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1. Introduction 

Overview: What is Early Achievers? 

Early Achievers is Washington’s statewide system for recognition and improvement system, known in 

statute as a Quality Rating and Improvement System (QRIS). It assists early learning programs in offering 

strong, developmentally supportive environments for children.  

Early Achievers works to provide:  

• Children with strong early learning experiences that will help build the skills they need for school 

and life.  

• Early learning professionals support through training, coaching, mental-health consultation, and 

financial help.  

• Families and caregivers find quality early care and education options that fit their needs. 

The Washington State Department of Children, Youth, and Families (DCYF) oversees Early Achievers as a 

core strategy to ensure all children start school ready to learn, aligning with other statewide initiatives 

to create a connected early learning system. By participating in Early Achievers, early learning programs 

join a statewide commitment to quality—helping ensure all children have a strong start. 

Organization Roles and Responsibilities 

Several organizations work together to implement Early Achievers:  

Organization Responsibilities 

DCYF Leads Early Achievers and oversees system 
development, integration, and policy oversight. 

 

Child Care Aware 

 of Washington (CCA of WA) 

Oversees quality improvement activities such as 
training and coaching. 

 

Cultivate Learning at the University of 
Washington (UW) 

 Supports the implementation of quality 
recognition and continuous quality improvement 
activities, and provides training and consultation 
to support coaches. 

 

DCYF appreciates all partners and organizations that support the success of Early Achievers. For 

example, the State Board for Community and Technical Colleges supports the management and 

distribution of the Early Achievers Grant, a scholarship and aid program designed to support Early 

Achievers participants with Early Childhood Education (ECE) credentials. Together, partners help ensure 

that Early Achievers is a coordinated, supportive system that meets the diverse needs of early learning 

programs, children, and families across the state.  
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Purpose of Early Achievers Participant Operating Guidelines 

The Early Achievers Participant Operating Guidelines is designed to:  

• Help early learning programs understand key components of Early Achievers and how to 

participate successfully.  

• Provide a detailed overview of Early Achievers policies, expectations and procedures. 

• Serve as a reference tool throughout participation. 

All participants are responsible for reading, understanding, and following the guidelines in this 

document.  

NOTE: The term early learning program is used throughout this document to indicate child care centers 

and family home child care providers, as well as facilities that provide Head Start and/or ECEAP services. 

Need help? For questions regarding the Early Achievers Participant Operating Guidelines, 

please contact DCYF at QRIS@dcyf.wa.gov  

Updates to Early Achievers Participant Operating Guidelines 

DCYF updates the Participant Operating Guidelines regularly. The most current version is always 

available as a PDF on the DCYF website and replaces all previous versions.̽  

Any policy updates or changes will be communicated in DCYF Early Learning newsletters and posted on 

the website. 

mailto:QRIS@dcyf.wa.gov
https://www.dcyf.wa.gov/services/early-learning-providers/early-achievers
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Non-Discrimination Statement 

DCYF and its Early Achievers partners do not discriminate based on race, color, religion, gender, gender 

expression, age, national origin, disability, marital status, sexual orientation, or military status in any 

Early Achievers activities or operations.  

Early Achievers implementing partners and their staff are committed to providing an inclusive and 

welcoming environment for all participants. Staff members participate in culturally responsive training 

and strive to provide culturally responsive services and resources to both Early Achievers participants 

and the families they serve.   

All Early Achievers participants are expected to uphold the same standards of respect, inclusion, and 

ethical conduct. 

Want to learn more? Visit the Equity in Early Achievers webpage. 

Mandated Reporting 

All Early Achievers support staff, including coaches, Community Liaisons, and Quality Recognition 

Specialists, are mandated reporters under Washington state law. They are legally required to report 

any instances of suspected child abuse and neglect directly to Child Protective Services (CPS). 

2. Continuous Quality Improvement 
Continuous Quality Improvement (CQI) is the foundation of Early Achievers. It is an ongoing, reflective 

process that involves:  

Using multiple sources of information to identify strengths and opportunities for growth. 

Committed to intentional quality improvement practices, including:  

Creating a plan with goals, timelines, and action steps 

Testing and implementing solutions 

Evaluating the results and revising the plan 

Early Achievers is committed to CQI at every level of the system:  

• Programs level: Goal and action planning, reflection, self-assessment, communities of practice, 

and coaching.  

• Partners level: CCA of WA, Cultivate Learning, and others use participant feedback to improve 

supports.  

• Statewide System level: DCYF uses data and feedback to refine policies and resources.  

https://www.dcyf.wa.gov/services/early-learning-providers/early-achievers/equity
https://www.dcyf.wa.gov/safety/mandated-reporter
https://www.dcyf.wa.gov/safety/report-abuse
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3. Early Achievers Quality Recognition Framework 

Overview 

The Early Achievers Quality Recognition Framework is the structure Washington State uses to assess, 

support, and recognize the quality of early learning programs. It outlines how programs demonstrate 

quality, receive feedback, and achieve recognition for their continuous quality improvement efforts. 

The framework includes three main components:  

• Quality Standards that define what high-quality looks like across key areas of practice and are 

connected to recognition points that can be earned. 

• A Quality Recognition Cycle that guides ongoing improvement through a process of goal setting, 

activities and reflection—supported by coaches.  

• Quality Levels that reflect an early learning program’s progress and achievement over time. 

Quality Standards 

The Early Achievers Quality Standards focus on recognizing, supporting, and improving the quality of 

early learning settings and child outcomes. They align with Child Care Licensing and are the basis for the 

Quality Levels.  

There are five Quality Standard areas: 

1. Learning Environment 

2. Child Outcomes 

3. Interactions and Curriculum 

4. Family Engagement and Partnerships 

5. Professional Development and Training 

Each area includes measurable practices that reflect research-based strategies to promote high quality 

care and learning. Programs earn recognition points by submitting evidence aligned with these 

standards during a Quality Recognition Cyle.  

Figure 2 provides general examples of practices that the Quality Standards measure in each area. For 

full criteria, refer to the Early Achievers Quality Standards booklet (PDF). 

 

Standard Area Example Practices Possible Points  

Learning Environment - Complete a Program Profile (20 points)  
- Submit Video Highlights (5 points per cycle, up to 30 

points)  
- Submit School-Age Video (5 points) 

55 points 

 

  

https://www.dcyf.wa.gov/publications-library?combine_1=EPS_0057&combine=&field_program_topic_value=All&field_languages_available_value=All
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Standard Area Example Practices Possible Points  

Child Outcomes - Conduct developmental screenings  
- Use ongoing assessments to individualize instruction  

Share progress with families to promote school readiness 

20 points 

Interactions and 
Curriculum 

- Implement curriculum aligned with the Washington 
State Early Learning and Development Guidelines. 

Support staff in strengthening interactions and curriculum 
implementation 

10 points 

Family Engagement 
and Partnerships 

- Partner with families to understand children’s 
strengths and needs  

Develop a Plan of Action using the Strengthening Families 
Protective Factors Framework 

10 points 

Professional 
Development and 
Training 

Ensure staff have verified Early Childhood Education 
certificates, credential or degrees (documented and 
approved in MERIT)  

10 points 

Accreditation 
(Optional)  

- Submit an Accreditation Recognition Request  
Submit valid documentation that states the facility is fully 
accredited by an agency that meets the Early Achievers 
accreditation requirements.   

10 points 

Need more information? Visit the Early Achievers Supports and Resources webpage for more 

information on Quality Recognition Components. 

Quality Recognition Cycle  

The Quality Recognition Cycle is a continuous process that supports early learning programs in 

demonstrating and achieving ongoing growth in quality. As participants move through the cycle, they 

engage in activities connected to Quality Standards and earn recognition points that build towards a 

Quality Level. 

Key Feature Description 

Provider-driven Programs define focus areas based on individual goals and 
needs. Coaches help tailor the process. 

Supported by coaching  Individualized coaching is available at no cost through the 
process.  

Continuous Process Cycles are not a one-time event. Each three-year cycle rolls 
into the next so continuous quality improvement is always in 
progress.   

  

https://dcyf.wa.gov/publications-library/EL_0015
https://dcyf.wa.gov/publications-library/EL_0015
https://www.dcyf.wa.gov/services/early-learning-providers/early-achievers/supports-resources
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Figure 3 provides a visual overview of the Quality Recognition Cycle, and the key steps involved. 
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4. Getting Started 

Overview 

A strong start in Early Achievers begins with knowing what to expect. This section outlines who is eligible 

to participate, how to enroll, the types of support available, and the systems used to manage 

participation. 

Understanding these foundational elements helps programs engage in continuous quality improvement 

with confidence and clarity. 

Enrollment Eligibility and Requirements 

RCW 43.216.085 requires early learning programs that accept state funding to enroll in Early Achievers 

and meet participation timelines. This includes:  

• Licensed, certified, or certified for payment only child care centers, family home child care 

providers, and outdoor nature-based programs that accept state subsidy payments for serving 

non-school age children through Working Connections Child Care (WCCC) 

• Programs participating in Military Child Care in Your Neighborhood Plus (MCCYN+) 

• Programs offering ECEAP services  

Additional information:  

https://app.leg.wa.gov/rcw/default.aspx?cite=43.216.085
https://www.dcyf.wa.gov/news/military-child-care-fee-assistance-program-available-washington
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• Military, school-based, or tribal early learning programs that are license-exempt must be 

Certified for Payment Only to enroll. 

• Programs that serve only school-age children are not eligible to participate in Early Achievers. 

• All licensed and certified programs must be in good standing with licensing to enroll. “Good 

standing” means having a license that is current and not suspended, revoked, or on 

probationary status. 

• Programs that do not receive state funding are also welcome to join voluntarily. 

Need more information about Certified for Payment Only? Review the following resources:   

• Download form to request Certification for Payment Only. 

• More information about the Tribal Certification process (Word).  

Early Achievers Enrollment Process 

To enroll in Early Achievers, an early learning program must submit an Early Achievers Registration 

application in MERIT. The application is available under the Early Achievers tab in an early learning 

program’s Facility/Site Profile in MERIT.  

During the application process, early learning programs will:  

• Provide basic site information and demographics 

• Identify an Early Achievers Primary Contact and optional Secondary Contact 

• Confirm they have read and agree to the Early Achievers Operating Guidelines (a link is provided 

within the application) 

• Sign with an electronic signature   

Once the application is submitted, the Early Achievers Primary contact will receive:  

• A confirmation email from DCYF verifying Early Achievers enrollment 

• Information regarding their coaching services within 30 days 

Step-by-step instructions for the Early Achievers Registration application are available in the Early 

Achievers Registration guide (English | Spanish | Somali). 

Helpful Tip: If a program does not have a Facility/Site profile in MERIT, the primary contact for 

the site must request access.   

• For licensed, certified, or Certified for Payment Only (including those offering ECEAP or Head 

Start services), submit a Facility/Site Registration application in MERIT to be approved by a 

licensor. 

