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The Southern Institute on Children and Families in January 2000 established
the 24-member Southern Regional Task Force on Child Care. Support for the

initiative was provided by The David and Lucile Packard Foundation.
Appointments to the Task Force were made by 16 southern governors, the
mayor of the District of Columbia, the Southern Growth Policies Board and the
Southern Institute. The initial charge to the Task Force was to collaborate in the
development of a plan of action to improve access to child care financial aid for
low-income families in the southern region.

In December 2000, the Task Force met that charge, releasing its first
product, a publication titled Sound Investments: Financial Support for Child
Care Builds Workforce Capacity and Promotes School Readiness. The
report’s Action Plan to Improve Access to Child Care Assistance for Low-Income
Families In the South sets forth 10 goals and 52 action steps calling on public
and private sector leaders to support specific initiatives. The Action Plan calls for
significant increases in child care resources, eligibility simplification, improved
customer services, implementation of tax strategies and creation of employer
partnerships. The Action Plan and additional publications of the Southern
Regional Initiative on Child Care are listed in the bibliography and are available
at www.kidsouth.org.

In January 2001, the Southern Institute received support from The David
and Lucile Packard Foundation for an additional two years to continue the work
of the Southern Regional Task Force on Child Care. The Task Force focused its
efforts on two objectives:

“The developmental effects of child care depend on its safety, the 
opportunities it provides for nurturing and stable relationships and its 
provision of linguistically and cognitively rich environments. Yet the child
care that is available in the United States today is highly fragmented and
characterized by marked variations in quality, ranging from rich, growth-
promoting experiences to unstimulating, highly unstable and sometimes
dangerous settings. The burden of poor quality and limited choices rests
most heavily on low-income, working families whose financial resources
are too high to qualify for subsidies yet too low to afford quality care.”

— National Academy of Sciences, 2000

Introduction



∆ Implementation of the Action Plan to Improve Access to Child Care
Assistance for Low-Income Families in the South, including site 
visits to the southern states and a status report to track progress.

∆ Development of an action plan to improve the quality of child care 
in the southern region.

Research has shown that the first three years of life are critical in 
children’s brain development and that quality child care and education in the
preschool years can greatly enhance a child’s lifetime potential. All too often,
however, children from low-income families do not have access to quality early
childhood learning opportunities.

Under the guidance of the Southern Institute, the Southern Regional Task
Force on Child Care embarked on the development of an action plan to

achieve quality early care and education programs. The Staff Work Group pro-
vided invaluable assistance with this complex and bold undertaking.

One of the first challenges facing the Task Force was reaching 
consensus on a definition of “quality.” After a lengthy and thoughtful discourse,
the Task Force reached agreement that quality child care includes:

∆ Nurturing, responsive and developmentally appropriate care and 
education;

∆ Consistent, educated, trained and professionally compensated 
early childhood education teachers;

∆ A safe and stimulating environment; and
∆ Age-appropriate staff-child ratios and group sizes.

In its accreditation procedures manual, the National Association for the
Education of Young Children (NAEYC) notes that accreditation is “one level of
quality control.” Licensing alone only establishes that a facility meets minimum
state-determined health and safety requirements. To be eligible for NAEYC
accreditation, programs must be licensed and in good standing. NAEYC defines
a high-quality early childhood program as “one that meets the needs of and 
promotes the physical, social, emotional and cognitive development of the 
children and adults — parents, staff and administrators — who are involved in
the program.”

The Task Force determined that information must be collected from
southern states to lay the groundwork for the action plan on quality. The
Southern Institute conducted a survey of the 16 southern states and the District
of Columbia to collect data on each state’s quality standards and initiatives,
including licensing standards, and to compare state standards with accreditation
standards developed by NAEYC.
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The Southern Institute quality survey was sent to child care 
administrators, licensing officials and advocacy groups in each of the southern
states. States and public/private representatives who participated in the survey
are listed below:

Alabama (administrator, licensing, advocate)
Arkansas (administrator, licensing)
District of Columbia (administrator, licensing, advocate)
Florida (licensing)
Georgia (administrator, licensing)
Kentucky (administrator, licensing, advocate)
Louisiana (administrator, licensing, advocate)
Maryland (administrator, licensing)
Mississippi (administrator, licensing)
Missouri (administrator, licensing, advocate)
North Carolina (administrator, licensing, advocate)
Oklahoma (administrator, licensing, advocate)
South Carolina (administrator, licensing, advocate)
Tennessee (administrator, licensing, advocate)
Texas (administrator, licensing, advocate)
Virginia (administrator, licensing, advocate)
West Virginia (administrator, licensing, advocate)

Task Force members used results from the state survey as a key 
reference in developing the Southern Regional Action Plan to Improve the
Quality of Early Care and Education. The Action Plan presented below 
addresses child care for children from birth through age 12. The Action Plan
sets forth a “gold standard” that the Task Force feels every southern state
should achieve on behalf of all children in early care and education. The
Southern Institute will monitor developments during the upcoming year and will
issue a report on the status of implementation efforts.



Southern Regional Action Plan 
to Improve the Quality 

of Early Care and Education 

Vision Statement

All children who are in early care and education 
programs will be in environments that are safe, 

nurturing and encourage their development.

GOAL 1

All children and families will have the benefit of a quality, comprehensive
and coordinated early care and education system.

Action Steps

1.1 Public policy at the federal, state and local level will require 
planning and coordination across major systems to improve 
quality, including Head Start, state pre-kindergarten, subsidized 
child care and licensing.

1.2 Public policy at the federal, state and local level will support 
families by linking early care and education programs to health 
coverage, physical and mental health care, nutrition, economic 
support, transportation and parenting education services.

1.3 Federal, state and local policies and systems will ensure 
coordinated, seamless transitions for children moving among early 
care and education programs and into kindergarten.

GOAL 2

Rigorous licensing requirements and/or regulatory processes will be
enacted to ensure that children are adequately protected in all early care
and education settings.

Action Steps

2.1 States will establish staff-child ratios and maximum group sizes for
centers and homes that meet NAEYC (National Association for the
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Education of Young Children), NAFCC (National Association of 
Family Child Care), APHA (American Public Health Association) or
AAP (American Academy of Pediatrics) national standards.

2.2 States will develop and enforce health, fire and safety 
requirements for all early care and education settings that reflect 
standards set forth by the APHA and the AAP.

2.3 State law will require strict enforcement of licensing requirements.
States will use a range of sanctions that will include license 
revocation when a provider is unable or unwilling to meet 
requirements.

2.4 States will conduct at least three unannounced monitoring visits 
per year to verify compliance with requirements.

2.5 States will require that child care providers, early childhood 
teachers and others who have regular access to children in early 
childhood settings have federal and state background checks 
using fingerprinting and screening against the state child abuse 
registry.

2.6 States will ensure that all licensing and early care and education 
staff are educated in recognizing signs of child abuse and are 
trained in the state’s child abuse reporting laws.

2.7 States will have a well-trained regulatory workforce with average 
caseloads between 50 and 75 per staff person and a system 
capable of providing technical assistance.

2.8 States will ensure parental right of access to their child’s early care
and education facilities.

GOAL 3

States will support development of quality early care and education 
programs for all children.

Action Steps

3.1 States will provide all early care and education providers with 
resources to help them improve the quality of care and education 
they deliver, such as technical assistance and training, 
accreditation support, grants to meet health and safety 
requirements and grants to support family child care home 
networks.

GOAL 2 (continued)
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3.2 States will have Child Care Resource and Referral networks to 
deliver quality early care and education enhancement support 
services to providers, such as outreach, training and technical 
assistance.

3.3 States will implement a rating system to recognize providers for 
incremental levels of quality.

3.4 States will implement tax and other incentives to develop and 
expand early care and education programs that demonstrate a 
higher level of quality.

3.5 States will use a formal mechanism to seek parental input in 
program evaluations and will use that information in making policy 
decisions related to early care and education programs.

3.6 States will identify and support the use of effective research-based
curricula.

GOAL 4

Staff in early care and education settings will be appropriately 
credentialed and adequately compensated.

Action Steps

4.1 States will maintain a professional development system that 
ensures, at a minimum, providers in early care and education 
settings meet standards set forth by NAEYC, NAFCC, APHA or 
AAP.

