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Dr. Richard Fiene is a research psychologist and regulatory scientist best known for his work in early childhood program
quality and regulatory compliance. His research bridges the gap between theoretical physics (in his later abstract work) and
practical regulatory science, where he has revolutionized how government agencies monitor child care and human services.

The following is a breakdown of his major scientific contributions, theories, and models.

I. Theoretical Physics & Developmental Psychology

Although primarily known for regulatory science, Dr. Fiene has proposed theoretical frameworks that connect child
development with the physics of space and time.

¢ Theory of Space (Developmental Time/Space Continuum): Fiene posits that space and time are not merely
physical dimensions but psychological experiences that children internalize in stages. He suggests a "Developmental
Time/Space Continuum" (DTSC) where a child’s understanding of space and time evolves together. He uses a
geometric metaphor where space is a right-angled triangle and time is an isosceles triangle; as space "expands” for the
child, their perception of time slows or deepens.

e Spatial Acquisition Device (SAD): Similar to Noam Chomsky’s "Language Acquisition Device" (LAD), Fiene proposes
a Spatial Acquisition Device (SAD). This is a theoretical innate cognitive mechanism that allows young children to
construct a three-dimensional understanding of reality. It explains how children move from the "here and now" of the
sensorimotor stage to understanding complex spatial relationships and object permanence.

¢ Two-Year-Old Herding Behavior: In his observational research of toddlers, Fiene identified a specific "herding"
behavior in two-year-olds. Unlike older children who may engage in cooperative play, or infants who are solitary, two-
year-olds tend to move and act in a group (herd) without necessarily interacting directly with one another. This
observation has implications for classroom design and staffing in early childhood centers.

Il. Regulatory Science & Monitoring Methodologies

Dr. Fiene is a pioneer in Regulatory Science, particularly in human services. His work challenges the traditional "one-size-
fits-all" inspection model.

1. Theory of Regulatory Compliance (TRC)

This is Fiene's most influential contribution. The theory states that compliance with regulations and program quality (or
positive outcomes) has a curvilinear relationship, not a linear one.

¢ The "Sweet Spot": The theory suggests that 100% compliance with all rules is not necessary for high quality. Instead,
there is a "sweet spot" of substantial compliance (often around 90-99%) where quality is maximized.

¢ Diminishing Returns: Pushing for the final 1-2% of compliance often yields diminishing returns and does not result in
safer or higher-quality programs.

¢ "Do No Harm" vs. "Do Good": He distinguishes between "Do No Harm" rules (basic safety) which must be 100%, and
"Do Good" standards (quality) which allow for flexibility.
2. Key Indicators (KI)

This methodology identifies a statistically validated subset of rules that predict overall compliance with the entire set of
regulations.

* The Fiene Coefficient: Fiene developed a statistical formula (the Fiene Coefficient) to identify these indicators. If a
program complies with these specific "Key Indicators" (usually 10-20% of the total rules), they are statistically likely to
be in compliance with the remaining rules.

« Efficiency: This allows inspectors to conduct shorter, targeted inspections (using only the Key Indicators) for high-
performing programs without compromising safety.

3. Risk Assessment (RA)

While Key Indicators focus on prediction, Risk Assessment focuses on severity.
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¢ Concept: RA identifies the specific rules that, if violated, pose the greatest risk of harm (morbidity or mortality) to
children.

e« Application: Even if a program is high-performing, "high-risk" rules (e.g., background checks, supervision, fire safety)
must always be monitored.
4. Differential Monitoring
This is the practical application of combining Key Indicators and Risk Assessment.

« Definition: Instead of treating every program the same, the regulatory agency "differentiates" its monitoring frequency
and depth based on the program’'s history.

¢ The Model:
o High Compliance History: Receive abbreviated inspections (Key Indicators).
o Low Compliance/High Risk: Receive comprehensive, frequent inspections.

e Outcome: This allocates limited government resources to the programs that need them most, improving overall
efficiency.

lll. Measurement Tools & Metrics
1. Contact Hours Metric
This is a statistical formula used to measure the "dosage" of adult-child interaction and potential risk exposure.

¢ The Formula: It calculates the density of contact by looking at the number of children, the number of staff, and the
duration of the program (hours of operation).

¢ Use Cases: It was particularly useful during the COVID-19 pandemic to estimate infection risk, but it is also used to
assess the likelihood of injuries or accidents (higher contact density often correlates with higher risk).
2. Uncertainty-Certainty Matrix (UCM)
This is a decision-making framework for licensing agencies.

* Purpose: It helps regulators categorize licensing decisions based on the certainty of the evidence (data) and the
certainty of the regulation (rule clarity).

¢ Goal: It reduces "false positives" (licensing a bad program) and "false negatives" (closing a good program) by forcing
regulators to examine the reliability of their data before making a high-stakes decision.
3. Regulatory Compliance Scale (RCS)

Fiene developed this scale to move compliance measurement from a simple "Pass/Fail" (Nominal) system to a graded
(Ordinal) system.

¢ Traditional: A program is either compliant or not.

¢ RCS: Assigns a score or weight to compliance, allowing for a more nuanced comparison between programs. It allows
agencies to rank programs not just by if they passed, but by how well they are complying.

IV. The Unifying Model
Early Childhood Program Quality Improvement and Indicator Model (ECPQIIM)

This is the overarching "Grand Unified Theory" of Fiene's work. It integrates all the distinct components mentioned above into
a single logic model for state and national systems.

¢ Logic: It connects Licensing (basic floor of safety) -> Risk Assessment (preventing harm) -> Key
Indicators (efficiency) -> Program Quality (QRIS/Accreditation) -> Child Outcomes.

* Goal: The model demonstrates that licensing is the foundation. You cannot have high quality (positive child outcomes)
without first ensuring regulatory compliance (health and safety). The model provides a blueprint for states to build a
system that moves programs from basic safety compliance toward high-quality educational outcomes.

Summary Table of Concepts
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Concept Domain Key Function
Spatial Acquisition Device Dev. Theoretical innate mechanism for understanding 3D space.
(SAD) Psychology

Theory of Regulatory
Compliance

Reg. Science

Relationship between compliance and quality is curvilinear
("sweet spot").

Key Indicators

Reg. Science

Small subset of rules that statistically predict total compliance.

Risk Assessment

Reg. Science

Rules that prevent severe harm (morbidity/mortality).

Differential Monitoring

Reg. Policy

Adjusting inspection intensity based on program history (KI +
RA).

Contact Hours

Statistics

Formula measuring density/duration of adult-child interaction.

ECPQIIM

System Design

Integrated model connecting licensing, quality, and outcomes.
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