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April 7, 2016 
 
Ms. Linda K. Smith 
Deputy Assistant Secretary for Early Childhood Development 
Administration for Children and Families 
U.S. Department of Health and Human Services 
Washington, DC 20011 

Dear Ms. Smith, 

Child Care Aware® of America appreciates the opportunity to respond to the request for comments on 

the National Child Care Hotline and Website. These comments are provided on behalf of Child Care 

Aware® of America, a membership organization of 450 Child Care Resource and Referral (CCR&R) 

agencies who serve nearly 100% of all U.S. zip codes. 

The Child Care Aware® hotline and website, funded by the Office of Child Care, connects parents to their 

local CCR&R for help finding child care and other supports.  With close to 1.6 million visitors on the 

website alone, these services have been especially important for vulnerable and special populations, 

including refugees, military, low-income and homeless families.  

The national Child Care Aware® toll-free referral line and website also provide an invaluable “live” link 

between parents, child care providers and their community-based CCR&R.  Because of this work we are 

uniquely positioned to offer comments that represent views from a broad range of stakeholders.   

 

National Consumer Education and Referral Website: 

Consumer education is an essential child care resource and has been recognized as such since the initial 

passing of the Child Care and Development Block Grant in 1990.  CCR&Rs serve as the primary means to 

help families make informed child care choices.  Families can access their local CCR&R services by 

phone, online, or in person.  Once connected, CCR&Rs look to national best practice standards to guide 

their activities, which all aim to achieve the following outcomes:  

 Increased access to child care programs that meet family needs, including programs with 

vacancies or programs close to a family’s home or workplace 

 Increased family knowledge of the characteristics of high quality child care 

 Increased family’s knowledge of the different types of child care and corresponding regulations 

 Increased family access to financial assistance options, which includes but is not limited to CCDF 

vouchers, free or low cost pre-k programs, sibling discounts, sliding fee scales, etc.  

 Increased family access to other community resources, such as WIC, TANF, or developmental 

screenings 
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 Increased family access to licensing and inspection information, such as information about what 

to do with a concern about the health and safety of their child (ren) in child care.  

 

When considering the design of www.childcare.gov and the national child abuse and neglect hotline, as 

required by the CCDBG Act of 2014, it is critical to ensure families continue to have a clear path to local 

community-based resources. The processes established as a result of the law will impact not only how 

families find information, but will subsequently be influential in ensuring millions of American children 

are healthy, safe, and learning in child care for many years to come. 

Before commenting on the specific items requested, we outline below a few general observations and 

suggestions about the process and elements that must be considered in its plan, design, and 

implementation.  

The development of the website needs to be a transparent and collaborative process. It is important 

that each State Lead Agency, federal partners, local entities (such as Child Care Resource and Referral 

Agencies) and other agencies interfacing with this website are involved in all aspects of its development.  

Merely linking to outside information will be a missed opportunity to ensure consumers access the 

important information and systems they desire with appropriate context and understanding.  

States are at various stages in developing consumer education websites to help families navigate the 

child care system. For states with systems in place that meet or exceed the requirements of CCDBG, we 

urge you to select a childcare.gov design that respects, leverages, and connects directly to these 

systems. In instances where enhancements and/or developments are needed at the state level, we urge 

you to provide support to ensure these systems evolve to meet the new requirements. 

Families need access to comprehensive provider information, including information about price, 

location, ages served, hours of operation, license type, and financial assistance options. Further, families 

need access to family-friendly, transparent information about providers’ inspection, complaint, and 

regulatory histories. We urge you to consider a design for www.childcare.gov that looks to states who 

have established effective means to capture and integrate data in ways that are most accurate, user-

friendly and seamless to families. 

The most effective way toward this end is to integrate multiple independent data systems that are 

currently in place, rather than creating all new data systems.  For example, many states use a variety of 

data systems to capture CCDF participation, licensing, inspection, and complaint history. These systems 

sometimes do not hold other important child care search data, such as provider schedules, ages served, 

desired capacity, other financial assistance options, environmental features, total enrollment, or 

vacancies. These data are often maintained and updated by CCR&Rs in separate data systems.  

There are robust CCR&R data systems already in place that have the capability of seamlessly sharing 

data between CCR&Rs and government. For example, Child Care Aware® of America’s NDS data system 

captures national standardized family and provider fields, is used in 39 states, is cost-effective, and 

includes availability of an Application Programming Interface (API). Some states, including Indiana and 

Minnesota, are using the NDS API to integrate with state government data systems. Processes are in 

place to sync data between independent databases, to correct data omissions or errors, to reduce 

manual data entry time, and to populate child care searches with transparent and comprehensive 

http://www.childcare.gov/
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provider profiles. These states can be viewed as proof of concepts and serve as models for 

consideration.  

