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ncreasingly, there is recognition that 

Douglas County families struggle to 

secure child care and early childhood 

education opportunities when they have 

infants, toddlers, and small children. 

To begin understanding the challenges 

families encounter, it is important to distinguish 

the kinds of businesses that can be licensed 

as childcare providers or education centers. 

According to state statute, licensing is required 

when an individual provides care to more than 

two children who are not relatives for more 

than 20 hours per week.1 State regulations 

allow for providers to be licensed as Licensed 

Day Care Home, Group Day Care Home, a Child 

Care Center or Preschool. Each level of license 

requires specific training elements for the staff 

of the facility, and qualifications vary by licensing 

level. In addition, licensing provides guidance 

and limitations regarding the age and number of 

children that can be served by facility. Provision 

of infant care requires more staff, and, for 

Licensed Day Care Homes and Group Day Care 

Homes this results in fewer children who can be 

served. Licensure is administered by the Kansas 

Department of Health and Environment, who 

sub-contracts with local health departments to 

conduct licensing inspections. 

“It is vitally important that we all raise our 
voices on the importance of quality, affordable 

and accessible childcare for all families.” 
— Every Child Matters

1 Kansas Department of Health and Environment (2020).  
Licensing and Regulation for Child Care Facilities.  
Available at: https://www.kdheks.gov/bcclr/lic_and_req.html

Home-based centers can  
be licensed in two ways 
• A Licensed Day Care Home allows a 

single person to provide care for up  
to 8 to 10 youth under age 16. 

• A Group Day Care Home allows for  
more than one person to care for  
10 to 12 youth under age 16.

Non-home-based care can  
be provided in two ways 
• A Child Care Center is a facility in which 

multiple staff provide care and educational 
opportunities to children based on a ratio 
of staff to children. For example, regulations 
require 1 staff for every 3 infants and 1 staff 
for every 12 three-year-olds. 

• A Preschool is a facility that explicitly 
includes learning as part of the care 
provided by multiple staff. Care is also  
based on a ratio of staff to children,  
like that of childcare centers.

Requirements for staff training and 
qualifications vary by category.
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Why do child care and  
early childhood education 
opportunities matter? 
Quality child care and, more specifically, early 

childhood education has been shown to have 

a profound impact on the lifelong well-being, 

education, and income of children. In the nearer-term, 

children benefit from preschool by having greater 

readiness for kindergarten and elementary school, 

particularly in the areas of ability to read, ability to 

work with numbers (e.g., numeracy), and social/

emotional development.2 Several studies suggest 

the long-term benefits for children and communities 

are higher percentages of students graduating from 

high school, lower rates of teen pregnancy, and 

higher income. Additionally, research on evidence-

based programs have found that the cost-benefit 

to investment in early child care and education is 

substantial. Studies estimated that for every dollar 

invested in these programs, 3 to 7 dollars of public 

funds supporting other education (e.g. special 

education, grade retention) and social services (e.g. 

child welfare, criminal justice system) could be saved.3 

Evidence also suggests that changing the 

landscape regarding preschool and child care to 

enhance access, quality, and affordability may have 

a significant impact on the social determinants 

of health. Research indicates access to forms 

of preschool that include pre-kindergarten may 

particularly benefit children who are economically 

disadvantage suggesting “children who have 

had early experiences of economic scarcity and 

insecurity gain more from these programs than 

their more advantaged peers.”4 In Douglas County 

approximately 26% of the Black community lives 

in poverty compared to 16% of White residents . 

In national studies, the achievement gap between 

different income levels and race can be seen prior to 

kindergarten indicating that quality child care and 

early education may go a long way in reducing this 

disparity. Addressing child care and early education 

needs of families with young children can contribute 

to reducing this disparity over the long-term and 

have permanent effects on future economic stability 

for families and the local economy.5

What is the state of child care 
and early childhood education in 
Douglas County? 
Increasingly, public health practitioners, researchers, 

and advocates recognize that availability of  

quality, affordable early childhood education is a 

critical factor in the long-term health of children, 

families, and communities. However, each of those 

dimensions – availability, quality, and affordability – 

offer challenges to Douglas County residents.  

The following describes how these dimensions  

play out in Douglas County.

