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Introduction 

Bright & Early ND is North Dakota’s Quality 

Rating and Improvement System (QRIS). The 

QRIS is designed to showcase and support 

childcare and early education programs that 

go above and beyond to improve their 

quality of care.  

Bright & Early ND is an initiative led by the 

North Dakota Department of Human Services 

(DHS) and is part of a national movement to 

assess, improve, and communicate the level 

of quality in childcare and early education 

programs across our state. 

Purpose of the Playbook 

The Bright & Early ND Playbook is the go-to 

guide for quality improvement that 

establishes a statewide level of quality. The 

Playbook contains four steps proven to 

deliver positive results for children. Commit to 

carry out the steps in the Playbook, and 

children in your program are more likely to 

enter kindergarten with the skills needed to 

be successful in school and life. 

Use the Playbook as a resource to help your 

program successfully participate in Bright & 

Early ND. Its purpose is to:  

• Help you and your program 

understand the framework, 

requirements, support, and benefits 

associated with Bright & Early ND. 

• Provide an overview of the Bright & 

Early ND Steps to Quality.  

• Serve as an ongoing reference tool for 

programs participating in Bright & Early 

ND. 

 

Learn 

Bright & Early ND uses a block system 

approach which incorporates four standards, 

or steps, to quality. Each of the Bright & Early 

ND Steps to Quality focuses on a specific 

component of care and is composed of a 

consistent set of quality indicators that 

measure your program’s practices.  

The Bright & Early ND Steps to Quality build 

upon each other to create a framework for 

continuous quality improvement. The 

outcome is a program that maximizes a 

child’s readiness for school, work, and life.  

Prepare 

You’re busy. We get it. Bright & Early ND isn’t 

going to give you more to do, it’s going to 

show you what to focus on to get the 

maximum results for kids. We take the 

guesswork out of preparing children for 

kindergarten. Great school years start with 

great childcare years—it’s that simple. If you 

are ready to begin your program’s quality 

improvement journey, let the Playbook guide 

you! 

Join 

Since the Bright & Early ND Steps to Quality 

build upon each other, all licensed programs 

start at Step 1: Health & Safety. Children need 

to be healthy and feel safe to learn and 

grow. It’s the first step in preparing children to 

be ready for school, work, and life.  

Programs can apply for a Step 1 Quality 

Rating at any time. We have partnered 

with ND Growing Futures to make the 

application process quick and streamlined. 

Check out the resources page for tip sheets 

and step-by-step tutorials. 

Benefit 

Since day one, Bright & Early ND has made it 

a priority to recognize and reward providers 

for going above and beyond! You’ll have 

support every step of the way with exclusive 

benefits at your fingertips. 

https://www.brightnd.org/steps-to-quality
https://www.brightnd.org/steps-to-quality
http://brightnd3.eclipticcms.com/resources
http://brightnd3.eclipticcms.com/benefits
http://brightnd3.eclipticcms.com/benefits
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We’ll Shine Together 

We applaud your decision to join Bright & Early ND and your commitment to quality improvement. 

There is a team available to help improve, support, and celebrate the strengths of your program.  

Programs that are seeking a Bright & Early ND Quality Rating will complete and submit an online 

Quality Standards Inventory through their Growing Futures Organization Profile. The purpose of the 

Quality Standards Inventory is to help you organize evidence of your work to demonstrate that your 

program is implementing best practices to prepare children for school. You will complete the Quality 

Standards Inventory and assemble your evidence with the help of a Quality Rating and Improvement 

(QRIS) Coach.  

As you prepare for your Quality Rating, you will have access to a dedicated support system. They 

can work closely with you throughout the entire Quality Rating process.  

Quality Rating and Improvement (QRIS) Coach 

The QRIS Coach works with programs participating in Bright and Early ND. They have 

specialized knowledge and training in achieving and maintaining the Bright & Early ND Quality 

Standards. Participating programs are assigned a QRIS Coach at the beginning of their quality 

improvement journey! 

Quality Rating and Improvement (QRIS) Assessor 

The QRIS Assessor conducts onsite observations for programs participating in Bright & Early 

ND. They have specialized knowledge and training in the Environment Rating Scales® and 

CLASS®. Participating programs are assigned a QRIS Assessor when an observation is 

requested.  

