
 

INTRODUCTION 

Choosing child care is one of the most 
important decisions families make. Yet, 
quality affordable child care is difficult for 
parents to find in every community. 

This white paper provides an overview of 
how the nation’s Child Care Resource and 
Referral agencies (CCR&Rs) support 
parents in finding and selecting quality care 
for their families as well as other services 
offered to parents.  Results presented are 
from Child Care Aware® of America’s 2011 
nationwide survey of CCR&Rs.  

For parents with young children, finding a 
job is only the first step to employment.  
Each week, nearly 11 million children under 
age 5 are in child care while their parents 
are at work.1 Child care is critical to both: 

 Supporting parents in obtaining and 
retaining a job, and 

 Supporting children in a safe 
manner that promotes their healthy 
development. 

Need for Consumer Education 

Parents, as consumers of child care, have a 
tough job.  State child care laws, 
regulations, policies, terms (such as care 
that is licensed, regulated, registered, 
certified, or listed) are difficult for experts in 
the field to understand, let alone for parents 
to attempt to decipher.  

State child care policies vary greatly.  State 
oversight of those policies is weak in most 
states.  

Twenty-eight states have statewide quality 
rating systems designed to enable parents to 
have a clear understanding about the 
quality of various child care settings. 
However, most of those systems are 

voluntary, which means that the number of 
child care programs participating in quality 
rating systems is small compared to the 
number of providers in the state.  

Only four states (Michigan, North Carolina, 
Oklahoma and Tennessee) embed child care 
licensing in their quality rating system, 
which means that licensed programs in 
those states are required to participate in 
the state’s quality rating system.  As 
providers in these states exceed licensing 
requirements, they move up the levels of 
the state’s quality rating system. 

In a state where all licensed programs are 
required to participate in rating systems, it 
may not be easier for parents to find care, 
but while they are searching for child care, 
it is easier for them to understand a 
program’s quality. 

In states such as Wisconsin, providers that 
receive a subsidy to care for children must 
participate in the state’s quality rating 
system. In North Carolina, subsidy funds 
are restricted for use in 3, 4, or 5 star 
settings as gauged by the state’s quality 
rating system.  This means parents have a 
clearer understanding of the quality of 
settings in these states before selecting child 
care. 

There are many different types of child care 
settings (licensed, unlicensed, center-based, 
home-based, care sponsored by religious 
institutions, care based in non-profit 
community centers or for-profit chains, 
etc.).  

Unlike when parents go to the grocery store 
and select meat or vegetables, where they 
know some entity has screened the quality 
of the products that they choose to 
purchase, there is no similar quality control 
for child care.  
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Child Care Aware® of America’s licensing 
studies of state child care center and family 
child care home laws and oversight have 
repeatedly found that many state child care 
policies leave children to chance.  For 
example, only 33 states meet each of Child 
Care Aware® of America’s 
recommendations for basic health and 
safety protections for children in child care 
centers and only 15 states meet each of 
Child Care Aware® of America’s health and 
safety recommendations for home-based 
care. 

While inspection reports could offer parents 
information about child care settings that 
states review, only half the states post 
inspection reports on the Internet.2 

Child Care Aware® of America’s 
nationwide parent polling has repeatedly 
found that parents make logical 
assumptions about requirements for child 
care providers, but the reality is that parent 
expectations far exceed state child care 
policies.  Child Care Aware® of America’s 
2010 poll3 found:  

 85 percent of parents thought that all 
caregivers must have a background 
check. In reality, only 11 states require a 
comprehensive background check of staff 
working with children in child care centers4.  
Only nine states require a comprehensive 
check for family child care home providers5.  
 

 67 percent of parents thought that all 
child care programs are regularly 
inspected. In reality, 20 states inspect 
centers once a year or less often,6 and 29 
states inspect small family child care homes 
once a year or less often. In fact, in eight 
states, small family child care homes are 
licensed or regulated without even receiving 
an initial inspection, and in another eight 
states, small family child care homes may 
operate with no inspection at all7. 

 

 73 percent of parents thought that all 
caregivers are trained in child 
development and 74 percent of parents 
thought that all caregivers have on-
going training.  In reality, in 14 states, 
there are no specific hourly requirements for 
training of center staff before working with 
children.  In another 19 states, child care 
center staff may begin work with eight or 
fewer hours of training8. 

 

 88 percent of parents believe that child 
care programs provide early learning 
opportunities for children. The reality is 
that in Child Care Aware® of America’s 
licensing reports, most states do not earn a 
passing grade. 

Challenges for Parents 

Regardless of income, parents have 
difficulty finding child care. There are 
waiting lists for many of the best child care 
programs in every community. 

Many parents struggle to find a child care 
provider on short notice—a challenge that is 
especially problematic for parents receiving 
income-based subsidies. In order to 
maintain their eligibility, parents often must 
immediately accept a job when it is offered. 
This results in parents choosing child care 
quickly, often under stressful conditions in 
a chaotic environment.9  

When it comes to selecting child care 
providers, research has shown that parents 
consider a complex set of factors: 

 Hours of operation: parents’ work 
schedules may be unpredictable and 
during nonstandard hours, 
particularly for low-wage and 
service jobs. 

 Finances, including income, the 
price of child care and access to 
financial assistance. 

 Convenience of the location.  




