2026-2027 QRIS
Frequently Asked Questions

To ensure alignment with Arkansas’ vision for quality, the Arkansas Department of Education (ADE) has revised
the state’s Quality Rating and Improvement System (QRIS) in the 2026-2027 school year. This is a follow up to
the QRIS Webinar (recording) on June 23, 2026. Register for the upcoming QRIS webinars here.

Please review the FAQ below for more information.
New QRIS Overview

1. What is a QRIS?

A QRIS (Quality Rating and Improvement System) is the framework that defines, measures, and
supports quality in early childhood programs.

What QRIS Does:

e Defines Quality: Sets clear standards for high-quality care

e  Measures Progress: Uses tools like CLASS to assess programs

e  Supports Improvement: Provides coaching, training, and resources
e  Recognizes Quality: Rating is achieved by meeting set criteria

2. When will the new system go into effect?
A streamlined version of the QRIS went into effect July 1, 2026. The new QRIS will be implemented
in phases over the coming years to give providers and partners time to prepare for each new
component. The first phase focuses on teacher-child interactions, with every publicly funded
classroom receiving at least one observation measured by the CLASS tool from July 1, 2026, to
June 30, 2027. Additional components, such as high-quality instructional materials (HQIM), will be
phased in over time. (See the HQIM section below for additional details.)

In July, local leads will be preparing their catchment areas for CLASS observations by ensuring
there are enough observers to conduct at least one observation per publicly funded classroom
and begin scheduling observations. Providers should be preparing their sites for CLASS
observations by gathering and sharing as many resources on the CLASS tool with educators,
coaches, and any other site staff.

See below for the 2026-27 CLASS observation window:

o  Fall: August 17 - December 11, 2026
o  Spring: January 19 - May 28, 2027

Please note that fall observations should take place between the two weeks after school starts (or
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the start of the fall observation period, whichever is later), and spring observations should take

place two weeks before school ends (or the end of the observation period, whichever is earlier).

3. Who is required to participate in the QRIS?
All early childhood providers serving ages birth through five that receive public funding must
participate in the QRIS. In 2026-2027, participating requires at least one CLASS observation per
classroom in a publicly funded site.

4. How will the OEC align the QRIS with Arkansas's broader kindergarten readiness goals?
The LEARNS Act has charged OEC with the responsibility of creating “a simple, clear, and
understandable uniform accountability system for publicly funded early childhood education
programs”. OEC believes that teacher-child interactions and high quality instructional materials
(HQIM) are foundational to developmentally appropriate kindergarten readiness and has a vision
to bring this updated QRIS to life. OEC looks forward to receiving and incorporating feedback
from providers, local leads, professional services grantees, and other important partners
throughout this process.

Transitioning from Better Beginnings to a New System

5. Why was the old system replaced?
Better Beginnings has served as Arkansas' QRIS since 2010, providing a common language for
quality based on the most recent research at the time. As our work with the state’s youngest
children evolves, so will our QRIS. Better Beginnings provided a strong foundation, and our next
step is to focus on interactions, high-quality instructional materials, and other key components
we identify to be most directly linked to child outcomes and kindergarten readiness.

6. Will Better Beginnings continue, or is it going away entirely? Should programs still pursue
levels?
Better Beginnings levels have been frozen since December 2025 and the system will be replaced
by the new QRIS system. Programs no longer have the opportunity to “level up,” and all Better
Beginnings levels will remain the same at this time.

7. How will new providers join the quality rating system during the transition?
During the transition to the new QRIS, any provider wanting to participate in School Readiness
Assistance (SRA) can receive a temporary provisional Level 2 Better Beginning designation. This
designation is intended only to allow new providers to participate in SRA while the new QRIS is
being implemented and will be replaced as the new QRIS becomes fully operational. Providers
must receive the requisite CLASS observations - one per classroom.

8. Will the PAS still be required, or will CLASS be the primary assessment tool?
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9.

10.

