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The West Virginia KIDS COUNT Fund is the state’s most trusted source of information
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makers and the public about what young children need to thrive and achieve.

Our Vision

The West Virginia KIDS COUNT Fund will create a culture that values,
nurtures and realizes the potential of our youngest children.



Part 1
Our Rookie Lesson:
If At First You Don’t Succeed…

ry, try again. That’s just what the staff of
the West Virginia KIDS COUNT Fund did
following our rookie attempt at early child

development legislation in 2007. But, before
we get to the 2007 post-game analysis and
our successful second season of legislative
advocacy, let’s take a quick look back at how
our rookie initiative came to be. Our first try
for early child development (ECD) legislation
had its origins in three important initiatives:

� the successful kick off of West Virginia’s
nationally-recognized Pre-K program in
2002;

� an Early Education/Economic Develop-
ment Summit for West Virginia business
leaders and policymakers in the fall of
2005;

� and KIDS COUNT’s 2006 “Policy Matters”
project that brought advocates, policymak-
ers and community leaders together to es-
tablish consensus on West Virginia’s ECD
policy needs.

For the Policy Matters project, KIDS COUNT,
in partnership with the Partners Implement-
ing an Early Care and Education System
(PIECES) and West Virginia: A Vision Shared,
engaged Columbia University’s renowned
ECD policy expert Dr. Sharon Lynn Kagan to
lead a year-long process to determine the
state of West Virginia’s ECD system. For
each of 100+ ECD policies in eight domains,
the Policy Matters team assessed the state’s
current policy level, gave it a numerical rank-
ing and established desired policy levels.
The findings of this audit helped bring clarity
to areas in which improvement was urgently
needed, as well as define areas in which the
state was doing well by national standards.
The results of the process were documented
in the 2006 KIDS COUNT Data Book.

The audit revealed that,
from a policy stand-
point, West Virginia was
failing to assure high
quality for the more
than 60,000 West Vir-
ginia children zero to six
who need childcare.
Thus, the state was fail-
ing in its attempts to get
a high return on invest-
ments in young children
at risk. These critical
ECD deficiencies led
KIDS COUNT, in partner-
ship with PIECES and
West Virginia: A Vision
Shared, to push for
groundbreaking legisla-
tion in 2007 that would
have created a compre-
hensive framework for a
high-quality ECD system
in West Virginia. The
legislation, known as
the Kids First Act, passed the West Virginia
Senate unanimously, which was no small
legislative feat, but the bill died in the House
Education Committee before the end of the
session. KIDS COUNT simply ran out of time
to educate the members of the House, and
ultimately the Governor and First Lady, on
the bill’s benefits for West Virginia’s children
and economy.

PPIIEECCEESS  aanndd  WWeesstt  VViirrggiinniiaa::    
AA  VViissiioonn  SShhaarreedd

The PPaarrttnneerrss  IImmpplleemmeennttiinngg
aann  EEaarrllyy  CCaarree  aanndd  EEdduuccaattiioonn
SSyysstteemm  ((PPIIEECCEESS)) is a volun-
tary advisory committee 
created by the West Virginia
Departments of Education
and Health and Human 
Resources to guide the imple-
mentation of West Virginia’s
pre-K program and guide the
development of a high-quality
early child development system.

WWeesstt  VViirrggiinniiaa::  AA  VViissiioonn  SShhaarreedd
is a private, non-profit organi-
zation working to improve West
Virginia’s economy through
widespread involvement 
and grassroots leadership 
in the state’s economic 
development efforts.

t
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Part 2:  
Our Second Season:  
Back to the Drawing Board 

IDS COUNT gained some positive
yardage in our rookie attempt at 
ECD legislation.  IInntteerreesstt  aammoonngg  

tthhee  ssttaattee’’ss  ppoolliiccyymmaakkeerrss  aanndd  bbuussiinneessss  
lleeaaddeerrss  iinn  iimmpprroovviinngg  cchhiillddccaarree  pprrooggrraammss  
wwaass  eelleevvaatteedd  ttoo  aa  nneeww  aanndd  hhiigghheerr  lleevveell, and 
the Governor and First Lady immediately
committed to making childcare quality part 
of their future legislative agenda.  In October
of 2007, tthhee  GGoovveerrnnoorr  iissssuueedd  aann  EExxeeccuuttiivvee
OOrrddeerr  aasskkiinngg  PPIIEECCEESS  ttoo  ssttuuddyy  EECCDD  qquuaalliittyy,,
ggoovveerrnnaannccee  aanndd  ffiinnaanncciinngg  aanndd  rreeppoorrtt  bbaacckk  
ttoo  hhiimm  bbyy  JJuunnee  3300,,  22000088.

Two more positive results were 1)  the cre-
ation of aa  nneeww,,  iinnffoorrmmaall  ccooaalliittiioonn  ooff  aaddvvoo--
ccaatteess,,  ppoolliiccyymmaakkeerrss  aanndd  bbuussiinneessss  lleeaaddeerrss
uunniitteedd  iinn  tthhee  eeffffoorrtt  ttoo  iimmpprroovvee  EECCDD  qquuaalliittyy
aanndd  22))  tthhee  iiddeennttiiffiiccaattiioonn  ooff  aa  kkeeyy  lleeggiissllaattiivvee
cchhaammppiioonn, the Senate Education Chair, who
took the lead in successfully quarterbacking
the 2007 legislation through the West Vir-
ginia Senate. 

KIDS COUNT’s uussee  ooff  aa  mmaassss  ee--mmaaiill  ccaamm--
ppaaiiggnn  ttoo  kkeeeepp  ssuuppppoorrtteerrss  uupp--ttoo--ddaattee  oonn  tthhee
lleeggiissllaattiioonn’’ss  pprrooggrreessss was also a winning
strategy.  Our e-mail Action Alert Network
gave the bill’s supporters immediate, con-
crete steps they could take to support the
legislation:  call or e-mail their legislators,
write letters to their local newspaper editors,
or spread the word to their neighbors about 
the importance of the ECD policy initiative.    
This powerful tool was something we would
develop even more fully in our second sea-
son of legislative advocacy.  

MMeeddiiaa  ccoovveerraaggee  ooff  EECCDD  qquuaalliittyy  iissssuueess  aallssoo
iimmpprroovveedd in the wake of the 2007 legislative
session.  The issue gained significant media
attention including dozens of newspaper sto-
ries, several positive editorials, letters to the
editor and op-ed pieces about the 2006 Data
Book and the need to improve ECD quality.
For example, the managing partner of one of
West Virginia’s largest and most prestigious
law firms wrote an op-ed piece extolling the
virtues of high-quality childcare programs and
encouraging passage of the ECD legislation.  

As heartening as these successful strategies
were, the lessons we learned from the plays
that didn’t work were even more valuable.
They forced us to go back to the drawing
board to refine and improve our game plan
for getting ECD legislation through both
houses of the legislature and signed by the
governor.  And, speaking of the governor, oonnee
ooff  tthhee  bbiiggggeesstt  lleessssoonnss  wwee  lleeaarrnneedd  wwaass  jjuusstt
hhooww  iimmppoorrttaanntt  iitt  iiss  ttoo  hhaavvee  tthhee  ffuullll  ssuuppppoorrtt  
ooff  tthhee  ggoovveerrnnoorr  iinn  aannyy  lleeggiissllaattiivvee  iinniittiiaattiivvee, 
especially in what the Policy Matters project
had identified as a “strong governor” state
like West Virginia.  The 2007 experience
showed us that getting the Governor on
board early would be critical to our success
the next go-round.  

We also learned hhooww  ddiiffffiiccuulltt  iitt  iiss  ttoo  bbuuiilldd
ccoonnsseennssuuss  aammoonngg  aa  wwiiddee--rraannggiinngg  ggrroouupp  ooff  
iinntteerreessttss  aanndd  ttoo  hhoolldd  tthhee  ccooaalliittiioonn  ttooggeetthheerr
tthhrroouugghhoouutt  tthhee  iinneevviittaabbllee  bbuummppss  iinn  tthhee  ppoollii--
ccyymmaakkiinngg  pprroocceessss.  We learned that careful,
direct communication with key supporters is
critical when the legislative process gets
under way.  So, for our second season, we
recommitted ourselves to keeping the lines
of communication strong between the di-
verse, informal coalition we had forged.  

We also realized that the 2007 legislation
was too broad in its scope.  It called for a
complete overhaul of the governance and 
financing of the state’s ECD programs.  The
comprehensive nature of the bill made it diffi-
cult for policymakers to understand, and the
sweeping changes were scary to the ECD pro-
fessionals who would ultimately be responsi-
ble for implementing them.  So, for season
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two, we crafted a more focused game plan
built around one of the three policy priorities
identified during the 2006 Policy Matters
process:  the need for a childcare quality rat-
ing and improvement system.  We reasoned
that a more concrete focus would make the
bill easier for policymakers to understand
and be an easier sell to parents, childcare
providers and community leaders.

