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Congratulations!  

 

You have already taken the first step to begin your child care search by 

contacting Child Care Resource and Referral (CCR&R). CCR&Rs give 

a list of child care options that may meet your needs, requirements 

providers must meet, licensing laws, facts about child care, and other 

information to help you choose the provider that is best for you. Look 

through this booklet for steps to make a decision about child care. 
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Starting the Process  

 

You are the expert when it comes to deciding what is best for you and 

your child. Remember that it is OK to be choosy. Trust your instincts to 

help you decide what is best for your child. When scheduling a visit with 

a provider, allow enough time to ask questions. Observe the childrenôs 

activities, their interactions with the provider and with each other. 

 

Establish a list of questions you want the provider to answer. This 

booklet will assist you in preparing a list of questions. 

Screen providers by telephone. Ask questions to determine if the 

setting meets your basic needs. 

Schedule a visit. Give yourself at least an hour to tour the home or 

center and to talk with the provider. 

Comparison shop. Interview several different providers. 

Ask for names of other parents who have children enrolled there so 

that you can inquire about their experiences with the provider. 

 
Review the information and call back if you have questions that werenôt 

answered. If you are not comfortable with your choices, keep looking. If 

needed, call your Child Care Resource and Referral for an additional 

list of providers. If you find a provider you like whose program is full,  

ask if your name can be put on a waiting list. Even if you must use 

another program temporarily, you will have this as an option if things 

donôt work out. 

 

Prepare your children by talking positively about the new child care 

arrangement. Take your children to visit the provider beforehand. Ask 

your new provider if it would be OK for your child to bring a favorite toy, 

teddy bear or blanket to help ease the transition. 
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Comparing the Different Types of Care  

 

There are three basic child care settings to choose from. In order to 

help you decide which setting is right for your child, you need to 

understand the differences.  

 

Child Care Centers  

May be more structured 

If teacher is sick, a substitute will be available 

Children are grouped according to age 

Siblings are in different groups 

More children of the same age 

May have a larger number of children in the group 

More than one provider during the day 

 

Preschools  

Part-time programs for children three to five years of age 

Serve children for up to three hours a day 

Typically only open during the school year 

 

Child Care Homes  

Fees are usually less 

Hours may be more flexible with possible evening or weekend care 

If a provider needs a day off, parent may need to find alternative 

care 

Siblings are in the same group 

Ages of children vary 

Smaller group size 

Family setting 

One, maybe two, providers 

during the day 

Consistent provider throughout 

early childhood 
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Center Regulations in Iowa  
 

Child care centers and preschools are licensed by the Iowa Department 

of Human Services and must be in compliance with minimum 

standards, including the requirements of the State Fire Marshal. They 

must comply with requirements for personnel, staff ratios, child records, 

health and safety policies, activity programs, discipline policies, building 

standards and food services. Programs must be designed to be 

appropriate for the ages of children cared for by the center. Child abuse 

registry and criminal record checks are completed on all staff. 

 

Age of Children  Minimum Ratio of Staff to Children  

2 weeksð23 months  1 adult to every 4 children  

2 years  1 adult to every 6 children  

3 years  1 adult to every 8 children  

4 years  1 adult to every 12 children  

5 ï10 years  1 adult to every 15 children  

10 years & over  1 adult to every 20 children 

 

In child care centers, group size is determined by floor space, bathroom 

facilities and number of staff. Smaller group size and lower adult-child 

ratios allow for increased teacher-child interactions, greater child-

initiated activity, increased language skills and more positive social 

interaction among children. 

 

Department of Education Programs  
 

Some child care centers and preschools are located in school buildings 

and are not regulated by the Iowa Department of Human Services.  

These programs operate under the guidelines of the Iowa Department 

of Education. Further information on these programs can be found at 

www.iowa.gov/educate.  
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Home Regulations in Iowa  

 

A child care home that cares for six or more children at one time is 

required to be registered with the Iowa Department of Human Services. 

By registering, the provider has agreed to meet health and safety 

standards, to provide programs and equipment for the ages of children 

being cared for and to maintain records on each child. Everyone in the 

home 14 years or older must pass a child abuse registry and criminal 

record check. Registration & background checks are renewed every 

two years. 

 

Under registration, a provider must self-certify that they: 

meet minimum health and safety standards.  

are keeping current with their CPR, First Aid, Mandatory Child Abuse 

Reporter Training.  

have at least 12 hours of training each year of registration. 

