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PURPOSE

To provide information on the Office of Child Development and Early Learning (OCDEL)
Approved Alternate Pathways in Keystone STARS including requirements for such programs.

The following appendices are attached to this policy announcement:
o Appendix A: OCDEL Approved Keystone STARS-Alternate Pathways and Required
Documentation for STARS Designation Applications and Renewals

e Appendix B: Tip Sheet for Providers Applying for a Designation Through an OCDEL-
Approved Keystone STARS-Alternate Pathway in the PD Registry Designation System

This policy announcement makes the following obsolete in its entirety effective immediately:

e ELRC Announcement #22-08 Requirements for Programs Using an OCDEL-Approved
Alternate Pathway to a Keystone STARS Designation in the Professional Development
(PD) Registry
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BACKGROUND

Keystone STARS, Pennsylvania’s Quality Rating and Improvement System (QRIS), promotes
quality in early childhood education programs for children and families across the
commonwealth. OCDEL recognizes that there are state and national accrediting organizations
that similarly serve to ensure early childhood education programs provide high quality and
enriching programming to children and families. In order to give credence to these organizations
and their accreditation standards of quality, OCDEL offers several approved Keystone STARS-
Alternate Pathways. For a current list of the accreditations that serve as OCDEL-approved
Alternate Pathways, click here.

DISCUSSION

Programs that are accredited through an OCDEL-approved Alternate Pathway and wish to use
this pathway for a Keystone STARS designation must apply for an initial Alternate Pathway
designation in the Professional Development (PD) Registry system. Additionally, these
programs are required to complete annual renewals of their Alternate Pathway designation in
the Registry system. Failure to do so will result in the program dropping to a STAR 1.

Changes to the Requirements for OCDEL-Approved Keystone STARS-Alternate

Pathway Programs

As part of ongoing feedback received and discussions with stakeholders, OCDEL is making
several changes to the requirements for Alternate Pathway programs, effective July 1, 2026.
The purpose of these changes is to streamline processes and reduce administrative burden for
both Alternate Pathway programs and ELRCs by relying on existing oversight from accrediting
bodies.

The following changes to requirements for Keystone STARS-Alternate Pathway programs will
be implemented with the release of this policy:

o Keystone STARS-Alternate Pathway programs will no longer be required to
upload or complete a Continuous Quality Improvement (CQIl) Plan within the
Professional Development (PD) Registry Designation system. While no longer
required by OCDEL, programs may continue to use the Registry system to document
CQlI Plans for their own record-keeping and quality improvement efforts.

o Staff at Keystone STARS-Alternate Pathway programs will no longer be required
to complete the PD Registry course, Overview of Keystone STARS. While no
longer required by OCDEL, individual programs may continue to require staff to
complete this training if they determine it is beneficial.

o Staff at Keystone STARS-Alternate Pathway programs will no longer be required
to complete Professional Development (PD) Plans within the PD Registry
Designation system. While no longer required by OCDEL, program leadership may
continue to require staff to develop and maintain PD Plans. Additionally, all individuals
employed by Alternate Pathway programs will continue to have access to the PD
Registry system for this purpose.

Although these changes become effective on July 1, 2026, Keystone STARS-Alternate Pathway

programs will transition to the new requirements at their next designation renewal in the PD
Registry Designation System occurring on or after that date.
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https://www.pakeys.org/wp-content/uploads/2025/07/OCDEL-Approved-Alternate-Pathway-Accreditations-7.1.2025.pdf

Addition of Cognia as an OCDEL-Approved Keystone STARS-Alternate Pathway
Beginning July 1, 2026, Cognia Early Learning Accreditation will be recognized as an approved
STAR 4 Alternate Pathway.

All early childhood programs currently accredited by Cognia — including those already
designated as STAR 4 through the Keystone STARS Performance Standards — must submit a
new Alternate Pathway application in the PD Registry Designation System to transition to this
designation type. Cognia-accredited programs can apply for an Alternate Pathway designation
in the PD Registry Designation System anytime but should do so prior to their next designation
renewal date.

Cognia-accredited programs that do not submit an Alternate Pathway application will be
required to use the Keystone STARS Performance Standards when renewing their next full
designation.

Programs that earn Cognia accreditation in the future will be required to apply for a STAR 4
designation through the Alternate Pathway process once their accreditation is awarded.