4.2 States will require approved ongoing annual professional 
development for staff, appropriate to their education levels and job 
requirements, as specified in APHA and AAP. States will provide 
and implement a professional development system that verifies 
trainers, approves training and tracks the training of participants.

4.3 The federal government and states will provide universally 
available, comprehensive scholarships to early care and education
providers who are pursuing a Child Development Associate (CDA) 
or two- or four-year degree in child development, early childhood 
education, early childhood special education or child care 
administration. Scholarships will address the costs of tuition, fees 
and books and will support components such as travel costs, paid 
release time and child care.

GOAL 3 (continued)
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4.4 States will work with educational institutions to ensure that 
coursework is accessible in order to meet the early care and 
education workforce training needs, such as courses offered at 
night, on weekends, in accelerated formats, on-line and in various 
languages. Courses will address the varying educational levels of 
the workforce.

4.5 The federal government and states will provide financial incentives 
that reward completion of approved levels of professional 
development.

4.6 The federal government and states will provide college loan 
forgiveness programs for persons earning an approved degree 
who work for a specified period of time in early care and education
programs.

4.7 States will work toward a system whereby staff with approved 
degrees or credentials will receive employment benefits and 
compensation at comparable levels to the state’s public education 
system.

4.8 States will ensure meaningful agreements and processes to 
enable the transfer of credits between and among approved two- 
and four-year degree programs.

GOAL 5

Families will have the information to make well-informed decisions about
the quality of their child’s care and education and to be actively involved
in their child’s care and education.

Action Steps

5.1 States will support Child Care Resource and Referral networks 
that are easily accessible to parents and that provide information 
on child development, quality indicators, provider choices, 
vacancies and linkages to additional information.

5.2 States will support early care and education providers in promoting
parental involvement and in seeking parental input into the 
development and improvement of their programs.

GOAL 4 (continued)
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GOAL 6

Quality early care and education programs will be financially accessible to
all children.

Action Steps

6.1 Federal and state governments will adjust the child care tax credit 
expense limits to accurately reflect the cost of quality care.

6.2 States with income taxes will establish refundable child and 
dependent care tax credits.

6.3 State and federal child and dependent care tax credit 
income-eligibility and expense limits will be indexed for inflation.

6.4 Federal, state, local and private funds will be sufficient to meet 
100% of the need for direct early care and education financial aid, 
based on initial eligibility levels at 85% of the state median income.
Federal law will allow and states will implement redetermination 
policies that allow families to retain early care and education 
financial aid until they reach 100% of the state median income.

6.5 Federal and state governments should develop policies and 
systems to ensure families receiving financial aid pay no more 
than 10% of their gross income for early care and education.

6.6 States will set payment rates at no less than the 75th percentile 
based on a market rate survey conducted every two years for 
each level and type of care. Annual inflation adjustments to 
payment rates will be made between market surveys.

6.7 States will implement payments to providers commensurate with 
the quality-rating level achieved by the early care and education 
programs.

6.8 States will examine the financing of quality early care and 
education in their state and work toward providing payment rates 
that recognize the cost commensurate with the standards set forth 
in this action plan.

6.9 States will design and aggressively implement outreach initiatives 
to provide families with easy-to-understand early care and 
education financial aid information and application assistance.
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GOAL 7

States will ensure that accountability is built into all systems, programs
and activities undertaken to achieve the goals of this action plan.

Action Steps

7.1 States will convene appropriate stakeholders to develop written 
strategic plans for improving the quality of early care and 
education programs in the state. These plans will include key 
goals, quantifiable measures of progress and program outcomes 
for all quality enhancement activities.

7.2 States will collect and analyze data and produce written annual 
reports on progress toward identified goals. Reports will be made 
readily available to the public.

7.3 States will use data and annual reports to make continuous policy 
improvements and evaluate quality enhancement activities.

References

American Public Health Association and American Academy of Pediatrics, Caring for Our
Children:  National Health and Safety Performance Standards — Guidelines for Out-of-Home
Child Care Programs (Washington, DC: American Public Health Association, 2002).

National Association for the Education of Young Children, Accreditation Criteria & Procedures of
the National Association for the Education of Young Children, (Washington, DC: National
Association for the Education of Young Children, 1998).
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