PAS and BAS are valuable tools to support leadership and management in early childhood
programs, but they will no longer be required to participate in the QRIS. In 2026-2027, CLASS will
be the primary assessment tool in the new QRIS to measure adult-child interactions in
publicly-funded classrooms.

Will renewals still occur every 3 years?

No. Rather than renewing every three years, QRIS ratings will be updated annually to more
accurately reflect the current quality of children’s classroom experiences. During the initial phase
of implementation, those ratings will be informed primarily by CLASS observation results, with
additional components of the QRIS phased into the system over time.

Will national accreditation qualify for reciprocity at the highest QRIS level?

OEC has not yet made a decision about how national accreditation will or will not be incorporated
into the new QRIS. Additional guidance will be shared as those decisions are finalized. We
welcome provider feedback as the new QRIS continues to be developed.

Rating Structures

1.

12.

13.

How will programs be rated, and what evidence/documentation will be required?

For the 2026-2027 school year, CLASS observations will be the primary component used to inform
quality ratings. OEC is still finalizing the complete QRIS rating structure. As additional QRIS
elements are phased into the system (e.g., HQIM) , OEC will provide clear guidance well in
advance about how programs will be rated and what documentation, if any, will be required.

How will the system ensure consistent, objective scoring across assessors and coaches?
CLASS uses a nationally standardized observation tool with clearly defined scoring dimensions
and a rigorous observer training and certification process. All official QRIS observers must
successfully complete CLASS reliability training, earn certification before conducting observations,
and maintain an up-to-date certification to continue serving as observers. Local leads are
responsible for supporting observer reliability through ongoing training, calibration, and quality
assurance within their regions. In addition, a subset of classrooms will receive an independent
third-party observation conducted by highly trained, calibrated observers, providing an additional
layer of quality assurance and confidence that CLASS scores are being applied consistently across
the state.

Will there be separate frameworks for programs of different types (Head Start, EIDT, family
child care, part-year)?

In 2026-2027, the QRIS applies to all publicly funded birth-to-five classrooms (e.g., ABC, SRA, EIDT,
Early/Head Start) that operate full-time or on a school-day schedule. OEC is considering how to
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incorporate school-age and out-of-school-time programs into a QRIS in future years and will
share more as those decisions are made.

Teacher-Child Interactions

14.

15.

16.

17.

18.

Is there a list of what observers look for during a CLASS observation, and is there training
available for staff to prepare?

Please check the CLASS website. Here is what to expect from your observation:
https://sites.google.com/dawsonesc.com/oec-class/class-for-teachers/what-to-expect-for-you-upc

oming-class-observation

How many hours of CLASS observation are required?
In 2026-2027, all publicly funded classrooms should receive at least one complete CLASS
observation (four 15-20 minute observation cycles).

Will local leads be completing the CLASS observations?

Local leads are responsible for coordinating and overseeing all local CLASS observations that are
used as part of the QRIS within their catchment areas. While local leads are accountable for
ensuring observations are completed with fidelity, they have the flexibility to determine their
observation approach that best meets the needs of their region. This may include using local lead
staff, qualified program directors, contracted observers, or other reliable observers to conduct
official QRIS observations. Local leads are responsible for ensuring that all individuals conducting
official QRIS observations maintain a current CLASS certification and are trained on Arkansas's
observation protocols and expectations.

Do in-house CLASS observations count toward the final rating?

Official CLASS observations that count toward the QRIS will be decided under the direction of the
local lead. Each local lead is responsible for determining how they want to conduct official QRIS
observations within their catchment area and may utilize qualified local lead staff, program
directors, contracted observers, or other reliable observers to complete official QRIS
observations. Programs are encouraged to continue conducting their own in-house CLASS
observations to support teacher feedback, coaching, and professional growth. Directors
interested in serving as local observers should work closely with their local Lead to determine
how they can best support local implementation.

CLASS observation reports are currently very general — how can they be made more
specific and actionable for individual teachers, classrooms, and programs?

