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Co-Chairs Senator Cirino and Representative White and members of the Study Committee on 
Publicly Funded Child Care and Step Up to Quality, thank you for the opportunity to provide 
testimony and input on the work of this committee to improve our system of publicly funded 
childcare for the benefit of our state’s children and families. I’m Joy Bivens, Deputy County 
Administrator for Health and Human Services under the Franklin County Board of Commissioners. 
I’m here today on behalf of Franklin County and our Commissioners Erica Crawley, John O’Grady, 
and Kevin Boyce.  
 
Franklin County appreciates your leadership through this committee in exploring ways to build 
on our progress and significant investments to date in the Step Up to Quality program to do 
better for our children and families. We appreciate the state’s willingness to evaluate the 
program and explore areas of opportunity for improvement, because we can—and we must—do 
more.  
 
In seeking to do more, we talk a lot about areas needing additional investment and capacity. We 
know this is a challenging conversation, but we are indeed already paying a hefty price for the 
areas where we are currently falling short. You have heard testimony from expert practitioners 
and researchers showing the link between adequate investment in quality childcare and positive 
outcomes for kindergarten readiness, and the positive momentum this link builds for third grade 
reading ability, high school graduation, work readiness, and health outcomes along the way.  
 
So, when you look at what’s currently working with Ohio’s child care system and Step Up to 
Quality, it has certainly moved our state forward in building consistent standards in our child care 
system, aligning investments, goals and outcomes, and harnessing the power of early investment 
to produce long term results for children, families, and our communities. 
 
Additionally, while Step Up to Quality is a powerful and vital component of our state’s early 
childhood strategy, it is also a two-generation workforce strategy in that it supports the 
workforce of today while building a healthy and capable workforce of tomorrow. Ninety-two 
percent of parents in Franklin County report their ability to accept full time work or additional 
hours hinges on the availability of safe, affordable, and quality child care options.1 

 
1 Agree/disagree: Access to child care provider is essential for me or someone in my household to attend work or 
school. Step Up To Quality: Parent Opinion Research, EMC Research/FCDJFS (November 2018) 



 

 

 
The Step Up to Quality program has also helped us make progress in building equity within our 
childcare system, by beginning to acknowledge and compensate high quality care in publicly 
funded child care settings, especially those serving low-income communities and communities of 
color, in the same way as private pay providers. This approach begins to break down a system of 
have’s and have-not’s, where the quality of education and safety of our children is not 
determined by zip code or family income. 
 
At your last meeting, you asked stakeholders to share what’s working, and also what’s not 
working with Step Up to Quality and our child care system as a whole. Despite significant system 
improvements and progress to date, we do frequently hear from child care providers, parents, 
and others working in this space about ongoing challenges. From providers, we hear about the 
high turnover among staff due to burnout, low wages, and their own challenges with child care 
access. From parents, we hear a clear message that safe, high-quality early education is essential 
to a functioning economy. Eighty-four percent of our county’s residents agree that we have a 
shared responsibility to help our children grow up healthy and ready to learn, and sixty-five 
percent say they’re willing to contribute even more than they currently do to expand quality pre-
school and early learning.2 
 
As we look to this committee and system partners to continue improving the statewide Step Up 
to Quality program, Franklin County is committed to doing our part. We have invested over $4 
million to date in training and support for child care providers seeking to be rated under Step Up 
to Quality. We are also evaluating additional investments of our American Rescue Plan 
discretionary funds to jump start additional childcare initiatives where pain points have 
emerged—particularly during the pandemic—while we consider long-term investments in 
sustainability. However, the state is the backbone for our child care system, and the time is now 
to invest in long-term structural improvements.  
 
In this spirit, we ask this committee to consider several improvements to the Step Up to Quality 
Program that will build provider capacity, expand access for families, and leverage our resources 
to head-off the challenges for which we are already paying: 
 

• Provide all policy updates, standards, and guidance through pre-recorded webinars so 
providers and staff can access instructional opportunities on their own time. Child care 
providers and staff work long and varied hours in many cases to accommodate parents’ 
work schedules, especially shift work. Some of the Step Up to Quality program 
information, including training seminars, are made available for access on an 
asynchronous basis, but not all. In addition to written step-by-step desk aides on how to 
apply for or renew a program rating, our providers have shared that it would be helpful 
to have pre-recorded webinars and/or short training videos available on SUTQ standards, 
tips for navigating the application and renewal process, and policy updates so they can 
have confidence in completing program forms independently and on their own 
(sometimes off-hours) time. 

 
2 Survey of Franklin County Residents, EMC Research/FCDJFS (October 2021) 



 

 

 

• Give counties advance notice, ideally 21 calendar days but generally as soon as possible, 
of provider termination agreements to allow us time to work with families to find 
alternative childcare arrangements. If county JFS agencies receive advance notice that a 
provider will no longer be able to provide PFCC services, we are well positioned to work 
with state and local partners to assist families served by that provider with finding 
alternative care to avoid disruptions for both children and their working parents. 
 

• Explore cure periods for providers falling short of program requirements and at risk of 
losing star rating. Cure periods should not be allowed if providers are found out of 
compliance with consequential safety requirements, but some SUTQ requirements may 
be less consequential to a child’s safety and learning if cured in a reasonable amount of 
time. For example, if a program misses a deadline to submit an application for renewal 
under SUTQ, a 60 day extension could go a long way in ensuring continuity of that 
business and the services provided to enrolled families and children. 
 

• Invest in technology such as a mobile app for families to easily find and locate 
information about SUTQ and participating providers. In addition to reducing barriers and 
building capacity among providers, technology can go a long way on the other side of the 
equation with educating and empowering parents as consumers with information about 
Step Up to Quality, what it means for their child, and where to find participating providers. 
 

• Invest in the child care workforce. Child care providers play a uniquely important role in 
our economy, as both businesses and critical workforce infrastructure. You have heard 
testimony about the low rates of pay among child care staff, how this contributes to high 
turnover and capacity strain for providers and a loss of capacity and quality for the sector 
as a whole, and the resulting negative impact this has on our state’s workforce, health 
and education goals. Therefore, we urge this committee to consider mechanisms for 
supporting the child care workforce such as through a livable wage, incentives for 
providers with low turnover, or loan forgiveness for credentialed and tenured staff. 
 

• Increase eligibility for PFCC to 200 percent of the federal poverty level. Over 23,000 
children in Franklin County attend Step Up to Quality star-rated PFCC providers. 
Expanding eligibility for this program will allow more Franklin County children to access 
these nurturing environments, thereby improving their trajectories in health, wellness, 
and educational attainment outcomes. Investing now in expanded access to high-quality 
early learning builds our future workforce, and in the long-term will boost our economy 
and save taxpayer money on other services. We urge that expanded access is key to a 
holistic strategy to achieve a greater return on investment and better outcomes for Ohio 
families overall.  

 
Thank you for allowing me the opportunity to share testimony; thank you for your commitment 
to evaluating and improving Step Up to Quality; and I’m happy to answer any questions you may 
have. 
 