Finally, and perhaps most importantly, we
saw tthhee  vvaalluuee  ooff  bbuuiillddiinngg  ssttrroonngg  ggrraassssrroooottss
ssuuppppoorrtt  ffoorr  cchhaannggee.  During the 2007 effort,
the state’s ECD advocates, or “grasstops,”
were on board and fully mobilized for change
thanks to the Policy Matters process.  But
broader public support for the bill among 
parents, childcare providers and community
leaders was conspicuously absent.  To be
successful going forward, we knew that poli-
cymakers would need to see that 1) childcare
quality issues profoundly affect the daily lives
of their constituents and 2) there is broad
public support for improving childcare quality.
We set out to show them just that.  

A New Game Plan

With the lessons of 2007 as our guide, KIDS
COUNT’s staff completely re-evaluated our
approach to ECD advocacy and identified
three key objectives for achieving our ECD
policy goals:      

� Objective 1:  Narrow the policy focus to 
the need for a childcare (QRIS).  

� Objective 2:  Secure the strong support of
the Governor, First Lady and key legislators
for a QRIS.   

� Objective 3:  Develop a strong, grassroots
coalition of parents, providers and commu-
nity leaders to demonstrate broad public
support for a QRIS.  

Achieving the first two objectives required 1)
the active participation of the KIDS COUNT
Executive Director in a year-long process to
study ECD financing, quality and governance
and 2) the initiation of regular meetings with
key legislative leaders to educate them about
the need for a QRIS and cultivate their sup-
port.  (See page 14, “Crossing the Goal Line”,

for a detailed description of how these two
objectives were achieved.)

Achieving the third objective required some-
thing neither KIDS COUNT nor the early child-
hood advocacy community had ever before
attempted:  an organized, statewide, grass-
roots policy campaign.  Undaunted and
armed with a long list of lessons learned,
loads of enthusiasm and the generous sup-
port of the Annie E. Casey and Claude Wor-
thington Benedum Foundations, in March of
2008, KIDS COUNT kicked off the Kids First
Communities Campaign.  The campaign was
West Virginia’s first statewide, grassroots ef-
fort to gain broad public support for better
childcare.  
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Part 3
Re-Building the Team:  
The Kids First Coalitions 

ome policy issues, including early child
development, aarree  ssoo  llaarrggee  aanndd  ccoommpplleexx
tthhaatt  aa  ssiinnggllee  ggrroouupp  ddooeess  nnoott  hhaavvee  tthhee  rree--

ssoouurrcceess  ttoo  ttaacckkllee  tthheemm  aalloonnee..    IInn  tthhoossee  ccaasseess,,
aa  ccooaalliittiioonn  ooff  ggrroouuppss  aanndd  iinnddiivviidduuaallss  wwoorrkkiinngg
ttooggeetthheerr  aass  aa  tteeaamm  mmaayy  bbee  tthhee  oonnllyy  wwaayy  ttoo  ssee--
ccuurree  aa  ppoolliiccyy  vviiccttoorryy..    BBuutt  ccooaalliittiioonnss  ccaann  oonnllyy
ffoorrmm  wwhheenn  tthhee  ooppppoorrttuunniittyy,,  iinn  tthhee  ffoorrmm  ooff  mmuu--
ttuuaall  ttrruusstt  aanndd  aa  ppeerrcceeiivveedd  nneeeedd,,  eexxiissttss.  

In the summer of 2007, KIDS COUNT set out
to determine whether the trust and need for
a network of ECD advocacy coalitions existed
in West Virginia.  Through a series of focus
groups conducted in three West Virginia
cities, we learned that parents, childcare
providers and community leaders were very
concerned about the lack high-quality child-
care, and they were supportive of our idea to
create a network of regional coalitions to ad-
vocate for better childcare.  Knowing there
was a solid base of support for our approach
was important.  It gave us the confidence we
needed to move forward with a statewide,
grassroots campaign.  

The Kids First Communities Campaign was a
success because KIDS COUNT realized the
importance of reaching outside the capital
city and establishing six regional coalitions
throughout the state.  Using a competitive
Request for Proposals (RFP) process, local 
organizations submitted proposals to KIDS
COUNT explaining why they would be the
ideal outreach partner.  In turn, KIDS COUNT
provided seed money and technical assis-
tance to six nonprofit organizations charged
with mobilizing parents, childcare providers
and community leaders in support of a 
QRIS.  The six organizations, located in 
Beckley, Charleston, Huntington, Morgan-
town, Parkersburg and Wheeling, were 
designated as “Kids First Communities” 
and given three goals:

� Convene a regional coalition of parents,
providers and community leaders to 
advocate for new state dollars to improve
the quality of childcare.   

� Educate parents, providers and community
leaders about the importance of high-qual-
ity childcare and more effective ways to 
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“Community leaders and government offi-
cials need to be reminded of the situations
they faced when searching for childcare
many years ago and then be told that the
same problems still exist today.  It’s not
just a crisis for low-income families but for
families of every economic level.”
Fairmont childcare provider who participated in a 
2007 KIDS COUNT focus group

Kids First Communities’ Regional Leaders
Kids First South Margaret Younce, Roma Lester and Jennifer Thacker 304-682-8271
Kids First Boone-Clay-Kanawha-Putnam Michele Baranaskas, Diane Hughes and Lisa Ertl 304-414-4470
Kids First Cabell-Wayne Jeanette Barker and Shirley Topeka 304-429-6167
Kids First Mid-Ohio Valley Steve Tuck 304-485-0650
Kids First North Central Lisa Maxey and Brandi Potock 304-284-8400
Kids First Northern Panhandle Linda Edwards and Jill Eddy 304-232-8712



express their expectations for better child-
care; and 

� Advocate for a childcare quality rating and
improvement system with tiered reimburse-
ment for providers who care for at-risk 
children. 

The Kids First Communities designated local
points of contact, or “Kids First Leaders,”
who assisted in the development, implemen-
tation and management of the coalition activ-
ities.  With the Kids First Leaders in place,
KIDS COUNT’s next goal was to establish
strong relationships and two-way communica-
tion with the Kids First Leaders to keep each
of the coalitions working toward the same
goal.  On March 19, 2008, we launched the
campaign by hosting a day-long training for
the regional leaders in Flatwoods, West Vir-
ginia.  This high-energy day included rolling
out the statewide outreach plan, sharing 
resources and promotional materials, 
providing opportunities for regional represen-
tatives to network with each other and build-
ing a feeling that we were all in the game
together, and that, together, we would accom-
plish our policy goal.  We wanted the Kids
First Leaders to leave the training session
knowing it was a new day for championing
the needs of young children in West Virginia.     

KIDS COUNT gave the leaders six key tasks
carefully designed to help them achieve their
goals and bring about the legislative success
that had eluded us in 2007.  Their tasks 
were to:

� Recruit at least 400 parents and childcare
providers to join the Kids First Communi-
ties Campaign;

� Obtain the endorsement of 25 community
leaders; 

� Meet with local legislators to advocate 
for new public investments to improve
childcare;

� Organize a “Take a Flower to Childcare
Day!” in their region; 

� Organize a letter-writing campaign to the
Governor in support of a QRIS; and 

� Attend a Kids First legislative reception or-
ganized by KIDS COUNT.

To help ensure the communities’ success in
achieving their goals and tasks, KIDS COUNT

provided the following supports:

� $5,000 cash grants to each organization;
� Training in project planning, legislative 
outreach, media relations and coalition
building;

� A toolkit of Kids First communications 
materials (see page 10 for a detailed 
discussion of the toolkit’s contents);

� Access to our e-mail “Action Alert” System
and interactive website; and

� Ongoing technical support from KIDS
COUNT’s coalition-building expert.    

Funded, trained and armed for a policy 
battle, KIDS COUNT and the Kids First Lead-
ers set out on a year-long advocacy journey
that would end with new legislation creating
West Virginia’s first childcare QRIS.  

Key Tasks and Accomplishments

KIDS COUNT provided leadership for the 
Kids First Communities by coordinating 
efforts statewide; however, communities
were encouraged to put their personal 
stamp on local outreach activities.  The Kids
First Communities would have a team meet-
ing one month and then host an event or 
coordinate an outreach activity the next
month.  An overview of each of the key out-
reach activities and highlights of particularly
successful regional activities follows.  