Thank you for this feedback. OEC is looking into opportunities to build an Arkansas-specific
feedback form that would provide more actionable next steps for educators.
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High-Quality Instructional Materials (HQIM)

19.

20.

21.

22,

23.

24.

When will a free or reduced-cost curriculum be approved, and will it cover Infants/Toddlers
as well as PreK? Is there a grant available to help purchase approved curricula in the
meantime?

OEC is working toward free or low-cost approved PreK curricula as an option for providers. OEC
plans to have these free or low-cost options in place prior to the deadline for required
implementation (July 2028). In the meantime, facilities can utilize the CLASS Quality Transition
payments they receive to assist with purchasing curriculum and associated materials.

Can programs develop their own curriculum (e.g., using curriculum-building software)
instead of purchasing a state-approved one?

Any HQIM that is used must go through the OEC approval process. HQIM is not a required
component of the 2026-2027 QRIS. OEC anticipates that providers will be required to adopt
curriculum from the Approved Curriculum List by July 1, 2028. How curriculum implementation
will be measured as part of the QRIS will be determined and communicated before that deadline.
See the list of approved curriculum here.

How do programs submit a curriculum for evaluation to be added to the HQIM list, and who
is the main contact for this?
Please reach out to Kelly Haley at Kelly.Haley@ade.arkansas.gov.

How will curricula be evaluated for EIDT facilities, given the need for modifications and
simpler approaches?

OEC is considering how HQIM adoption and implementation should support the unique needs of
EIDT facilities. OEC is committed to ensuring that high-quality instructional materials can
effectively support children in all publicly funded classrooms and welcomes ongoing feedback
from EIDT providers.

How will curriculum quality be measured — is it based on cost, implementation quality, or
other factors?
The curriculum quality rubric is on our website at:

https://dese.ade.arkansas.gov/Files/Arkansas_Curriculum_Review Notes - _8-8-2025_OEC.pdf

How will programs be scored when many have approved curricula they aren't actually
using?
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OEC's current focus is on developing a high-quality instructional materials (HQIM) list that
providers can confidently choose from to strengthen teaching practices and improve children's
classroom experiences. Adoption of HQIM will not become a QRIS requirement until at least
2028-2029, and OEC has not yet determined how curriculum use will be reflected in QRIS ratings
or reporting. Additional guidance will be shared with the field well before implementation begins,
and provider feedback will continue to inform the design of that process.

25. For new centers unfamiliar with CLASS and HQIM, what guidance and support is available,
and who should they contact?
Please reach out to Jennifer.Douglas@ade.arkansas.gov, and she can put you in touch with your

local lead who can help with your questions.

Family Engagement

26. How will family engagement be measured, and will it be based on opportunities offered by
programs rather than family participation rates?
OEC has not yet determined whether or how family engagement will be incorporated into the
rating system and is actively seeking feedback from providers and partners before making those
decisions. Additional information about focus groups, feedback opportunities, and future
engagement sessions will be shared with the field. Once decisions are finalized, OEC will
communicate them well in advance of implementation.

Training and Support

27.What is the difference between training, coaching, and CLASS primers?
Training and coaching are provided by local leads and professional services grantees across the
state. These training and coaching sessions are funded by OEC at no cost to grantees.

CLASS Primers are online training modules, accessible for early childhood teachers and leaders to
complete asynchronously. This will help you learn the basics about CLASS and takes
approximately 3 hours to complete.

Go to: https://dashboard.teachstone.com/users/activate-product-key
e CLASS Primer for Teachers Online Course: Infant/Toddler (WPTQU94X)
e CLASS Primer for Leaders: (YPT3)B3Z)

These codes are limited and will be available on a first-come, first-served basis. Once the code is
activated, teachers and leaders will have 12 months to complete the training.
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28. What learning opportunities are available to help staff understand the new QRIS system?
Will programs receive a manual or other written guidance for centers and staff?
OEC is developing learning resources to support providers in understanding the new QRIS. In the
meantime: monthly QRIS webinars are held the third Tuesday of each month, 12-1pm; CLASS
Primers are available online; and local lead organizations and professional services grantees offer
coaching, training, and TA on adult-child interactions at no cost to providers.

