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Parents should know whether the child 
care settings they choose will be safe for 
their children.   
 
Parents logically assume that licensed care 
has minimum protections for the safety of 
children. They also logically assume that 
oversight is provided at a level to ensure that 
having a license means compliance with 
licensing requirements. 
 
The reality is that inspection policies vary 
greatly by state -- with policies ranging from 
several unannounced inspections a year to 
some states where years go by before a 
program is inspected. 
 
 
Why are child care inspections important?  
 
Inspections promote child safety and 
accountability for public dollars. Inspections 
ensure that:  
 

 Programs comply with basic health 
and safety requirements so that 
children are safe and in a setting that 
promotes their healthy development.  

 

 There is accountability for the 
expenditure of taxpayer dollars – 
settings that are unsafe would not be 
eligible to care for children whose care 
is paid for through federal or state funds. 

 

 Programs providing a public good 
meet minimum health and safety 
protections for children. 

 
Without inspections, parents, as the primary 
consumers of child care, cannot know whether 
the service they are purchasing is really safe. 
(For example, parents choose meat and 
vegetables at the grocery store, but as 
consumers, they are not inspectors for 
those products for safety). 

Most major services today have regular 
inspections: 
 

 Dog groomers are inspected. 
 Beauty salons are inspected. 
 Restaurants are inspected. 
 Food purchased at the grocery store is 

inspected. 
 
Children deserve the same level of protection.  
Child Care Aware® of America believes that all 
child care providers paid to care for unrelated 
children on a regular basis (as a business) 
should be licensed and inspected. 
 
Regular inspections are a means of ensuring 
that children are cared for in settings that meet 
minimum health and safety requirements: 
 

 Programs that are inspected more 
frequently are more likely to adhere to 
health and safety requirements.1 
 

 Child care inspections are associated 
with lower rates of accidents requiring 
medical attention.2 
 

 Frequent, unannounced inspections 
prevent providers from covering up 
violations, especially when there is a 
history of violations and/or sanctions or 
complaints. 
 

 On-site guidance during inspections 
helps providers improve the level of 
care they offer. 
 

 There is increased accountability for 
how federal and state funds are spent. 
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State Requirements Vary Greatly 
 
The Child Care and Development Block Grant 
(CCDBG), the federal law that allocates funds 
to the states for child care and sets the 
framework for state child care laws, does not 
require any inspections.  As a result, state 
requirements related to the frequency of 
inspections vary greatly. Potentially, the safety 
of children in child care in many states is at-
risk.  
 
Child Care Aware® of America research about 
licensing requirements for child care centers 
and family child care homes found: 
 

 Only eight states conduct monitoring 
inspections at least quarterly for 
centers (Florida, New Mexico, North 
Carolina, Oklahoma, Oregon, 
Tennessee, Virginia and Wyoming). 
 

 Twenty states (including the District of 
Columbia) conduct inspections of 
centers once a year or less frequently. 

 

 California inspects child care centers 
once every five years. 

 

 Montana requires inspections of family 
child care homes once every five 
years. 

 

 Michigan requires inspections of family 
child care homes once every 10 years. 

 

 Eight states license or regulate 
family child care homes without 
inspecting the homes first (Iowa, 
Michigan, Montana, Nebraska, 
Pennsylvania, South Carolina, Texas 
and West Virginia). 

 

 Sixteen states either do not license 
small family child care homes 
(providers who care for six or fewer 
unrelated children) or do not conduct 
an inspection prior to licensing or 
regulating them. 

 

The Research Shows Inspections Matter 
 
Research shows that licensing agencies 
should regularly examine child care programs 
to reduce the likelihood of accidents or 
tragedy. 

 In a study that examined the rate of 
unintentional injuries in regulated child 
care, researchers found that requiring 
multiple inspections per year reduced 
the likelihood of fatalities.3 
 

 Washington State found that increasing 
the number of licensing inspection visits 
increased provider compliance with 
health and safety standards.4 
 

 A Pennsylvania study that compared 
unannounced inspections to 
announced inspections found many 
more violations, some of a more 
serious nature: caregiver-child ratios, 
access to hazardous substances, etc.5 
 

In a five-state audit, the U.S. Department of 
Health and Human Services (HHS), Office of 
Inspector General (OIG) found a significant 
number of health and safety violations in child 
care programs.6   
 
The OIG report found the reasons for violations 
to be multi-faceted:7 
 

 Weaknesses in state practices for 
administering the health and safety 
aspects of child care programs. 
 

 Failure by some providers to 
consistently comply with state and local 
health and safety standards. 
 

 An absence of any consistent 
application of fines and penalties; and, 
 

 Limited federal involvement (authority 
to oversee and penalize states for weak 
policies). 

 