• For sites that only offer ECEAP or Head Start services, contact the Grantee or Contractor to 

request access. 

https://www.dcyf.wa.gov/sites/default/files/pdf/el-license/10.9.2.10School-MilitaryCertification-PaymentOnly.pdf
https://www.dcyf.wa.gov/sites/default/files/word/el-license/10.9.2.11TribalCertificationRequest.doc
https://apps.dcyf.wa.gov/MERIT/Home/Welcome?ReturnUrl=%2FMERIT%2FAdmin%2FUserManagement.aspx
https://gcc02.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fdcyf.wa.gov%2Fsites%2Fdefault%2Ffiles%2Fpdf%2Fea%2FEarly_Achievers_Registration.pdf&data=05%7C02%7Cdcyf.qris%40dcyf.wa.gov%7C897d752dbfbf4844705e08dc2e507537%7C11d0e217264e400a8ba057dcc127d72d%7C0%7C0%7C638436170668964656%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJWIjoiMC4wLjAwMDAiLCJQIjoiV2luMzIiLCJBTiI6Ik1haWwiLCJXVCI6Mn0%3D%7C0%7C%7C%7C&sdata=mVXHl%2FbP9a40ItUEpShHCYq0fpdqVzHHjSBAAZxprk8%3D&reserved=0
https://gcc02.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fdcyf.wa.gov%2Fsites%2Fdefault%2Ffiles%2Fpdf%2Fea%2FEA-Registration-sp.pdf&data=05%7C02%7Cdcyf.qris%40dcyf.wa.gov%7C897d752dbfbf4844705e08dc2e507537%7C11d0e217264e400a8ba057dcc127d72d%7C0%7C0%7C638436170668969964%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJWIjoiMC4wLjAwMDAiLCJQIjoiV2luMzIiLCJBTiI6Ik1haWwiLCJXVCI6Mn0%3D%7C0%7C%7C%7C&sdata=MQF4UFYoL%2B7GCth4jv93E6lS56kmhqFZhA1efh1jlbk%3D&reserved=0
https://gcc02.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fdcyf.wa.gov%2Fsites%2Fdefault%2Ffiles%2Fpdf%2Fea%2FEA-Registration-sm.pdf&data=05%7C02%7Cdcyf.qris%40dcyf.wa.gov%7C897d752dbfbf4844705e08dc2e507537%7C11d0e217264e400a8ba057dcc127d72d%7C0%7C0%7C638436170668975841%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJWIjoiMC4wLjAwMDAiLCJQIjoiV2luMzIiLCJBTiI6Ik1haWwiLCJXVCI6Mn0%3D%7C0%7C%7C%7C&sdata=EV3qM2EZwWgmfC8AytUD7UR9BTDw8R2h0IaGMMYNx2g%3D&reserved=0
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Early Achievers Primary Contacts  

An Early Achievers Primary Contact is designated during the Early Achievers Registration application 

process. A Secondary Contact may also be assigned to help support participation. These contacts 

receive all official Early Achievers communication, including:  

• Progress updates 

• Quality Improvement Award notification 

• Timeline reminders  

• Finalized Quality Level certificates 

Contact Type Key Responsibilities Who can be Assigned 

Primary 
Contact 

Oversee all Early Achievers participation 
including ensuring accuracy of staff records, 
monitoring progress in a Quality 
Recognition Cycle, previewing projected 
recognition points, and finalizing a Quality 
Level. 

Must have verified employment in an 
administrative role at the site in 
MERIT: 

- Family Home Owner 
- Center Director 
- Center Assistant Director 
- Center Program Supervisor 
- ECEAP Site Contact/Manager 
- Head Start/Early Head Start 

Site Contact/Manager 
Secondary 
Contact 

Support the Primary Contact and may help 
with monitoring Early Achievers activities.  

Must have a verified employment in 
any role record at the site in MERIT. 

Helpful Tip: Primary and Secondary contacts can be viewed or updated in MERIT under the Early 

Achievers tab in the Facility/Site Profile. 

Quality Recognition Cycle Support Roles 

Coaching 

Coaching is a foundational part of Early Achievers and plays an important role in helping programs grow 

and strengthen quality over time. Once a program enrolls in Early Achievers, they will have access to 

coaching services within 30 days. Coaching services are a no-cost support to help programs:  

• Navigate the Early Achievers Quality Recognition and Improvement System 

• Use data to identify site-specific goals and action plans  

• Engage in culturally responsive, relationship-based professional development 

Coaching services are tailored to each program’s unique goals and strengths. While the level of coaching 

may vary by site, all staff involved will have access to coaching support. 

Coaching services are offered by: 

• Child Care Aware of Washington 
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• ECEAP/Head Start programs (where 75% or more of slots are ECEAP or Head Start) 

All coaching interactions are confidential. Coaches and support staff do not share identifying 

information about individual children, staff or programs. 

Need help connecting with a coach? Use the Find My Coach tool or email QRIS@dcyf.wa.gov to 

request assistance with getting connected.  

Birth to 3 Coaches   

Early Achievers provides specialized relationship-based support to early learning programs that receive 

state subsidy for working with children ages birth to 3. Coaches who specialize in infants and toddlers 

deliver virtual or on-site coaching to eligible early care and education programs.  

For more information See Birth to 3 Quality Initiatives section for more information. 

Community Liaisons and Quality Recognition Specialists  

Cultivate Learning’s Quality Recognition team includes two key roles:  

• Community Liaisons (CLs) work closely with Early Achievers participants and coaches to provide 

personalized support throughout the Quality Recognition Cycle. They help ensure programs are 

informed, prepared, and confident as they engage in each step of the process. 

• Quality Recognition Specialists (QRSs) are experienced early learning professionals who 

observe, review components and prepare data reports. These reports are shared with both the 

provider and the coach to guide reflection, planning, and growth. QRSs are trained on each 
measure and have regular checks to make sure the guidelines are followed consistently, so 
programs have accurate and actionable data.  

All CLs and QRSs complete culturally responsive training and participate in ongoing reflection to support 

equitable and accountable practices across all aspects of the quality recognition process. 

Technical Systems Used in Early Achievers 

As part of Early Achievers, participants use two main systems to manage program participation and 

engage in coaching: MERIT and CECI. 

MERIT 

MERIT (Managed Education and Registry Information Tool) is Washington’s official system of record for 

early learning professionals and Early Achievers. 

In MERIT, Early Achievers participants can: 

• Enroll in Early Achievers 

• Start a Quality Recognition Cycle by submitting the Request for Quality Recognition application 

https://childcareawarewa.org/find-your-coach/
mailto:QRIS@dcyf.wa.gov
https://apps.dcyf.wa.gov/MERIT/Home/Welcome?ReturnUrl=%2fmerit
https://wa-coachingcompanion.org/
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• Track progress and monitor timeline requirements 

• Manage Primary and Secondary Contact information  

• Finalize a Quality Level 

Program staff associate themselves with a site by logging into their individual MERIT Professional Record 

and adding their employment details. Program leadership then confirms staff employment through the 

Facility/Site Profile in MERIT. 

To access MERIT, visit: merit.dcyf.wa.gov 

Want to learn more? Visit the MERIT Workforce Registry webpage for step-by-step guides and 

additional resources.  

CECI 

CECI (Coach and Educator Community Interface) is Washington state’s virtual coaching and quality 

recognition tool. CECI is integrated with MERIT so that participants have access to both systems 

throughout the Quality Recognition Cycle. 

In CECI, participants can: 

• Receive virtual coaching through the Practice-Based Coaching cycle  

• Join Communities of Practice created by coaches to support peer collaboration and learning  

• Access a wide range of resources including videos, documents, and tools in the resource library 

• Plan for the recognition cycle using the program dashboard and Records Review planner 

• Complete and submit Quality Recognition Cycle components such as Program Profile, Video 

Highlights, Accreditation, and Records Review and track progress through the cycle.  

To access CECI, visit: wa-ceci.org 

Helpful Tip: When creating a CECI account use a work email address, if available. Quick start 
videos and support materials are available at: https://wa-ceci.org/help  

5. Completing Quality Recognition Cycle Components 

Overview 

The Quality Recognition Cycle is how early learning programs demonstrate their ongoing commitment to 

high-quality care and continuous improvement. The following sections describe how the cycle works, 

what steps are involved, and what to expect throughout the process.  

Quality Recognition Cycle for Tribal Programs 

The LOVIT Way Program Evaluation Process (PEP) is an alternative process for tribal early learning 

programs participating in Early Achievers. It is an evaluation and planning tool designed by the 

Aboriginal Head Start Association of British Columbia to enhance Indigenous Early Childhood program 

file://///dcyf/reg/r00/DEL02/DEL/QUALITY%20PRACTICE%20&%20PROFESSIONAL%20GROWTH/QRIS/QRIS%20Technical%20Services/Erin_QRIS%20Technical%20Services/OG%20Revisions/merit.dcyf.wa.gov
https://dcyf.wa.gov/services/earlylearning-profdev/merit
https://wa-coachingcompanion.org/resource-library
https://wa-ceci.org/
https://wa-ceci.org/help
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delivery. Tribal programs using The LOVIT Way PEP still take part in Early Achievers continuous quality 

improvement with the support of coaches. Tribal early care and education providers have a variety of 

options to earn points toward their Early Achievers Quality Recognition Level. 

Want to Learn more? Review the following resources:  

• The LOVIT Way Overview 

• The LOVIT Way Addendum to the Early Achievers Operating Guidelines 

How the Quality Recognition Cycle Works 

When does a cycle begin? 

An Early Achievers program requests to participate in a Quality Recognition Cycle by submitting a 

Request for Quality Recognition (ReQR) application in MERIT. Submitting the ReQR application starts 

the program’s participation in a cycle, but it does not determine the cycle timeline. 

Once the ReQR application is submitted, the program begins completing Quality Recognition 

components in CECI. After a program completes their Program Profile, they will work with their coach to 

create a Quality Improvement Plan (QIP). The QIP guides the rest of their quality improvement cycle, 

including completing required and optional components to earn recognition points aligned with the 

Early Achievers Quality Standards. 

Figure 5 below provides an overview of the steps an early learning program completes during a 

Quality Recognition Cycle. 

Helpful Tip: A step-by-step guide for how to submit the ReQR application is available on the 

Early Achievers Supports and Resources in English, Spanish, and Somali. Programs are encouraged to 

connect with their assigned coach before submitting the application to ensure they have support 

throughout the process. 

When is the Quality Recognition Cycle complete? 

A Quality Recognition Cycle is complete when a Quality Level is finalized in MERIT. Once a program has 

reached their desired Quality Level they may choose to self-finalize their Quality Level in MERIT. For 

programs required to participate, MERIT will automatically finalize a Quality Level if a program has not 

self-finalized by the due date. If a program is not required to participate, MERIT will not automatically 

finalize a Quality Level.  

After a Quality Level is finalized, a new cycle begins, and the program must submit a ReQR application 

in MERIT to start a renewal cycle. 

Quality Recognition Cycle Timeframes 

https://dcyf.wa.gov/sites/default/files/pdf/ea/LOVIT-Way-Overview.pdf
https://dcyf.wa.gov/sites/default/files/pdf/ea/The-LOVIT-Way-PEP.pdf
https://apps.dcyf.wa.gov/MERIT/Home/Welcome?ReturnUrl=%2FMERIT%2FAdmin%2FUserManagement.aspx
https://www.dcyf.wa.gov/services/early-learning-providers/early-achievers/supports-resources
https://www.dcyf.wa.gov/sites/default/files/pdf/ea/MERIT-QualityRecognitionGuide.pdf
https://www.dcyf.wa.gov/sites/default/files/pdf/ea/MERIT-QualityRecognitionGuide-sp.pdf
https://www.dcyf.wa.gov/sites/default/files/pdf/ea/MERIT-QualityRecognitionGuide-sm.pdf
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Quality Recognitions Cycle lengths vary depending on whether a program is completing an initial or 

renewal cycle and the type of services it provides: 

Program Type Quality Recognition Cycle Type Duration 

Licensed programs Initial Cycle 30 months 

ECEAP programs Initial Cycle 24 months 

All program types Renewal Cycle 3 years 

For more information see Section 7: Timeline Requirements 
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Steps in a Quality Recognition Cycle 
Figure 5: Overview of Quality Recognition Cycle Steps 

Quality Recognition 
Cycle Steps 

What to know Where to 
Complete 

Required or 
Optional 

Submit Request for 
Quality Recognition 
(ReQR) application 

- Recommended to connect with 
assigned coach before submitting 

- Signals readiness to begin Quality 
Recognition Cycle activities  

MERIT Required 

Submit Program 
Profile  

- A self-reflection tool used to 
identify program’s strengths and 
goals  

- Must be completed prior to 
submitting other components 

- Includes surveys completed by 
administrators, lead staff, and 
families 

CECI Required 

Create Quality 
Improvement Plan 
(QIP) with Coach  

- Developed with coach support 
based on Program Profile data 

- Identifies program strengths, areas 
of growth and actionable goals for 
continuous quality improvement 

- Roadmap for the rest of the Quality 
Recognition Cycle 

CECI Required 

Submit Video 
Highlights 

- At least two and up to six sets of 
short videos showing high-quality 
interactions in learning 
environments 

- Reviewed using the QUIC tool by 
Quality Recognition Specialists  

CECI Required 

Submit Records 
Review  

- Submit documentation of current 
practices that are aligned with 
specific Quality Standards 

- Required for ECEAP sites and 
programs aiming for Quality Level 4 
or 5 

CECI 
Required for 
ECEAP  

Optional for 
others 
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Quality Recognition 
Cycle Steps 

What to know Where to 
Complete 

Required or 
Optional 

Submit Accreditation 
Evidence 

Accreditation that meets eligibility criteria 
may earn additional recognition points  

CECI Optional  

Submit Professional 
Development (PD) 
Evidence 

- Recognition points are awarded for 
verified staff education in MERIT 

- Recognition points are not applied 
until all required components are 
completed 

- PD points awarded can be previewed 
in MERIT under the Quality 
Framework tab in a Facility/Site 
Profile 

MERIT Automatically 
calculated 
upon 
finalization of 
quality level  

Finalize Quality Level 
- Request to finalize a Quality Level in 

MERIT using the Quality Frameworks 
tab in a Facility/Site Profile 

- MERIT automatically finalizes a 
Quality Level if a due date is reached 
for a required participant 

- Marks the end of the Quality 
Recognition Cycle 

MERIT Required 

Reviewing Quality Recognition Cycle Points 

Programs can view their recognition points and projected Quality Level at any time using the Quality 

Frameworks tab in their Facility/Site Profile in MERIT. 

