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Many Choices, Many Feelings

Many parents just like you face the challenge of finding child care. For most 
families, child care is a necessity. Finding child care that meets your needs is a 
big responsibility.
We hope this book will ease your worries by providing information and support to 
help you find child care that provides peace of mind for you and a nurturing and 
loving environment for your child. High quality child care is more than just safe; it 
has a positive effect on your child’s early development, setting the foundation for 
positive relationships and a lifetime of learning.
It is hard to think about separating from your child when you have to go to work or 
school. Worries might include your child not getting the best care or developing 
a stronger bond with the child care provider than with you. You might also be 
concerned that your child will not be able to tell you if something is not quite right 
about her child care program.

Introduction
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This booklet will help you:

	◘ Reflect on your child care needs
	◘ Consider your options
	◘ Recognize high quality child care
	◘ Find programs in your area
	◘ Understand your rights
	◘ Find help with the cost of child care
	◘ (Terms in bold are defined in the Glossary 

on pages 33–34.)

These feelings are completely normal. As a loving and nurturing parent, you want 
the very best for your child and feelings of anxiety can come from your natural 
desire to protect your child.
At Child Action, Inc., we can help you find child care near your home, school or 
job. We can talk with you about the kind of child care you need and help you find 
the best care possible.

Child Care is a Journey Not a Destination

Your work as a parent is never done. The experience you gain choosing child care 
for the first time will help you when your family faces new transitions. Families 
grow and change and their child care needs change, too. Child care providers, as 
well, have their own needs that may take them on new journeys in life and away 
from your family.
You may find that the child care choice you made is not working for your family. If 
you are interested in changing your current arrangement, you can call Child Action, 
Inc. and discuss your options. Trust your instincts about your child’s provider, but 
balance that with the natural worries that all parents have about child care. 
Is your concern important enough to disrupt your child’s routine? If the answer 
is yes, discuss it with your provider. If your provider is not responsive, and 
you believe the health and safety of children is at risk, report your concerns to 
Community Care Licensing (see page 24 for more information). Filing a report 
protects the well-being of all children in the program.
If you must find a new provider, use the steps in Section 5 to guide you. Reassure 
and comfort your child about the change and that it may take some time to 
adjust to a new caregiving situation. Give her as much information as she can 
understand. Try to focus on the positive things your child can expect in her new 
child care arrangement.
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Balancing Your Family
You have probably been doing a lot of thinking about the ways you can arrange 
your child care needs. Do you have friends or family who can help care for your 
child? Can you adjust your work or school schedule, reduce your work hours, or 
alternate work and child care responsibilities with your significant other?
Consider how each option will affect your family life. For example, if you work 
less, how will that change your long-term career choices? How will you feel if 
you cannot contribute as much to your family income? The answers to these 
questions will depend on your personality, values and needs.
Talk about this decision with people you can trust: friends, family, or the staff 
members at Child Action, Inc. Use the Basic Budget Worksheet (see pages 36–
37) to help you find out how different choices will affect your finances.

SECTION 1
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Flexible Work Options

There are many different ways employers can give you the flexibility you need 
to work and take care of your family. You may be able to work more hours each 
day, but fewer days per week, do some of your work from home, or work during 
non-traditional hours. Your employer may allow you to use vacation and sick 
time by the hour instead of by the day so you can attend to your family needs 
without missing a full workday. Part-time hours and job sharing can also reduce 
the number of hours you work per week.

Talking to Your Employer About Flexible 
Work Options

	◘ Before you ask, decide what you need and why.
	◘ Improve your job performance before asking for a 

flexible schedule.
	◘ Find out if other employees at your workplace have 

flexible work arrangements.
	◘ Join forces with other workers who are seeking flexible 

work schedules - there is strength in numbers.
	◘ Anticipate the reasons why a supervisor might say no, 

and prepare responses.
	◘ Explain how flextime will improve your ability to do 

your job.
	◘ Suggest a trial period.
	◘ Discuss ways to measure the success of your plan.
	◘ Put your proposal in writing.
	◘ Be willing to compromise.

Source: www.abcnews.com and www.familiesandwork.org

What is Paid Family Leave?