Health and Safety Specialist  

The Health and Safety Specialist is a Registered Nurse who focuses on best practices 

for health and safety in child care and early education settings. Programs can request 

the support of a Health and Safety Specialist during their Bright & Early ND cohort 

participation.   

Inclusion Specialist 

The Inclusion Specialist provides education, guidance, and consultation to 

programs caring for children with special needs or experiencing behavior 

challenges. Programs can request the support of an Inclusion Specialist during 

their Bright & Early ND cohort participation.   

Quality Rating Process 
Follow these steps to submit your Quality Standards Inventory:   

▪ Meet with your QRIS Coach, learn from other programs, pinpoint your strengths and reach your 

quality goals!  

▪ Gather your evidence, organize it according to the Quality Indicators, upload evidence to 

your online Quality Standards Inventory.   

▪ Submit your Quality Standards Inventory to receive a Bright & Early ND Quality Rating.  
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How to Understand the Quality Standards Inventory  

Programs that are seeking a Bright & Early ND Quality Rating will complete and submit an online 

Quality Standards Inventory through their Growing Futures Organization Profile. The Quality Standards 

Inventory includes all the indicators needed for the desired Quality Rating. Below you will find tips on 

how to navigate and use the Playbook to prepare for Quality Rating.  

Indicates which Bright & Early ND Step is being explained. 

A detailed explanation of the Quality Standard associated with the Bright & Early ND Step. 

Shows the progression throughout the Bright & Early ND Steps to Quality. 

Specific Quality Indicators that must be met to achieve a particular step within Bright & 

Early ND.  

Details on how to meet the requirements of the Quality Indicator. 

Possible evidence that could be uploaded to the Quality Standards Inventory (QSI) in the 

program’s Growing Futures organization profile to demonstrate the Quality Indicator 

requirements.  
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Health & Safety 
Meeting and maintaining child care licensing regulations is the foundation of the Bright & Early ND Steps to 

Quality. These regulations are designed to protect and promote child safety and well-being in all types of 

settings. Licensed child care and early education programs are required to maintain at least minimum 

standards related to; physical space, safety features, cleanliness, staff qualifications and staff-to-child ratios. 

Children need to be healthy and feel safe to learn and grow. It is the first step in preparing children to be ready 

for school, work, and life.  

HS.1 Program holds a current license issued by the North Dakota Department of Human Services (DHS).  

Meeting and maintaining child care licensing regulations is the foundation of the Bright & Early ND Steps to 

Quality. 

To meet this indicator, evidence of the program’s current DHS license must be submitted. 

Possible Evidence: Copy of current Department of Human Services (DHS) License 

HS.2  The Program Director1, all Lead Teachers2 and/or all Lead Caregivers3 have verified employment 

in the program's Growing Futures organization account. 

Growing Futures is the source for training, education, and employment verification.  

To meet this indicator, the Program Director, all Lead Teachers and/or all Lead Caregivers must have verified 

and accurate employment records in the program's Growing Futures organization profile. 

Possible Evidence: Growing Futures Organization Profile Report, HS.2 Quality Indicator Report 

HS.3  The Program Director, all Lead Teachers and/or all Lead Caregivers have a current Growing 

Futures Career Pathway placement of Category A or Higher. 

Growing Futures is the source for training, education, and employment verification. All training must appear on 

an individual’s Growing Futures Learning Record as approved clock hours. Programs that experience turnover in 

leadership positions must also submit a Professional Development Action Plan. 

To meet this indicator, the Program Director, all Lead Teachers and/or all Lead Caregivers must have a current 

individual membership in Growing Futures and current Career Pathway placement of Category A or Higher. 

Possible Evidence: Growing Futures Organization Profile Report, HS.3 Quality Indicator Report; 

Professional Development Action Plan 

STEP 1 

Step 4 Step 3 Step 2 Step 1 

1Program Director: The individual located on site who is responsible for planning, implementing, and evaluating the program. This 

individual must be present at least sixty percent of the time during operating hours. This individual should be designated as the ‘Director 

of Record’ on the Growing Futures organization profile, under the Classrooms tab. 