If you have questions or need support with the application process, please reach out to your
Quality Coach or ELRC.

Initial Steps for Programs Using an OCDEL-Approved Keystone STARS-
Alternate Pathway
Programs who are or become accredited through an OCDEL-approved STARS Alternate
Pathway and wish to use this pathway for designation must complete the following steps in the
PD Registry Designation System:
e Claim their program’s Organization Profile in the PD Registry. Click here for more
information on claiming an organization profile.
e Refer to Appendix A: OCDEL Approved Keystone STARS-Alternate Pathways and
Required Documentation for STARS Designation Applications and Renewals and
compile appropriate documentation to demonstrate active accreditation status.

e Using the Staff Report in the Registry Designation System, ensure that all staff
information is correct including position titles and employment dates. Correct any
inaccurate information and then verify the staff in the Registry. Click here for more
information on verifying staff. (The Staff Report can be found on the program’s
Organization Profile tab.)

e Ensure that all current onsite leadership team members and teaching staff have
completed their PD Registry Profile. A Registry Profile is considered complete when the
Career Pathway Level is listed as “applied” or “verified’ in the PD Registry and on the
PD Registry Report, Staff Report. Click here for more information on this step.

Complete instructions on applying for an Alternate Pathway designation in the PD Registry
System can be found on Appendix B: Tip Sheet for Providers Applying for Keystone STARS
Designation Through an OCDEL-Approved Alternate Pathway in the PD Registry Designation

System
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https://www.pakeys.org/how-to-claim-an-unregistered-organization-profi/
https://www.pakeys.org/verify-staff-employment/
https://www.pakeys.org/complete-your-profile/

Designation Requirements for OCDEL-Approved Keystone STAR Alternate

Pathway Programs

Programs using an OCDEL-approved accreditation must apply for a Keystone STARS-Alternate
Pathway designation in the PD Registry system when they first become accredited and must
renew their designation annually thereafter.

Keystone STARS-Alternate Pathway programs are required to complete their annual
designation renewal by the established renewal due date. If a renewal is not completed by the
deadline, the program will be moved to a STAR 1 designation.

Reminders for OCDEL-Approved Keystone STARS-Alternate Pathway Programs

e Self-Reporting Requirements:
Keystone STARS-Alternate Pathway programs must self-report any changes to their
DHS certification status—including sanctions or refusals to renew—to their accrediting
agency. Failure to report such changes may result in the program being ineligible to use
a Keystone STARS-Alternate Pathway in the future and may impact their current
designation. Programs may also be subject to additional investigations and recoupment
of funds, if applicable.

o Accreditation Status Updates:
Programs must notify their ELRC of any changes to their accreditation status, including
the loss of accreditation. Failure to report such changes may result in the program being
ineligible to use a Keystone STARS-Alternate Pathway in the future and may impact
their current designation. Programs may also be subject to additional investigations and
recoupment of funds, if applicable.

NEXT STEPS

1. Keystone STAR Programs Using an OCDEL-Approved Alternate Pathway:
a) Review the information contained in this document and in the attached Appendices and

share with staff.
b) Follow all steps listed in this policy announcement.
c) Please direct any questions to your ELRC.
2. ELRCs
a) Review the information contained in this document and in the attached Appendices and
share with staff.
b) Please direct any questions to your ELRC Program Representative.
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Appendix A: OCDEL-Approved Keystone STARS-Alternate Pathways and
Required Documentation for Designation Applications and Renewals

Name of OCDEL-Approved

Documentation Required to Be Uploaded During Annual

Accrediting Organization

Association of Christian Schools
International (ACSI)

American Montessori Society
(AMS)

Association Montessori
Internationale Recognition (AMI)

Cognia Early Learning
Accreditation

Council on Accreditation (COA)
After School Program

National Association for Education
of Young Children (NAEYC)

Accreditation + Tier Only

National Association for Family
Child Care (NAFCC)

National Early Childhood Program
Accreditation (NECPA)

21t Century Community Learning
Centers (215t CCLC)

Pennsylvania Department of
Education (PDE)

Private Academic Nursery School
License
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Keystone STAR Designation and Annual Renewal

Copy of most recent Accreditation Certificate (issued every 6
years)

Copy of most recent Accreditation Certificate (issued every
August)

Copy of AMI Recognition Certificate (issued annually)
Copy of Annual Letter from AMI (issued annually)