If a program believes a component was awarded an incorrect number of recognition points, they can 

request a review by emailing QRIS@dcyf.wa.gov within 30 days of receiving the points. DCYF will send 

the Early Achievers Component Review Request Form for the program to complete. 

The Request should include: 

• Component requested (Program Profile, Video Highlights, Records Review) 

• Points awarded (if known) and points requested 

• Brief description of what is believed to be incorrect (based on evidence already submitted) 

• Records Review: specific standard area(s) believed incorrect 

• Video Highlights: specific indicator(s) believed incorrect 

mailto:QRIS@dcyf.wa.gov
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Quality Recognition Components  

Program Profile  

Program Profile is a self-assessment process that gives programs administrators, staff and families an 

opportunity to reflect on their programs’ strengths and goals and celebrate its unique qualities. 

It includes interviews with the program administrator, staff, and families. Interviews can be completed 

independently in CECI or facilitated by Cultivate Learning Community Liaisons by phone or video call. 

Interview questions are available in English, Spanish and Somali:  

• Director (English | Spanish | Somali) 

• Family Home Child Care Provider (English | Spanish | Somali) 

• Teacher (English | Spanish | Somali) 

• Families (English | Spanish | Somali) 

Want to learn more? Visit the Program Profile Factsheet.  

Video Highlights 

Video Highlights are short video submissions that demonstrate meaningful interactions between an 

educator and child. Each submission includes a planned lesson or activity, a recording of the interaction, 

and a written reflection. Video Highlights allows the early learning program to demonstrate the high-

quality interactions in their early learning environments. With the use of technology, the early learning 

program will showcase WA state early learning guidelines in practice.  

Video Highlights requirements include:  

• Early learning programs that accept state subsidy or offer ECEAP services submit at least two 

sets of Video Highlights. 

• Programs seeking to move beyond Quality Level 3 may submit additional Video Highlights (up to 

six).  

• Each video must: 

o Be between 10–15-minutes long and shows meaningful interactions between educators 

and children (children should be awake and ready to play) 

o Include the lead teacher and at least one (non-related) child 

o Be clearly viewable with adequate audio 

o Include a completed reflection  

Submissions are uploaded in CECI and reviewed by Quality Recognition Specialists using the QUIC 

(Quality Interactions in Child Care) tool. Programs receive a report with feedback on strengths and 

opportunities for growth. 

If a video submission does not meet requirements or additional support is needed, programs can work 

with their coach and community liaison to revise and resubmit. 

https://www.dcyf.wa.gov/sites/default/files/pdf/Interviewquestions-Director.pdf
https://www.dcyf.wa.gov/sites/default/files/pdf/Interviewquestions-Director-sp.pdf
https://www.dcyf.wa.gov/sites/default/files/pdf/Interviewquestions-Director-sm.pdf
https://www.dcyf.wa.gov/sites/default/files/pdf/Interviewquestions-fcc.pdf
https://www.dcyf.wa.gov/sites/default/files/pdf/Interviewquestions-fcc-sp.pdf
https://www.dcyf.wa.gov/sites/default/files/pdf/Interviewquestions-fcc-sm.pdf
https://www.dcyf.wa.gov/sites/default/files/pdf/Interviewquestions-teacher.pdf
https://www.dcyf.wa.gov/sites/default/files/pdf/Interviewquestions-teacher-sp.pdf
https://www.dcyf.wa.gov/sites/default/files/pdf/Interviewquestions-teacher-sm.pdf
https://www.dcyf.wa.gov/sites/default/files/pdf/Interviewquestions-family.pdf
https://www.dcyf.wa.gov/sites/default/files/pdf/Interviewquestions-family-sp.pdf
https://www.dcyf.wa.gov/sites/default/files/pdf/Interviewquestions-family-sm.pdf
https://www.dcyf.wa.gov/sites/default/files/pubs/EPS_0063.pdf
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Early learning providers who have a cultural, religious, or philosophical belief that prohibits recording 
and submitting Video Highlights may request an in-person or virtual observation, which is conducted 

by Cultivate Learning. Please send requests for an exception to QRIS@dcyf.wa.gov. Requests must 
include a copy of program policies related to video recording. 

Want to learn more? Visit the Video Highlights Factsheet (English | Spanish | Somali) and find 

additional guides in the CECI Resource Library.  

Records Review 

Records Review is an opportunity for programs to reflect on and demonstrate how their policies and 

practices align with the Early Achievers Quality Standards. It promotes recognition and growth by 

highlighting practices and that positively impact children, staff, and families. 

During Records Review, programs submit documentation for selected Quality Standards into CECI to be 

reviewed by a Quality Recognition Specialist. Programs may choose to opt out of submitting 

documentation for specific Quality Standards that are not in place, do not align with their philosophy, or 

are not planned for implementation. Opting out means: 

• The Quality Standard will not be reviewed 

• Recognition points will not be awarded for that Quality Standard 

To support the process, programs use the Records Review Tool—a checklist that helps:  

• Identify the Quality Standards being demonstrated 

• Gather and organize supporting documentation such as policies and procedures from staff 

handbooks or program websites 

Programs are encouraged to work with their coach or Community Liaison when completing the 

Records Review Tool and uploading supporting documents to CECI.    

On-site verification: Programs that complete Records Review may be selected for an on-site verification 

visit to confirm that documentation reflects practice. If a program is selected, the program’s Community 

Liaison will reach out to plan for the verification visit and to support the program in sharing information 

about the visit with staff and families. 

During an on-site verification visit, Quality Recognition Specialists may review: 

• Curricular and assessment materials in each classroom 

• Child files 

• Teacher/staff files 

Families must be provided with information about the on-site verification visit. Families may opt out of 

having their child’s file reviewed by signing an opt-out form. 

Want to learn more? Visit the Record Review Factsheet (English | Spanish | Somali) and find 

additional guides in the CECI Resource Library.  

https://www.dcyf.wa.gov/sites/default/files/pubs/EPS_0082.pdf
https://www.dcyf.wa.gov/sites/default/files/pubs/EPS_0082SP.pdf
https://www.dcyf.wa.gov/sites/default/files/pubs/EPS_0082SM.pdf
https://wa-coachingcompanion.org/resource-library
https://www.dcyf.wa.gov/sites/default/files/pubs/EL_0074.pdf
https://www.dcyf.wa.gov/sites/default/files/pubs/EL_0074sp.pdf
https://www.dcyf.wa.gov/sites/default/files/pubs/EL_0074sm.pdf
https://wa-coachingcompanion.org/resource-library
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Professional Development 

Professional Development (PD) is an opportunity for programs to earn recognition points based on 

staff’s verified education in MERIT. It highlights and honors the skills and accomplishments of the 

educators and leaders who contribute to a program’s quality. 

PD points are automatically calculated in MERIT based on program type, staff roles and level of 

education. MERIT will always apply the combination of education levels that earns the highest possible 

number of PD recognition points. PD points are awarded based on a staff member’s assigned role in 

MERIT. If an individual holds multiple roles within a program, PD points will only be applied to one 

role and are not duplicated across multiple roles. 

PD points are not applied towards a Quality Level until the Program Profile and at least two Video 

Highlights are completed.  

Education eligible to earn PD points includes:  

• WA State ECE Stackable Certificates (Initial, Short, or State) 

• Completed degrees (e.g. Associates, Bachelors, Master’s or Doctorate) 

• DCYF-approved, college credit bearing equivalents to WA ECE Stackable Certificates or ECE 

degrees  

NOTE: Degree not in ECE or a related field will be counted at the point level below that of a degree in 

ECE. The Experience-based Competency equivalent and the community-based training equivalent (PACE) 

are not eligible to receive PD recognition points. 

Programs are encouraged to begin the process of ensuring staff have verified education in 
MERIT early in the Quality Recognition Cycle.  Education verification can take time. Staff may 

need to gather documents, submit an education application and wait for processing. 

Figure 6 provides an overview of how Early Achievers Professional Development points may be 

achieved based on program type and role.  

Professional Development Point Calculation 

 

Program Type Staff Roles Possible Points   

Child Care Center 
(including ECEAP and 
Head Start) 

Leadership  

(e.g. Director, Assistant 
Director, Program Supervisor, 
ECEAP Site Contact Manager, 
Head Start Site Contact 
Manager)  

Up to 4 points for one of the following:  

- 1 point: ECE state certificate or 
equivalent 

- 2 points: AA in ECE or equivalent 
- 3 points: BA in ECE or equivalent 
- 4 points: MA or higher in ECE or 

equivalent 
  

https://dcyf.wa.gov/publications-library?combine_1=EPS_0026&combine=&field_program_topic_value=All&field_languages_available_value=All
https://www.dcyf.wa.gov/publications-library?combine_1=EPS_0037&combine=&field_program_topic_2_value=All&field_languages_available_value=All
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Program Type Staff Roles Possible Points   

Child Care Center  

(including ECEAP and 
Head Start) 

Teaching Staff  

(lead teacher, assistant 
teachers) 

Up to 6 points based on the average 
points earned by the education of the top 
25% of teaching staff:  

- 2 points: Initial state certificate 
or equivalent 

- 3 points: Short state certificate or 
equivalent 

- 4 points: State certificate or 
equivalent 

- 5 points: AA in ECE or equivalent 
- 6 points: BA or higher in ECE or 

equivalent  
Licensed Family Home 

(including ECEAP)  
Family Home Owner 

Up to 10 points for one of the following:  

- 2 points: Initial state certificate 
or equivalent 

- 3 points: Short state certificate 
or equivalent 

- 4 points: State certificate or 
equivalent 

- 6 points: AA in ECE or equivalent 
- 8 points: BA in ECE or equivalent 

10 points: MA or higher in ECE or 
equivalent 

Want to learn more? Visit the Professional Development Quality Standards Factsheet (English | 
Spanish | Somali).  

Accreditation 

Accreditation is an opportunity for programs to earn additional recognition points for meeting national 

quality standards. Programs that are fully accredited by an approved organization may receive 10 

additional points toward a Quality Level.  

• To earn recognition points for Accreditation, a program must: 

• Submit a current certificate or official documentation in CECI during the Quality Recognition 

Cycle  

• Be fully accredited by one of the following organizations: 

o National Association for the Education of Young Children (NAEYC) – Tier 2 or higher  

o National Association for Family Child Care (NAFCC) 

o American Montessori Internationale (AMI) 

o American Montessori Society (AMS) 

https://www.dcyf.wa.gov/sites/default/files/pubs/EL_0047.pdf
https://www.dcyf.wa.gov/sites/default/files/pubs/EL_0047SP.pdf
https://www.dcyf.wa.gov/sites/default/files/pubs/EL_0047SM.pdf
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o National Accreditation Commission for Early Care and Education Programs (NAC) 

o Cognia Early Learning Accreditation 

o Accreditations recognized by the Department of Defense (DOD) 

Want to learn more? Visit the Early Achiever Accreditation Policy (English | Spanish | Somali).  