2Lead Teacher: The individual assigned to teach a group of children and who is responsible for daily lesson planning, child assessment 

and curriculum planning. There must be a Lead Teacher assigned to each classroom. This individual may also supervise other members 

of the teaching team. In some settings, this individual is called the Head Teacher or Teacher. These individuals should be designated as 

Lead Teachers in the organization profile, under the Classrooms tab.  

3Lead Caregiver: The individual listed on the Family or Group program license that oversees the day-to-day operations of the program. 

This individual should be designated as the ‘Licensee/Owner’ in the Growing Futures organization profile, under the Classrooms tab. 
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Space & Materials  

A safe, responsive, and engaging environment sets the stage for optimal early childhood experiences. An 

intentionally designed environment allows opportunities for children to experiment, practice their skills, analyze, 

socialize and problem solve. When the environment supports children’s learning and development, they are 

better prepared for school, work, and life.  

SM.1  Program serves nutritious meals and snacks to children. 

Child care and early education programs play a critical role in supporting the health and wellness of children 

through the provision of nutritious foods. Early childhood professionals have an opportunity to instill healthy habits 

in young children that serve as a foundation for healthy choices throughout life. 

Programs will select one of two options and provide supporting evidence. For more details on nutritious meals, 

see the Bright & Early ND Resources page.  

Option 1 

Program is actively participating in a national food program, either the Child & Adult Care Food Program 

(CACFP) or National School Lunch Program (NSLP) and is in good standing. 

To meet this indicator, evidence of current participation (billing statement, proof of payment, etc.) must be 

submitted.  

Option 2 

Program is not actively participating in a national food program.  

To meet this indicator, evidence must include one week of menus aligned with USDA guidelines and a 

completed Bright & Early ND Nutritious Meals Self-Assessment. 

Possible Evidence: Evidence of active CACFP or NSLP participation (i.e., billing statement, proof of 

payment), Menus aligned with USDA guidelines, Bright & Early ND Nutritious Meals Self-Assessment 

SM.2  Environment Rating Scale® (ERS®) observation conducted by an endorsed ERS® Assessor. 

The ERS® is a series of reliable, valid, research-based observation tools designed to assess the early childhood 

environment. Bright & Early ND utilizes three scales, each designed for a different segment of the early childhood 

field. 

▪ Infant and Toddler Environment Rating Scale®, Third Edition (ITERS-3™): This scale is designed to assess 

environments serving children birth to 36 months and is predominately used in infant and toddler 

classrooms located in a center.  

▪ Early Childhood Environment Rating Scale®, Third Edition (ECERS-3™): This scale is designed to assess 

environments serving children age 3 to 5 and is predominately used in preschool classrooms located in a 

center.  

▪ Family Child Care Environment Rating Scale®, Third Edition (FCCERS-3™): This scale is designed to assess 

environments in family child care settings.  

To meet this indicator, evidence must be valid (dated within the previous 3 years) and represent, at minimum, 

33% of the classrooms or groups served. For more details on the ERS®, see the Bright & Early ND Resources page. 

Possible Evidence: Copy of ERS® Continuous Quality Improvement (CQI) Report(s) 

  

STEP 2 

Step 4 Step 3 Step 2 Step 1 

https://www.brightnd.org/resources
https://www.fns.usda.gov/cacfp
https://www.fns.usda.gov/cacfp
https://www.fns.usda.gov/nslp
https://ers.fpg.unc.edu/infanttoddler-environment-rating-scale%C2%AE-third-edition-iters-3%E2%84%A2
https://ers.fpg.unc.edu/scales-early-childhood-environment-rating-scale-third-edition
https://ers.fpg.unc.edu/family-child-care-environment-rating-scale%C2%AE-third-edition-fccers-3%E2%84%A2
https://www.brightnd.org/resources
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Space & Materials Cont. 

SM.3  Program develops a Quality Improvement Plan (QIP) that: 

▪ Is guided by ERS® assessments, 

▪ Includes both short-term and long-term goals, 

▪ Includes action items to support overall quality improvement. 

The Quality Improvement Plan (QIP) is part of the continuous quality improvement process in which programs 

assess their strengths and opportunities for growth, set achievable goals, and develop realistic plans for 

improvement.  

