
STARS Frequently Asked Questions (FAQs) 
 

What is STARS? 

STARS stands for Vermont’s STep Ahead Recognition System. 

STARS is a Quality Rating and Improvement System (QRIS) for Vermont child care, early education 
and afterschool programs.  Programs that participate are striving every day to improve and maintain 
the quality of their programs.  STARS recognizes these programs for hitting the marks to support 
better child outcomes.   

 

What is the STARS Revision Project? 

An evolution of Vermont’s STARS began in 2016 with research and feedback from programs.  A 
STARS revision is expected to take effect in July 2023.  It will meet the following goals: 

• Offer simpler, less burdensome participation for programs 
• Focus directly on research-proven methods for positive child outcomes 
• Incorporate continuous quality improvement 

 

What has changed in the proposed STARS model? 

The new STARS model includes: 

• A simplified online portfolio-based application 
• A simplified system making participation less burdensome 
• Three elements of quality* in place of previous STARS Arenas 
• A system of continuous quality improvement (CQI) 
• A focus on proven strategies and practices for positive child outcomes 

* STARS revision will measure 3 elements of quality: Adult Child Interactions, Family & Youth 
Engagement and Responsive Practices.  In each element, programs engage in assessment, 
implementation and refinement of strategies and practices and meet CQI goals. 

 

What do the revised STARS levels measure? 

 There are five STARS levels that reflect program quality.  The STARS revision will set program 
standards that meet the following benchmarks: 

• Level 1 
Introductory level for programs meeting Vermont licensing regulations. 
 

• Level 2 
A self-study level where programs prepare to implement elements of quality by gaining 
experience with assessments, Developmentally Appropriate Practice, and techniques for 
observation and documentation and applying their new knowledge to a CQI plan. 
 



• Level 3 
Programs begin to implement improvements based on assessor consultations and self-
assessment, and incorporate goals based on those assessments into their CQI plan. 
 

• Level 4 
Programs implement new improvement strategies and continue to show overall improvement 
over level 3. 
 

• Level 5 
The program has fully implemented its assessed and revised practices and strategies to 
maintain a high-quality standing. 

 

What will the revised STARS application process be like? 

The revised STARS application process will be significantly simplified.  It will be an on-line, portfolio 
format.  A program’s portfolio will be a living representation of its efforts to increase and maintain 
quality standards and can be added to as the program reaches new levels.  It will include evidence of 
program work including assessments and CQI plans. The application is still being developed and is 
expected to be available for review in spring 2023. 

 

When do programs apply to STARS?  

STARS is paused during the revision period, which extends to July 2023. During the revision period, 
most participating STARS programs will not need to renew their certification to maintain their STARS 
level. Only Universal Pre-Kindergarten (UPK) programs are required to renew their 3-year certificates 
that expire between July 1, 2022, and June 30, 2023, as part of their qualifications with the Vermont 
Agency of Education (AOE). UPK renewals can be submitted via the online application located on the 
STARS website: https://dcf.vermont.gov/cdd/providers/care/STARS. 

All other programs' renewals will be due one year after their STARS expiration date. For example, if 
your program’s STARS expiration date is October 1, 2022, your renewal application will be due on 
October 1, 2023.  

New procedures and guidelines will go into effect next summer and a hold-harmless year for STARS 
participants begins in July 2023. During this year, programs will not lose their STARS status. 
Programs will be asked to submit their annual reports. For programs due to renew, they must apply, 
but will not lose their status if their application does not meet the standards for their level. For 
programs not due to renew, we suggest they begin work on their CQI plan so it will be ready to go on 
their renewal date. For programs applying to STARS for the first time or seeking to increase their 
STARS level before July 2023, an online application is available on the STARS website: 
https://dcf.vermont.gov/cdd/providers/care/STARS.  

 

 

 

 

 

https://dcf.vermont.gov/cdd/providers/care/STARS


What are the revised STARS standards? 

The specific criteria are still being developed and should be available for review in spring 2023. In 
general, they will fall within these guidelines: 

Note: Level 1 = In compliance with Child Care and Licensing Regulations 

Content Areas Level 2- Self- Study 
Preparation for 
Implementation 

Level 3- Early 
Implementation 

Level 4- Improved 
Implementation 

Level 5-Full 
Implementation 

Adult Child 
Interactions 
 
Programs focus on 
adult-child 
interactions as a 
foundation for 
positive child out-
comes. 
 