If you are the parent of a newborn or newly adopted child, there 
are state-sponsored Paid Family Leave options that can help 
you take time off to bond with your child. Paid Family Leave 
may be paid to workers who lose pay when they take time off 
work to care for a seriously ill family member or bond with a 
new child. For more information about Paid Family Leave in 
California, visit www.edd.ca.gov
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What Makes a High Quality
Child Care Program?

High quality child care programs provide a safe and nurturing place for children 
to play and grow, through activities that help children develop physical, social, 
emotional, and intellectual skills.
There are four main components of high quality child care: 

        Staff
        Learning Environment 
        Health & Safety
        Parent Involvement

SECTION 2
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Staff: The Foundation of High Quality Child Care

People are the foundation of any child care program. When you visit programs, 
look for staff members who truly enjoy caring for children and have a background 
in child development. The staff members should also have regular opportunities 
to attend training and professional development classes. 

A Heart for Children
When a provider truly enjoys caring for children, she is warm and responsive to 
their needs. Nurturing care shapes a child’s ability to learn and helps her develop 
a sense of trust and security.
Look for providers who:

•	 Cuddle, touch, talk to and listen to children
•	 Show respect for children by responding to their feelings and needs with 

nurturing and acceptance
•	 Celebrate children’s new skills
•	 Use a respectful tone of voice and sit or kneel down to get on the child’s 

level

A Heart for Parents
High quality providers want to develop a positive and respectful relationship with 
you, too. They will take the time to get to know your family.
Look for providers who:

•	 Talk to you on a regular basis about your child’s development and 
learning

•	 Encourage you to visit the program any time your child is in care
•	 Encourage parent participation
•	 Share information about conferences, family nights, and community 

resources
•	 Are sensitive to the separation anxiety you and your child may feel in the 

beginning
 
Training
High quality providers know training is important. Look for providers who have 
a background in early care and education or child development. Educated 
providers are more prepared to understand the needs of the children in their 
care, have more knowledge about how children grow and develop, and have a 
more professional approach to child care.
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Ask how often the staff members have the opportunity to attend additional training 
and professional development classes. Ask if any staff members have a Child 
Development Permit.

Reliable and Consistent Caregivers
A high quality child care program 
does a good job of hiring and keeping 
staff members. You should look for 
programs that have low staff turnover. 
Turnover happens when one caregiver 
leaves and the program must hire 
someone new. Ask potential providers 
how long the staff members have 
worked for the program.
Consistent caregivers help your child 
develop positive relationships and 
confidence. Research has shown that 
nurturing care in the first years of life has 
a positive effect on children’s emotional 
and intellectual development.
 

Environment: Where Play and Learning Come Alive

A high quality environment should be warm and inviting for you and your child, as 
well as safe, clean, and well organized. Most of all, the environment should give 
your child the opportunity to play in many different ways.
Play helps children learn to solve problems, make decisions, and practice new 
skills. The provider should offer free access to a variety of materials and activities 
so children with different learning styles and abilities can find activities they 
enjoy. A high quality child care environment will have two important components 
to support play: the physical environment and the emotional atmosphere. 

The Physical Environment: Hands-On Fun and Learning
Inside, the main activity space should be cheerful and welcoming. There should be 
enough space to play on the floor, with child-sized furniture, and quiet areas where 
children can relax. Play areas should be a comfortable temperature and well lit. Look 
for inviting, well-organized play areas including:

•	 A dramatic play area with a variety of materials including dress-up 
clothes, props, dolls and puppets

•	 Hands-on activities that encourage children to use their five senses to 
learn about plants, animals and nature

How can my provider 
measure quality?

Child care providers can measure 
and improve the quality of the care 
they provide by participating in an 

environmental assessment. Child 
care providers can also demonstrate 

high quality by becoming an 
accredited program.
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•	 Activities that help children practice their fine motor skills: drawing, using 
a spoon or fork, putting together puzzles, cutting with scissors, and 
learning to button, zip and tie shoes

•	 A wide variety of books in all areas of the program

Outside, children should have the opportunity to run, jump, and climb. You should 
see shaded areas, places to sit down, and access to drinking water. For safety, 
there should be 6 inches of cushioning material such as sand or woodchips under 
swings, climbing structures and slides. High quality outdoor environments have:

•	 Natural objects like rocks, trees, plants, or a garden
•	 Sand and water play areas
•	 Equipment including bikes, wagons, and balls
•	 Places to climb
•	 Fences or natural barriers that keep children away from streets and other 

hazards

The Emotional Atmosphere: A Welcoming Place for All Children
A high quality program provides a balance of activities each day, giving children 
choices, celebrating the diverse cultures in the community, and offering positive 
discipline to help children understand what is expected of them.
Daily routines and schedules create a sense of order and help children feel more 
secure and independent, because they know what to expect. A high quality child 
care program will have a posted schedule of activities and the provider will ask 
the children for input about activities. Ask to see a copy of the activity schedule.
A creative curriculum gives children a chance to discover the world around them. 
The environment should be a good match for your child’s age and stage of 
development. Look for:

•	 Children who seem comfortable, happy, active, and engaged in what 
they are doing

•	 Daily sensory activities like sand and water play and exploration of 
textures and tastes

•	 Daily music activities (singing, playing instruments, listening to music, 
dancing)

•	 Hands-on opportunities to explore numbers, quantity, size, and shape

There are many ways a high quality child care provider can help your child 
develop friendships and understand the world around her. Warm and responsive 
relationships will help your child develop trust and help her learn to understand 
and manage her own feelings and needs. A high quality child care program 
will use toys, materials, art, and photographs that reflect different cultures and 
different types of families. Look for a program that teaches children acceptable 
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behavior and gently uses redirection when they forget. Activities that promote 
understanding and acceptance help your child learn to make friends with children 
of different backgrounds and abilities.
Positive Discipline
When discipline is necessary, a high quality provider should work with children 
in positive ways. Look for a provider who notices and praises children when 
they share, help one another, and work together. A high quality provider should 
explain rules to children in simple and positive ways (“walk in the room” instead 
of “no running”). He should have realistic expectations about children’s behavior 
based on what is appropriate for their stage of development.

Close supervision is important, but children also need time to explore without 
being told “no” all the time. Providers should gently redirect children to 
appropriate activities so children learn what they can do, rather than what 
they cannot do. There should be enough toys and materials so children do not 
have to compete for them. The provider should help children use their words to 
express their feelings when conflicts arise. Talk with potential providers about 
the methods of discipline they use so you can decide if their discipline practices 
fit with your beliefs.
Please note: California Licensing standards do not allow child care providers to 
use physical punishment or any other type of punishment that interferes with a 
child’s personal rights (food, toileting or rest).
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Health & Safety: Preventing Illness and Injury for  
Children and Staff

An organized and well-maintained child care program keeps children, and 
the adults who care for them, comfortable, healthy, and safe. The main 
components are:

•	 Supervision of children
•	 Staff training
•	 Nutrition
•	 Hygiene
•	 Emergency procedures

Supervision of Children
High quality providers should carefully supervise children in all areas of the 
program. Observe different areas (outdoors, restrooms) and routines (mealtimes, 
free play, and activity time) to make sure that the provider keeps children in sight 
at all times. Licensed child care providers must have the correct number of staff 
necessary to supervise the children. This is called the staff-to-child ratio.

Health and Safety Training for Staff
In California, providers working in child care centers and family child care homes 
must take 16  hours of training about health and safety. This training must include 
Pediatric First Aid, Pediatric CPR, and Preventive Health Practices.

Nutrition, Meals, and Snacks
At meal times, children do more 
than just eat. They explore different 
textures of food and develop hand-
eye coordination as they learn to 
pick up their food, use a spoon 
or fork, and serve themselves. In 
high quality programs, adults and 
children eat together, family style, and 
conversation is encouraged. Pleasant, 
relaxed meal times set the foundation 
for good nutrition and healthy habits. If 
a program provides meals or snacks, they should be nutritionally balanced. Ask if 
the program accommodates special diets, if necessary. Look for a posted menu.
High quality providers will also:

Smoke-Free Child Care

Health and Safety Code Section 
1596.795 (a)(b) states: “The smoking 
of tobacco on the premises of a 
licensed family day care or day care 
center shall be prohibited.”



11

•	 Work with you to introduce your child to new foods
•	 Serve foods that are safe for young children
•	 Model healthy eating habits
•	 Post up-to-date information about children’s allergies and dietary restrictions
•	 Offer healthy snack and lunch ideas

If you are breastfeeding, look for a provider who has an open door policy and 
offers you a clean, comfortable place to nurse your child. Supportive child care 
providers will also know how to store and serve breastmilk so your baby can 
have the advantages of breastfeeding even when you cannot be there.