To meet this indicator, evidence must reflect all the indicator components above and be dated within the 

previous 12-months. For more details on the QIP, see the Bright & Early ND Resources page. 

Possible Evidence: Copy of Quality Improvement Plan (QIP) 

SM.4  The Program Director, all Lead Teachers and/or all Lead Caregivers have completed 

professional development related to learning environments. 

Growing Futures is the source for training, education, and employment verification. All training must appear on 

an individual’s Growing Futures Learning Record as approved clock hours. Programs that experience turnover in 

leadership positions must also submit a Professional Development Action Plan. 

To meet this indicator, the Program Director, all Lead Teachers and/or all Lead Caregivers must complete: 

▪ At least 10 clock hours in Core Competency Area II. Learning Environment and Curriculum  

Possible Evidence: Growing Futures Organization Profile Report, SM.4 Quality Indicator Report; 

Professional Development (PD) Action Plan 

  

Step 4 Step 3 Step 2 Step 1 

 

Program Quality Observations 

Programs participating in Bright & Early ND receive the benefit of an onsite Program Quality Observation 

completed by a trained, reliable, and endorsed ERS® or CLASS® Assessor.  

The Program Quality Observation provides valuable, relevant feedback in the form of a summary report. 

This information can be used by the program to help identify program strengths, as well as raise 

awareness to areas needing development. The information gathered can be used to help create the 

program’s Quality Improvement Plan (QIP). 

Programs are encouraged to work closely with their QRIS Coach to find the right time to request an 

observation. The type of observation received, either ERS® or CLASS®, is dependent on what step the 

program is working towards. Programs can request an observation anytime throughout a Bright & Early 

ND cohort. 

Ready for a Program Quality Observation? Contact your program’s assigned QRIS Coach for details. 

STEP 2 

https://www.brightnd.org/resources
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Activities & Experiences 
Children succeed when their providers know them well, understand their levels of development, and provide 

meaningful activities and experiences that build upon children's strengths and development. When children 

have meaningful experiences, they are better prepared for school, work, and life.  

AE.1  Program implements a developmentally appropriate curriculum that aligns with the North Dakota 

Early Learning Standards: Birth to Kindergarten. 

The Bright & Early ND Curriculum Alignment Worksheet is designed to help the program determine how the 

curriculum aligns with the North Dakota Early Learning Standards: Birth to Kindergarten. Bright & Early ND does 

not require programs to use a specific curriculum. Rather, curricula should be aligned with the Standards and 

reflect the values and philosophy of the program and the children and families served.  

Programs can request a review of their Curriculum Alignment Worksheet at any time. Once approved, programs 

will receive a copy of the Bright & Early ND Curriculum Alignment Rubric used to score the worksheet. This rubric 

will be the main source of evidence for this indicator.  

To request a review, upload a copy of the program’s Curriculum Alignment Worksheet to the Growing Futures 

organization profile under the Document Vault. Next, send an email to the Bright & Early ND Team at 

QRIS@nd.gov and request a review.  

To meet this indicator, evidence must be valid (dated within the previous 3 years). For more details on the 

Curriculum Alignment Worksheet, see the Bright & Early ND Resources page. 

Possible Evidence: Copy of completed Bright & Early ND Curriculum Alignment Worksheet, Copy of 

Bright & Early ND Curriculum Alignment Rubric 

AE.2  Program utilizes GOLD®, a developmentally appropriate observation-based assessment system.  

GOLD® is the authentic, ongoing, observation-based assessment system that helps early childhood professionals, 

like you, focus on what matters most for children’s success. 

To meet this indicator, evidence of the program's current GOLD® subscription agreement and receipt of 

purchase must be submitted. For more details on GOLD®, see the Bright & Early ND Resources page. 

Possible Evidence: Copy of current GOLD® subscription agreement, Copy of GOLD® receipt of 

purchase 

AE.3  Program completes GOLD® checkpoints during the three yearly periods (fall, winter, spring). 