Quality Improvement Plan (QIP)  

A Quality Improvement Plan (QIP) is created by programs in partnership with their coach during the 

Quality Recognition Cycle to guide ongoing growth and development. It serves as a roadmap for the 

Continuous Quality Improvement (CQI) process. 

A QIP includes goals and action plans informed by:  

• Feedback from the Program Profile and Video Highlights 

• Records Review results 

• Early Learning and Development Guidelines or Core Competencies 

• Overall program Quality Level 

Coaches support participants in interpreting this information to identify strengths and areas for growth. 

Throughout the Quality Recognition Cycle, programs should revisit their QIP as goals are achieved and 

action plans are updated. 

6. Quality Level 

Overview 

An Early Achievers Quality Level reflects a program’s commitment to growth and the ongoing 

effort to strengthen quality for children and families. It is earned through the successful 

completion of a Quality Recognition Cycle and serves as a formal acknowledgment of progress 

and dedication. 

This section provides details on Quality Level requirements, how Quality Level are determined, 

how to finalize a Quality Level, and what steps follow finalization. 

Here are a few key things to know: 

• Finalized Quality Levels are valid for three years. During that time, programs are 

expected to remain actively engaged in quality improvement efforts.  

• Quality Levels determine eligibility for Quality Improvement (QI) Awards and Tiered 

Reimbursement (TR) for programs that accept state subsidy. 

Quality Level Requirements  

Early learning programs are required by law to participate in Early Achievers and must meet specific 

minimum Quality Levels: 

https://dcyf.wa.gov/sites/default/files/pubs/EL_0089.pdf
https://dcyf.wa.gov/sites/default/files/pubs/EL_0089SP.pdf
https://dcyf.wa.gov/sites/default/files/pubs/EL_0089SM.pdf
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• Programs accepting state subsidies must achieve at least a Quality Level 3 (RCW 43.216.135). 

• Programs offering ECEAP services must achieve at least a Quality Level 4 (RCW 43.216.515). 

If a required participant does not meet the required Quality Level, the program must complete 

Remedial Activities to remain in compliance and retain eligibility for subsidy or ECEAP funding. 

Need to learn more? Visit the Remedial Activities section for more information!  

Quality Level Determinations 

An early learning program’s Quality Level is based on the total number of recognition points achieved 

during a Quality Recognition Cycle.  

During the Quality Recognition Cycle, Quality Recognition Specialists from Cultivate Learning: 

• Review and analyze an early learning program data 

• Provide feedback  

• Determine points for each component completed 

Since recognition points are earned over time, programs can see their current recognition point total 

and projected Quality Level at any time in MERIT under the Quality Recognition Framework tab in their 

Facility/Site Profile.  

Figure 5 provides an overview of the recognition point ranges associated with each Quality Level. 

Figure 5: Overview of Early Achievers Points by Quality Level 

Quality Level Quality Level Description  Recognition Points 

Level 1 - Meeting Foundational Quality Standards  
(automatically met if licensed) 

0 points 

Level 2 - Engaging in continuous quality improvement 20 – 29 points 

Level 3  - Progressing in continuous quality improvement 30 – 49 points 

Level 3 + - Demonstrating in continuous quality improvement 50 – 69 points 

Level 4 - Advancing in continuous quality improvement 70 – 90 points 

Level 5 - Excelling in continuous quality improvement 91 – 115 points  

Want to learn more? See the Early Achievers Quality Standards and Criteria Guide for a 

breakdown of activities and points that achieve different Quality Levels.   

Quality Level Finalization 

A Quality Level may be finalized by the early learning program prior to the due date or automatically by 

MERIT when a due date is reached.  

https://app.leg.wa.gov/RCW/default.aspx?cite=43.216.135
https://app.leg.wa.gov/RCW/default.aspx?cite=43.216.515
https://www.dcyf.wa.gov/sites/default/files/pubs/EPS_0057.pdf
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Once a Quality Level is finalized:  

• Participants receive a confirmation email with an official Quality Level Certificate from DCYF. 

• The current Quality Recognition Cycle ends. Programs must submit a new Request for Quality 

Recognition application in MERIT to begin the next cycle.  

Finalization Method Description Where 

Program Finalizes 
Quality Level 

Programs can finalize their Quality Level once they 
have earned the desired number of recognition points. 
This option becomes available after completing: 

- Program Profile 
- Two Video Highlights (2 per learning 

environment) 

Quality Recognition 
Framework tab in a 
Facility/Site Profile in 
MERIT.  

MERIT Finalizes 
Quality Level  

If a program required to participate in Early Achievers 
does not finalize their Quality Level by the due date, 
MERIT will automatically finalize it on their behalf. 

Automatically 
finalized in MERIT on 
the due date 

Important Reminders: 

• Programs required to participate must achieve a certain Quality Level to remain in compliance 

with requirements. 

o Programs accepting state subsidies must achieve at least a Quality Level 3 (RCW 

43.216.135). 

o Programs offering ECEAP services must achieve at least a Quality Level 4 (RCW 

43.216.515). 

o Programs that are not required to participate in Early Achievers are not obligated to 

finalize a Quality Level by the due date. However, those not actively engaged in working 

toward a Quality Level may have limited access to coaching and other Early Achievers 

supports. 

• If a program has not completed any components to earn recognition points by the Quality Level 

due date, MERIT will automatically withdraw the program from Early Achievers.  

Need more information? Visit the Early Achievers Supports and Resources webpage for step-by-

step instructions on how to finalize a Quality Level.  

Quality Level Withdrawal Requests 

If a Quality Level is self-finalized by an early learning program in error, the program must request to 

withdraw the finalized level within 30 days of finalization. Withdrawing the Quality Level allows the 

program to continue the current Quality Recognition Cycle and submit additional evidence before 

finalizing again.  

However, if a due date has been reached and MERIT automatically finalized the Quality Level, it cannot 

be withdrawn. 

https://app.leg.wa.gov/RCW/default.aspx?cite=43.216.135
https://app.leg.wa.gov/RCW/default.aspx?cite=43.216.135
https://app.leg.wa.gov/RCW/default.aspx?cite=43.216.515
https://app.leg.wa.gov/RCW/default.aspx?cite=43.216.515
https://dcyf.wa.gov/services/early-learning-providers/early-achievers/supports-resources
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• Once 30 days after a Quality Level finalization is reached: 

• Quality Levels are published on DCYF’s Child Care Check website (per RCW 43.216.085).   

• Quality Improvement awards are automatically calculated 

Need more information? For more information or to request to withdraw a finalized Quality 

Level, please email QRIS@dcyf.wa.gov.  

Quality Level Publication 

Early Achievers Quality Levels are published on DCYF’s Child Care Check website 30 days after the 

Quality Level is finalized. This supports a core goal of Early Achievers to help families make informed 

choices by providing information about the quality of child care and early learning programs.  

Tribal child care early learning programs are not required to have their early achievers Quality Level 

published (per RCW 43.216.085). 

Quality Levels are also available through: 

• CCA of WA’s online child care search tool  

• CCA of WA Family Center (by email or phone) 

Quality Level Renewals 

To maintain a current Quality Level, programs must complete a new Quality Recognition Cycle and 

finalize a new Quality Level every three years.  

• A new cycle begins by submitting a Request for Quality Recognition application in MERIT. 

• Programs must finalize their new Quality Level before their current Quality Level expires.  

Because the cycle includes multiple components, programs are encouraged to complete activities over 

time during the three-year period. (Reminder: If a program is mandated to participate, MERIT will 

automatically finalize a Quality when a due date is reached). 

Renewal Reminder Notifications 

The designated Early Achievers Primary Contact will receive automated reminders before the renewal 

due date. 

These reminders are intended to prompt programs to submit a new Request for Quality Recognition or 

finalize their new Quality Level in MERIT, if not already completed. 

Remedial Activities 

Programs that are required to participate in Early Achievers and do not meet their required Quality Level 

must engage in Remedial Activities, as outlined in RCW 43.216.085.  This is a free process that provides 

https://www.findchildcarewa.org/
https://app.leg.wa.gov/rcw/default.aspx?cite=43.216.085
mailto:QRIS@dcyf.wa.gov
https://www.findchildcarewa.org/
http://app.leg.wa.gov/RCW/default.aspx?cite=43.216.085
https://ccawa.my.salesforce-sites.com/providerupdate/CCAWAOnlineLookUp
https://childcareawarewa.org/family-services/
https://app.leg.wa.gov/rcw/default.aspx?cite=43.216.085
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an opportunity for programs to improve quality and resubmit for an updated Quality Level to maintain 

compliance for subsidy or ECEAP funding. 

Remedial Activities allow programs to build on their previous Quality Recognition Cycle. During this 

process, quality recognition points that were earned for completed components are retained, and 

programs may submit additional components to meet the required Quality Level. 

If a program does not meet the required Quality Level by the remedial activities due date, MERIT will 

automatically withdraw the program from Early Achievers, and the program will be considered out of 

compliance with not only Early Achievers, but also for Working Connections Child Care (WCCC) and 

ECEAP. 

Timeline for Completing Remedial Activities 

Programs have 12 months from the date their Quality Level is finalized to complete Remedial activities 

and meet their required Quality Level. During this time, programs should work with their coach and 

other available supports to submit additional components for review. 

Next Steps for Remedial Activities 

To support progress toward an updated Quality Level, programs should: 

• Collaborate with a  coach to identify which Quality Recognition Components are submitted or 

revised. 

• Review Quality Level data and share relevant results with program staff within 60 days of 

receiving it.  

• Create or update the Quality Improvement Plan (QIP) to outline how the program can earn 

additional points. The QIP should include:  

o Clearly defined staff roles and responsibilities 

o A timeline for submitting additional Quality Recognition components  

Accountability and Documentation 

Programs should document their participation in Remedial Activities, with the option to work with their 

coach. This can include:  

• Updating the Quality Improvement Plan (QIP) to reflect progress 

• Ongoing check-ins with a coach to review goals and next steps 

• Key program staff participating in monthly video coaching 

Finalizing a Quality Level During Remedial Activities  

Once a program earns enough recognition points to meet the required Quality Level, a program can 

finalize a new Quality Level in MERIT by using the Quality Recognition Framework tab in the Facility/Site 

Profile. While the program has 12 months to complete Remedial Activities, the program can finalize at 

any point once the number of points for the required Quality Level have been earned. If the program 

does not finalize by the due date, MERIT will do it on the program’s behalf. 
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If the finalized Quality Level still does not meet the required threshold, the program will be 

automatically withdrawn from Early Achievers and considered out of compliance with not only Early 

Achievers, but also for Working Connections Child Care (WCCC) and ECEAP. 

Re-Submitting for an Updated Quality Level 

Programs that finalized a Quality Level but did not meet their desired level may request a paid 

resubmission within 12 months of finalization, as outlined in RCW 43.216.085. This option allows a 

program to begin a new Quality Recognition Cycle outside of the standard three-year timeline. 

 

A paid resubmission means: 

• A program pays a fee to begin a new Quality Recognition Cycle by submitting a Paid Request for 

Quality Recognition application in MERIT.  

• The three-year Quality Recognition Cycle resets the timeline. 

• Components completed during the previous cycle do not carry over. All components must be 

resubmitted as part of the new cycle. 

Paid Resubmission Process 

Resubmission Steps Description 

Submit a Paid Request for Quality 
Recognition Application  

In the Early Achievers tab of the Facility/Site Profile in 
MERIT, select the Paid option when submitting the 
Request for Quality Recognition. 

Coordinate Payment Programs must contact QRIS@dcyf.wa.gov to coordinate 
payment with Cultivate Learning at UW. 

Complete new Quality Recognition 
Cycle Components 

Begin a new cycle by completing components, starting 
with the Program Profile. 

Finalize a new Quality Level Finalize a new Quality Level in MERIT once the program 
has reached the desired number of recognition points.  