 
Engage in Self-Study 
process to gain 
knowledge of State-
approved assessment 
tools. 
 
Develop a CQI plan that 
utilizes information from 
the Self-Study. 

 
Observation and 
consultation by a State 
approved observer using a 
State approved 
assessment tool. 
 
Plan and implement 
strategies to improve 
teacher-child interaction 
based on consultation 
feedback. Strategies are 
integrated in CQI plan.  
 

 
Observation of each 
classroom or group by 
a State-approved 
observer using a State-
approved assessment 
tool and achieves 
results in the middle 
range*. 
 
CQI plan addresses 
areas for improvement 
observation scores. 

 
Observation of each 
classroom or group by 
a State approved 
observer using a State 
approved tool and 
achieves results in the 
high range*. 
 
CQI plan includes goals 
and strategies for 
effective adult-child 
interactions OR 
program meets national 
accreditation or Head 
Start standards. 

Family and Youth 
Engagement 
Programs engage 
families and youth 
and supports them 
according to their 
needs and 
preferences. 
Program structures 
and practices are 
responsive to the 
cultural norms of 
families and youth  

 
Self-assess family and 
youth engagement 
practices using a State-
approved tool.  

CQI plan incorporates 
information from the self-
assessment. 

 
Implement strategies to 
support family and youth 
engagement based on 
self-assessment results. 
 
Monitor these strategies 
and use monitoring 
information to update CQI 
plan. 

 
Provide supports to 
strengthen families and 
engage youth voice. 
Structures and 
practices responsive to 
families’ and youths’ 
cultural norms. 
 
CQI plan adapts 
responsive structures 
and practices and 
includes information 
about improved 
practice. 

Provide supports to 
strengthen families and 
engage youth voice, 
responsive to cultural 
norms, and engage 
families and youth in 
program leadership OR 
meet the standards for 
national accreditation or 
Head Start. 
 
CQI plan includes goals 
to engage family or 
youth leaders. 

Responsive 
Practice 
Programs 
implement a 
culturally, 
developmentally, 
linguistically and 
individually 
responsive 
curriculum that 
promotes all areas 
of child 
development and is 
informed by family 
and youth voice 
 

 
Train staff on:  
• Developmentally 

Appropriate Practice, 
• learning standards 

relevant to the ages 
served and approved 
by the State of 
Vermont, and 

•  child observation and 
documentation 
techniques. 

CQI plan incorporates 
strategies and a staff 
training/new knowledge 
practice timeline 

Use child observation to 
develop and implement 
curricula that: 
• Consider interests 

and needs of each 
and every child,  

• are developmentally 
appropriate, and  

• align with State-
approved learning 
standards. 

 
CQI plan addresses goals 
for DAP implementation, 
alignment with early 
learning standards, and 
responsive practice. 

 
Use State-approved 
child assessment tools 
to develop and 
implement curricula. 
Implement 
developmental 
screening using a state 
approved tool and 
involve families in the 
screening process**. 
 
CQI plan addresses 
steps to prepare for 
considering family or 
youth voice. 

 
Use State-approved 
child assessment tools 
to develop and 
implement curricula  
OR meet the standards 
for national 
accreditation or Head 
Start 
 
CQI plan addresses 
strategies for 
maintaining high level 
responsive and 
equitable practices. 

CQI Plan- The CQI plan is foundational to all processes in the STARS system. In addition to the STARS content areas, 
programs will be supported to choose goals for their program’s plan in other areas they identify. These areas could include 
but are not limited to: Learning Environments, Business Practices, Health, Leadership, and Levels of Educational 
Attainment for staff members.   

*As defined by assessment authors ** With the exception of afterschool programs 

 



What evidence will programs be asked to submit? 

Required evidence for the STARS revision is still being developed and should be available for review 
in spring 2023. We anticipate that the requested evidence will be documentation already used by 
many programs and may include: CQI plans, BFIS/CDDIS account records, observation records, 
assessment results, examples of program communications, survey results, curriculum samples and 
coaching reports. 

 

What assessment tools will be used in the STARS revision? 

While assessment tools are still being considered, we anticipate that Strengthening Families, Youth 
Program Quality, Youth Thrive, CLASS, TPTOS, ASQ & ASQ-SE will be among those used. 

 

What resources will be provided? 

Resources for the revised STARS are still under development and will be available for review in 
spring 2023. A variety of supports will be available including coaching, professional development, and 
unscored assessments. 

 


