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About Keystone STARS 
Keystone STARS is a program of Pennsylvaniaôs Office of Child Development and Early Learning (OCDEL) 

and is the stateôs Quality Rating Improvement System (QRIS). Keystone STARS has four primary goals: 

ω To improve the quality of early childhood education (ECE); 

ω To support ECE providers in meeting their quality improvement goals;  

ω To recognize programs for continuous quality improvement and meeting higher quality 

standards; and 

ω To provide families a way to choose a quality ECE program. 

 

OCDELôs Keystone STARS Program supports all early childhood education programs to improve program 

quality. We encourage programs to think about the Keystone STARS Performance Standards as a tool to 

support continuous quality improvement (CQI) that impacts services to the children and families in your 

care.  

Pennsylvania is required to use a portion of its federal Child Care and Development Block Grant (CCDBG) 

funds for activities that improve the quality of childcare services; and increase familiesô options for, and 

access to, high-quality childcare. CCDBG is devoted to helping low-income families working or participating 

in education and training to pay for childcare and improve their access to quality childcare. Keystone 

STARS is funded by Pennsylvaniaôs quality set-aside fund as well as state funding streams. 

Defining Quality in Early Childhood Education Programs 
Quality early childhood education is made up of two components, structural quality and process quality.  

1. Structural Quality often defines the foundational or regulated components of a quality ECE 

program. Structural quality components include aspects such as group size, children-to-teacher 

ratio, and teachersô qualifications.  

2. Process Quality focuses on the dynamic and human aspects of ECE programs that support the 

daily experiences of children. Process quality encompasses the social, emotional, physical, and 

instructional aspects of children's activities and interactions with teachers, peers, and materials. 

Keystone STARS ï A Commitment to the Diversity of Pennsylvaniaôs Early Childhood 

Education Providers 
Keystone STARS policies and performance standards were designed to be accessible to each and every 

provider in Pennsylvania. This commitment to an accessible STARS program means that providers have 

flexibility to create CQI plans that are meaningful to them and, at STAR 3 and 4  are able to choose which 

optional quality  indicators best align with their goals. Quality coaches will work in partnership with providers 

to highlight strengths and create achievable plans to improve quality.  

The Keystone STARS Program Manual and Performance Standards were written to capture the broad 

vision for quality ECE. The performance standards should be interpreted in a way that aligns with the type 

of program a provider owns, operates or works to support. If you have questions related to how a standard 

can be applied to your program, please contact your local Early Learning Resource Center (ELRC) and ask 

to speak to a Quality Coach. 
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About the Office of Child Development and Early Learning (OCDEL) 
History: The Office of Child Development and Early Learning (OCDEL) was established in 2007 as a joint 

initiative between the Departments of Education and Human Services. It was established to promote 

opportunities for all Pennsylvaniaôs children and families by building systems and providing supports that 

help ensure access to high-quality child and family services.  

Mission: The Office of Child Development and Early Learning provides families access to high quality 

services to prepare children for school and life success.  

Goals: 

ω Work effectively, collaboratively, creatively and successfully to ensure that all families have 

access to high quality programs for their children; 

ω Engage stakeholders in actionable ways that provide guidance on programs and policies; and 

ω Identify and use key data and research to improve policies and practices. 

OCDEL is composed of four Bureaus: 

Bureau of Certification Services 

The Bureau of Certification Services is responsible for the regulation of all childcare centers, group 

childcare homes and family care homes in Pennsylvania. The Certification Bureau receives inquiries 

regarding a variety of topics, including: the requirements and process for opening a childcare facility; 

the statutes and regulations for designation a childcare facility; the status and compliance history of 

specific facilities; and the complaints regarding childcare facilities. 

Bureau of Early Intervention Services 

The Bureau of Early Intervention (EI) Services assures that all eligible children from birth to five with 

disabilities and/or developmental delays receive services and supports that maximize their 

development so they are successful in any early care and education setting. Services are provided 

to eligible infants, toddlers, and young children three and older. This Bureau oversees the Early 

Intervention Program for children from birth to school age and provides family support programs that 

strengthen families, reduce risk, and increase early learning opportunities for children. 

Bureau of Early Learning Resource Center Operations  

The Bureau of Early Learning Resource Center Operations provides direct support to the ELRCs in 

managing the Child Care Works and Keystone STARS programs through technical assistance and 

instruction on all fiscal, programmatic and system requirements. The bureau works with ELRCs to 

ensure program and grant compliance and adherence to federal and fiscal reporting requirements 

and provide any necessary technical assistance and remediation.  

Bureau of Policy and Professional Development   

The Bureau of Early Learning Policy and Professional Development works to ensure all 

programmatic policies align to improve cross-systems efficiencies, identify potential policy barriers, 

leverage policy opportunities, and ensure compliance with federal reporting requirements. In 

addition, ELRC program compliance will be supported through internal and external professional 

development and technical assistance supports ensuring consistent state-wide service delivery and 

efficient use of available state and federal resources. 