2 Philips, DA, Lipsey MW, Dodge, KA, Haskins, R., et al. (2017). Puzzling it out: The current state of scientific knowledge on pre-kindergarten 
effects: A consensus statement. The Brookings Institute. Available at: https://www.brookings.edu/wp-content/uploads/2017/04/consen-
sus-statement_final.pdf

3 Yoshikawa, H., Weiland, C., Brooks-Gunn, J., Burchinal, M., Espinosa, L., Gormley, W., Ludwig, J., Magnusen, K., Phillips, D., Zaslow, M. (2013). 
Investing in our Future: The Evidence-base on Preschool Education. Society for Research in Child Development. Available at: https://www.
srcd.org/search?keyword=Investing+in+Our+Future%3A+The+Evidence+Base+on+Preschool+Education

4 US Census Bureau (2017). American Community Survey- 5 Year Estimate: Poverty Status in the Past 12 Months. Retrieved from: https://
data.census.gov/cedsci/table?g=0500000US20045&tid=ACSST5Y2017.S1701&q=S1701

5 Bivens, J, Garcia, E, Gould, E, Weiss, E, Wilson, V. (2016). It’s time for an ambitious national investment in America’s children. Economic 
Policy Institute. Available at: https://www.epi.org/publication/
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Availability. 
Overall, families in Douglas County struggle  

with access to child care. According to ChildCare 

Aware’s 2019 annual report6 regarding child care 

capacity, there is only child care capacity for 70% 

of children in infancy through the age of five. In 

Douglas County, there are up to 10 children (ages 

birth to three) for each one opening at a licensed 

facility. Contributing to this problem is that some 

kinds of licensed facilities have been decreasing 

over the last few years. In Kansas, the number of 

preschools decreased from 214 in 2017 to 175 in 2019. 

The number of Head Start locations also decreased 

slightly between 2017 to 2019 (65 to 63). In Douglas 

County, there has been a significant decrease in 

the numbers of facilities and available slots for 

some types of child care providers. Figures 1 and 2 

display the number of licensed facilities by type and 

the number of licensed slots in December of each 

calendar year. The number of Licensed Day Care 

Homes has dropped precipitously from 82 in 2015  

to 56 in 2019.

In addition to these data, local advocates note that 

the problem of availability is particularly acute for 

infant care. As noted earlier, provision of infant care 

can decrease the total number of children served 

by Licensed Day Care Homes and Group Day Care 

Homes. As these providers increase the number of 

infants served, they must decrease the total number 

of children served. Although centers typically require 

A local Douglas County advocate described the challenges facing the child 
care system in Douglas County for children younger than 18 months as

“The most dysfunctional part of the market 
from a revenue standpoint, which reduces the 
supply of care. It is also the most important 
opportunity for intervention because from 

a demand side, parents face a severe lack of 
availability of care for infants and toddlers.”

6 Child Care Aware (2019). 2019 Child Care Supply and Demand Report.  
Available at: https://ks.childcareaware.org/wp-content/uploads/Supply-Demand-2019-FINAL.pdf

Licensed Day Care Home

Group Day Care Home

Child Care Center or Preschool

2015 2016 2017 2018 2019

N
u

m
b

e
r 

o
f 

F
a
c
ili

ti
e
s

Figure 1. Number of licensed facilities  
by type, annually

Licensed Day Care Home

Group Day Care Home

Child Care Center or Preschool

Figure 2. Number of licensed slots  
by facility type, annually

2015 2016 2017 2018 2019



Understanding the State of Childcare and Early Childhood Education in Douglas County  |  5

a fee schedule that decreases as children mature, 

many Licensed Day Care Homes and Day Care Homes 

charge the same fee regardless of age. Consequently, 

providing the much-needed care to infants is not 

ideal for the economic benefits of in-home providers. 

For example, if a provider provides care to three 

infants, they may also provide care to only three 

children between 18 months and four years (for a 

total of six children). If they charge $150 a week, they 

would make an annual gross income of $46,800. 

Conversely, another provider may not accept any 

infants and can take on seven children ages 18 

months to four years old. Their annual gross income 

would be expected to be $54,600. This is a significant 

difference that has an impact on the willingness of 

providers to accept infants.

Quality. 
Quality is another dimension of provision of care. 

Several states and communities participate in quality 

assessments initiatives in which provision of care 

is assessed against specific standards reflecting 

quality. The Administration for Children and Families 

sponsors the use of Quality Rating and Improvement 

System (QRIS) which is “a systemic approach to 

assess, improve, and communicate the level of 

quality in early and school-age care and education 

programs.”7 Although QRIS can vary by state, they 

typically include common elements including: a set of 

specific standards, training and technical assistance 

for providers, financial incentives for adoption, and 

communication to parents and families. Kansas 

licenses family child care homes, group child care 

homes, child care centers, preschools, and Head 

Start centers. The licensing procedures include 

regulations primarily aimed at assuring safe facilities. 