5WEST VIRGINIA KIDS first campaign: a playbook for early policy change

Kids First Communities’ Regional Leaders
Kids First South Margaret Younce, Roma Lester and Jennifer Thacker 304-682-8271
Kids First Boone-Clay-Kanawha-Putnam Michele Baranaskas, Diane Hughes and Lisa Ertl 304-414-4470
Kids First Cabell-Wayne Jeanette Barker and Shirley Topeka 304-429-6167
Kids First Mid-Ohio Valley Steve Tuck 304-485-0650
Kids First North Central Lisa Maxey and Brandi Potock 304-284-8400
Kids First Northern Panhandle Linda Edwards and Jill Eddy 304-232-8712

“It is just one day after our kick-off meet-
ing, and we are excited!  As a result of our
news release, I received our first call from
a childcare provider today who wants to
participate in the project!”   
Steve Tuck, Kids First Mid-Ohio Valley, March 20, 2008  



Task 1:  Signing up 400 parents 
and providers

The communities’ first task was to reach out
to parents and providers to sign up 400 peo-
ple in each region who support the need to
improve the quality and accountability of
West Virginia’s childcare system.

KIDS COUNT provided the Kids First Commu-
nities with a supply of ‘sign-up’ postcards
that allowed them to gather contact informa-
tion, specifically e-mail addresses, so we
could build our database of supporters.  The
new supporters subsequently received regu-
lar e-mail updates about the Kids First Cam-
paign.  Some outstanding sign-up activities
included:

� Kids First South hosting a booth at the
West Virginia State Fair;

� Kids First Cabell-Wayne participating in
“Celebrating Families Day” at Camden
Park;

� Kids First Mid-Ohio Valley attending a
“Pretty Baby Contest” at the Wood County
Fair; and

� KIDS COUNT displaying at a mandatory De-
partment of Health and Human Resources
meeting for all of the state’s childcare
providers.   

Task 2:  Getting the endorsement of 
community leaders

The Kids First Leaders next turned their at-
tention to educating and securing the sup-
port of community leaders, especially the
business community, by scheduling one-on-

one meetings, making presentations for or-
ganizations like Rotary Clubs and Chambers
of Commerce, and hosting Kids First commu-
nity leader events.  In addition to engaging 
regional community leaders by asking them
to ‘sign on’ to the campaign, KIDS COUNT 
secured the support of official project 
endorsers, most at the state level, with 43 
organizations, including the West Virginia
American Academy of Pediatrics, West Vir-
ginia Center on Budget & Policy, West Virginia
Childcare Centers United to name a few, and
35 key individuals.  (See back inside cover
for a complete list of campaign endorsers.)

The most successful community leader out-
reach activity took place in Parkersburg.  The
Kids First Mid-Ohio Valley coalition hosted a
breakfast at the Parkersburg Country Club 
on August 28, 2008.   Knowing that commu-
nity and business leaders have busy sched-
ules, inviting them to an early morning
breakfast seemed like the best way not to 
interfere in their day.  This early morning
strategy resulted in a diverse group of 
community leaders and childcare providers
that came together in one room to talk about
the status of young children in the region.
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Representatives from West Virginia Univer-
sity-Parkersburg, United Bank, Pickering 
Electric, Volunteer Action Center, Boys and
Girls Club, United Way and various childcare
centers first heard a presentation about 
the Kids First Campaign.  Next, the group en-
gaged in an open dialogue about the lack of
good childcare and its effect on productivity;
the need for a well-trained workforce for the
future; and the importance of accountability
for the public dollars invested in children.
The Kids First Mid-Ohio Valley coalition’s out-
reach efforts were strengthened by this dia-
logue between childcare providers and area
businesses.  It was a first step toward chang-
ing the state’s culture to one that supports a
childcare-friendly workplace.  

Task 3:  Meeting with local legislators

For their second task, the Kids First Commu-
nities met with “key legislators” in each 
region to ask for their support for a childcare
QRIS. Our goal was for them to meet with as
many legislators as possible in each region
and ask for their support.  We asked the
coalitions to specifically target Education,
Health and Human Resources, and Finance
Committee chairs and members.    

Because 2008 was an election year, panel
discussions or legislative receptions seemed
tailor-made for completing this task.  How-
ever, we also knew that many of the Kids
First Communities encompassed large 
regions that included many counties and 
legislative districts.  We understood that 
getting legislators to travel outside their 
own county or region to participate in an
event would be challenging, if not impossible.
We, therefore, recommended that the Kids
First Communities meet one-on-one with 
legislators in each region.  

They prioritized their lists by meeting with
those who served as chair or members of the
Education, Health and Human Resources,
and Finance Committees.  Many of the coali-
tions made these visits in pairs as a way to
provide support for each other.  We worked
hard, at the state level, to show our partners
just how important this activity was to the
campaign.  They knew that our ultimate suc-
cess would all be determined by the number
of votes the bill received in the legislature.  

Our Kids First Boone-Clay-Kanawha-Putnam
coalition hosted the most successful legisla-
tive outreach activity in October of 2008.
They held a meeting attended by three State
Senators and five members of the House of
Delegates in their region.   The Legislators
were very engaged and asked good ques-
tions, and they also provided important 
suggestions for how we could best move 
forward with our efforts.  

To monitor the impact of these outreach
events, KIDS COUNT developed a chart 
that each region used to track progress and
measure success of their legislative outreach
activities.  KIDS COUNT used this information
to compile a statewide assessment of legisla-
tive support and further refine and target 
our outreach efforts leading up to the 2009
legislative session.  

Giving legislators the opportunity to hear 
directly from their constituents, prior to the
legislative session and in their own home-
towns, allowed us to connect the voices of
providers, parents and community leaders 
to our cause.  And that was powerful.  In fact,
we believe these meetings were critical to
our ultimate policy success. 
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Giving legislators the opportunity to hear
directly from their constituents, prior to the
legislative session and in their own home-
towns, allowed us to connect the voices 
of providers, parents and community lead-
ers to our cause.  And that was powerful.
In fact, we believe these meetings were
critical to our ultimate policy success. 



Task 4:  Organize Local “Take a Flower 
to Childcare Day!” Celebrations

On October 21, 2008, KIDS COUNT honored
the state’s childcare providers by sponsoring
a statewide “Take a Flower to Childcare Day!”
The goal of this celebration was to raise
awareness about the important role childcare
providers play in the healthy development of
young children, the stability of working fami-
lies and the future of the state’s economy.

Taking part was easy.  Parents, young 
children and community leaders simply pre-
sented their childcare providers with a single
flower of their choice.  Although the concept
was simple, KIDS COUNT armed the Kids
First Communities with a variety of tools to
ensure their success.  Those ready-made
tools ranged from billboards, posters and
flyers to press release templates, website
copy and radio scripts for public service 
announcements.  

The Kids First Communities were directly 
responsible for: 

� Hanging “Take a Flower to Childcare Day!”
posters and distributing flyers wherever
parents gathered;

� Issuing a localized event press release; 
� Hosting a media event at a local childcare
center; 

� Ensuring media coverage the day of the
event;

� Using their local contacts to secure free 
advertising; 

� Developing other locally-relevant strategies
for marketing the event; and

� Documenting all activities and news cover-
age by taking photos of the media event
and having childcare providers submit 
photos, flower totals and “most unusual
flower” for posting on the KIDS COUNT
website.

By far the most important job each region
had was planning and hosting a “Take a
Flower to Childcare Day!” media event.  We
suggested that they work with a childcare
provider who was already engaged in the
Kids First activities in their region.  In addi-
tion, we suggested they consider a location
that was easily accessible to local media.
The regions issued media advisories, drafted
by KIDS COUNT staff, promoting “Take a
Flower to Childcare Day!” and directing 
media to the feature childcare center for 
interviews and photo opportunities.

“Take a Flower to Childcare Day!” was easily
the most successful outreach activity of 
the entire campaign.  All six regions hosted
successful media events, and there was 
overwhelming interest and participation in 
all aspects of the celebration.  Here are just 
a few examples of the day’s many positive
outcomes:  

� The Governor issued a proclamation 
declaring October 21, 2008 as “Take a
Flower to Childcare Day!” in West Virginia;

� 2,400 “Take a Flower to Childcare Day!” 
flyers and posters were distributed in 
communities throughout the state;

� Billboards were on display in Kanawha, 
Cabell and Putnam Counties;

� Special “Take a Flower to Childcare Day!”
media events were held in Charleston,
Cowan, Huntington, Parkersburg, Morgan-
town and Wheeling; 
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� 27 positive stories about the event ran in
newspapers, on websites and in childcare
newsletters;

� Childcare centers were visited by Congress-
man Nick Rahall in Cowan; Mayor David 
Felinton in Huntington; KIDS COUNT Board
Members in Charleston and Morgantown;
and DHHR childcare staff in every region;

� The Morgantown City Council recognized
childcare providers during their October
21, 2008 meeting; 

� Hundreds of flowers were given to child-
care providers throughout West Virginia.
The flower choices included mums, roses,
lilies, carnations, sunflowers, chocolate
flowers, fruit flowers, paper flowers, foam
flowers, pen flowers and even blades of
grass and flowers secretly snatched from 
a neighbor’s yard;

� The event received widespread television
coverage, including WOWK-TV (and its West
Virginia Media affiliates statewide), WSAZ-
TV, WTAP-TV, and WBOY-TV.  WSAZ made
the event their “Shot of the Day” and a 5-
minute “Cover Story” on their 5:30 news-
cast.  WOWK interviewed KIDS COUNT live
on their noon show and featured the event
on their evening news broadcast;

� A story about the importance of childcare
quality was distributed by West Virginia
News Service and broadcast on 42 radio
stations throughout the state, and 33 of
those stations ran the story at least twice;

� KIDS COUNT received dozens of positive
comments and expressions of deep appre-
ciation from childcare providers, all of
which are posted on KIDS COUNT’s website
(www.wvkidscountfund.org/take-
flower.php); and  

� Traffic on the KIDS COUNT website increased
significantly after “Take a Flower to Childcare
Day!” was announced.  And, the “Take a
Flower” page became the most frequently
visited page on the KIDS COUNT site. 