 

Child Development Home A:   

 

Number of Children in Care: 

Providers can care for up to six children at any one time (no more than 

three under the age of 18 months and no more than four under the age 

of 24 months). In addition, not more than two children who attend 

school may be present for less than two hours at a time. The providerôs 

own children not yet attending kindergarten are included in the total 

count. The providerôs own children attending kindergarten or higher are 

not included in the total count, unless the children are home-schooled. 

 

Provider Requirements for Child Development Home A:  

Is at least 18 years old 

Have three written references that attest to character and ability to 

provide child care 

Facility Requirements for Child Development Home A: 

Have a readily accessible fire extinguisher on each child-occupied 

floor 

Have a minimum of one smoke detector in each child-occupied room 

and at the top of every stairway 
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Child Development Home B:   

Number of Children in Care: 

Providers can care for up to six children at any one time (no more than 

three under the age of 18 months and no more than four under the age 

of 24 months). In addition, not more than four children who attend 

school may be present. The providerôs own children not yet attending 

kindergarten are included in the total count. The providerôs own children 

attending kindergarten or higher are not included in the total count, 

unless the children are home-schooled. (Two additional preschool or 

school-age children can be in care for a total of no more than 180 hours 

per month.) Whenever more than eight children are present at any one 

time for more than two hours, the provider must be assisted by a DHS 

approved assistant age fourteen or older.  

 

Provider Requirements for Child Development Home B:  

Is at least 20 years old 

Have a high school diploma or GED 

Have two years experience as a child care home provider  

 OR 

 Have a two or four year college degree in a child related field or 

have a Child Development Associate Credential AND one year of 

experience as a child care home provider 

Facility Requirements for Child Development Home B: 

Have a readily accessible fire extinguisher on each child-occupied 

floor 

Have a minimum of one smoke detector in each child-occupied room 

and at the top of every stairway 

Have a minimum of two direct exits to the outside 

Have 35 square feet of child-use indoor floor space and 50 square 

feet per child of outdoor space 

Have a separate quiet area for sick children 
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Child Development Home C:   

Number of Children in Care: 

Providers can care for up to 12 children at any one time, with no more 

than four children under the age of 24 months. If four children are under 

18 months, both providers must be present. Whenever more than eight 

children are present, two providers that meet regulation requirements 

must be present. The providerôs own children attending kindergarten or 

higher are not included in the total count, unless the children are home-

schooled. In addition, not more than two children who attend school 

may be present for less than two hours at a time. (Two additional 

children can be in care for a total of no more than 180 hours per 

month.)  

 

Provider Requirements for Child Development Home C:  

Is at least 21 years old 

Have a high school diploma or GED 

Have 5 years experience as a child care home provider  

 OR 

 Have a two or four year college degree in a child related field or 

have a Child Development Associate Credential AND 4 years of 

experience as a child care home provider 

Facility Requirements for Child Development Home C: 

Have a readily accessible fire extinguisher on each child-occupied 

floor 

Have a minimum of one smoke 

detector in each child-occupied 

room and at the top of every 

stairway 

Have a minimum of two direct 

exits to the outside 

Have 35 square feet of child-

use indoor floor space and 50 

square feet per child of 

outdoor space 

Have a separate quiet area for 

sick children 
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Non-Registered Providers  

Providers who care for five or fewer children (including their own 

children not yet attending kindergarten) are not required to be 

registered but may be listed with the CCR&R. Providers listed with 

CCR&R have child abuse checks completed every two years but are 

not required to meet other regulations. The only exception is if the 

provider is caring for children who are paid under the stateôs child care 

assistance (ñsubsidyò) program ï those providers have both a child 

abuse and a criminal history check completed on everyone living in the 

home who is fourteen years of age or older and they agree to meet 

minimal health and safety standards. 

 
What to Look For in Finding Quality Child Care  
 

There are many indicators of quality care to guide you in your selection.  

You should visit several programs for a basis of comparison. You can 

download a copy of the 2-page checklist from the National Association 

of Child Care Resource and Referral Agencies at www.naccrra.org.  

 

Health & Safety  

Observe or ask to review policies or records to assess whether or not: 

Children are supervised at all times, even when they are sleeping. 

All providers and children wash their hands often, especially before 

eating and after using the bathroom or changing diapers. 

The child care program has records proving that the children in care 

are up-to-date on all their required immunizations. 

Parents are notified if other children in care develop communicable 

diseases. 

Toxic substances like cleaning supplies and pest killers are kept 

away from the children. 

All providers have gone through a background check. 