7. Timeline Requirements 

Overview 

Programs required to participate in Early Achievers must meet certain participation timeline 

requirements, as outlined in RCW 43.216.085. These requirements apply to early learning programs 

that: 

• Accept subsidy payments through: 

o Working Connections Child Care (WCCC) 

• Provide ECEAP services 

https://app.leg.wa.gov/rcw/default.aspx?cite=43.216.085
mailto:QRIS@dcyf.wa.gov
https://app.leg.wa.gov/rcw/default.aspx?cite=43.216.085
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This section describes timeline requirements by funding type, programs can view their specific timeline 

requirements and progress, and how to request a timeline extension if needed. 

Want to learn more? Visit the Early Achievers Timeline Requirements Factsheet (English | 

Spanish | Somali).  

Timeline Requirements by Funding Type 

Early Learning Programs Accepting Subsidy 

Early learning programs that accept state subsidies must meet the following participation milestones: 

Participation Milestone Requirement Timeline 

Enroll in Early Achievers  Within 30 days of receiving an initial subsidy payment. 

Submit Request for Quality 
Recognition application to begin a 
Quality Recognition Cycle  

Within 12 months of enrolling in Early Achievers or 
receiving an initial subsidy payment, whichever is later. 

Finalize Quality Level 3 or higher 
(Initial Cycle) 

Within 30 months of enrolling in early achievers or 
receiving an initial subsidy payment, whichever is later. 

Renew Quality Level 3 or higher 
(Renewal Cycle) 

Within 3 years from finalizing the current Quality Level. 

Early Learning Programs Providing ECEAP Services 

Early learning programs offering ECEAP services must meet the following participation milestones: 

Participation Milestone Requirement Timeframe 

Enroll in Early Achievers  Within 30 days of starting ECEAP services 

Finalize Quality Level 4 or higher 
(Initial Cycle) 

Within 24 months of starting ECEAP services. 

Renew Quality Level 4 or higher 
(Renewal Cycle) 

Within 3 years from finalizing the current Quality Level. 

How to View Timeline Requirements in MERIT 

Programs can view their specific timeline requirements in the Facility/Site Profile in MERIT, under the 

Early Achievers tab in the My Timeline section. This section is updated daily and includes important 

milestone information:  

• Timeline Type: Identifies timelines requirements based on funding type (subsidy or ECEAP). 

• Milestone Status: Color-coded statuses show whether a program is meeting timeline milestone 

requirements 

• Milestone Due Dates: 

o Early Achievers enrollment due date 

https://www.dcyf.wa.gov/sites/default/files/pdf/ea/MilestonesOverview.pdf
https://www.dcyf.wa.gov/sites/default/files/pdf/ea/MilestonesOverview-sp.pdf
https://www.dcyf.wa.gov/sites/default/files/pdf/ea/MilestonesOverview-sm.pdf


 

Original Date: September 2025 | Revised Date: April 2026  
Early Learning Division | Approved for distribution by Diana Stokes, Quality and Access Administrator  

30 

EARLY ACHIEVERS PARTICIPANT OPERATING GUIDELINES 

o Request for Quality Recognition application due date 

o Quality Level Finalization due date 

o Remedial Activities due date (if applicable) 

How to view “My Timeline” in MERIT:  

1. Login to MERIT 

2. Click on Facility/Site tab 

3. Click on Early Achievers tab 

4. Navigate to the My Timeline section 

Timeline Extension Protocol  

Programs may request a one-time, six-month extension to meet Early Achievers timeline requirements. 

Extensions are granted only in cases of exceptional circumstances and do not extend the 30-month 

deadline to receive tiered reimbursement (RCW 43.216.710).  

Helpful Tip: Instead of requesting an extension, programs may request a deferment once per 

cycle. This means they will begin their Quality Recognition work for Program Profile with Cultivate 

Learning after all other scheduled programs. For more information, contact QRIS@dcyf.wa.gov.  

Timeline Extension Criteria  

To be eligible for a one-time timeline extension, a program must:  

• Request an extension 12 months prior to a Quality Level due date.  

• Submit evidence of exceptional circumstances (see definition list below).  

• Meet all prior Early Achievers requirements, including completion of the Early Achievers 

Request for Quality Recognition application. 

• Be actively participating in a Quality Recognition Cycle. 

• Be in full compliance with all licensing and ECEAP requirements, if applicable. 

Definition of Exceptional Circumstances: 

Category Examples 

Staffing or Leadership Changes 
- Turnover of director, assistant director, or program 

supervisor 
- Extended illness of director, lead teacher, or family 

home provider 
- Changes in organizational leadership (e.g., Tribal 

Council, agency leaders) 
- Staff turnover of 30%+ in centers, ECEAP, or Head Start 

within 3 months 
  

https://app.leg.wa.gov/rcw/default.aspx?cite=43.216.710
mailto:QRIS@dcyf.wa.gov
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Category Examples 

Program or Facility Disruptions 

 

- Facility damage due to natural disaster or accident 
requiring repair 

- Low enrollment 
o Child Care Center: Fewer than 3 children (birth–

5)  
o Family Home Child Care:  Fewer than 1 child 

(birth–5) 

Community or Cultural Events Community-defined events such as cultural ceremonies, 
seasonal or subsistence-related obligations 

Administrative or Legal Situations Participation in a grievance process involving DCYF or Early 
Achievers partners 

Other Circumstances 
- Death or tragedy affecting program staff or families 
- Other unique circumstances reviewed case by case 

How to Request a Timeline Extension 

Programs must submit the Early Achievers Extension Application (English | Spanish | Somali) at least 12 

months before the Quality Level due date.  

The application must include: 

• A detailed explanation of the reason for the extension request. 

• A summary of completed quality improvement activities. 

• Documentation supporting the request (e.g., medical documentation, termination letters). 

All timeline extension requests are reviewed by Early Achievers leadership. Programs will receive an 

email indicating whether the request is approved or denied, along with next steps. 

8. Participant Supports and Incentives 

Overview 

Early Achievers participants have access to a range of supports and incentives designed to promote 

continuous quality improvement. These supports and incentives are available to programs that maintain 

active and engaged participation in Early Achievers. 

This section outlines key supports and incentives available to participants, including coaching, financial 

assistance, and recognition opportunities. 

Coaching Services 

Coaching is a no-cost, long-term support service provided to all Early Achievers participants. Coaches 

support programs to navigate the Early Achievers system, interpret Quality Standards, and implement 

continuous quality improvement strategies. 
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Coaches help programs: 

• Understand the Early Achievers Quality Standards 

• Use assessment data to guide improvement 

• Prepare for data collection and submission activities 

• Set and refine goals through a Quality Improvement Plan (QIP) 

• Access resources to support their goals 

Most coaching is provided through Child Care Aware of Washington (CCA of WA) regional agencies. 

Programs may receive coaching through their grantee or contractor if 75% or more of the slots are 

dedicated to Head Start or ECEAP services.  

Helpful Tip: Use the Find Your Coach tool to find an assigned coach. 

Birth to 3 Quality Initiative 

The Birth to 3 Quality Initiative (B3QI) supports programs serving children from birth to age three by 

providing specialized coaching and resources to strengthen infant and toddler care. Programs that serve 

children receiving subsidy may be referred by their Early Achievers coach to work with a B3QI coach. 

B3QI coaches provide virtual or on-site coaching that supports: 

• Developmental Screening Tools: Materials and guidance to promote developmental screening 

from birth to age 5. Eligible participants may receive no-cost in-service training and a 

developmental screening kit. 

• Infant and Early Childhood Mental Health Consultation: Support to promote social-emotional 

development and address challenging behaviors. 

• Video-Based Coaching: Strengths-based coaching that focuses on enhancing serve-and-return 

interactions between adults and children. Participants may receive free in-service training hours. 

• Professional Development and Communities of Practice: Ongoing learning opportunities 

aligned with the Program for Infant-Toddler Care (PITC) framework. 

Dual Language Designation  

Established through the Fair Start for Kids Act, the Dual Language Designation recognizes early learning 

programs enrolled in Early Achievers that provide care in multiple languages or are actively involved in 

preserving tribal languages.  

Key features of the designation include: 

• Recognition of Practice: The designation acknowledges program efforts that align with the Dual 

Language Program Standards and support dual language development in early childhood or 

language revitalization efforts in tribal programs.  

• Financial Award Eligibility: Programs that earn the designation may be eligible for a Dual 

Language and Tribal Revitalization Designation Award, as funding is available. 

https://childcareawarewa.org/find-your-coach/
https://dcyf.wa.gov/about/government-affairs/fair-start-for-kids-act
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Dual Language Designation Eligibility 

• To be eligible to request a designation, a program must: 

• Be enrolled and actively participating in Early Achievers 

• Have established program languages as indicated in policy handbook  

• Have at least one bilingual staff using the established program languages 50-90% of the time OR 

be a Tribal language revitalization program 

• Agree to submit evidence that the learning environment meets the Dual Language Program 

Standards (English | Spanish | Somali)  

Programs can request Dual Language Designation by applying in CECI during the Early Achievers 

Quality Recognition Cycle.  

Want to learn more? To learn more, visit the DCYF Dual Language Learning webpage. 

Professional Development Scholarships & Grants 

Overview 

Professional development is a key component of Early Achievers, supporting the advancement of early 

learning professionals through education, training, and financial assistance. This section outlines 

opportunities available to Early Achievers participants to pursue degrees, certificates, and specialized 

training in early care and education (ECE). There are two student financial aid resources for employees 

at programs participating in Early Achievers: 

• Early Achievers Grants 

• Washington Scholarships for Child Care Professionals 

Early Achievers participants pursuing ECE certificates or degrees may be eligible for financial assistance. 

Several state-funded programs provide scholarships and grants to reduce barriers to professional 

development. 

Child Care Aware of Washington Scholarships 

Child Care Aware of Washington (CCA of WA) Scholarships support educators working at an Early 

Achievers enrolled program and pursuing a Montessori Credential at a MACTE accredited academy.. You 

can find more information about these scholarships on the CCA of WA website. 

State Board for Community and Technical Colleges Early Achievers Grants 

The State Board of Community and Technical Colleges (SBCTC) administers Early Achievers Grants. These 

grants help employees at Early Achievers programs pursue ECE credits that apply toward a state-

recognized Early Care and Education Stackable certificate and associate’s degrees. Point of contact for 

each college can be found in the Early Learning Career Planning Portal under the “Find a Degree” tab, as 

well as on the SBCTC website. Additionally, those interested can contact each participating college for 

more information on how to apply. 

https://www.dcyf.wa.gov/sites/default/files/pubs/EL_0065.pdf
https://www.dcyf.wa.gov/sites/default/files/pubs/EL_0065SP.pdf
https://www.dcyf.wa.gov/sites/default/files/pubs/EL_0065SM.pdf
https://dcyf.wa.gov/services/early-learning-providers/early-achievers/dual-language-learning
https://childcareawarewa.org/providers/
https://www.dcyf.wa.gov/publications-library?combine_1=eps_0026&combine=&field_program_topic_value=All&field_languages_available_value=All
https://ececareers.del.wa.gov/
https://ececareers.del.wa.gov/find-degree/advanced-search
https://www.sbctc.edu/paying-for-college/early-achievers-student-grant.aspx
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Substitute Pool 

Washington’s Early Care and Education Substitute Pool is designed to support licensed Family Home and 

Child Care Center providers in accessing substitutes for program coverage. Additionally, Early Achievers 

participants may access the substitute pool to support their growth in Early Achievers. However, access 

depends on funding availability. 

The substitute pool is implemented by The Imagine Institute.   

Want to learn more? Visit the DCYF Substitute Pool webpage.  

Needs-Based Grants 

Needs-Based Grants give early learning programs extra support to make quality improvements. Early 

Achievers participants with an open license in good standing and meet all eligibility requirements may 

apply for one Needs-Based Grant per fiscal year (July 1–June 30). Applying does not guarantee an award. 

Grant funds may help pay for things like classroom materials, new equipment, updates to learning 

spaces, or resources that support children with special needs. Programs may also use funds for small 

facility upgrades or other items recommended by their coach. 