However, Kansas does not currently participate in a 

comprehensive, statewide quality effort. Facilities 

across 17 counties in Kansas are participating in the 

“I would like to see some more effort into promoting 
quality. I think people talk about quality. But 
we end up losing sight of that when we talk 

about costs. Douglas County is missing a push 
for quality and a system for quality. It is a lot 

of opinions and silos. I would like to see a more 
concentrated effort regarding quality and training. 

It’s not about money, it’s about mission.”
— Local early childhood education center director

7 Administration of Children and Families, Department of Health and Human Services. (n.d.). QRIS Resource Guide. 
Available at: https://ecquality.acf.hhs.gov/about-qris
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Links to Quality pilot project aimed at introducing 

quality standards at child care facilities, including 

preschool providers. Douglas County is not one of the 

participating counties. The Links to Quality initiative 

may be seeking broader participation of additional 

counties in 2021. Providers and advocates report 

quality is a consistent topic among interested parties 

in Douglas County. However, some perceive that 

issues regarding quality are at odds with maintaining 

affordable child care or early childhood education 

opportunities.

Affordable. 
The Department of Health and Human Services 

defines child care as affordable if costs no more than 

7% of the household income. In Douglas County, the 

mean annual cost of preschool for a four-year old 

is $7,654.92 (with a range of $4,940 to $10,883). 

The median household income in Douglas County 

is $54,370, and a year of preschool would require 

14% of the household income. For a single-parent 

household in which the parent makes only minimum 

wage resulting in annual income of $15,080, a year 

of preschool may require 50.8% of the household 

income. The problem of affordability can be 

exacerbated for families with younger children (for 

whom the mean annual costs are more expensive) 

or more than one child. Affordability of licensed 

childcare or early child care options can lead families 

to choose unlicensed and/ or less reliable options 

for care which can have an impact on their ability 

to work.8 To address challenges with affordability, 

the Kansas Department of Children and Families 

offers childcare subsidies to low-income families. In 

2019, families for 8,823 children received child care 

subsidies in Kansas which was a -4.2% decrease in 

enrollment from the prior year when 9,263 children 

received subsidies.9 Enrollment in subsidies has 

Mean annual costs of preschool requires  
14% of households income when parents 

make the median household income 
($54,370) ; Mean annual costs for a single-
parent household making minimum wage 

may require 50.8% of the household income.

8 Rice, D, Schmit, S, Matthews, H. (2019). Child care and housing: Big expenses with too little resources available. Center for Budget and 
Policy Priorities. Available at: https://www.cbpp.org/research/housing/child-care-and-housing-big-expenses-with-too-little-help-available

9 Kansas Department of Children and Families, Division of Family Services (2019). Public assistance report: State Fiscal Year 2019. Available 
at: http://www.dcf.ks.gov/services/ees/Documents/CURRENT_PAR_SFY2019_Access.pdf

10 ChildCare Aware of Kansas. (2018). Who cares for Kansas children? 2018 Kansas childcare workforce study and state child care profile. 
Available at: https://www.ks.childcareaware.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/09/2018-WKFC-Study-and-State-Profile-091418-PRESS.pdf

14% 50.8%
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decreased consistently since 2009. Across the state 

of Kansas, only 37% of in-home child care facilities 

accept these subsidies, and 46% of childcare centers 

accept them.10

What can our community do to 
address the availability, quality, 
and affordability of child care?
These data suggest there are many significant 

challenges facing families in Douglas County.  

If not addressed, this could affect the available  

work force in our county, and, ultimately, the healthy 

development of our children. Increasingly, there are 

calls to invest aggressively in strengthening child 

care and opportunities for early childhood education 

at the federal and state levels.11 In addition, it is 

possible to find recommendations of evidence-based, 

emerging, or expert-recommended practices at the 

local level which may improve the status of child care 

and early childhood education in Douglas County.

Explore and adopt recommendations for 
increasing availability of child care slots
Child Care Aware of Kansas, which serves as the 

Childcare Resource and Referral Agency for Douglas 

County identified several expert-informed strategies, 

adoption of which would yield progress in 

increasing the availability of child care opportunities 

for Douglas County families.3 One recommended 

strategy focuses on incentivizing the development 

and retention of child care providers. Examples 

of this include “new provider grants, recruitment 

stipends, and longevity bonuses.” Another 

recommendation targets the lack of availability 

for infants and toddlers by minimizing the fiscal 

consequences of serving infants and toddlers.  

