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October 22, 2010

The United States Congress adjourned at the end of September leaving most issues related to early childhood unresolved.  However, the most significant news in 2010 did not come from Congress, but rather the federal agencies.    

Agencies:

Department of Health and Human Services (HHS): HHS announced new proposed rules that will require, at a minimum, the lowest performing 25 percent of Head Start grantees to compete for continued funding annually.  HHS also announced four new national training and technical assistance centers to support local Head Start programs.  Coaches and mentors from the training and technical assistance centers will be placed in Head Start programs to provide training and technical assistance to teachers and directors. 

Child Care Bureau: The former Child Care Bureau was elevated to an office within the Administration for Children and Families.  This puts the new Office of Early Child Care on the same level within the agency as the Office of Head Start.  Advocates view this as an endorsement from the Obama Administration regarding the importance of high quality early child care.  

The Office of Child Care released a draft of the fiscal year 2012-2013 Child Care and Development Fund (CCDF) Plan Preprint for public comment.  In order to receive CCDF funds states must submit their plan for how the funds will be spent and the outcomes that will be measured and reported.  The CCDF Preprint are the proposed requirements that each state must include in their plan in order to receive the funds. The CCDF Preprint has an increased emphasis on health, safety, and quality improvement.  The quality sections are broken down into four parts: health and safety, early learning guidelines, program quality improvement, and professional development and workforce initiatives.  Each section directs states to conduct self-assessment, set measurable goals, and report on quality.  The public comment period is open until November 23, 2010.

Child Care and Development Block Grant (CCDBG): The Government Accountability Office (GAO) released a report on five state programs which are vulnerable to fraud and abuse.  This report featured improper payments in the CCDBG.  In response to this report in August 2010 the Office of Child Care issued a document titled, Program Integrity, Financial Accountability, Access to Child Care.  Through this document, and additional technical assistance, the Office of Child Care is working with states to reduce improper payments while ensuring access to child care is not compromised for eligible children.  

Congress:
Congress will have one more opportunity this year to address early childhood issues in the lame duck session.  This session is referred to as the lame duck session because it takes place after the November election but before the new Congress convenes, meaning there are members who still hold their seats until the end of the year despite not being reelected.  

The Budget: Congress did not pass an Appropriations bill for the 2011 fiscal year.  Instead, they passed a Continuing Resolution (CR) to keep the government open.  This CR is set to expire on December 3, 2010 during the lame duck session.  Most programs in the CR, including CCDBG and Head Start, were funded at the 2010 fiscal year levels, but do not include the increased funding that was part of the American Recovery and Reinvestment Act (ARRA) funds.  So in reality there is less money available until a new budget is passed.  To address the loss of the ARRA funds both the House and the Senate have introduced increases in their proposed Appropriations bills:

House Appropriations bill:
	-$700 million increase for CCDBG
	-$770 million increase for Head Start

Senate Appropriations bill:
	-$1 billion increase for CCDBG
	-$989 million increase for Head Start
	-$300 million for new Early Learning Challenge Fund 

In addition to increased funding for CCDBG and Head Start, the Senate Appropriations bill included $300 million for  the proposed Early Learning Challenge Fund.  If this fund gets approved it will be a competitive grant made to a small number of states.  The grants will be used to create a system of high quality early childhood programs that are focused on creating more slots for disadvantaged children.  

Tax Credits: The ARRA child tax credits which were passed in 2009 will expire in December 2010.  The credits give an additional $1,500 a year to full-time minimum wage workers with two children.  The Earned Income Tax Credit will expire as well.  If these credits are not extended, an estimated 30 percent of low-income parents will receive no tax credits.

Legislation: The big legislative issue at hand for Congress was reauthorizing the Child and Adult Care Food Program.  Unfortunately, much like the budget, no legislation was passed.  The Senate passed a bill which includes new requirements for health food options, encouragement for child care programs to reduce screen time and increase physical activity, increased technical assistance, and a reduced paperwork burden.  Half of the funding for this bill comes from cutting the Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP) benefits (formerly known as food stamps).  
The House version of the bill had the same provisions as the Senate, but also included increased support for sponsors, a pilot program for five states to offer an additional meal and snack to children in care for more than eight hours, and increased access to other child nutrition programs.  Unfortunately this legislation never made it to the House floor due to a lack of funding.  There was a movement to have the House just pass the Senate bill, but members were concerned that cutting SNAP benefits would undermine the overall goals of the child nutrition legislation.  Thus, neither bill ended up passing the House, but they could be readdressed in the lame duck session.

Temporary Assistance for Needy Families (TANF) was also  supposed to be reauthorized this year, but  this has not occurred.  Instead, the CR extended the regular TANF program, including the mandatory child care funding.  The CR did not extend the TANF Emergency Fund which was created in 2009 and was used to reimburse 80 percent of state’s increased costs for expanded cash assistance, short-term benefits, and subsidized jobs.  This will eliminate vital benefits which have been utilized by unemployed parents during the recession

The last significant piece of legislation would have reauthorized the Elementary and Secondary Education Act (ESEA), but it failed to pass the House and Senate.
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