Task Five:  Attending a legislative 
reception

On February 25, 2009, KIDS COUNT hosted 
a legislative reception in Charleston honoring
the legislators and childcare providers who
“Put West Virginia’s Kids First.”  We sched-
uled our reception to coincide with a major
childcare conference being held in Charleston
on the same day.  We encouraged childcare
providers to attend our reception by having a
Kids First exhibit at the conference and hand-
delivering a reception invitation to everyone
who stopped by our both.  In all, we had over
40 legislators and a total of more than 150
people who attended our evening reception.
Delegate Mary Polling, House
Education Chair, was the fea-
tured speaker and, during her
speech, she strongly encour-
aged her legislative colleagues
to support the QRIS bill.  

All six regional Kids First Com-
munities were represented at
the event, and their members
served in a variety of volunteer
roles.  From decorators to greeters, every
coalition member played a key role in the
event.  Our priority activity was to again bring
legislators face-to-face with their local con-
stituents for meaningful one-on-one conver-
sations about the QRIS legislation.  Watching
our coalition members confidently talk with
their legislators about the importance of a
childcare QRIS was heartening and incredibly
effective.  

GGaammee  SSuummmmaarryy  ffoorr  CCooaalliittiioonn--BBuuiillddiinngg::    AA
mmaajjoorr  ppoolliiccyy  ccaammppaaiiggnn  iiss  aallmmoosstt  aallwwaayyss  ttoooo
bbiigg  ffoorr  oonnee  oorrggaanniizzaattiioonn  ttoo  ttaacckkllee  aalloonnee..    
IInn  tthhoossee  ccaasseess,,  aa  ccooaalliittiioonn  ooff  ggrraassssrroooottss  
oorrggaanniizzaattiioonnss  mmaayy  bbee  tthhee  oonnllyy  wwaayy  ttoo  sseeccuurree
aa  ppoolliiccyy  vviiccttoorryy..    BBuutt  ffoorr  ggrraassssrroooottss  ccooaalliittiioonnss

ttoo  bbee  eeffffeeccttiivvee,,  tthheeyy  nneeeedd  ccoommmmoonn
ggooaallss,,  iinntteennssiivvee  ttrraaiinniinngg,,  oonnggooiinngg
tteecchhnniiccaall  ssuuppppoorrtt,,  cclleeaarr--ccuutt  ttaasskkss
aanndd  aa  uusseerr--ffrriieennddllyy  ttoooollkkiitt  ooff  ttoooollss
aanndd  ssiimmppllee  mmeessssaaggeess..    AA  mmaajjoorr
aasssseett  ooff  tthhee  ggrraassssrroooottss  aapppprrooaacchh  
iiss  iittss  aabbiilliittyy  ttoo  ddeemmoonnssttrraattee  tthhee
ddeepptthh  ooff  llooccaall  ssuuppppoorrtt  ffoorr  tthhee  iissssuuee
aanndd  ppuutt  aa  llooccaall  ffaaccee  oonn  aann  ootthheerr--
wwiissee  aabbssttrraacctt  ppoolliiccyy  ddiissccuussssiioonn..            
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“I am so thankful that childcare is finally
recognized….   I love my profession.  I
have been in childcare for 30 years.  I 
think back but look forward to great
things, great beginnings. Thank you.” 
West Virginia childcare provider’s message of appreciation
for “Take a Flower to Childcare Day” 2008.



Part 4  
The Playbook:  Messages and
Tools That Supported the Kids
First Communities Campaign

or any team to be successful, the
coach has to have a game plan that
works.  In the world of advocacy, that

means having clear messages and effective
communication tools.  For 20 years, KIDS
COUNT has placed a high value on the power
of communication to improve children’s lives.
Yes, having solid data about the status of
children is important, but having compelling
messages to support that data is the real 
key to success.  Nowhere is that belief more
evident than in our annual Data Book, which
marries indicators of child well-being with
messages that are designed to influence
public policy.  

We knew messaging would be a critical com-
ponent in the success of our advocacy work,
but our initial attempt at policy change hap-
pened so quickly, there was little time to de-
velop campaign messages and materials.  In
the short time we had, we did manage to in-
fluence the naming of the 2007 legislation.
We convinced our legislative champion to call
the bill the “West Virginia Kids First Act,”
rather than just its assigned generic number
from the house of origin.  KIDS COUNT set-
tled on “West Virginia Kids First” as a theme,
after consulting with a Charleston-based mar-
keting firm and conducting focus groups with
key opinion leaders.  But for the 2007 effort,
“West Virginia Kids First” was little more than
the name of a bill and the title of an issue
brief.  

When the Kids First Act of 2007 failed to
pass, one of our first re-building strategies
was to enhance the Kids First brand by dra-
matically expanding our communications ar-
senal.  We spent months developing, testing
and implementing a comprehensive commu-
nications strategy that included printed mate-
rials for key audiences, media outreach,
mass e-mails, an interactive website, strate-
gic special events and grassroots outreach.
What follows is a detailed description of the
communications tools for the Kids First play-
book and the role each of them played in our
legislative success.  

The Kids First Toolkit

If the Kids First Leaders were to be success-
ful in their efforts to mobilize parents, child-
care providers and community leaders in
support of a QRIS, they were going to have 
to be armed with the right communications
tools.  So, before our initial training session
with them, we developed a Kids First Toolkit
that would help them be successful in
achieving their outreach goals.  Their toolkit
included Kids First sign-up cards, fact
wheels, issue briefs, bumper stickers, 
buttons and a banner.  

The sign-up card  was the primary tool for the
leaders to gather the names and e-mail ad-
dresses of every parent, childcare provider
and community leader that joined the Kids
First team.  Each Kids First leader was given
400 cards, which was their sign-up goal for
the campaign.  As an incentive to get parents
and providers to sign-up, KIDS COUNT gave
each leader early literacy toolkits from our
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Every day, Every way! campaign.  (Go to
http://www.wvkidscountfund.org/ programs-
every-day.php to learn more about this proj-

ect).  These
sign-up gifts
were given to
the first 50
parents and
providers who
signed up for

the campaign in each region.  As the sign-up
cards were collected, they were mailed to
KIDS COUNT where the information was en-
tered into our e-mail database, and a record
was kept of the regional sign-up numbers.  

Signups were critical to our grassroots suc-
cess. Our goal was to increase our e-mail
database from 1,000 to 3,000 names.  To
emphasize the importance of the sign-up ac-
tivity, when the regions achieved their sign-up
goals, they were given a $100 gift from KIDS
COUNT with which to celebrate their achieve-
ment.  The tools and incentives worked.  Dur-
ing the course of the campaign, the Kids First
Communities helped us triple our e-mail database
to nearly 3,100 names, and it is still growing.       

The Kids First fact wheel cleverly used social
math to highlight the importance of high-

quality childcare to chil-
dren and the state’s
economy.  The wheel
also emphasized
our key campaign
message that a
QRIS offered
something for
everyone:  peace of

mind for parents;
support for
providers; and
accountability 
for communities.
The audience for
this piece was
primarily parents,
but feedback
from legislators
indicated that it
was the most 
effective piece
for that audience
as well. 

The issue brief
was primarily in-
tended for policy-
makers and
offered a more
detailed case for
a QRIS, including
what we wanted
for West Vir-
ginia’s youngest
children, why a
high-quality ECD

system was important, why we were advocat-
ing for a QRIS, what the QRIS would look like,
how KIDS COUNT was advocating for a QRIS
and the definition of childcare quality.  The
back of the piece also incorporated some key
ECD facts and a map showing the alarming
ratio of children who need childcare to child-
care capacity.

To round out the Kids First toolkit, we gave
the Kids First Leaders bumper stickers, 
buttons and a banner to use at their local
events.  These tools were primarily used to
build name recognition, credibility and excite-
ment about the Kids First Communities.
They also created the visual backdrop for
media coverage of campaign activities.    