Health and Hygiene
The provider should offer prompt and gentle care when a child is hurt or sick. 
There should be a plan of when to notify a parent if a child is ill and when a child 
may need to go home. High quality providers will also have set guidelines that will 
explain when a child is well enough to return to the child care program. If a provider 
must give a child medication during the day, they must have a plan to store it out 
of the reach of children and a written, authorized plan of when and how to give the 
medication. A medication log must be kept to note the time and dosage. 
Good hygiene and cleanliness throughout the program help keep the children 
and staff healthy. Look for clean tables, floors and toys. The facility should have 
separate spaces for sleeping, eating, diapering, toileting and play. Look for running 
water, soap and towels within easy reach. Handwashing should occur regularly 
throughout the day, especially before and after eating, toileting, messy or outdoor 
play, or wiping noses.  Look to see if providers are guiding children through 
handwashing, making sure that children are washing correctly. 
During diaper changes, providers can talk, sing a song, or play peek-a-boo with 
your child. When caregivers approach diapering positively, children learn that 
body functions are a normal part of everyday life. Caregivers may also partner 
with parents to develop a plan for toilet learning.

Emergency Procedures
Licensed child care providers are required to have written emergency and 
evacuation plans. Ask how often the program conducts fire and disaster drills. 
Find out how the provider would contact you in the event of an emergency. A 
high quality child care program will have:

•	 Well-stocked first aid kits
•	 Emergency supplies
•	 Staff trained in CPR and first aid on site at all times
•	 Up-to-date emergency contact information for each child
•	 Posted emergency evacuation plans
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The Parent-Provider Relationship: Building a Partnership

Developing a good parent-provider relationship takes commitment, dedication 
and communication. Together you can build a wonderful support system. When 
you have a strong relationship with your child care provider, it is easier to talk 
about your child’s experiences and feelings.
High quality child care providers recognize that you, your family, and your culture 
are the biggest and most important influences on your child. Providers should 
welcome and encourage your participation. Look for providers who keep you 
informed through one-on-one contact, newsletters and meetings. Spend some 
time seeing what your child does, who she plays with and how the provider cares 
for her. You can also participate by:

•	 Making toys, games, or favorite foods
•	 Attending parent meetings
•	 Visiting for lunch or field trips
•	 Helping on weekend work crews
•	 Serving on the Board of Directors or Parent Advisory Committee

Together, you and your provider can make child care a positive part of your family!
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Child Care Choices

There are different types of child care programs available in the community. 
Some programs are “licensed” which means they must follow state health and 
safety regulations (see page 24 for more information). There are other types of 
child care arrangements that do not require a license; these programs are called 
“license-exempt” programs. All licensed programs must follow specific staff-to-
child ratios. These ratios determine the number of children each adult can care 
for and limits the total group size.

Licensed Programs

There are two different kinds of licensed programs:

•	 Family Child Care Homes
•	 Child Care Centers

SECTION 3
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Family Child Care Homes
A family child care home provides care in a family-like setting for small groups of 
children. Many of these providers are parents who decided to start a family child 
care home so they could care for their own children while earning a living at the 
same time. 
Family child care providers are required to have 16 hours of health and safety 
training, including Pediatric CPR, Pediatric First Aid, and Preventive Health and 
Safety. In addition, they must pass a background check and have a tuberculosis 
clearance. They are not required to take college courses in child development; 
however, some providers voluntarily take these kinds of classes. Child Action, 
Inc. also provides free training to family child care providers. Ask potential 
providers about their education and training background.
Community Care Licensing issues licenses to family child care providers and 
child care centers. There are two types of licenses for family child care homes, a 
small license and a large license.
For a small license, one adult can care for:

•	 4 infants; or
•	 6 children with no more than three infants; or
•	 8 children with no more than two infants, when at least two children are 

six or older and attend kindergarten or elementary school

For a large license, one adult plus an assistant can care for:
•	 12 children with no more than four infants; or
•	 14 children with no more than three infants, when at least two children 

are six or older and attend kindergarten or elementary school

Please note: These ratios must include the provider’s and/or assistant’s children 
(under age 10) in care.