In states where NDS is not used, CCR&Rs use a variety of out of the box or custom data solutions – these 

systems are updated by CCR&R staff and collect very similar data sets to help families find care that 

meets their needs.  We urge you to recognize these additional CCR&R data systems as valuable sources 

of data to populate the new childcare.gov website and to investigate other possible data integration 

models.  

The new design must be nimble enough to be responsive to the large variations across states and local 

communities.  States and local CCR&Rs should be asked to identify which state and local sites are 

necessary for inclusion in the portal.  Adequate resources and technical assistance will be essential to 

enable states to enhance their system infrastructure.   

The new website should not create a new database but rather utilize data systems currently in place at 

the state and local level and within territories.   In order to ensure data accuracy we recommend 

leveraging established integrated data collection and monitoring processes already in use by States, 

Tribes, Territories, and state and local Child Care Resource and Referral agencies.  Technical assistance 

should be made available to states and local communities to ensure that linked sites are user-friendly, 

easy to navigate, and contain critical agreed upon data fields. Additionally, it would be preferable if each 

site connecting through the portal contained basic, agreed upon data fields that are organized in a user-

friendly format.  States and local entities must be able to provide and update these key, agreed upon 

data fields.  

 
What will parents and providers need to make this information useful when searching for high-quality 

early childhood services?   

The success of the new website and hotline is dependent on its level of effectiveness, accuracy, 

responsiveness and ease of use for parents, families and providers.   Our experience in operating the 

website for a number of years leads us to make the following recommendations for essential 

components:  

 All content must be developed with an eye towards parents, families and providers as the 

primary users with special attention paid to cultural and language diversity.   For example, the 

website and hotline must be accessible by those who speak and read languages other than 

English.  Additionally, the website must accessible to those who have print disabilities.   

 Information must be presented in an easily accessible, intuitive web-based format.   

 Both the website and hotline should be well-publicized as a reliable entry point into the 

complex child care landscape regardless of the user’s geographical location.   

 The website should have robust search capabilities, including an ability to search for a provider 

on a parent’s route to and from work regardless of zip code or county.   

 Consumer reviews, if included, should be monitored for appropriateness and personally 

identifiable information. 

 The website must include the ability of parents to access this information, searchable by center 

or provider name and type of violation, to ensure that the public can access the information of 

interest quickly and easily. Parents have expressed a significant desire to have access to 
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information about providers who have had health and safety violations and other validated 

complaints filed against them.  Furthermore, information on parent and provider rights during 

investigations should be prominent and clear.   

 Also of primary interest to parents is that the data they access be reliable and relevant.  Current 

and potential users surveyed by CCAoA felt strongly that updates must be made on at least a 

monthly basis but preferably daily or weekly.  Local control and the ability to input data into the 

databases in real time will be essential to making this happen.  Many CCR&Rs offer avenues for 

child care providers to update information online, and for that information to be either 

automatically populated in the child care database or reviewed for accuracy by a CCR&R staff 

member.  

 

What kinds of information should providers be able to include that would help both themselves 

increase visibility of their programs and services and parents? 

There is some disagreement over what self-promoting information providers should be able to input 

into the website.  If included, our members feel strongly that there should be a field to indicate when 

the information was last updated and a disclaimer as to the accuracy of the information included.  There 

is a concern in the field about the need to ensure the accuracy of provider information that parents rely 

upon in making their child care decisions.  Provider information should be verifiable before posting, and 

should include at a minimum:  

 Business or individual name, complete street address and phone number 

 Provider and staff educational background, certifications, years of experience, ratings and 

accreditations and any state-specific recognition program information (e.g. Healthy Child Care or 

Breastfeeding Friendly designations) 

 QRIS rating if available  

 Capacity, licensing compliance 

 Ages served, capacity, hours of operation, sick child policy 

 Sample schedule, type of curriculum offered, menu or on food program 

 On-site pet status  

 Rates 

 Links to parent reviews and references (if available) 

 Fee assistance accepted such as the federal CCDF program 

 Most consumer search websites, such as for hotels or automobiles, include pictures. CCR&Rs 

may provide the best opportunity to support child care providers in submitting professional 

looking pictures to add to their profiles.  

 CACFP participation 

 

What technologies and strategies can be used to overcome barriers, challenges, and concerns 

regarding potential design models of a national Web site? 

Training and technical assistance regarding the use of effective technology solutions will be necessary to 
help states accomplish these objectives. States should be encouraged to build on and utilize existing 
systems.  For example, if state, local or territory websites already include the information and 



5 
 

functionality required in the 2014 law, families and providers should be able to immediately access 
those systems and the national website should seamlessly link to local sites for the completion of a 
search.   
 
State governments should be encouraged to collaborate with CCR&Rs to create efficiencies in data 
sharing. If APIs are used to populate data fields in the childcare.gov system, CCR&Rs should be provided 
with financial and other support that may be necessary to best leverage the API functionality in referral 
databases, such as NDS. While ongoing costs are limited once data integration processes are 
implemented, setting up APIs requires some technical effort.   
 