Aside from the initial toolkit of materials,
KIDS COUNT also developed outreach tools
for key campaign activities such as “Take a
Flower to Childcare Day!,” the postcard cam-
paign to the Governor and the Kids First 
legislative reception.  For “Take a Flower to
Childcare Day!,” we prepared thousands of
posters and flyers which the Kids First Lead-
ers distributed statewide.
To make writing the Gover-
nor as easy as possible,
we provided the Kids First
Leaders with pre-printed
postcards that asked par-
ents, providers and com-
munity leaders to explain,
in their own words, why a QRIS was impor-
tant.  And to support the success of the leg-
islative reception, we developed a distinctive
invitation and event backdrop with the theme
“We Put Kids First.  Do you?”  

Each of these activities resulted in big success
for the Kids First Communities Campaign.

11WEST VIRGINIA KIDS first campaign: a playbook for early policy change

What is Social Math? 

According to the Frame-
works Institute, social math
blends stories and numbers
by providing comparisons
with familiar things.  It con-
nects the numbers to mean-
ing, by visually painting
pictures in our heads.  To
learn more about how to use
social math in successful
policy advocacy, go to
www.frameworksinstitute.org.



“Take a Flower to Childcare Day!” got uni-
formly rave reviews from childcare providers.
We gathered 300 personal testimonials
about the need for a QRIS and shared them
with the Governor.  And, nearly 150 support-
ers attended our legislative reception, includ-
ing 40 legislators!

GGaammee  SSuummmmaarryy  ffoorr  CCoommmmuunniiccaattiioonn  TToooollss::
GGoooodd  ttoooollss  ffoorr  ccoommmmuunniiccaattiioonn  aarree  eesssseennttiiaall
ttoo  tthhee  ssuucccceessss  ooff  aannyy  ggrraassssrroooottss  aaddvvooccaaccyy
ccaammppaaiiggnn..    TToo  bbee  ttrruullyy  eeffffeeccttiivvee,,  tthhee  ttoooollss
mmuusstt  ccoommpplleemmeenntt  tthhee  ccaammppaaiiggnn’’ss  ggooaallss  aanndd
bbee  aaiimmeedd  aatt  aacchhiieevviinngg  ssppeecciiffiicc  ccaammppaaiiggnn  
oobbjjeeccttiivveess..    DDiiffffeerreenntt  ttoooollss  mmaayy  bbee  nneecceessssaarryy
ffoorr  eeaacchh  ttaarrggeett  aauuddiieennccee,,  aanndd,,  wwhheenneevveerr  
ppoossssiibbllee,,  tthhoossee  ttoooollss  sshhoouulldd  hhaavvee  aa  cclleeaarr  
ccaallll  ttoo  aaccttiioonn,,  wwhheetthheerr  iitt  iiss  aasskkiinngg  ppeeooppllee  
ttoo  ssiiggnn  uupp  ffoorr  ee--mmaaiillss,,  wwrriittee  aa  lleetttteerr  ttoo  tthhee  
ggoovveerrnnoorr,,  ccaallll  aa  lleeggiissllaattoorr  oorr  vvoottee  ffoorr  aa  bbiillll..

E-mail/Internet Outreach

In an overwhelmingly on-line society, printed
materials are no longer enough.  Grassroots
advocacy requires a sophisticated on-line
presence.  To gear up for an on-line cam-
paign, KIDS COUNT spent the summer and
fall of 2007 re-designing our website for the
launch of the Kids First Communities Cam-
paign.  Working with our graphic designer
and a local web design firm, we developed 
a website that was a fully-interactive, inte-
grated component of our grassroots cam-
paign.  Not only did we update the look, but
we also completly overhauled the site’s func-
tionality.  We added interactive tools for

searching ECD facts, contacting legislators
and locating media outlets by county.  We
also added a “Kids First Voices” component
that featured more than a dozen parents,
childcare providers and community leaders
explaining, in their own words, why a high-
quality childcare system was important them.
The upgraded site also accommodated 
on-line signups and offered downloadable
versions of all campaign materials.  

But the improved, interactive website did not
exist in a vacuum.  We used our e-mail data-
base to drive parents, childcare providers
and community leaders to our on-line con-
tent.  For instance, each time we had a new
Voices column, we would send out a mass 
e-mail to the entire Kids First team, giving
them a preview of the column and a link 
to the full piece on our website.  We saw 
significant spikes in our website traffic 
each time we sent an e-mail alert.  We 
were able to track the spikes with excellent
reporting tools provided by Google Analytics
(www.google.com/analytics) and our e-mail
marketing provider, Constant Contact®
(www.constantcontact.com).   

The e-mail database was also a critical tool
for distributing news about the campaign to
media and supporters and for mobilizing our
grassroots coalition.  Throughout the course
of the campaign, we issued 40 e-mail “Action
Alerts,” an average of three alerts per month.
During the legislative session the alerts were
more frequent, often twice a week.  These
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legislative bulletins gave our supporters up-
to-the-minute reports on the status of our bill
and advised them when calls and e-mails to
legislators were needed.  In our hallway dis-
cussions with legislators, many of them told 
us they had heard directly from their con-
stituents about the QRIS legislation and, as 
a result, they felt educated about the bill’s
benefits and were confident in voting for its
passage.      

GGaammee  SSuummmmaarryy  ffoorr  IInntteerrnneett  OOuuttrreeaacchh::
BBuuiillddiinngg  aa  ssttrroonngg  oonn--lliinnee  pprreesseennccee  aanndd  aann
aann  eexxtteennssiivvee  ee--mmaaiill  ddaattaabbaassee  iiss  aann  aabbssoolluuttee
nneecceessssiittyy  ffoorr  ggrraassssrroooottss  aaddvvooccaaccyy..    WWeebbssiitteess
mmuusstt  bbee  iinntteerraaccttiivvee,,  ddyynnaammiicc  aanndd  ffrreeqquueennttllyy
uuppddaatteedd..    IInntteerrnneett--bbaasseedd  ee--mmaaiill  mmaarrkkeettiinngg
ttoooollss  lliikkee  CCoonnssttaanntt  CCoonnttaacctt®®  aallllooww  yyoouu  ttoo  ggeett
iinnssttaanntt  ffeeeeddbbaacckk  ffrroomm  ssuuppppoorrtteerrss,,  mmoobbiilliizzee
tthheemm  ttoo  aacctt  qquuiicckkllyy  oorr  ddiirreecctt  tthheemm  ttoo  yyoouurr
wweebbssiittee  ffoorr  mmoorree  iinn--ddeepptthh  iinnffoorrmmaattiioonn,,
ddoowwnnllooaaddaabbllee  ccaammppaaiiggnn  mmaatteerriiaallss  aanndd  
iinntteerraaccttiivvee  aaddvvooccaaccyy  ttoooollss..

Media Strategies

Good media coverage is important to any 
advocacy campaign.  While the internet and
e-mail have made traditional media coverage
less crucial, it is still an important compo-
nent in a comprehensive communication
strategy.  For the Kids First Communities
Campaign, KIDS COUNT focused primarily on
getting earned media coverage in local news-
papers and television stations.  Although our
advertising budget was extremely limited, we
supplemented the earned media outreach
with a billboard campaign in the Charleston
media market to promote “Take a Flower to
Childcare Day!”  

In terms of getting earned media coverage,
our primary outreach tools were electronic
press releases and media advisories high-
lighting key milestones in the campaign:  our
project launch, “Take a Flower to Childcare
Day!,” and the “We Put Kids First. Do You?”
legislative reception.  The Kids First Leaders
supplemented our statewide media work with
their own media outreach efforts on the local
level, using template news releases and advi-
sories supplied by KIDS COUNT.  Often, the
Kids First Communities and their roles in a
statewide campaign were the perfect hooks
for local media coverage.  

As a result, we had great success with our
earned media campaign.  Between the proj-
ect launch in March of 2008 and the end of

the legislative session in April of 2009, KIDS
COUNT generated 154 news stories about
the importance of high-quality childcare and
the need for a childcare QRIS.  “Take a
Flower to Childcare Day!” was a particularly
successful media event.  From our targeted
local events, 36 positive stories ran in news-
papers, on websites and in childcare newslet-
ters statewide, and the event was widely
covered on all of the state’s major television
news programs.  

The release of our annual KIDS COUNT Data
Book in January is always a big media story.
For the 2008 book, we decided to focus our
annual essay and the accompanying press
release on the need for a QRIS.  Focusing the
2008 Data Book media coverage on our ad-
vocacy issue and making it part of our overall
communications strategy proved successful.
Nearly every one of the 42 stories about our
2008 Data Book focused on the need to im-
prove childcare and the benefits of a QRIS.  