Copy of Certificate of Early Learning Accreditation (issued
every 6 years)

Copy of most recent Accreditation Certificate (issued every 4
years)

Copy of most recent Accreditation Certificate (issued every 5
years)

Copy of most recent Accreditation Certificate (issued every 3
years)
Copy of most recent Update Letter (issued every 18 months)

Copy of most recent Accreditation Certificate (issued every 3
years)
Copy of most recent Update Letter (issued annually)

Copy of most recent Approval Letter

Copy of most recent Annual Private Academic License issued
through PDE



Appendix B: Tip Sheet for Providers Applying for a Keystone STARS Designation
Through an OCDEL-Approved Alternate Pathway in the PD Registry Designation
System

NOTE: To apply for the Keystone STARS Designation Alternate Pathway, you will need to have
a registered organization within the PD Registry. To find a tip sheet on how to claim an
unregistered organization, visit pakeys.org/pdreqistry/resources.

How to Apply for Keystone Stars Designations Through an Alternate Pathway

1. Go to papdreqistry.org.

2. Click Login in the top right corner.

3. Enter your email address and password, then click Login.

e

4. As the Director/Owner, click on the name of your organization from the top right-hand corner
drop-down menu.

5. Before applying for designation, visit the Program Info tab in your organization’s profile to
upload your accreditation. Please see the full tip sheet on how to upload or edit your
accreditation at pakeys.org/submit-accreditation-for-keystone-stars-alternative-pathways-

designation.
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https://www.pakeys.org/submit-accreditation-for-keystone-stars-alternative-pathways-designation/
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6. Within your organization’s profile, select Keystone STARS/Grants tab and
click Quality Overview underneath.

Status | Org Details | Program info Classrooms Keystone STARS/AGrants Employees | Coalhing | Reports Depcurmenit Waalbt

A The quality tab has moved

Your Guality Overview can be accessed from the menu on the beft side of your soreen, Or just click the button

e
below

Quality Overaew

NOTE: You may also access the Quality Dashboard from the left-hand menu by
selecting Quality Overview shown below.

R Organization Profile

*  Quality Overview

7. Click Applications.

STAR 4

—
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8. Click on Apply on the section noted as Keystone STARS or Annual Renewal, whichever will
apply to your program at the time.

9. Click on Review for each section marked as review and confirm that information is correct.

* Designation Application

10. Click the Review button for Pathways and STARS.

Pathways and STARS 0

11. Click the appropriate selection when applying for a STARS designation. You will then
choose Yes, you are seeking designation through an Alternate Pathway. This will populate
any accreditation you have uploaded in your Program Info tab. Select the accreditation you
are choosing as your Alternate Pathway. Failure to check yes to the Alternate Pathway
question and to choose an accrediting agency will result in the application needed to
be returned to the provider.
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Pathways and STARS

for your program through an OCDEL Approved Alternate Pathway?

Plesie indicate the Alternate Fathway

National Association for the Education of Young Children (NAEYC) Accreditation
s VN8 ) OO 20M

129997054 verdud | @1%

12. Once the required selections are made, select Save & Confirm at the bottom of the screen

13. Click the Review Button for on Additional Site Questions.

Additional Site Questions

Angwver the following questions regarding this site

14. Answer all questions regarding the site, when finished click Save & Confirm at the bottom

of the screen.

15. Click the Review button for Activities and Initiatives.

Activities and Initiatives

Raoxivities and initiadives in which this erganization is invohwed

16. Check all applicable options regarding the activities and initiatives at the site, when
finished click Save & Confirm at the bottom of the screen.
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Keystone STARS Application

Activities and Initiatives

Save & Confirm

17. Click the Review button for Program Yearly Changes.

Program Yearly Changes

Frogram CREMERS SINGS TNe LS BOEOCHD0n O renda

18. Answer all questions regarding any changes withing the past year, when finished click Save

& Confirm at the bottom of the screen.

19. Once all application review options have been completed, they will display as confirmed on
the screen and the application will be ready for submission.

20. To Submit the Application, click on the Submit Application button at the bottom of the

screen.
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21. Once you have reviewed the terms and conditions, select | Agree and click Continue.
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22. Be sure you are ready to submit the application and click Yes.
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23. You will then receive confirmation that your application has been successfully submitted.
Click OK to complete the application process.

Application Submitted
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