In order to do this, Douglas County might consider 

how to provide compensation or incentives to  

offset the loss of revenue experienced when 

providers take infants and toddlers. Lastly, an 

additional strategy seeks to support new providers 

by providing resources, supplies, and equipment 

needed to establish safe, quality child care 

facilities, specifically those serving infants and 

toddlers. The up-front purchase of items, such as 

cribs, high-chairs, or play equipment, may serve as 

a barrier preventing people from entering into the 

business of providing child care. Eliminating this 

barrier may incentivize new providers to join the 

field of existing providers. 

“These investments are worth undertaking even 
if all new financing had to come from scratch. 

They are worth it in the aggregate benefits they 
would provide the economy (and even government 
budgets), they are worth it in terms of the greater 
economic mobility they would allow, and they are 
worth it for the help they would provide working 

families in balancing work and family.” 
— Economic Policy Institute, 2016

11 Bivens, J, Garcia, E, Gould, E, Weiss, E, Wilson, V. (2016). It’s time for an ambitious national investment in America’s children. Economic Policy 
Institute. Available at: https://www.epi.org/publication/its-time-for-an-ambitious-national-investment-in-americas-children/#epi-toc-20
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Consider multi-sector or  
public-private partnerships
The issues of child care and early childhood 

education are often thought to be family issues, or 

maybe issues confronting schools when children 

reach kindergarten age. However, experts note that 

the issue of child care and early childhood education 

has an impact on sectors beyond family and schools. 

For example, businesses and employers have an 

interest in assuring a strong, available workforce, 

which can be adversely affected when child care 

is unavailable, rapidly changing, or unstable. 

Establishing (or leveraging existing) multi-sector 

collaborations or public-private partnerships to 

explore how to address child care and early childhood 

education in Douglas County may widen the available 

stakeholders working to explore this issue. It should 

also be noted that many partners, including Success 

by Six and Child Care Aware of Kansas, have been 

actively educating and encouraging community 

stakeholders to more deeply examine and act on 

these issues, and would serve as important assets to 

collaborative work. 

Strengthen and support the  
child care and early childhood  
education workforce
The issue of supporting the child care and early 

childhood education workforce reflects the 

confluence of all three dimensions – availability, 

quality, and affordability - of the child care challenge. 

A study by Child Care Aware of Kansas found that 

they average earnings of childcare workers is quite 

low (e.g., the average earnings for an assistant 

teacher was $18,72310). Of people who operate in-

home businesses, 47% indicated they do not have 

health care coverage through their business, and 

only 49% of full-time center-based staff indicated 

they have health insurance. In addition, about 46% 

of teachers at centers and 71% of assistant teachers 

at centers have been a part of the workforce for two 

years or less, suggesting significant turnover occurs in 

the field. Income, available benefits, and other factors 

have an impact on the affordability, availability, and 

quality of child care and early childhood education. 

To address this, several strategies may be considered. 

The Economic Policy Institute suggests that working 

with centers to adopt a wage floor to being closer 

to a living wage would strengthen recruitment and 

retention and may improve quality of care provided. 

Another potential strategy is encouraging and 

incentivizing centers to invest in the professional 

development of staff beyond the minimum criteria. 

Publicly fund pre-kindergarten  
and other early childhood  
education opportunities
A strategy recommended as evidence-based12  

is to publicly fund pre-kindergarten and other  

preschool opportunities. These strategies  

assure that a greater proportion of three -  

and four- year old students have an opportunity to 

experience early childhood learning and socialization 

opportunities. The data suggest  

that such opportunities better prepare children  

for elementary education and are associated  

with beneficial long-term educational and economic 

outcomes. 

Call to Action
This paper describes the critical needs facing 

communities in Douglas County.  It is clear that 

addressing the availability, affordability, and quality 

of child care opportunities can have significant and 

positive short- and long-term implications. Despite 

the challenges identified here, the ground seems 

fertile to make meaningful progress on this issue, 

particularly in seeking to address drivers of health 

inequities. Increasingly, members of the business 

community, non-profits, and public health are 

identifying strategies to implement locally as they 

recognize this is an investment with potential for 

valuable returns on several fronts.  This work holds 

the promise of building momentum for establishing 

long-term change that aids Douglas County families 

in securing affordable, quality care for Douglas 

County children that supports healthy and thriving 

development.

12 County Health Rankings & Roadmaps. (n.d.) What works for health: Strategies addressing education.  
Available at: https://www.countyhealthrankings.org/take-action-to-improve-health/what-works-for-health/