Funding and Incentives

As we develop the new QRIS this year, your quality payments will continue just as they are today, contingent on
ongoing federal funding.

29. When will Better Beginnings pay rates end and QRIS pay rates begin, and when will we
know the new rates?
The current pay rates, including Quality Enhancement Payments, will remain in effect until after
the Market Rate Survey has been concluded and results have been distributed statewide to the
field. A new payment structure and timeline will be released at that time for everyone to be
apprised of any changes.

30. What does the future of SRA funding look like?
Current School Readiness Assistance (SRA) reimbursement rates, including Quality Enhancement
Payments, will remain in place as they are today, contingent on continued federal funding at
current levels. OEC anticipates receiving the results of the Market Rate Survey (MRS) and Cost
Analysis in early 2027, which will help inform future decisions about reimbursement rates and
payment structures. We appreciate your patience as this work moves forward. If you have
questions about your current reimbursement rates or Quality Enhancement Payments, please
contact OEC for assistance.

31. When will providers be updated on the status of federal funding?
We receive federal funding allotments on a quarterly basis as per the federal authorizations.
Those quarterly allotments could shift based on information given to us from the Federal
Government, particularly regarding Discretionary Funding in the Child Care Development Fund,
which is our primary source of funding for School Readiness Assistance. We are keeping everyone
posted on allocated funds with our OEC Fast Facts, and will continue to update those on a
monthly basis. If there is any change in Federal funding streams or the amounts, we will notify
everyone as soon as we receive notification from our Federal partners.
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Provider and Partner Input

32.

How can providers give ongoing feedback and participate in shaping QRIS requirements
beyond surveys?

OEC is committed to keeping this conversation going through monthly QRIS provider webinars
(third Tuesday, 12-1pm) where providers can ask questions and share input. The next webinar is
July 21, 2026 at 12pm. The provider feedback survey will also continue to be monitored.

Other Questions

33.

34.

35.

What measures are being taken to ensure the new system doesn't significantly increase
administrative burden for directors and centers?

One of the goals of the LEARNS Act was to create a simpler, clearer, and more understandable
accountability system for publicly funded early childhood programs. Compared to Better
Beginnings, which required multiple assessment tools and extensive documentation, the 2026-27
QRIS is designed to reduce administrative burden by focusing on a smaller number of measures
that are closely connected to children's classroom experiences, beginning with teacher-child
interactions as measured by CLASS. Local leads will coordinate the observation process and may
engage directors as local observers based on local implementation plans. OEC's goal is to reduce
paperwork, provide timely feedback to educators, and allow directors and teachers to spend
more time focused on improving classroom experiences for children.

What are badges, what are they for, and how are they earned?

Badges are a potential future component that OEC is considering as part of the long-term vision
for Arkansas' QRIS. From from July 1, 2026, to June 30, 2027, OEC's primary focus is implementing
CLASS observations to strengthen teacher-child interactions and establish the foundation of the
new QRIS

If adopted in the future, badges would be phased in over time and could provide an optional way
for programs to highlight areas of excellence or specialized practices, such as outdoor learning,
trauma-informed care, or dual language instruction. If badges are incorporated into the system,
they would 1) be optional and voluntary, 2) increase visibility and help families make decisions, 3)
not be a part of the rated or required QRIS elements. OEC welcomes ongoing provider feedback
as this aspect of the QRIS continues to be designed.

Would badges affect a program's QRIS rating, or are they purely for recognition?
If OEC decides to implement badge recognitions, badges would be an opportunity for Arkansas
to recognize best practices but we do not anticipate them affecting a site’s QRIS rating.

To learn more information, please reqgister for the upcoming QRIS webinars here.
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