throughout their three-year
participating cycle. Programs must be active (not suspended) to increase their star
rating.

Programs only need to apply for increases in individual standards that have yet to meet
the program’s desired overall rating. Programs that receive a rating lower than their
desired star rating in Learning Environment (because of ERS scores) or Child
Assessment (because of child files observed), the program must allow six months of
operation to implement program improvements before applying for another modified
rating request.

Programs interested in increasing their star rating must first contact their BrightStars
Navigator to obtain the appropriate application. Star rating increase applications will
expire after 9o days if all requested documentation is not submitted.



Renewals

A program’s quality rating renewal is due every three years. Programs must submit a
new application to continue participation in BrightStars. Programs that are actively
engaged in the BrightStars renewal process maintain their current rating until the full
pre-assessment has been completed. Renewal applications follow the same policies and
procedure as initial BrightStars applications as noted above.

Renewal Support

The assigned BrightStars Navigator provides support to programs in completing their
renewal applications. Programs may submit a new application up to six (6) months in
advance of their three-year anniversary or any agreed-upon date thereafter. Application
support as outlined above is available to programs renewing their BrightStars rating.

Programs that submit renewal applications on time or by their extended due date will be
notified in writing and processed using the same timelines followed for new
applications. These programs will remain active while their assessment is being
completed.

Programs that do not submit their renewal applications by their original or extended
due date will receive written notification from BrightStars and DHS will be notified.

If a program submits a new application following a rating expiration they will be
considered “pending” until the assessment process is complete, and the program is
assigned a new rating. In addition, the program should remove its Star Rating certificate
and bar chart from public view.

A program application may be allowed pending status in circumstances in which a
program maintains communication with BrightStars and provides evidence that they
are continuing work to complete the application. Programs seeking extensions due to
missing trainings, certifications, or other requirements will be required to submit
evidence that they have enrolled all required staff in the next available training and
must submit copies of all certificates when complete.

Program Removal

Programs will be removed from BrightStars in the following circumstances:
e Program closure
e License revocation
o At the program’s request

Withdrawals

BrightStars requests that programs submit an email or letter stating that they wish to
withdraw from BrightStars. Withdrawal may occur at any time after the program
assessment was completed during the participation period.



BrightStars Rating Appeals

If a program has significant reason, they may choose to appeal their overall star rating
only. The program must detail their concerns in writing within thirty (30) days of the
issuance of the rating. These concerns are presented to the BrightStars Steering
Committee.

Alternatively, a program can choose to accept their rating but may wish to express a
concern or issue with the BrightStars standards or criteria. In this case the program is
invited to write a letter to the RIAEYC Executive Director. RIAEYC always welcomes
feedback from child care programs about the BrightStars process and the information
will be shared with appropriate state partners.

Programmatic Changes

Change of Program Address

When a program changes location, they must update BrightStars staff with their new
address. Programs must provide a copy of the new license as soon as it is made
available. Programs must also update BrightStars about critical changes associated with
the move, such as a change in the number of classrooms, capacity or age groups

served. BrightStars reserves the right to request additional information or site visits in
cases where programs’ licensed capacity have changed significantly.

Change of Program Ownership

Programs who undergo ownership changes will be evaluated on an individual basis.

Change of Program Information throughout BrightStars Rating
Cycle

Once a program has submitted all required elements for their requested star rating and
receives confirmation from the program assessor that the application is complete,
additional updates are not generally required, unless they fit into one of the above-
mentioned changes, such as a change to the program’s ownership or physical location.

Programs are not required to submit new staff documentation in the event of staff
turnover, unless the program requests an increased rating that impacts that standard.

LearnERS

LearnERS is job-embedded professional development that is authored and copyrighted
by the Branagh Information Group (BIG) and managed in Rhode Island by BrightStars.
The LearnERS program is designed not only to increase teacher's understanding of the
Environmental Rating Scale (ERS), but also to facilitate meaningful changes and
increase quality in participating classrooms.



LearnERS applications are evaluated upon submission using a rubric developed by
BrightStars staff and approved by state funders (DHS, RIDE). Interested programs
should contact their BrightStars Navigator for more information.

BrightStars Governance

BrightStars Steering Committee

The Steering Committee includes representation from the Department of Human
Services, Department of Education, and the Rhode Island Association for the Education
of Young Children and is the first tier of the governance structure for BrightStars.

BrightStars Advisory Committee

The BrightStars Advisory Committee serves as a second tier of the governance structure
for BrightStars. The Committee consists of stakeholders and community members
including non-profit partners, institutions of higher education, state agencies, and early
childhood educators.

BrightStars Advisory Committee members are selected via application process and serve
two-year terms. Applications are reviewed and accepted by the BrightStars Steering
Committee. All recommendations and proposals to modify/strengthen the QRIS must
adhere in its entirety to CCDF federal regulations.

Committee Goals

o To solicit and review proposals to modify and/or strengthen the QRIS framework

o To maintain an effective and evidence-informed framework for measuring quality
in RI’s mixed-delivery early childhood system, leveraging child- and classroom-
level outcomes related to program growth and quality improvement.

Cadence

Steering and Advisory meetings will be scheduled quarterly, or as needed. Working
groups/sub-committees can convene more frequently depending upon the volume of
proposals received by participants/advisors.

Outcomes/Metrics of Success

e Program growth and quality improvement along the QRIS (% of programs at a 4-
and 5-star level)

e % of vulnerable youth enrolled in high quality learning environment (% of CCAP
children enrolled in a 4- or 5-star level)

o Increased participation in the QRIS (by provider-type and level)

o Classroom- and child-level outcomes re: to ERS



Submission of BrightStars Proposals

BrightStars committed to responding to community input on the efficacy and
accessibility of our services. We welcome proposals to update BrightStars Standards,
policies, and procedures using the form below. For support in this process, please email
info@riaeyc.org

Although BrightStars staff and the BrightStars Advisory Committee and Steering
Committee commit to a thorough review of each proposal, the adoption and
implementation of proposals is not guaranteed. BrightStars staff will work closely with
community members that submit proposals to address the barriers to quality
improvement, regardless of the results of proposal review.


mailto:info@riaeyc.org
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