To qualify for a Needs-Based Grant, Early Achievers participants must meet one of the following 

conditions: 

• Be enrolled in the USDA Tier 1 Food Program, or 

• Be located within a school district where at least 20% of students are low-income, according to 

data from the Office of Superintendent of Public Instruction (OSPI). 

Additional eligibility requirements may apply based on Early Achievers active participation status. 

Want to learn more? Visit the Early Achievers Needs-Based Grant webpage.  

Distribution of Grant Funds 

DCYF distributes Needs-Based Grant awards between 30 and 60 days from the date DCYF approves a 

completed grant application. 

Helpful Tip: The early learning program must have a Statewide Vendor (SWV) Number to 

receive payment for the Needs-Based Grant Funds. Visit the DCYF Apply for a SWV Number webpage.  

Allowable Uses of Grant Funds 

• Grant funds may be used for: 

• Curriculum and instructional materials 

• Supplies and equipment 

https://imaginewa.org/
https://dcyf.wa.gov/services/earlylearning-profdev/early-learning-provider/substitute-pool
https://dcyf.wa.gov/services/early-learning-providers/child-care-grants/ea-needs-based-grant
https://dcyf.wa.gov/services/early-learning-providers/licensed-provider/vendor-number
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• Infant and toddler focused improvements 

• Environmental improvements 

• Minor facility renovations 

• Supports, materials, or services for the care of children with special needs 

Grant funds cannot be used for: 

• Capital Improvements: Includes the purchase or improvement of land, or the purchase, 

construction, or permanent improvement of buildings. Exceptions are allowed for upgrades 

necessary to meet health and safety requirements, such as plumbing or electrical repairs, 

replacement of worn flooring or hazardous outdoor equipment, roof repair, or installation of 

fire suppression or door alarm systems. 

• Religious Activities: Funds may not be used for religious purposes or activities, including 

worship or instruction. 

• Gift Cards, Monetary Equivalents and Bonuses: Funds may not be used to purchase gift cards, 

traveler’s checks, money orders, or other monetary equivalents. Nor can funds be used for 

salary increases or staff bonuses of any kind. 

Programs that receive a Needs-Based Grant must retain all receipts for seven years. DCYF may request 

copies of these receipts. 

Tiered Subsidy Reimbursement 

Enrolled providers who serve children receiving Working Connections Child Care (WCCC) will receive a 

2% increase to the subsidy base rate, beginning with the first full month of subsidy service. To maintain 

this subsidy increase, providers who accept subsidy payments must submit an Early Achievers Request 

for Quality Recognition or advance to a Quality Level 3 or higher within 30 months of enrolling in Early 

Achievers or submitting their first subsidy invoice, whichever comes later. If a provider withdraws and 

re-enrolls in Early Achievers, the 30-month timeline continues based on the first enrollment date. 

Child care centers and family home child care that receive a Quality Level 3 through 5 and serve children 

receiving WCCC or Child Welfare subsidies are eligible to earn a higher incentive added to the base rate 

as follows: 

Program Type Tiered Reimbursement Percentage Rate 

Family home child care* - Quality Level 3: 12% above the base rate 
- Quality Level 3+: 15% above the base rate 
- Quality Level 4: 17% above the base rate 
- Quality Level 5: 20% above the base rate 

Child Care Centers - Quality Level 3: 8% above the base rate 
- Quality Level 3+: 8% above the base rate 
- Quality Level 4: 15% above the base rate 
- Quality Level 5: 20% above the base rate 

*Family home child care tiered reimbursement rates are negotiated by SEIU 925 through Collective 

Bargaining. 
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The tiered reimbursement rates are a percentage increase over the base rate at any given time. Any 

time the base rate increases, DCYF applies the reimbursement incentive to the higher base rate.  

Need Help? Contact QRIS@dcyf.wa.gov. Be sure to have name, Provider ID, and SSPS # readily 

available when inquiring about tiered reimbursement payments.  

Quality Improvement Awards 

DCYF provides Quality Improvement (QI) Awards to Early Achievers participants that serve children 

receiving state child care subsidies and hold a current Quality Level. QI Awards recognize achievement 

and help early learning programs implement their quality improvement goals outlined in their Quality 

Improvement Plan (QIP) that align with Early Achievers Quality Standards.  

Programs that receive QI Awards must: 

• Document how funds were used to support QIP goals. 

• Retain all documentation, including records and receipts, for a minimum of seven years. 

• Maintain a current QIP within six months of the Quality Level release. 

Helpful Tip: Early learning program must have a Statewide Vendor (SWV) Number to receive 

payment for the approved QI Award. Visit the DCYF Apply for a SWV Number webpage.  

QI Award Eligibility 

To qualify for QI Awards, early learning programs must: 

• Achieve an Early Achievers Quality Level 3 or higher. Family home child care providers who are a 

Quality Level 2 or higher may qualify for QI Awards. 

• Serve an enrollment population of which at least 5% of total enrollment consists of non-school-

age children receiving state or other qualifying child care subsidies. 

• Have an open, non-expiring license in good standing. 

• Develop a Quality Improvement Plan (QIP) with an assigned coach within six months of the 

Quality Level Request. Programs without a QIP within six months of receiving a quality level may 

be required to repay the QI Award. 

• Maintain active and engaged participation throughout the three-year Quality Recognition Cycle, 

including ongoing work toward QIP goals. 

DCYF calculates the percentage of children receiving state subsidy by dividing the program’s monthly 

average number of children on subsidy by the average monthly licensed capacity. For this calculation, 

“children receiving state subsidy” refers to those receiving funding through programs such as: 

• Working Connections Child Care (WCCC) 

mailto:QRIS@dcyf.wa.gov
https://dcyf.wa.gov/services/early-learning-providers/licensed-provider/vendor-number
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Programs serving children on subsidies funded by Medicaid, ECLIPSE, municipalities, colleges or 

universities, local school districts, the military, or federally recognized tribal organizations must 

request a manual calculation and submit documentation to QRIS@dcyf.wa.gov.  

Allowable Use of QI Award Funds 

QI Award funds must be used in alignment with Early Achievers Quality Standards and the program’s 

Quality Improvement Plan (QIP) goals. 

Category Allowable Use Examples of Acceptable Expenses 

Child 
Outcomes 

Materials, tools, and resources 
to support child assessment and 
developmental screening. 

- Developmental screening kits, child 
assessment tools, observation checklists 

Curriculum, 
Learning 
Environment, 
and 
Interactions 

Strengthen and enhance the 
program’s capacity to provide 
high-quality, individualized 
experiences and environments 
for children. 

- Program/Classroom Materials: 
Developmentally appropriate materials, 
educational toys, and learning equipment.  
 

- Curriculum: Curriculum guides, reference 
books, and supplemental learning resources.  

 
- Observational Assessment Resources: Tools 

and materials that help staff document 
children’s development, individualize 
programming, and assess classroom quality. 

Family 
Engagement 
and 
Partnership 

Support and enhance family 
partnerships and engagement 
activities. 

- Parent Education and Support Programs: 
Parenting education materials or resources. 
 

- Strengthening Families Plan of Action: Family 
events, parent education workshops, training 
materials, or items that help create welcoming 
family spaces. 

Professional 
Development 
and Training 

Support staff learning, growth, 
and professional advancement. 

- Staff Development: Professional training, 
conferences, or workshops (registration, 
tuition, and materials only).  
 

- Wage Enhancements: Salary increases or 
supplements (not intended to fund full 
positions).  
Staff Bonuses: Monetary incentives for staff.  
 

- Release Time: Substitute pay or additional 
planning time to engage in QI activities.  
 

- Continuing Education: Credit-bearing 
coursework (programs are encouraged to 
explore Early Achievers scholarships before 
using QI funds). 

mailto:QRIS@dcyf.wa.gov
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Category Allowable Use Examples of Acceptable Expenses 

Technology Purchase technology that 
supports implementation of QI 
goals. 

- Computers, tablets, software, cameras, and 
related equipment used for instructional or 
administrative purposes. 

QI awards funds cannot be used for: 

• Capital Improvements: Purchase or improvement of land, buildings, or permanent structures. 

Exceptions include health and safety upgrades such as plumbing or electrical repairs, 

replacement of worn flooring or hazardous equipment, roof repair, or installation of fire 

suppression or door alarm systems. 

• Religious Activities: Any religious purpose, worship, or instruction. 

• Gift Cards and Monetary Equivalents: Including gift cards, traveler’s checks, or money orders. 

Quality Improvement Award Amounts 

DCYF distributes QI Awards annually according to provider type as follows: 

 

 
Programs that do not accept state subsidy, including ECEAP and Head Start programs, do not qualify 

to receive Quality Improvement Awards.   

Learn more about both programs here:   

• ECEAP  

• Head Start  

https://www.dcyf.wa.gov/services/earlylearning-childcare/find-child-care/eceap
https://www.dcyf.wa.gov/services/earlylearning-childcare/find-child-care/headstart
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Marketing and Outreach Materials 

DCYF encourages Early Achievers participants to share their commitment to quality early learning with 

families and the community. 

To support this effort, DCYF provides materials such as an informational brochure, a sample family 

letter, and a Quality Level certificate to assist programs with communication and outreach. 

Helpful Tip: Early learning programs are also encouraged to use:  

• The Marketing Plan Toolkit  

• Washington Child Care Business Edge online resources  

• CCA of WA online outreach tools.  

Logo Use and Branding Guidelines  

Early Achievers participants must follow the branding guidelines outlined below:  

Type of Material Approved Use Required Phrases 

Early Learning 
Program Website 

The Early Achievers logo may be 
displayed on the program’s website 
along with the phrase “We are an Early 
Achievers Participant.” The logo must 
link to the Early Achievers page on the 
DCYF website. 

“We are an Early Achievers 
Participant.” 

Business Brochure or 
Flyer 

The Early Achievers logo may be 
included in printed promotional 
materials. The logo must not appear on 
the title page of the brochure or flyer. 

One of the following phrases must 
be included:  

 

- “Proudly participating in Early 
Achievers, Washington’s 
Quality Recognition and 
Improvement System.”  
 

- “Ask us how we are 
demonstrating our 
commitment to high-quality 
early learning by participating 
in Early Achievers, 
Washington’s Quality 
Recognition and Improvement 
System!” 

https://www.childcarebizedge.org/successful-program-management/marketing-your-program/marketing-plan-toolkit/
https://www.childcarebizedge.org/utility-pages/log-in/?redirectUrl=/successful-program-management/marketing-your-program/
https://childcareawarewa.org/providers/
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Helpful Tip: Programs must notify DCYF before the logo is made public. The regional 

coordinator must email QRIS@dcyf.wa.gov with the subject line “Use of Early Achievers Logo.” 

This is the only approved logo use for websites. 

9. Participation Responsibilities and Expectations 
The following section details your early learning program’s responsibilities and expectations as an Early 

Achievers participant.  

Child Enrollment Requirements 

DCYF understands that enrollment can fluctuate, especially in family home child care. Low enrollment 

will not affect an early learning program’s eligibility to register for Early Achievers. 

• To engage in the initial Program Profile and submission of Video Highlights, a provider must 

have at least one child between birth and 5 years old enrolled.  

• Child care centers that drop below a minimum enrollment of three children and family child 

care homes that drop below a minimum enrollment of one child must notify DCYF and regional 

lead agency within seven business days.  

Helpful Tip: Coaches may work directly with early learning programs to develop a business plan 

to increase enrollment.  

Licensing Status Requirements 

All licensed or certified early learning programs must be in good standing with Licensing to participate in 

Early Achievers. “Good standing” means having a non-expiring license that is not suspended, revoked, or 

on probationary status. The DCYF website has more information on licensing and definitions of terms. 

Licenses with temporary closures are still considered in “good standing.”  

License Status Participation Expectations 

Initial License - Licensed early learning program may have an initial license to 
enroll in Early Achievers.   

- Programs may not be eligible to receive Quality Improvement 
Awards.  

No Referral  - Program may enroll and participate. 
- Program may not finalize Quality Level. 
- Program is withdrawn from Early Achievers if license is revoked. 