Programs will demonstrate ongoing assessment of children using GOLD® checkpoints. A checkpoint period is the 

timeframe where programs will observe, document, and assess children’s development and learning. Programs 

must complete, at minimum, 70% of the checkpoint ratings for each classroom or group in 

MyTeachingStrategies®. For more details on GOLD®, see the Bright & Early ND Resources page. 

To meet this indicator, evidence must reflect the current or previously completed checkpoint period with, at 

minimum, 70% of checkpoint ratings completed for each classroom or group. 

Possible Evidence: Copy of GOLD® Assessment Status Report, filtered by classroom 

  

Step 4 Step 3 Step 2 Step 1 

STEP 3 

mailto:QRIS@nd.gov
https://www.brightnd.org/resources
https://www.brightnd.org/resources
https://www.brightnd.org/resources
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Activities & Experiences Cont.   

AE.4  Program develops a Quality Improvement Plan (QIP) that: 

▪ Is guided by GOLD® assessments, 

▪ Includes both short-term and long-term goals, 

▪ Includes action items to support overall quality improvement. 

The Quality Improvement Plan (QIP) is part of the continuous quality improvement process in which programs 

assess their strengths and opportunities for growth, set achievable goals, and develop realistic plans for 

improvement.  

To meet this indicator, evidence must reflect all the indicator components above and be dated within the 

previous 12-months. For more details on the QIP, see the Bright & Early ND Resources page. 

Possible Evidence: Copy of Quality Improvement Plan (QIP) 

AE.5  The Program Director, all Lead Teachers and/or all Lead Caregivers have completed 

professional development related to observation and assessment.  

Growing Futures is the source for training, education, and employment verification. All training must appear on 

an individual’s Growing Futures Learning Record as approved clock hours. Programs that experience turnover in 

leadership positions must also submit a Professional Development Action Plan. 

To meet this indicator, the Program Director, all Lead Teachers and/or all Lead Caregivers must complete: 

▪ Introduction to GOLD® (14 clock hours) 

Possible Evidence: Growing Futures Organization Profile Report, AE.5 Quality Indicator Report, 

Professional Development Action Plan 

 

  

Step 4 Step 3 Step 2 Step 1 

STEP 3 

https://www.brightnd.org/resources
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Relationships & Interactions 
All children benefit from being in warm, supportive environments where they can take risks, learn new things, 

and develop strong relationships with their caregivers and peers. When children experience high-quality 

interactions, they are better prepared for school, work, and life.  

RI.1 Classroom Assessment Scoring System® (CLASS®) observation conducted by an endorsed 

CLASS® Assessor. 

The CLASS® is a is a research-based method of measuring, evaluating, and improving teacher–child interactions. 

Programs must have a valid CLASS® observation conducted every 3 years. CLASS® observations will be 

conducted in every classroom or group with the tool that best reflects the age group in care. 

To meet this indicator, evidence must be valid (dated within the previous 3 years) and represent every 

classroom or group served. For more details on CLASS®, see the Bright & Early ND Resources page. 

Possible Evidence: Copy of CLASS® Observation Report(s) 

RI.2 Program develops a Quality Improvement Plan (QIP) that: 

▪ Is guided by CLASS® assessments, 

▪ Includes both short-term and long-term goals, 

▪ Includes action items to support overall quality improvement. 

The Quality Improvement Plan (QIP) is part of the continuous quality improvement process in which programs 

assess their strengths and opportunities for growth, set achievable goals, and develop realistic plans for 

improvement.  

To meet this indicator, evidence must reflect all of the indicator components above and be dated within the 

previous 12-months. For more details on the QIP, see the Bright & Early ND Resources page. 

Possible Evidence: Copy of Quality Improvement Plan (QIP) 

RI.3 The Program Director, all Lead Teachers and/or all Lead Caregivers have a current Growing 

Futures Career Pathway placement of Category E or Higher. 

Growing Futures is the source for training, education, and employment verification. All training must appear on 

an individual’s Growing Futures Learning Record as approved clock hours. Programs that experience turnover in 

leadership positions must also submit a Professional Development Action Plan. 

To meet this indicator, the Program Director, all Lead Teachers and/or all Lead Caregivers must have a current 

individual membership in Growing Futures and current Career Pathway placement of Category E or Higher.  