GGaammee  SSuummmmaarryy  ffoorr  MMeeddiiaa  CCoovveerraaggee::    IInn  
aa  ggrraassssrroooottss  ccaammppaaiiggnn,,  ggeenneerraattiinngg  mmeeddiiaa  
ccoovveerraaggee  iiss  eeaassiieerr  wwhheenn  yyoouu  ccrreeaattee  aann  
iinntteerreessttiinngg  ssppeecciiaall  eevveenntt  wwiitthh  aa  ggoooodd  llooccaall
hhooookk..    IItt’’ss  aallssoo  iimmppoorrttaanntt  ttoo  uussee  aannyy  ooff  yyoouurr
oorrggaanniizzaattiioonn’’ss  oonnggooiinngg  ssoouurrcceess  ooff  mmeeddiiaa
ccoovveerraaggee  ttoo  ffooccuuss  aatttteennttiioonn  oonn  tthhee  ppoolliiccyy
iissssuuee  aatt  hhaanndd..  
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Between the project launch in March of
2008 and the end of the legislative session
in April of 2009, KIDS COUNT generated
154 news stories about the importance of
high-quality childcare and the need for a
childcare QRIS.



Part 5
Crossing the Goal Line: 
A Review of the 2009 
Legislative Session

Cultivating Legislative Champions

ur primary legislative champions for
the QRIS legislation were Senator
Bob Plymale, Chair of the Senate 

Education Committee, and Delegate Mary
Poling, Chair of the House Education Commit-
tee.  Our relationship with both began in the
2004 legislative session when funding for
West Virginia’s pre-K program was threat-
ened by legislation that would have ended 
its school-aid-formula funding.  KIDS COUNT 
and other early child development advocates
fought to keep the school aid funding for 
pre-K, and it was through that early pre-K 
advocacy that we established the founda-
tional relationships that would build 
strong legislative champions for our QRIS 
legislation in 2009.  

Following the 2004 fight to preserve pre-K,
our work with Senator Plymale continued, as
he took the lead in quarterbacking our next
legislative priority:  the Kids First Act of 2007.
In late 2006 and early 2007, KIDS COUNT’s
Policy Matters project to identify ECD priori-
ties was not yet complete.  But Senator Ply-
male and other key opinion leaders advising
KIDS COUNT felt the time was ripe for ECD
legislation that would build on existing efforts
and improve quality and accountability in all
ECD program.  The Kids First Act provided for
a review of existing programs, the develop-
ment of financial and program plans, and the

consideration of a coordinated governance
structure.  The Act was supported by a num-
ber of prominent business groups and
passed by the West Virginia Senate, but it
eventually died in the House before the end
of the 2007 legislative session.   The defeat

was disappointing for KIDS COUNT but not 
altogether unexpected.  We knew that few
pieces of legislation pass in the first attempt.
In fact, the conventional wisdom is that it
takes at least three tries before most legisla-
tion is passed.  

Undeterred by the results of our 2007 at-
tempt at legislation, we carried on with our
advocacy mission, went back to the drawing
board and worked even harder to solidify and
expand our team of legislative champions.
We did not attempt legislation in 2008.  In-
stead, we spent the year carefully planning
and implementing our grassroots advocacy
campaign and meeting quietly with Senator
Plymale, Delegate Poling and other key leg-
islative leaders about our new legislative 
priority:  a childcare QRIS.   

When the time came to introduce QRIS 
legislation in 2009, KIDS COUNT had already
spent a full year laying the groundwork for 
a successful policy campaign.  We had re-
cruited and mobilized serious grassroots sup-
port in every region of the state and solidified
our relationships with key policymakers.  
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Undeterred by the results of our 2007 at-
tempt at legislation, we carried on with
our advocacy mission, went back to the
drawing board and worked even harder to
solidify and expand our team of legisla-
tive champions.
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At the start of the 2009 session, Senator Ply-
male assigned Senator Eric Wells to chair the
subcommittee that would successfully usher
the QRIS legislation through the Senate.  The
Senate bill arrived in the House of Delegates
on April 1 and, by the time it arrived, the leg-
islation already had the support of many key
delegates.  Delegate Bonnie Brown, a long-
time champion of women and children’s is-
sues, invited KIDS COUNT to make a presen-
tation at her Women’s Caucus where we
continued to strengthen our alliance with
Caucus members Mary Poling and Barbara
Fleischauer, long-time champions for children
and the poor.  Also, as a result of the Caucus
presentation, Delegate Virginia Mahan in-
vited us to make a presentation to her sub-
committee.   That presentation served us well
when Senate Bill 498 arrived in the House Fi-
nance Committee on April 7 with the support
of Delegate Poling; Delegate Tom Campbell,
Vice Chair of House Finance and former
KIDS COUNT board member; Delegate
Mahan; and current KIDS COUNT board
member, Delegate Doug Reynolds.   

With ongoing support from the Senate and
greatly-expanded support from the House,
the QRIS legislation had little difficulty pass-
ing both houses of the legislature, albeit not
until the final, nail-biting minutes of the 2009
legislative session.  With strong legislative
and grassroots support, the Governor readily
signed the legislation during a formal cere-
mony with KIDS COUNT and other key sup-
porters in his office on May 11, 2009.  That
was a monumental day for KIDS COUNT, but
it was an even bigger day for families and
children in West Virginia.  Thanks to the Kids
First Communities Campaign, West Virginia
now has a strong legislative foundation to im-
prove the quality of childcare and the future
of our children and our state.  

GGaammee  SSuummmmaarryy  ffoorr  SSuucccceessssffuull
LLeeggiissllaattiivvee  AAddvvooccaaccyy::    CCuullttiivvaattiinngg
lleeggiissllaattiivvee  cchhaammppiioonnss  iiss  nnoott  aa
sshhoorrtt--tteerrmm  pprrooppoossiittiioonn..    IItt  oofftteenn
ttaakkeess  yyeeaarrss  aanndd  aa  ffeeww  ffaaiilleedd  
aatttteemmppttss  ttoo  bbuuiilldd  tthhee  ssuuppppoorrtt  
nneecceessssaarryy  ttoo  ggeett  aa  bbiillll  tthhrroouugghh  
bbootthh  hhoouusseess  ooff  tthhee  lleeggiissllaattuurree  
aanndd  aaccrroossss  tthhee  ggooaall  lliinnee  wwiitthh  tthhee
GGoovveerrnnoorr’’ss  ssiiggnnaattuurree..    TThhee  kkeeyyss  ttoo
ssuucccceessssffuull  lleeggiissllaattiivvee  aaddvvooccaaccyy  

aarree  ppeerrsseevveerraannccee,,  ssttrraatteeggiicc  ppllaannnniinngg,,  
rreellaattiioonnsshhiipp  bbuuiillddiinngg  aanndd  aa  hheeaalltthhyy  ddoossee  
ooff  ppaattiieennccee..        

Expecting the Unexpected

One important lesson for any legislative advo-
cacy effort is to expect the unexpected.  No
matter how carefully you prepare your game
plan, the legislative process is fraught with
unexpected twists and turns.  For instance,
KIDS COUNT was quite surprised to discover
the QRIS bill that was introduced in the Sen-
ate also contained language about local 
collaboration in the pre-K program, and that
language had no real relationship to the 
language establishing a QRIS.

The pre-K rules developed by the Department
of Education required that 50 percent of the
state’s pre-K programs be community based,
i.e. operated by childcare centers or Head
Start programs.  From the time the pre-K leg-
islation was enacted, childcare directors had
been concerned about the loss of four-year-
olds from their rolls, and some believed that
county boards of education were not making
a strong enough effort to collaborate with
local childcare centers.   Directors also worried
that the collaboration requirement would 
be dropped when the program reached full
implementation. Thus, the pre-K section of
Senate Bill 498 would have made the 50 
percent rule part of state law.  
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When the time came to introduce QRIS
legislation in 2009, KIDS COUNT had al-
ready spent a full year laying the ground-
work for a successful policy campaign.
We had recruited and mobilized serious
grassroots support in every region of the
state and solidified our relationships 
with key policymakers.

KIDS COUNT was quite surprised to dis-
cover the QRIS bill that was introduced in
the Senate also contained language about
local collaboration in the pre-K program,
and that language had no real relation-
ship to the language establishing a QRIS.



Because the pre-K and QRIS language were
combined in the same bill, some of our 
supporters in the education community 
mistakenly believed that KIDS COUNT had
advocated for the pre-K language as well.
Those supporters even considered pulling
their support for the QRIS legislation be-
cause they could not support the pre-K lan-
guage.  As a result of this backlash, we asked
Senate leaders to separate the pre-K section
from the QRIS bill but were unsuccessful in
getting the pre-K language removed from the
Senate bill.  

KIDS COUNT did not have an official position
on the pre-K legislation because our sole
focus was the passage of QRIS legislation.
We were concerned that the coalition of sup-
port we had built for a QRIS would fall apart
in the face of the additional pre-K language.
We had to work very quickly behind the
scenes to assure our supporters in both the
childcare and education communities that
KIDS COUNT’s only focus was the passage 
of QRIS legislation.  

We eventually discovered that most of the
major decision makers in education and
childcare, with the exception of KIDS COUNT,
knew about and supported the pre-K provi-
sions.  However, the provisions did not have
the support of many local education officials,
and their concerns led the House-Senate
conferees to remove the pre-K requirement
for collaboration from the final version of 
the bill.  This was definitely a case of the
right hand not knowing what the left hand
was doing, but, in the end, the confusion 
did not affect the passage of a QRIS, as 
we feared it might when we first read the 
legislation.    