Summary Suspension - Cannot enroll in Early Achievers. 
- If enrolled, all participation activities must pause pending 

outcome of investigation. 
- Participation may resume participation if suspension results in 

restoration of license or probationary license.  
- Program is withdrawn if suspension results in revoked license. 

mailto:QRIS@dcyf.wa.gov
https://www.dcyf.wa.gov/practice/policy-laws-rules


 

Original Date: September 2025 | Revised Date: April 2026  
Early Learning Division | Approved for distribution by Diana Stokes, Quality and Access Administrator  

41 

EARLY ACHIEVERS PARTICIPANT OPERATING GUIDELINES 

 

License Status Participation Expectations 

Probationary License - Program may continue to participate in Early Achievers during the 
probationary period.  

- Must be actively working with licensor toward the reinstatement 
of a non-expiring license.  

All coaching will focus on licensing compliance. 

Helpful Tip: If a program fails to meet licensing requirements and has been withdrawn from 

Early Achievers, they may be eligible to re-apply once the program is licensed and in good standing.   

Definition of Active Participation 

Active participation means an early learning program and its staff demonstrate progress toward 

achieving a Quality Level, either independently or with the support of a coach. 

Expectation Examples Notes 

Engage in Quality 
Improvement 
Activities 

- Participate in activities with a coach 
- Creating a Quality Improvement Plan (QIP) 
- Complete components of the Quality Recognition 

Framework 
- Attend Communities of Practice 
- Take Professional Development courses. 

Demonstrates 
evidence of progress 
toward a Quality 
Level. 

Maintain Updated 
Contact 
Information 

- Keep program contact information current in 
MERIT and respond to communications from 
DCYF or CCA of WA as needed. 

Ensures timely 
communication and 
compliance. 

Meet Early 
Achievers 
Timelines 

- Programs that accept state funding must follow 
Early Achievers timelines.  

- If a milestone is missed, programs must 
communicate promptly with DCYF and/or CCA of 
WA regional staff. 

Supports timely 
achievement of 
quality milestones 

Coaching 
Participation 

- Acceptance of coaching services is optional. 
- Programs that opt out must still maintain 

timelines and respond to communications from 
DCYF, CCA of WA, or Cultivate Learning. 

- Coaching services may be discontinued if 
programs are unresponsive, repeatedly absent 
from trainings and scheduled meetings. 

Ensures responsibility 
for progress even 
without coaching 

Early Achievers Services Agreement 

If circumstances prevent an early learning program from being fully engaged, the program can request 

to temporarily discontinue services. It is important to note that although CCA of WA may discontinue 

their services, any timelines required by RCW 43.216.085 remain unchanged.  

https://app.leg.wa.gov/rcw/default.aspx?cite=43.216.085
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A discontinuation in coaching services does not change an early learning program’s enrollment status or 

eligibility for other incentives such as tiered reimbursement. Early learning programs can resume CCA of 

WA services at designated times on a quarterly basis. 

Recordkeeping 

Early learning programs must maintain the following records on-site: 

Record Type Details Retention Period 

Signed Agreements Includes all agreements related to Early 
Achievers participation, such as the Early 
Achievers Services Agreement. 

Retain for the duration of 
participation. 

QI Award 
Documentation 

Receipts, records, and documentation 
showing how Quality Improvement (QI) 
Award funds were used. 

7 years 

Needs-Based Grant 
Documentation 

Copy of the Needs-Based Grant application, 
spending plan, and all receipts, records, and 
documentation of fund usage. 

7 years 

Parent/Guardian 
Consents 

All consents for children to participate in 
evaluations or assessments. 

Retain for the duration of 
program participation and 
evaluation activities. 

Helpful Tip: DCYF and Child Care Aware of Washington (CCA of WA) can request and review 

records at any time to: 

• Verify enrollment 

• Confirm appropriate use of Quality Improvement Award or Needs-Based Grant funds 

• Ensure programs are following the Early Achievers Participant Operating Guidelines 

Program Changes and Notification Requirements  

Early learning programs must notify DCYF and their regional lead agency of any significant program 

changes. Changes that impact the provider’s site ID, staff, environment, and children served may 

require a program to re-enroll in Early Achievers and begin a new Quality Recognition Cycle.  

Site ID refers to the unique identifier for a specific program location. This may be: 

• A licensed FAMLINK site ID, or  

• An ECEAP or Head Start site ID assigned through ELMS  

This does not refer to a Social Services Payment System (SSPS) ID. 

Timely notification is essential to ensure programs can continue to successfully participate in Early 

Achievers. The table below summarizes common program changes, required actions, timelines, and 
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potential impacts on participation. Early learning programs must contact DCYF at QRIS@dcyf.wa.gov to 

determine the impact on participation and Quality Level status. 

Change Type Action Required Timeline Impact on Participation 

Address Change 
(ECEAP Sites) 

Contact Early Achievers 
team at 
QRIS@dcyf.wa.gov  

 

Within 6 months 
of move 

- May need to withdraw 
from Early Achievers and 
then re-enroll at the new 
site depending on 
significance of site 
changes (see above) 

Address Change 
(Family Home 
Providers) 

Contact Early Achievers 
team at 
QRIS@dcyf.wa.gov  

Within 30 days 
from first date on 
new license 

- Maintains Quality Level, 
participation history, 
tiered reimbursement, 
and QI Awards 

Address Change (Child 
Care Centers) 

Contact Early Achievers 
team at 
QRIS@dcyf.wa.gov 

Within 30 days 
from first date on 
new license 

- May need to withdraw 
from Early Achievers and 
then re-enroll at the new 
site depending on 
significance of site 
changes (see above) 

Address Change (Late 
Notification) 

Contact Early Achievers 
team at 
QRIS@dcyf.wa.gov 

N/A - If notice is not provided 
within required timeline 
the program must re-
enroll in Early Achievers 
and follow new-provider 
timeline requirements 

Change in Ownership Contact Early Achievers 
team at 
QRIS@dcyf.wa.gov 

As soon as 
ownership change 
occurs 

- DCYF determines impact 
- May require completing 

Quality Recognition Cycle 
again 

Program Closure Contact Early Achievers 
team at 
QRIS@dcyf.wa.gov 
and regional lead 
agency 

Within 7 business 
days 

- Temporary or permanent 
closure of the early 
learning program 

- Affects participation 
records 

Licensing Status 
Change 

Contact Early Achievers 
team at 
QRIS@dcyf.wa.gov and 
regional lead agency  

 

Within 7 business 
days 

- Suspension, probation, or 
revocation may require a 
program to pause 
participation in 
Recognition Cycle or be 
withdrawn from Early 
Achievers 

  

mailto:QRIS@dcyf.wa.gov
mailto:QRIS@dcyf.wa.gov
mailto:QRIS@dcyf.wa.gov
mailto:QRIS@dcyf.wa.gov
mailto:QRIS@dcyf.wa.gov
mailto:QRIS@dcyf.wa.gov
mailto:QRIS@dcyf.wa.gov
mailto:QRIS@dcyf.wa.gov
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Change Type Action Required Timeline Impact on Participation 

Low Enrollment Contact Early 
Achievers team at 
QRIS@dcyf.wa.gov 
and regional lead 
agency 

Within 7 business days Less than 3 children 
enrolled may affect 
eligibility to participate 

Voluntary 
Withdrawal 

Contact Early 
Achievers team at 
QRIS@dcyf.wa.gov 
and regional lead 
agency 

Within 7 business days - Ends participation 
 

Change in Early 
Achievers Contact 

Update Early 
Achievers contact 
details in program’s 
MERIT Facility/Site 
Profile 

Within 7 business days - Information can be 
updated in a program’s 
Facility/Site Profile in 
MERIT 

- Ensures appropriate 
contact receives all 
participation 
notifications and 
communication for 
coaching support.  

Changes in Ages 
Served 

Contact Early 
Achievers team at 
QRIS@dcyf.wa.gov 
and regional lead 
agency 

Within 7 business days - Programs no longer 
serving children birth to 
age 5 affects 
participation eligibility 

Temporary 
Changes in 
Circumstance 

Contact Early 
Achievers team at 
QRIS@dcyf.wa.gov 
and regional lead 
agency 

Within 7 business days - Temporary closures, 
extended absence of 
Early Achievers 
contact(s), or other 
significant temporary 
operational changes may 
affect participation.  

  

mailto:QRIS@dcyf.wa.gov
mailto:QRIS@dcyf.wa.gov
mailto:QRIS@dcyf.wa.gov
mailto:QRIS@dcyf.wa.gov
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Withdrawal from Early Achievers 

Programs may withdraw from Early Achievers for a variety of reasons. The table below summarizes the 

types of withdrawal or dismissal and what happens in each situation.  

Withdrawal Type Notes Action 

Voluntary 
Withdrawal 

A program may choose to withdraw at 
any time. Programs should consider 
any program type requirements that 
may be affected. 

The Early Achievers primary 
contact must email a withdrawal 
request to DCYF at 
QRIS@dcyf.wa.gov.  

Automated 
Withdrawal – No 
Quality Level 
Achieved 

Programs that reach their Quality Level 
due date without completing the 
required recognition components will 
be automatically withdrawn. 

Automated notifications are sent 
to the Early Achievers primary 
contact. 

Automated 
Withdrawal – Failure 
to Meet Mandated 
Quality Level After 
Remedial Activities 

Programs required to complete 
Remedial Activities that do not meet 
the required Quality Level by the due 
date will be automatically withdrawn. 

Automated notifications are sent 
to the Early Achievers primary 
contact. 

Dismissal by DCYF 
due to not meeting 
Participation 
Expectation 

DCYF may dismiss a program at any 
time if participation expectations 
outlined in the Early Achievers 
Participation Operating Guidelines 
are not met.  

DCYF sends official notification 
to the Early Achievers primary 
contact. 

Early Learning Program Requirements after Withdrawal or Dismissal  

When a program is dismissed by DCYF or voluntarily withdraws, the following requirements apply: 

Action Required Description 

Submit Withdrawal Request  Submit a withdrawal request to DCYF at 

QRIS@dcyf.wa.gov  

Submit Any Outstanding 
Documentation 

Provide all outstanding reports and participation 
documents to the Early Achievers regional lead agency. 

Remove all Marketing Materials All Early Achievers materials, including the Quality Level 
certificate, must be removed from program premises, 
websites, and promotional materials. 

Return Unspent Funds Unspent Quality Improvement (QI) Award funds must be 
returned to DCYF. 

Criteria for Dismissal 

DCYF may initiate dismissal from Early Achievers if an early learning program fails to meet participation 

expectations outlined in the Early Achievers Participate Operating Guidelines.  

mailto:QRIS@dcyf.wa.gov
mailto:QRIS@dcyf.wa.gov
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The following may result in dismissal: 

Criteria Description 

Licensing Status The program is not in good standing with licensing. Good standing is 
defined as holding an active license that is not suspended, revoked, or 
on probation. 

Changes in Ages Served The program no longer serves children birth to age 5 due to provider 
preference or DCYF licensing enforcement action. 

Changes in Enrollment No children ages birth to 5 are enrolled for a period of 60 calendar 
days. 

False Information False information submitted on the Early Achievers application or any 
participation documents. 

Active Participation Failure to meet Early Achievers active participation expectations as 
defined in the Active Participation section of the Operating 
Guidelines. 

Misuse of Grant Funds Misuse of Needs-Based Grant or Quality Improvement (QI) Award 
funds. 

Recordkeeping Failure to maintain records, including receipts and documentation of 
the use of Needs-Based Grants or QI Award funds, on-site for seven 
years. 

Reporting Changes Failure to report changes to the Early Achievers regional lead agency 
that may render the program ineligible for participation. 

Professional Conduct Unprofessional conduct or behavior with Early Achievers 
representatives or DCYF staff. 

Compliance with Guidelines Failure to follow the Early Achievers Operating Guidelines or other 
administrative or statutory guidelines issued by local, state, or federal 
agencies. 

Important Note: If a program is dismissed due to suspected fraudulent use of funds or failure to 

maintain required financial records, the program may be held liable for damages as authorized by law, 

including repayment of Quality Improvement funds. 