Benefits of Keystone STARS 
Quality ECE benefits everyone and serves as an economic development strategy for Pennsylvania. 
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Benefits for Children and Families: 

¶ Quality early care and learning promotes healthy child development and early learning; 

¶ STAR designations help families find quality child care for their children; and 

¶ Reliable quality child care allows families to focus on work, have fewer absences and be more 

productive. 

Benefits for Providers: 

¶ Customized support and assistance to individual programs; 

¶ Grants, awards and other financial supports as available; 

¶ Supportive professional development; 

¶ Outreach and marketing to families; 

¶ Apply for other grant programs, such as the Pennsylvania Child And Adult Care Food Program 

(CACFP) 

¶ A roadmap for strengthening the quality of care and an opportunity for lifting up the child care 

profession and child care system; and 

¶ Increased Child Care Works (CCW) payments based on quality level. 

To find out the other great opportunities Keystone STARS offers to help become a certified child 

care Keystone STARS provider, contact your local Early Learning Resource Center or visit 

raiseyourstar.org.  

Keystone STARS Incentives 
Child Care Subsidy Daily Add-On for Keystone STARS Programs 

As part of OCDELôs commitment to CQI, programs participating in Keystone STARS at STAR 2 

level and above receive a quality add-on rate for every child they serve who is enrolled in Child Care 

Works (CCW). 

This subsidy add-on, or tiered reimbursement, is applicable to Family Child Care Homes, Group 

Child Care Homes, and Centers at STAR 2 and higher and increases with each STAR level. The 

add-on is automatically applied to the daily, subsidized child care rate for the program. The 

additional daily amount may, in some circumstances, increase provider rates to an amount that 

exceeds the maximum child care allowance. 

Grants and Awards 

Qualifying childcare programs may receive Keystone STARS grants and awards. Grants and 

awards may not be available to all programs and will be prioritized to programs serving greater 

numbers of CCW participants in times of limited funding. 

Tuition Assistance 

Several types of tuition assistance are available to program staff working at Keystone STARS 

facilities: 

¶ Child Development Associate (CDA) Assessment Fee Voucher Program 

The CDA ASSESSMENT FEE VOUCHER PROGRAM supplies payment for the CDA 

Assessment Fee that is required to complete the CDA Assessment process. The full CDA 

Assessment Fee of $425 is paid directly to the Council for Professional Recognition. This 

program does not reimburse individuals. 

https://www.education.pa.gov/Teachers%20-%20Administrators/Food-Nutrition/programs/Pages/Child-and-Adult-Care-Food-Program.aspx
https://www.education.pa.gov/Teachers%20-%20Administrators/Food-Nutrition/programs/Pages/Child-and-Adult-Care-Food-Program.aspx
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The Pennsylvania Key also offers a voucher for $125 to cover an individualôs CDA Renewal 

Fee. 

For more information about the CDA Voucher Program, click here visit the Pennsylvania 

Keys website at www.pakeys.org 

¶ Rising STARS Tuition Assistance 

The Rising STARS Tuition Assistance Program pays 95% of tuition costs for eligible college 

coursework taken by early learning professionals, with a maximum benefit of $8,000 per 

individual each fiscal year (July 1 through June 30). Tuition costs net of other funding 

sources such as scholarships, stipends, discounts or grants (except the Pell Grant) are used 

to determine the amount of assistance. It is recommended completed applications be 

submitted at least four weeks prior to the start of the course, or prior to the tuition due date, 

whichever is first. 

For more information about the Rising STARS Tuition Assistance program, click here or visit 

the Pennsylvania Keys website at www.pakeys.org 

¶ Teacher Education and Compensation Helps (T.E.A.C.H.) Pennsylvania Scholarship 

Program 

T.E.A.C.H Early Childhood PENNSYLVANIA Scholarship Program works with providers, 

colleges, and child care staff to offer scholarship programs and support systems that 

improve the education and compensation of child care workers. T.E.A.C.H obtains its 

funding through grants from businesses, foundations, and government. By helping increase 

professionalism, raise wages, and reduce staff turnover of child care staff, this public-private 

partnership brings higher quality care to Pennsylvania's children. T.E.A.C.H is administered 

by the Pennsylvania Child Care Association (PACCA). 

For more information about T.E.A.C.H.,  click here or visit PACCAôs website at 

www.pacca.org. 

  

https://www.pakeys.org/get-professional-development/financial-assistance/cda-voucher/
http://www.pakeys.org/
https://www.pakeys.org/keystone-stars/rising-stars/
http://www.pakeys.org/
https://www.pacca.org/teach.php
http://www.pacca.org/
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