Possible Evidence: Growing Futures Organization Profile Report, RI.3 Quality Indicator Report, 

Professional Development Action Plan 

  

Step 4 Step 3 Step 2 Step 1 

STEP 4 

https://www.brightnd.org/resources
https://www.brightnd.org/resources
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Relationships & Interactions Continued 

RI.4 The Program Director has completed professional development related to business, 

management, and administration.  

Growing Futures is the source for training, education, and employment verification. All training must appear on 

an individual’s Growing Futures Learning Record as approved clock hours. Programs that experience turnover in 

leadership positions must also submit a Professional Development Action Plan. 

To meet this indicator, the Program Director must have a verified and current Aim4Excellence Director 

Credential. 

Clarification for FCC and Group Licensed Programs 

This indicator is N/A for Family Child Care and Group licensed programs. 

Possible Evidence: Growing Futures Organization Profile Report, RI.4 Quality Indicator Report, 

Professional Development Action Plan 

RI.4a  All Lead Caregivers have completed professional development related to business, 

management, and administration.  

Growing Futures is the source for training, education, and employment verification. All training must appear on 

an individual’s Growing Futures Learning Record as approved clock hours. Programs that experience turnover in 

leadership positions must also submit a Professional Development Action Plan. 

To meet this indicator, all Lead Caregivers must complete the following: 

▪ At least 10 clock hours in Core Competency Area VIII. Program Planning and Evaluation 

Clarification for Preschool and Center Licensed Programs 

This indicator is N/A for Preschool and Center Licensed Programs 

Possible Evidence: Growing Futures Organization Profile Report, RI.4a Quality Indicator Report, 

Professional Development Action Plan 

RI.5  All Lead Teachers and/or all Lead Caregivers have completed professional development related 

to interactions with children. 

Growing Futures is the source for training, education, and employment verification. All training must appear on 

an individual’s Growing Futures Learning Record as approved clock hours. Programs that experience turnover in 

leadership positions must also submit a Professional Development Action Plan. 

To meet this indicator, all Lead Teachers and/or all Lead Caregivers must complete one of the following: 

▪ Introduction to the Infant CLASS® (2 clock hours) 

▪ Introduction to the Toddler CLASS® (2 clock hours) 

▪ Introduction to the Pre-K CLASS® (2.5 clock hours) 

Possible Evidence: Growing Futures Organization Profile Report, RI.5 Quality Indicator Report, 

Professional Development Action Plan 

Step 4 Step 3 Step 2 Step 1 

STEP 4 
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Alternate Pathway 

The Alternate Pathway,or sometimes referred to as the accreditation pathway, is for programs that have a 

current certification of accreditation through one of the following approved organizations: NAEYC, NAFCC, 

NAC and COA. A certificate of accreditation from one of these organizations serves as confirmation that the 

program meets or exceeds some of the Bright & Early ND Quality Standards.  

Programs pusuing the Alternate Pathway must have a current Step 1 Quality Rating. Below are the required 

Bright & Early ND Quality Indicators for programs pursuing the Alternate Pathway to Step 4. Please see the 

respective Quality Indicator details throughout the Playbook.  

HS.1 SM.1 AE.1 RI.1 

HS.2 SM.2 AE.2 RI.2 

HS.3 SM.3 AE.3 RI.3 

 SM.4 AE.4 RI.4 

  AE.5 RI.4a 

   RI.5 

 

 

STEP 4  

Step 4 Step 3 Step 2 Step 1 

New to Bright & Early ND? Ready to Join? 

Since the Bright & Early ND Steps to Quality build upon each other, all licensed programs start at Step 1: 

Health & Safety. Children need to be healthy and feel safe to learn and grow. It’s the first step in 

preparing children to be ready for school, work, and life.  

Programs can apply for a Step 1 Quality Rating at any time. We have partnered with ND Growing 

Futures to make the application process quick and streamlined.  

Log in to your Growing Futures organization profile. 

Navigate to the Quality Dashboard. 

Click on ‘Apply for Cases’ to start your Bright & Early ND application. 

 

If you have additional questions or would like technical assistance, please feel free to reach out to the 

Bright & Early ND Team at QRIS@nd.gov.  

 

 

mailto:QRIS@nd.gov

