
 
 

Each week, nearly 11 million children under age 5 are 
in some type of child care setting for an average of 35 
hours. 
 
Child care is an essential part of today’s economy. 
Parents cannot work without child care. While 
parents work, children need to be in a safe setting 
that promotes their healthy development. 
 
We Can Do Better: 2013 Update  is the fourth in a 
series of reports first issued in 2007 that scores and 
ranks the states and the Department of Defense 
(DoD) on their child care center program 
requirements and oversight. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
State child care licensing requirements govern health, 
safety and learning opportunities for children.  State 
oversight requirements monitor compliance with 
state policies. 
 
For this update of its 2011 report, Child Care Aware® of 
America used 15 benchmarks that represent the most 
primary research-based criteria. Eleven program 
requirements were scored, as were four oversight 
benchmarks. Standards include required initial and 
annual training of child care center staff, types of staff 
background checks required, minimum health and safety 
protections for children, required staff:child ratios, 
frequency of center inspections by the state and more.  
 
Program Requirements Weak, Oversight Weaker 
 
State licensing varies greatly, in large part because 
Congress has not set accountable parameters for 

states as they spend federal and state funds on child 
care.   
 
The Child Care and Development Block Grant 
(CCDBG), the federal law that allocates funds to 
states for child care and sets the framework for state 
child care laws: 
 

 Does not require a background check for child 
care providers to screen out those who 
should not be in the business of caring for 
children. 

 Does not contain a minimum training 
requirement for child care directors or staff. 

 Does not require regular inspections to 
ensure that child care programs are in 
compliance with state licensing requirements. 

 Does not require minimum protections for 
children (like basic health and safety policies) 
so that children are safe and in quality child 
care settings. 

Whether a state ranks low in program requirements 
or low in monitoring of those requirements, the 
responsibility for state licensing rests with state 
legislatures. State agencies set policies based on 
authority granted to them in state statutes. 
 
Key Findings 
 

 
 Scores for the top 10 states ranged from 106 to 

130 (out of 150 possible points).  Of these states, 
no state earned an “A” and only the Department 
of Defense earned a “B.”  The remaining top 10 
states (New York, Washington, North Dakota, 
Oklahoma, Texas, Wisconsin, Delaware, Illinois, 
Minnesota and Tennessee) earned a “C.”  Twenty-
one states earned a “D” and the remaining 20 
states earned a score of 60 or less, a failing grade. 
 

 Background checks: Only 13 states conduct a 
comprehensive background check, which includes 
a check of federal and state criminal records using 
fingerprints, a check of the child abuse registry 
and the sex offender registry. Only 23 states 
check the sex offender registry. 
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Child Care Aware® of America’s update found 
that states have made progress but more 
progress is needed.  
 

 On average, states scored 61 percent, 
which equates to a D.  

 

 20 states earned a score of 60 or less, a 
failing grade. 
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 Training: State initial and annual training 
requirements vary greatly by the number of hours 
and specific topics required.  Minimum training is 
critical for quality care given low educational 
requirements for center staff (i.e., 17 states do 
not require a high school degree to be a lead 
teacher in a center classroom).  
 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 Health and Safety:  Only 16 states address each 
of 10 basic health requirements and 10 basic 
safety requirements recommended by pediatric 
experts. 

 Inspections: Even the strongest program 
requirements are undercut by ineffective 
monitoring.  Nine states (Alabama, Alaska, 
California, Colorado, Connecticut, Idaho, 
Massachusetts, Minnesota and Vermont) do not 
require inspections at least once per year.  

 
No Cost or Low Cost Ways to Promote Child Care 
Safety 
 
There are several no-cost or low-cost areas that 
states could improve to protect the safety of children: 
 
Child Abuse Registry Cross-check:  Each state defines 
child abuse and what is required for a child abuse 
case to be substantiated. States should check the 
child abuse registry before granting a license to child 
care providers or allowing individuals to work in a 
child care center.  
 
Posting Inspection Reports on the Internet: 
Although the frequency may vary, states conduct 
routine inspections and inspections based on 
complaints. States should post this information on 
state web sites for parents to have the information 
they need to select safe child care for their children. 

 
Safe Sleeping Practices for Infants: All states should 
require safe sleeping practices for infants. This 
requirement could be built into a state’s orientation 
training or initial training at little cost. 
 
Child Care Aware® of America Recommendations:1 
 

 Require accountability for the expenditure of 
federal funds. 

 Require background checks, based on 
fingerprints, for all child care center staff. 

 Require states to establish minimum health and 
safety requirements and enforce them through 
regular unannounced inspections. 

 Require all child care staff to have at least 40 
hours of initial training (including CPR, first aid 
and other basic safety and health training in 
addition to child development) and 24 hours of 
annual training. 

 Authorize the U.S. Department of Health and 
Human Services to withhold funding from states 
that do not require minimum protections for 
children and that do not conduct regular 
unannounced inspections of child care 
programs. 

 Increase the quality set-aside to 12 percent, 
gradually increasing to 25 percent on par with 
Head Start. 

Federal funds should be spent in an accountable 
manner. States should take responsibility for ensuring 
that children are protected and in a setting promoting 
healthy development when they are not in the care of 
their parents. 
 
Unlike CCDBG where funding flows through HHS to 
states to assist children with any type of child care 
(licensed or not, poor quality or not, where providers 
are not screened or trained and inspections are 
infrequent), the Military Child Care Act (MCCA) 
requires provider background checks, minimum 
training, quarterly inspections and children to be in 
quality settings. 
 
In this year’s report, DoD child care centers ranked 
first. It is time for Congress to set parameters for the 
states through CCDBG that meet or exceed the 
MCCA.  All children should be safe in child care and in 
settings to promote their healthy development. We 
can do better. 

 34 states plus DoD require 

training in safe sleep positions for 

infants. 

 21 states require training in child 

development. 

 9 states plus DoD require initial 

training in CPR for all staff. 
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We Can Do Better: 2013 Update 
Child Care Center Total Scores and Ranking 

 
The following table shows states that scored in the top 10 and the bottom 10 for total scores (combined 
program requirement and oversight) and ranking. 
 

Total Scores and Rankings for Child Care Centers 
Program Requirements and Oversight 
Top 10 States and Bottom 10 States 

Top 10 States Bottom 10 States 

State 
Final 
Score 

Percent 
of Total 

Rank State 
Final 
Score 

Percent 
of Total 

Rank 

Department of Defense 130 87% 1 Arkansas 82 55% 41 

New York 116 77% 2 Connecticut 82 55% 41 

Washington 114 76% 3 Mississippi 82 55% 41 

North Dakota 112 75% 4 Iowa 81 54% 44 

Oklahoma 112 75% 4 South Carolina 80 53% 45 

Texas 112 75% 4 Wyoming 79 53% 46 

Wisconsin 110 73% 7 Maine 76 51% 47 

Delaware 108 72% 8 Alabama 67 45% 48 

Illinois 108 72% 8 Louisiana 57 38% 49 

Minnesota 106 71% 10 California 51 34% 50 

Tennessee 106 71% 10 Nebraska 47 31% 51 

 
 

  
Idaho 23 15% 52 
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