Reasonable implementation strategies and timelines must take into account where states are in regards 
to technological capabilities, resources and state systems including how they currently interface, within 
and across parent and provider focused systems as well as child abuse and justice systems. With deep 
appreciation for the urgency of meeting the needs of families, there exists concern about the ability for 
state systems to reach requirements by 2017.  
 
Another key design and access consideration will be recognizing and responding to the challenges 

created because of the “digital divide.”  According to a 2012 Pew Report “Digital Differences”, only 62 

percent of people in households making less than $30,000 a year used the internet, while close to two-

thirds of Americans have a smartphone.   Smartphones are helping to bridge this divide and are 

becoming the predominant way for Americans to communicate, go online, and access and share 

information.  This is especially true in lower income communities.  Any new website must therefore be 

designed with this in mind and be mobile friendly.  

Of significant importance, the new website needs to be resourced and implemented in a way that allows 

for continual maintenance and enhancement. This will allow the site to remain responsive to state and 

local innovation; while also providing a best practice model for communities that are in earlier stages of 

development and advancement.  

 

National Consumer Complaint Hotline 

Plans to create a new national hotline that will link to new and existing CCDF Lead Agency hotlines will 

be important to enable users to easily report possible health and safety violations or instances of child 

abuse and neglect in both CCDF and non-CCDF eligible provider settings. 

 

What protocols should be included for use with a national hotline to make sure that local, state, or 

territory authorities follow up on complaints reported to the national parent complaint hotline? 

Of particular interest to the field is how users are connected with appropriate investigators in the State.  
Multiple steps will unnecessarily complicate the process and frustrate users.  It is therefore critical that 
callers be told, if they are reporting an incident they deem to be emergency or imminent threat, to call 
9-1-1 immediately.  If not an emergency, they should be directly connected or transferred to the 
appropriate State child abuse hotline to make this report, without call center representatives 
attempting to filter or determine the validity of the complaint.  Complaints must be transferred without 
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delay to the appropriate investigative body for their determination of how to proceed.  Safety must be 
the priority in hotline protocols. 
 
The hotline, like any emergency response hotline, should be monitored 24 hours a day, 7 days a week if 
possible.  Lead Agencies should be strongly encouraged, if not required, to report on the resolution of 
complaints received from the national hotline.  However, it should be made clear that the resolution of 
a complaint should be viewed as the responsibility of the state or local entity to whom legal authority 
has been given.  It is not the responsibility of the agency operating the hotline to determine the 
appropriateness or adequacy of the local response.  
 

What will parents and providers need to make the hotline easy to find and use? 

Hotline information must be clearly communicated and shared with parents and providers in materials 

and included on the National Website and each State page with radio button access. Creation of 

additional promotional materials such as refrigerator magnets, displays in local post offices, placement 

of materials in other public facilities and utilization of social media should all be explored to provide 

parents ready access to hotline information.  If provided under State law, confidentiality and non-

retaliation policies must be included so parents and providers will be willing to report without fear of 

reprisal.  

 

What types of information will help states and territories increase their ability to receive and share 

data with a national hotline? 

In redesigning the national hotline, it will be important that the planners first do a scan of existing 
websites and databases and ensure that any system developed can handle the import of data from the 
most common frameworks.   The new system must be careful not to require overly complex data 
collection that will result in states requiring additional reporting from licensing/investigatory staff who 
may already be overburdened with state paperwork and documentation requirements, or providers 
themselves.  Clear expectations and delineation of the roles between federal, state and local 
stakeholders must be established early  in the design and implementation process as well as 
demonstrate a commitment to collaboratively achieve agreed upon objectives, including uniformity in 
data collection and sharing across the various state, local and federal programs and agencies 
participating.  
 
The development and implementation of the national website and hotline as required by CCDBG 

Reauthorization is an important undertaking for all families and parents, including those served by the 

CCDF program.  Increasing access to information that assists families in making informed child care 

choices and providing them with an effective way to report their health and safety concerns will help 

protect the health and safety of America’s children and are important priorities.  The website and 

hotline projects are both tools that if developed correctly and thoughtfully with significant input from 

the public and private sectors, can be achieved with success, and it is a considerable undertaking not to 

be underestimated.  Current state and local data and referral systems such as the state and local 

agencies providing CCR&R services must be leveraged; and, State and local communities must be 

acknowledged and adequately supported, to make the improvements needed to provide 

comprehensive, integrated data. It is critically important that adequate time, resources and expertise be 
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allocated. Child Care Aware® of America stands ready to provide assistance and we appreciate the 

opportunity to submit these comments. 

Thank you for considering our input.   

 

Respectfully, 

 

Lynette M. Fraga, PhD. 

Executive Director 