GGaammee  SSuummmmaarryy  ffoorr  EExxppeeccttiinngg  tthhee  UUnneexx--
ppeecctteedd::    WWhheenn  tthhee  uunneexxppeecctteedd  hhaappppeennss,,  aass  
iitt  iinneevviittaabbllyy  wwiillll,,  bbee  pprreeppaarreedd  ttoo  aaddjjuusstt  yyoouurr
ssttrraatteeggyy  aaccccoorrddiinnggllyy  aanndd  ccoommmmuunniiccaattee  ddii--
rreeccttllyy  aanndd  hhoonneessttllyy  wwiitthh  tthhee  mmeemmbbeerrss  ooff  
yyoouurr  ccooaalliittiioonn  mmeemmbbeerrss  wwhhoo  mmiigghhtt  ssuuddddeennllyy
ffiinndd  tthheemmsseellvveess  aatt  ooddddss  wwiitthh  ootthheerrss  iinn  tthhee
ccooaalliittiioonn..    PPrreesseerrvviinngg  ttrruusstt  aanndd  kkeeeeppiinngg  tthhee
lliinneess  ooff  ccoommmmuunniiccaattiioonn  ooppeenn  aarree  ccrriittiiccaall  ffoorr
bbootthh  sshhoorrtt--  aanndd  lloonngg--tteerrmm  ssuucccceessss  iinn  ppoolliiccyy
aaddvvooccaaccyy..  

Knowing When to Mobilize Your Base

During the course of any policy campaign,
there are times when it is important to vo-
cally and publicly mobilize your base, and
there are times when it is better to play a
quiet, inside game.  The early days of the
2009 legislative session were difficult for
KIDS COUNT because it took an unusually
long time to get the bill out of legislative serv-
ices and formally introduced on the Senate
floor.   In fact, there were times when we
wondered if we would have a bill at all. 

The session began on January 10, and our
bill was not introduced until March 6.  During
that time, there was little for our base of
3,000 QRIS supporters to do but watch and
wait.  Likewise, there was little we could do 
to mobilize our base on the final night of the
legislative session when the bill passed just
minutes before adjournment.  And, in be-
tween, there were  looming deadlines for bill
introduction, readings and passage from one
body to another.  

Our legislative reception was a key, early
milestone for mobilizing our base.  The 
event, our first attempt at a legislative 
gathering, was tremendously successful 
with over 40 legislators and 100 supporters
from every legislative region in attendance.
The reception allowed legislators to make
personal contact with constituents 
who supported the QRIS legislation and laid
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important groundwork for when things would
heat up later in the session.    

Knowing exactly when to mobilize the base in
the midst of the legislative process is some-
thing a good lobbyist knows how to do, and
we had the best in Steve Haid.  Not only is
Steve is a veteran, professional lobbyist with
influential contacts in the executive and leg-
islative branches of government, he also has
a great passion for and understanding of our
issue.  Those two qualities were critical to the
ultimate success of our effort.  With timely
and insightful cues from Steve, who followed
the QRIS legislation on an hourly and often
minute-by-minute basis, we successfully mo-
bilized our base at every key point in the 
legislative process.  

There were also pivotal points during which
the process moved so quickly it was not pos-
sible to mobilize our supporters.  A fiscal
note was requested by the House Finance
Committee during the last days of the ses-
sion.  The note, which estimated the cost of 
a QRIS pilot at $12 million, arrived just as the
House Finance Committee was meeting to
take up the bill.  The estimated price tag from
the Department of Health and Human Re-
sources sent some Finance Committee mem-
bers into sticker shock, and many of our
legislative supporters feared the bill would
die in committee.  KIDS COUNT’s staff and
lobbyist tensely watched the proceedings in
the House Finance Committee for most of
one day, as the committee kept adjourning
and reconvening, and our bill kept moving to
the back of the line as each new agenda was
issued.   When the 5:00 p.m. floor session
approached, we were certain they would ad-
journ again and the bill would be lost.  But
the 5:00 p.m. bell did not ring.  Our bill was
finally up for consideration, and the Chair-
man’s legal counsel concluded his summary
of our legislation by saying there was no
money in the budget for the bill and stimulus
money could be used to fund the QRIS.  With
that assurance, lawmakers breathed a sigh
of relief, and the bill passed out of committee

without comment or debate, and
the path was cleared for the bill to
move successfully to a vote on the
House Floor.

GGaammee  SSuummmmaarryy  ffoorr  KKnnoowwiinngg  WWhheenn
ttoo  MMoobbiilliizzee  YYoouurr  BBaassee::    GGrraassssrroooottss  ssuuppppoorrtt
mmuusstt  bbee  ddeeppllooyyeedd  pprruuddeennttllyy  ffoorr  mmaaxxiimmuumm  
eeffffeecctt..    TThheerree  aarree  kkeeyy  ppooiinnttss  iinn  tthhee  lleeggiissllaa--
ttiivvee  pprroocceessss  dduurriinngg  wwhhiicchh  aa  bbiillll  ccaann  eeaassiillyy
ddiiee  oorr  bbee  iirrrreettrriieevvaabbllyy  bbrrookkeenn..    AA  ggoooodd  lloobbbbyy--
iisstt  ,,  wwhhoo  iiss  wweellll--ccoonnnneecctteedd  aanndd  ppaassssiioonnaattee
aabboouutt  yyoouurr  iissssuuee,,  ccaann  ddeetteerrmmiinnee  tthhee  bbeesstt
ttiimmeess  ttoo  mmoobbiilliizzee  yyoouurr  bbaassee  aanndd  tthhee  bbeesstt
ttiimmeess  ttoo  llaayy  llooww  aanndd  ssiimmppllyy  ppllaayy  iinnssiiddee  ppoolliittiiccss..  

Recognizing the Key Roles of the 
Governor and First Lady 

During KIDS COUNT’s 2006 Policy Matters
project, Dr. Lynn Kagan surveyed key opinion
leaders in West Virginia to assess the politi-
cal environment for new investment in early
child development.  The major findings were
that securing new investments would require
a) the support of the Governor (and the First
Lady, the Governor’s ECD point person) and
b) require a strong communications strategy
for other stakeholders.  Kagan’s study found
that West Virginia has the most powerful gov-
ernor in the nation in terms of both constitu-
tional power and personal influence.  She
also found that the majority of other stake-
holders, including business, legislators, labor,
civic groups, or law enforcement, did not see
ECD policy as a priority.  

KIDS COUNT was very familiar with the First
Lady’s interest and influence in early child
development, and we met with her many
times in 2007 in an attempt to gain her 
support for the Kids First Act.  Although the
2007 bill did not pass, we had laid the
groundwork for the First Lady’s support and
continued to keep her informed of our work
throughout 2008 and early 2009.  In addi-
tion to cultivating the First Lady’s support,
KIDS COUNT devised a strategy to let the
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In addition to cultivating the First 
Lady’s support, KIDS COUNT devised 
a strategy to let the Governor know, in 
his constituents’ own words, the depth 
of support for a QRIS.

Knowing exactly when to mobilize the
base in the midst of the legislative process
is something a good lobbyist knows how
to do… .



Governor know, in his constituents’ own
words, the depth of support for a QRIS. With
our Kids First postcard campaign, we
amassed over 300 personalized postcards to
the Governor and presented them to him at a
photo opportunity in March of 2009.  In fol-
low-up to that presentation, we received a let-
ter from the First Lady thanking us for the
postcards and indicating the First Couple’s
ongoing support for improving childcare qual-
ity.  

Although the final bill had no state funding
and additional advocacy will be required to
fund it, the QRIS legislative framework would
not exist if the Governor and First Lady had
not supported the bill.  We believe our multi-
year advocacy campaign was instrumental in
securing their support.  