Child Care Centers

Child care centers are programs licensed to care for groups of 12 children or 
more. Private businesses, colleges, community agencies, city government 
and other types of organizations run these programs. Child care center staff 
members are required to take college courses in the field of child development 
as well as health and safety coursework. In addition, they must pass a 
background check and have a tuberculosis clearance. Child care centers 
must meet building, fire and zoning codes.
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For a private child care center, governed by Title 22 of the California Health and 
Safety Code, the staff-to-child ratio is:

•	 Infants (birth to two years): 
One adult for every four 
infants.

•	 Toddler (18 months to 30 
months): One teacher for 
every six toddlers or one 
teacher and one aide for 12 
toddlers.

•	 Preschool (two to five years): 
One teacher for every 12 
children or one teacher and 
one aide for 15 children or one teacher and one aide (who meets specific 
education and continuing education requirements) for 18 children.

•	 School-age (kindergarten to 12 years): One teacher for every 14 children 
or one teacher and one aide for 28 children.

For a state- and/ or federally-funded child care center, governed by Title 5, 
of the California Department of Education Code of Regulations, the staff-to-
child ratio is:

•	 Infants (0–18 months): One adult for every three infants.
•	 Toddler (18 months to 36 months): One teacher for every four toddlers.
•	 Preschool (three to five years): One teacher for every eight children
•	 School-age (kindergarten to 14 years): One teacher for every 14 children.

License-Exempt Care

Examples of different types of license-exempt care:

•	 A person you hire to provide child care in your home (nanny, au pair)
•	 A drop-in child care program at a health club
•	 Some youth recreation programs and day camps
•	 Care by family, friends & neighbors (caring for children from one other 

family)
•	 Parenting groups/parent co-ops

Know before you go

We strongly encourage you to check a 
child care provider’s licensing history. 
Please see page 24 for details.
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After-school Enrichment Programs

State and county licensing officials do not inspect these types of child care 
arrangements for basic health and safety standards. Some of these programs 
may voluntarily develop their own standards of care. For example, programs 
run by school districts and recreation programs may impose their own staff 
requirements, background checks, and training requirements; however, these 
providers are not required to do so. If you select a license-exempt child care 
program for your child, please ask about their complaint policies and procedures. 
If you would like more information about complaint procedures for license-exempt 
care, please contact Child Action, Inc. at (916) 369–0191.

TrustLine

TrustLine is California’s registry of in-home child care providers, tutors and in-
home counselors who have passed a background screening. All caregivers listed 
with TrustLine have a fingerprint clearance through the California Department 
of Justice. This means they have no disqualifying criminal convictions or 
substantiated child abuse reports in California. The California Department of 
Social Services and the California Child Care Resource and Referral Network 
administer TrustLine. Call Child Action, Inc. at (916) 369–0191 to find out how 
your provider can register with TrustLine or visit their website at trustline.org.
All child care providers working in licensed child care centers and family child 
care homes have to go through a similar screening process. TrustLine is updated 
and providers are removed from the registry if they commit a disqualifying crime.
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Child Care and Your Child’s 
Developmental Needs

Infants and Toddlers

Infants and toddlers discover the world using their five senses. They are learning 
to trust others, gain control over their bodies and interact with the world around 
them.
Look for providers who engage infants and toddlers with nurturing physical 
contact and gentle conversation when looking at books or playing simple games 
like peek-a-boo. High quality caregivers should respond to your child’s verbal 
cues, help him name objects he sees, and label his feelings. During mealtimes, 
providers should hold infants or sit with toddlers.

SECTION 4
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A high quality infant and toddler environment should give young children the 
opportunity to explore activities that allow them to crawl around and through 
things, creep, pull up to a stand, and play with toys that introduce cause and 
effect. Different textures, tastes, sounds, sights, and smells help children discover 
and understand the world around them.
The provider should place infants to sleep on their backs at nap time. The provider 
should be responsive to the children’s individual needs for sleep and provide nap 
time rituals (soft music, comfort items, familiar blankets, and calming stories) to 
help children relax and get cozy.