Procedure for Dismissal 

If an early learning program fails to meet Early Achievers requirements or commits actions that could 

result in discontinuation, the following procedure applies: 

1. Written Notice – The regional lead agency issues written notice identifying the need for 
corrective action. 

2. Correction Period – The early learning program has 30 calendar days to complete the required 
corrective action. 
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3. Documentation Request – The regional lead agency requests any documentation necessary to 
support the review. 

4. Suspension (if necessary) – Early Achievers activities may be suspended temporarily during the 
review process. 

5. Notification to DCYF – The regional lead agency informs DCYF that corrective action has been 
initiated. 

6. Review Process – The regional lead agency reviews all documentation and actions taken by the 
program to determine if requirements were met. 

7. Recommendation for Dismissal – If noncompliance or unethical conduct is found, the regional 
lead agency submits a dismissal recommendation to DCYF. 

8. Final Decision by DCYF – DCYF reviews the recommendation and makes the final determination 
regarding program dismissal. 

9. Written Notification – DCYF notifies the early learning program of the final decision in writing 
within 30 calendar days of receiving the necessary documentation. 

Reapplication to Early Achievers after Withdrawal  

Early learning programs that withdraw from Early Achievers may reapply at any time. The following 

guidelines apply: 

• If a program reapplies within 12 months of withdrawal, it keeps all previous participation 

information, including its Quality Level and any related timeline requirements. 

• Reapplying within 12 months does not restart the program’s timeline. Instead, the timeline 

continues from where it would have been if the program had remained enrolled. 

• Programs are not eligible for tiered reimbursement or Quality Improvement (QI) Awards for any 

time period when they were withdrawn. 

• DCYF may deny reapplication after a program has withdrawn or has been dismissed from Early 

Achievers. 

DCYF reserves the right to review each request on a case by case basis to determine program eligibility 

and the appropriate next steps. 

Information Sharing 

DCYF is subject to chapter 42.56 RCW, the Public Records Act. Early Achievers participant records in the 

possession of DCYF or community partners may also be subject to disclosure under chapter 42.56 RCW.  

Internet Usage/Security 

Early Achievers participants are required to use MERIT and CECI. These web-based systems are secure 

and require login credentials to access information. 

DCYF, CCA of WA, and UW Cultivate Learning can access all data in Early Achievers systems to support 

program quality improvement and long-term program evaluation. Coaches may view records of other 

coaches working with the same program to coordinate efforts and reduce duplication. All information in 

these systems is also subject to public disclosure under the Public Records Act. 

https://apps.dcyf.wa.gov/MERIT/Home/Welcome?ReturnUrl=%2fmerit
https://wa-coachingcompanion.org/
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Conflict of Interest 

Early Achievers participants may not be employed as Early Achievers coaches, regional coordinators, 

DCYF staff members, or a member of the UW Quality Recognition team while participating in Early 

Achievers.  
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Glossary of Terms 

Term Definition 

Active Participation An early learning program that responds to communications, 
participates fully, and demonstrates efforts toward a Quality Level. 
Examples include participation in coaching, completing portions of 
the Quality Recognition Cycle, completing QIPs, documenting efforts 
in CECI, or attending Early Achievers related professional 
development trainings.  

Certified for Payment 
Only 

Child care and early learning programs that are legally exempt from 
licensing (military, tribal, or school-based) may apply for certification 
to receive state subsidy payments. These sites are Certified for 
Payment Only. 

Child Care Aware of 
Washington (CCA of 
WA) 

CCA of WA is the lead agency for coordinating improvement 
activities such as Relationship-Based Professional Development 
(RBPD) and training for sites with less than 75% Head 
Start/ECEAP/Early ECEAP slots. For more information, visit 
www.childcareawarewa.org. 

Coach/Coaching  Coaching is a long-term continuous service provided within Early Achievers 
to help participants understand Early Achievers policies and navigate the 
process successfully. Coaching is designed to: 

• Promote Relationship-Based Professional Development. 

• Support providers in navigating the Quality Recognition system. 

• Engage in conversations that promote equity and positively change 
practices. 

• Help early learning programs understand the Early Achievers 
Quality Standards. 

• Provide resources and recommend Professional Development. 

• Help programs understand and use Early Achievers quality 
recognition and assessment data. 

Support program goals and the creation of QIPs. 

Coach Educator 
Collaborative 
Interface (CEI, 
formerly known as 
Coaching Companion) 

Online/Application (app) platform used to connect participants and 
facilitate quality improvements led by Early Learning Programs, 
Coaches, and Community Liaisons.  

  

https://childcareawarewa.org/providers/
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Term Definition 

Community Liaison The Community Liaison is the first contact that Early Achievers participants 
have from the Cultivate Learning Quality Recognition Team. Community 
Liaisons support and guide participants through the Quality Recognition 
process and serve as their point of contact with the Quality Recognition 
team. The Community Liaison will reach out to participants that have been 
approved for each component of the Quality Recognition process and will: 

• Explain the Quality Recognition process and what will occur during 

each component.   

• Provide individualized support during each Quality Recognition 

component.   

• Provide technical support in CeCi.  

Provide a line of communication between the program and the Quality 
Recognition team. 

Contractor Contractor means the organization providing ECEAP services under a 
signed contract with DCYF. This role is often grouped with Head Start 
program leadership and referred to as “grantee/contractor.” 

Early Achievers  Early Achievers is Washington’s quality, recognition, and improvement 
system (QRIS) and is designed to: 

• Support child care providers to provide high-quality care by providing 
resources including training, coaching, and incentives. 

• Help parents and caregivers find high-quality child care and early 
learning programs that fit their needs. 

Ensure that children have high-quality early learning experiences that help 
them develop the skills they need to be successful in school and life. 

Early Achievers 
Contact(s)  

The primary early learning program contact is responsible for oversight 
and completion of all Early Achievers activities. Early learning programs 
may appoint a second Early Achievers contact to assist the primary contact 
in participation activities.  

Early Learning 
Development 
Guidelines 

The Early Learning Development Guidelines are a statewide resource for 
child care providers and families. The guidelines provide essential 
information to support and enhance children’s development and learning 
and include information on developmental milestones and strategies for 
supporting different stages of growth. The guidelines include six areas of 
development:  

• About me, my family, and culture. 

• Building relationships. 

• Touching, seeing, hearing, and moving around. 

• Growing up healthy. 

• Communicating. 
Learning about my world. 
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Term Definition 

Early Learning and 
School Age Program  

Refers to all programs or facilities that care for children birth to 12 years 
old. Types of child care providers within Early Achievers:  

• Child Care Center  

• Family Home Child Care Provider or Family Home Early Learning 
Provider 

• School-Age Program  

• Head Start Program (HS)  

• ECEAP/Early ECEAP Program  
In this document, early learning program refers to the participating early 
learning facility.  

Early Start Act The Early Start Act (ESA) was passed on July 6, 2015, and is intended to 
help all children arrive at school ready to learn. According to the ESA, 
beginning Aug. 1, 2016, licensed child care and early learning providers 
offering services to children and families that qualify for WCCC subsidies 
must be enrolled in Early Achievers to maintain subsidy authorization. ESA 
also outlines participation and Quality Level requirements for sites 
providing ECEAP/Early ECEAP services.  

Finalize My Quality 
Level  

Once a participant has earned a desired number of points within a 
Recognition Cycle period, they may request to finalize and publish their 
Quality Level. If a program is mandated to participate, MERIT will 
automatically finalize a Quality Level once the due date is reached.  

Grantee The Grantee is responsible for oversight of Head Start/Early Head Start 
Programs. This role is often grouped with ECEAP program leadership and 
referred to as “grantee/contractor.”  

Learning 
Environment/Session 

A space where children are routinely cared for, including but not limited to, 
a classroom, outdoor learning space, licensed space in family home child 
care, etc. Used instead of “Classroom” 

Example of one session in one (1) learning environment. 

• One room with the same group of children is a Session.  
Example of two (2) sessions within one (1) learning environment.  

• One room with two (2) different teacher/children groups identified 
by a room divider.  

One room where two (2) different teachers have different groups of 
children in the AM and another group of children in the PM. 

MERIT Washington’s Managed Education and Registry Information Tool (MERIT) 
is used to document and recognize the professional achievements of early 
care and education and school-age professionals. MERIT is the source of 
evidence during evaluation for staff education qualifications for early 
learning program Professional Development & Training. Use of MERIT is a 
requirement for Early Achievers Participation. 
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Term Definition 

Non-School-Age 
Children 

Non-school-age is defined as children ages 6 and under who are 
not enrolled in kindergarten or grade school.  

Program Profile Program Profile is an opportunity for providers and families to provide 
data about their program. 

• Directors, teachers, and families identify strengths and areas of 
growth for the early learning program through completion of an 
interview. 

• The Program Profile is an opportunity for a program to celebrate 
what they are proud of and what makes them unique. 

The Program Profile process is based on research, provides valuable 
feedback and data, promotes family engagement, and supports the 
CQI coaching cycle. 

Quality Improvement 
Plan (QIP) 

All early learning programs will create a QIP in partnership with 
their coaches based on early learning program evaluation results, 
components of the Quality Standards, and overall early learning 
program Quality Level. The QIP is a plan that includes goals, action 
steps to achieve goals, timelines, and resources needed. 

Quality Level A published level achieved by an Early Learning Program which is 
displayed on the DCYFs Child Care Check website. 

Quality Recognition 
Specialist 

The Quality Recognition Specialist is a member of the UW Quality 
Recognition team responsible for quality recognition. Quality Recognition 
Specialists will work with early learning programs to:  

• Provide feedback and scoring on Program Profile and Video 

Highlights. 

• Review records and documentation. 

Quality Standards  The Early Achievers Quality Recognition and Improvement System 
Standards (Quality Standards) is a comprehensive, research-based 
framework to support positive outcomes in early learning settings. There 
are five Quality Standard areas: Child Outcomes; Curriculum and Staff 
Supports; Learning Environment and Interactions; Professional 
Development and Training; and Family Engagement and Partnership.  

Request for Quality 
Recognition 

When a participant is ready to begin a Quality Recognition cycle, they will 
submit a recognition request to DCYF who then informs Cultivate 
Learning.  
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Term Definition 

Records Review & 
Records Review Tool 

Records Review allows providers to submit evidence of Quality Standards. 

• Providers can submit evidence in the Quality Standard areas of 
Child Outcomes, Interactions and Curriculum, and Family 
Engagement and Partnership by uploading files.  

• Supporting documents should include written proof of policies and 
practices, such as policies in a staff handbook.  

• Providers can choose which Quality Standards they would like to 
submit evidence for; they can choose some or all.  

• Providers complete the Records Review Tool (RRT) to track and 
submit evidence.  

School Age Child A school age child is defined as a child who is five years of age through 12 
years of age and is attending a public or private school or is receiving 

home-based instruction under chapter 28A.200 RCW 

University of 
Washington (UW)  

The University of Washington (UW) is the lead agency for evaluation, 
assessment, and Quality Level assignment. Quality Recognition Specialists 
from UW conduct early learning program on-site evaluation visits. UW is 
also responsible for the development of the Early Achievers Coach 
Framework.  

Video Highlights Video Highlights are 10-15 minute videos of quality teacher-child 
interactions from each classroom or learning environment.  

• Teachers identify the Early Learning Guideline or Core Competency 
to demonstrate in their video and write a short reflection. 

• Quality Recognition Specialists review videos using a 
research-based rubric and provide feedback on strengths 
and opportunities for growth. 

• Through practice-based coaching and culturally affirming 
approaches coaches and providers review feedback together to 
celebrate successes and create quality improvement goals. 

• Two video highlights are required for each early learning (ages 0-5) 

classroom or session. 
Working Connections 
Child Care (WCCC)  

WCCC is a state child care subsidy program that helps families with low 
incomes pay for child care while they work. All licensed or certified 
providers receiving WCCC funds for non-school-age children must 
participate in Early Achievers. 

 

http://app.leg.wa.gov/RCW/default.aspx?cite=28A.200
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