GGaammee  SSuummmmaarryy  ffoorr  GGeettttiinngg  GGuubbeerrnnaattoorriiaall
SSuuppppoorrtt::    GGeettttiinngg  aa  bbiillll  tthhrroouugghh  bbootthh  hhoouusseess
ooff  tthhee  lleeggiissllaattuurree  iiss  aa  mmaajjoorr  aacchhiieevveemmeenntt,,
bbuutt  iitt  ddooeess  nnoott  rreepprreesseenntt  aa  ffiinnaall  vviiccttoorryy..    IInn  aa
ssttaattee  lliikkee  WWeesstt  VViirrggiinniiaa,,  wwhheerree  tthhee  GGoovveerrnnoorr
hhoollddss  ttrreemmeennddoouuss  ppeerrssoonnaall  aanndd  ccoonnssttiittuu--
ttiioonnaall  ppoowweerr,,  tthhee  cchhiieeff  eexxeeccuuttiivvee’’ss  ssuuppppoorrtt
((oorr  tthhee  ssuuppppoorrtt  ooff  hhiiss  oorr  hheerr  ssppoouussee  oorr  
gguubbeerrnnaattoorriiaall  ppooiinntt  ppeerrssoonn))  iiss  ccrruucciiaall  ttoo  
ggeettttiinngg  aa  bbiillll  ssiiggnneedd  iinnttoo  llaaww..    EEqquuaall  aatttteennttiioonn
sshhoouulldd  bbee  ggiivveenn  ttoo  ccuullttiivvaattiinngg  tthhee  ssuuppppoorrtt  
ooff  tthhee  GGoovveerrnnoorr..    HHee  oorr  sshhee  ccaann  wwiieelldd
ttrreemmeennddoouuss  iinnfflluueennccee  tthhrroouugghhoouutt  tthhee  
lleeggiissllaattiivvee  pprroocceessss  aanndd  uullttiimmaatteellyy  vveettoo  aa  
bbiillll  tthhaatt  aappppeeaarrss  ttoo  bbee  oouutt  ooff  aalliiggnnmmeenntt  wwiitthh
tthhee  aaddmmiinniissttrraattiioonn’’ss  pprriioorriittiieess  oorr  vvaalluueess..  

The Final Score and Next Season

enate Bill 498 created the legislative
framework for West Virginia’s first
childcare QRIS.  The legislation calls

for the development of a plan for phased 
implementation of a QRIS;  the creation of 
an advisory council to provide advice on its
development;  statewide implementation 
effective July 1, 2011; development of a 
financial plan; implementation of a broad
public awareness campaign; pilot projects in
up to five counties beginning July 1, 2009; 
an independent third party evaluator; and 
annual reports on progress to the Legislature
and suggests that American Recovery and
Reinvestment Act of 2009 funds be used 
for its implementation.

West Virginia received $13 million dollars for
childcare in the American Recovery and Rein-
vestment Act (ARRA) of 2009.  KIDS COUNT
and PIECES recommended that the state 

invest some of its ARRA allotment in the
launch of the QRIS.  The Governor approved
ARRA funding for a variety of childcare-re-
lated projects but did not approve funding for
QRIS pilot projects.  However, the stimulus
funding will do several things that should 
advance the implementation of the QRIS, in-
cluding a web-based information system for
the QRIS and a baseline assessment of the
quality of the state’s childcare programs
using Environmental Rating Scales.  The
state’s ARRA funding proposal also notes
that, should DHHR be unable to obligate or
expend funding before the 2010 obligation
and 2011 liquidation periods, funding may
be used for several things, including grants 
to programs that participate in the baseline
assessment.

During 2010, KIDS COUNT hopes to collabo-
rate with any groups working to develop a 
financial plan for implementing the QRIS.  
We will also encourage our KIDS COUNT 
regions to meet with their local legislators to
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Senate Bill 498 created the 
legislative framework for West
Virginia’s first Childcare Quality
Rating and Improvement System.  



discuss funding needs and costs, and we will
collaborate with childcare provider organiza-
tions to encourage them to include QRIS
funding in their policy agendas.

On the national level, Congress is considering
a number of programs to support the healthy
development of young children, including a
$750 million expansion of nurse and other
evidence-based home visiting programs and
significant funding for “Early Learning Chal-
lenge Grants.” The Early Learning Challenge
Fund will provide up to $1 billion a year in
competitive grants to high-capacity states
pursuing models of reform and excellence in
early learning for children aged zero to five.
West Virginia needs to make significant
progress in getting its QRIS off the ground to
be in a position to compete for the five year
quality grants.  Getting the QRIS off the
ground would reflect significant progress to-
ward establishing the elements needed to
improve quality and a desire to take such 
improvements to scale.  In addition, the 
Federal Child Care Development Block Grant
is expected to be reauthorized, and we hope
there will soon be more federal money to 
enhance state funding for improving the 
quality of childcare.  

In the meantime, the state’s early childhood
advisory council (PIECES) is preparing an 
application to secure federal dollars to staff 
a new council whose main function will be to
make recommendations for improvements 
in the state’s early childhood education 
programs.

The lack of state funding for the QRIS is 
testament to the work that still needs to be
done to build a high-quality childcare system.
As noted earlier, when surveyed in 2007,
major stakeholders did not see the need for
new investments in childcare.  We believe
our grassroots movement has changed some
of that thinking.  However, the recession and
its lingering effects on state budgets and the

growth of poverty and unemploy-
ment through 2011—as projected
by the Economic Policy Institute
and the Center for Budget and 
Policy Priorities—do not bode well
for new childcare funding in the
near term.  

Nonetheless, KIDS COUNT believes now is
precisely the time to make investments in
children and families, not the time to turn
back. Apparently, the investment message 
is not taking root where it matters most:
among the state’s key opinion leaders and
policymakers.  We have been lucky in that, 
so far, there have been no cuts in childcare
funding in West Virginia.  But, we have a lot
of hard work to do to create support for the
new funding that will be needed to signifi-
cantly improve childcare.  Perhaps the 
baseline assessment of quality that will be
conducted with stimulus funds will help poli-
cymakers understand how important it is for
West Virginia to invest in the first three years
of life and to do it now.  Stay tuned for more
information about how KIDS COUNT plans to
use the next legislative season to advocate
for a fully-funded QRIS in 2011.  We look 
forward to having you on the team!
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a financial plan for implementing the
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Kids First Advisory Committee
Holly Clark
Janie Cole
Judy Curry 
Danny Fornash
Paul Gilmer
Tom Hamm
Clark Hansbarger
Becky King
Tricia Kingery
Marc McCombs
Renate Pore
Kenna Seal
Sue Sergi
Ginna Taylor
Margaret Younce
Shelly Zeigler 

Major funding for the Kids First 
Communities Campaign was provided by:
Claude Worthington Benedum Foundation
The Annie E. Casey Foundation
Sisters of St. Joseph Charitable Fund
Jeanne G. and Lawson W. Hamilton, Jr. Family 
Foundation

Greater Kanawha Valley Foundation
Friends of KIDS COUNT

Endorsers of the Kids First Campaign:
OOrrggaanniizzaattiioonnaall  EEnnddoorrsseerrss

A Place to Grow Children’s Center
Alliance for Children
CAMC Women and Children’s Hospital
Cabell County Family Resource Network 
Cabell County Schools 
Cabell-Wayne Early Childhood Council
Catholic Diocese of Wheeling-Charleston 
Charleston Area Alliance 
Children’s Home Society of West Virginia
Choices Child Care Resource and Referral
Construction & General Laborers’ Local #543
Covenant House
Daymark
Family Counseling Connection 
Greenbrier Housing Authority
Hatfield McCoy Regional Recreation Authority 
Jackson Gas Company 
Kanawha Early Childhood Committee of the 
Regional Family Resource Network

Marshall Community and Technical College (MCTC) 
Mineral County Family Resource Network
Monongalia County Family Resource Network
MountainHeart Child Care Services
National Association of Social Workers - 
West Virginia Chapter 

Playmates Preschool & Child Development Center
Playmates Preschool & Child Development 
Center-Ceredo

Prestera Centers 
River Valley Child Development Services 

Small World Child Care
Southwestern District Labor Council AFL-CIO
United Way of the River Cities 
Upper Kanawha Valley Starting Points
Wayne Family Resource Network 
WELD, LLC 
West Virginia American Academy of Pediatrics
West Virginia Center for Budget and Policy
West Virginia Childcare Centers United
West Virginia Conference, The United Methodist 
Church

West Virginia Healthy Kids and Families Coalition
West Virginia University - Parkersburg
WVU Health Sciences Center - Charleston
WVU Hospitals Child Development Center
Youth Services System
YWCA of Charleston, WV 

Individual Endorsers 
Richard Adams
Dusti Arbogast
Joan Baldwin
Betty Barrett
Angela D. Brooks 
Melissa Colagrosso
Jeffrey Crist
Kimberly Cross, MD, FAAP
Amber Diamond 
J. Michael Fike
Steve Haid
L. Clark Hansbarger, MD
Jean Hawks
Melinda Himstedt
Lloyd Jackson
Cheryl Jones
Jennifer Keup
J. F. Lacaria
Bruce Lawson
Jennifer McIntosh
Timothy & Diana Millne
Gay Mothershed
Barbara Myers
Sandra Panrell
Bob Plymale
Renate Pore
Tom Potter
Bill Raney
Douglas Reynolds
Susan Rosshirt
Kenna Seal
Sue Sergi
Pamela Shope
Alissa Stewart
Bruce Stewart 
Julie Surbaugh
Jamie Thompson 
Mary E. Wilson 
Nadine Wilson
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West Virginia KIDS COUNT Fund
1031 Quarrier St., Suite 313
Charleston, WV 25301

304-345-2101
888-543-7268

www.wvkidscountfund.org