Preschool

Children in preschool are becoming more independent and self-confident. They 
are curious about the world. Look for a child care program that offers activities 
that encourage preschoolers to cooperate, make friends, follow routines, and 
be part of a group. They enjoy problem solving and asking questions. Activities 
like sorting, classifying, counting and making patterns help preschoolers develop 
their thinking skills. Opportunities to communicate with others, participate in 
conversations, understand written words, recognize letters, and begin writing 
help preschoolers develop their language and communication skills.
Preschoolers also enjoy activities that develop their coordination and physical 
skills. Balancing, jumping, running, and catching increase their gross motor 
skills and tasks such as buttoning, stringing beads, cutting, drawing and writing 
help develop their fine motor skills.
As your child grows, he may outgrow his need for a nap. During naptime, providers 
should let children who do not nap listen to music or stories on headphones, play 
quiet games, look at books or have supervised outdoor playtime.

School-Age

School-age children are developing their independence and skills. Look for 
programs that allow your school-age child to follow her interests and natural 
abilities to help her feel successful and build her self-esteem. School-age 
children need down time after school to relax and socialize with friends. Quality 
providers should encourage positive development in your school-age child by 
offering activities that promote cooperation, friendship, and responsibility.
Sports and games relieve stress and develop children’s physical abilities. School-
age children also enjoy activities that involve hand-eye coordination and fine 
motor skills like sewing, weaving, beadwork and other crafts. Homework support, 
trivia, brainteasers, and other skill-based games like chess and checkers help 
your child develop thinking skills.
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Many school-age child care programs operate on school grounds. If the provider 
operates off grounds, find out if the program offers transportation to and/or from 
school. The provider may walk children to and from school or pick up children 
by van from several local schools. Ask if there are any additional costs for 
transportation services. Some local schools offer free after-school enrichment 
programs to provide supervised activities when the school day is done. Call Child 
Action, Inc. at (916) 369–0191 for more information about child care options for 
your school-age child.

Mixed Aged Groups

Family child care homes may care for children of different ages together in a 
group. This type of care helps children develop a sense of community because 
it includes children at various stages of development, with different interests and 
skills. Children can develop their self-esteem, and learn empathy and patience, 
while helping others. This type of environment is an option if you are looking for 
a child care setting where you can keep siblings together.
High quality care for mixed age groups should have:

•	 Enough space so each age group has room to play
•	 Effective barriers to separate babies from rough and tumble play
•	 Different types of activities to meet the needs of each age group
•	 Inclusion of infants or crawlers in the group whenever possible
•	 Caregivers who engage the older children in activities while Open-ended 

toys such as blocks, Lego®  and other multiple use items for a variety of 
age groups

Children with Special Needs

Your child may have behavioral, developmental, health or mobility needs that 
require special consideration when you are choosing a child care program. A 
high quality child care program should give all children the opportunity to feel 
accepted. At Child Action, Inc. we can help you find child care providers who will 
be responsive to your child’s needs. We also provide training, equipment and 
other resources for parents and providers caring for children with special needs. 
See page 22 for more information about Enhanced Referrals for children with 
special needs.
Inclusion is the philosophy that children with special needs should have the 
opportunity to participate in all activities. An inclusive program gives all children 
the chance to play side-by-side with their peers, learn new skills, and develop 
friendships. High quality programs provide additional support and adapt activities 
for children with special needs. Look for high quality providers who create an 
inclusive environment by:
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•	 Encouraging all children to meet goals appropriate for their development
•	 Developing the curriculum and activities so all children have access and 

can participate
•	 Using support services to help meet the needs of each child

When talking to a potential provider, explain your child’s special need and share 
any special care plans, including eating, toileting, communication strategies, and 
medication needs. Find out if the caregiver has experience working with children 
with special needs and if so, what special skills she has. Tell the provider about 
the goals you have set for your child and find out if the provider is willing to work 
with a physician, clinic, therapist, teacher or other professional. Share information 
about any adaptive equipment your child uses. Is the facility accessible? Tell the 
provider about the kinds of activities your child enjoys and does well.
Child care providers cannot discriminate against parents or children with special 
needs, nor can they charge more to care for children with special needs. Child 
care programs are required to make “reasonable accommodations” to meet the 
needs of children with disabilities.
The Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA) 
is a federal law that ensures civil rights 
to people with disabilities including 
access and accommodations 
in preschool and child care 
settings. The Individuals 
with Disabilities Education 
Act (IDEA) mandates 
inclusion of young 
children with disabilities. 
The intent of these laws 
is to make it easier for 
families of children with 
special needs to access 
education and social 
services.


