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Nearly every family with children in America is or at 
some point has been concerned about child care.  
From the family’s perspective, child care is often 
difficult to find (especially for infants and toddlers), 
challenging to afford and of questionable quality.  
With millions of young children under the age of five 
spending an average of 35 hours per week in child 
care, it is critical to recognize that child care is both 
an influential early learning setting – a launch pad 
for school readiness, strong school performance, and 
subsequently higher graduation rates – and critical 
to the long-term economic development and growth 
of this nation.   
 
Families want quality, affordable child care.  
 
Often, policymakers ask, “What is quality child 
care?”  For policymakers, parents and the general 
public, quality care can best be described as:  a safe, 
clean engaging place where parents can partner with 
trained professionals to help nurture and develop 
their children intellectually, emotionally and 
physically. 
 
What We Know About Child Care in America 

 The quality of child care varies between and 
within states. Parents, child care providers  and 
state and federal policymakers share 
responsibility for the safety and well-being of 
children while they are in child care settings.  
Basic state requirements as well as program 
oversight form the foundation necessary to 
protect children and promote their healthy 
development while in child care. 

 
There is considerable variation among states in 
what they include in their basic child care 
licensing requirements. These requirements 
generally include minimum staff to child ratios 
and group size, educational qualifications and 
training requirements for directors and lead 
teachers, background checks for staff, family 
engagement as well as monitoring frequency. 
 

 Child care is expensive. Child care is an 
increasingly difficult financial burden for families 
to bear.  Unlike all other areas of education 
investment, including higher education, families 
pay the majority of costs for early education. Too 
many families are finding it impossible to access 
and afford quality child care.  In the end, they are 
often forced to make compromises that 
jeopardize their children’s safety and healthy 
development. 

 

What We Need from Congress 

Child Care Aware® of America’s public policy agenda 
is both grassroots-inspired and research-based.   
 
Recommendations for Congress: 
 
Reauthorize and strengthen CCDBG. 
Child Care Aware® of America calls on Congress to 
reauthorize and strengthen the Child Care and 
Development Block Grant (CCDBG) in 2014 so that 
families have real choices among quality child care 
providers.  CCDBG is the primary federal grant 
program that sets minimum policy standards and 
allocates child care assistance to states to enable 
low-income working parents to receive subsidies to 
help pay for the child care of their choice. While most 
of this care is in licensed settings, state standards 
and oversight are weak.  

 Require complete background checks 
(including fingerprint checks) for all paid 
individuals who regularly care for unrelated 
children and for children whose care is paid 
for with federal funds.  

 Require regular unannounced inspections 
of licensed child care facilities and post the 
results online. 



 Require all paid providers to complete 
adequate training. This means 40 hours of 
initial training and 24 hours of annual 
training.  This is a modest requirement 
compared to the hundreds of training hours 
states require for manicurists or barbers who 
have important jobs, but are not responsible 
for young lives.  Initial training should 
include CPR, first aid, child abuse detection 
and reporting, basic safety and health, and 
child behavior and development.  

 Increase the CCDBG quality set aside to 12 
percent.  Current law requires each state to 
dedicate at least 4 percent of CCDBG funds to 
be used to improve the quality of care. This 
amount is insufficient to close the gap 
between state early learning standards and 
state child care licensing standards.  
Congress must make quality a national 
priority and significantly increase the quality 
set aside. Children need to be in a safe setting 
that promotes their healthy development. 

 Tie licensing to quality. For states with 
quality rating and improvement systems 
(QRIS), embed licensing as the lowest level of 
quality sanctioned by the state. 

 Promote healthy children. Encourage 
states to require healthy foods and snacks, 
daily physical activity and limit screen time 
for children in child care. 

Ensure affordable child care for families.  Families 
at all income levels struggle to find and afford quality 
child care. In 2010, Child Care Aware® of America 
conducted a national survey of parents with children 
under age 12. The top two concerns voiced by 
parents were the quality of care followed by the cost.  

 Require states to conduct and use current 
market rate studies. These studies should 
be used to ensure that low-income families 
have access to no less than 75 percent of 
providers in a community. 

 Provide resources to strengthen the 
quality of child care. This includes 
increasing the supply of quality care, 
especially in low-income neighborhoods. 

 Eliminate disincentives to work by 
requiring more gradual sliding fee scales 
to avoid the “cliff effect,” which is when 
children lose eligibility to continue receiving 
subsidized child care after a modest increase 
in their family’s income.  We need to ensure 
that policies are in place to encourage 
families to pursue wage increases, without 
having to fear losing assistance in paying for 
child care. 

A Year of Action  

Over the course of this past year, many encouraging 
policy opportunities and wins have occurred, leading 
to significant progress on improving access to 
quality early learning opportunities for families and 
children nationwide.  Some of the highlights of the 
past year include: 

 The Senate, by a vote of 96-2, passed the 
bipartisan S.1086, the Child Care and 
Development Block Grant Act of 2014, a bill 
that would reauthorize the Child Care and 
Development Block Grant, the funding 
stream that provide money to states for 
child care.    

 The Department of Health and Human 
Services released a proposed rule to help 
improve the quality of child care programs 
across America. 

 Congressional budget and appropriations 
deals have provided additional funding for 
competitive grants to foster partnerships 
between child care programs and Early 
Head Start programs, increases in federal 
funds to support child care quality 
improvement initiatives and expanded 
access, and  

While these developments have demonstrated a 

commitment to improving quality, affordability and 

accessibility to child care, there is still considerable 

work ahead for ensuring that we provide families 

with child care settings that works for their needs.   

 

To read Child Care Aware® of America’s comprehensive Public Policy Agenda, visit www.usa.childcareaware.org. 
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