One person on duty is certified in infant and child First Aid that 

includes management of a blocked airway and mouth-to-mouth 

resuscitation or is also certified in CPR. 

The playground is inspected for safety on a regular basis. 

The program has liability insurance that covers children in care. 
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Provider Education & Turnover  

Ask the provider: 

About their long-term plans in regard to their child care business. 

About staff turnover. A quality program will have little staff turnover 

which allows for consistency in care for the children. 

What background or training in child care the provider and assistants 

have. They should have up-to-date pediatric CPR and first aid 

training as well as yearly training on other child care issues. 

How often a substitute provider will be used and under what 

circumstances one would be needed. The substitute should be 

approved by the state with infant and child CPR and First Aid 

training as well as have child care experience. 

 

Program & Environment  

Ask what a typical day would be like. There should be a balance of play 

time, story time, activity time and nap time. 

     

Activities should include experiences that will: 

Ç  Encourage use and development of language 

Ç  Develop large and small muscle skills 

Ç  Encourage creativity, cultural awareness and imaginative play 

Ç  Provide indoor and outdoor play 

Ç  Provide active and quiet activities 

A minimal amount of time should be spent watching TV and videos. 

There should be planned activities as well as plenty of free play. 

Materials such as books, toys, blocks and art supplies should be 

available all day long. 

Each child should have a place to store personal belongings. 

 

The guidance or discipline policy should be consistent as well as clear 

and easy for children to understand. Physical and emotional 

punishment should NEVER be used. ñTime-outò periods should be no 

more than one minute per year of each childôs life, (i.e. a two-year old = 

two minutes). Childrenôs behavior should be guided to promote 

cooperation among children, develop self-control and prevent injury to 

themselves and others. 
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Written Agreement  

Ask the provider if they have a written agreement. A written agreement 

between you and your provider will help set the stage for open 

communication. It should explain what can be expected of the provider 

as well as your responsibilities. Many providers have established 

written agreements. Review contract/policies to make sure they cover 

all areas of concern. A written agreement may include: 

Hours of care that will be provided and the location the care will take 

place 

Fee schedule, what is included in those fees, and when theyôre due 

Policies on caring for sick children. Many providers have a policy 

that if a child has a high fever, are vomiting or have diarrhea, they 

must be picked up. They then need to be symptom-free or on an 

antibiotic for 24 hours before returning. 

Responsibility for locating substitute care  

Supplies to be provided by parents 

Provisions for nutritious meals 

Emergency procedures 

Days the provider will be closed for holidays and vacations 

Procedure for notification of fee changes 

Policies for termination 

 

Family Involvement   

Ask the providers to give details about:  

Methods to provide for regular communication with you. Sometimes 

a notebook is placed near the door, notes are put with the childôs 

belongings or there may be regularly scheduled conferences. 

Their open-door policy where you can visit any time during operating 

hours. (Note: an open-door policy does not mean that the doors 

have to be unlocked.) 

How they will cooperate with you on efforts such as toilet learning. 

They involve their family members in their child care business.  

How you can be involved in the child care program. 
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Quality Indicators  

 

Accreditation  

Child Care Centers and Child Development Homes can choose to 

become nationally accredited. Centers commonly receive accreditation 

through the National Association for the Education of Young Children or 

the National Afterschool Association. Child Development Homes 

receive accreditation through the National Association of Family Child 

Care. For more information, go to www.naeyc.org.  

 

Iowaôs Quality Rating System (QRS) 

The Quality Rating System is a voluntary program that offers providers 

a guided way to improve the quality of child care they provide. A 

provider who achieves Level 1 has met Iowaôs registration or licensing 

standards. Level 5 is the highest level that a program can achieve. 

Levels are determined based on providerôs training and experience as 

well as improvements they have made to the child care setting. For 

further information, go to www.dhs.state.ia.us/iqrs.  

 

ChildNet Certification  

ChildNet is a series of ten classes, designed specifically for home 

providers. After completing the series, a provider can apply for ChildNet 

certification. To receive certification or recertification, a home provider 

must be registered with the State of Iowa, participate in the Child and 

Adult Care Food Program (a federally funded program that reimburses 

providers for providing nutritious meals and snacks) and have 

successfully completed an in-home evaluation. To maintain this 

certification, a provider must attend four hours more than what is 

required to be registered. 

10 

http://www.naeyc.org
http://www.dhs.state.ia.us/iqrs


Checking References  

 

Donôt be shy about checking references. Selecting a provider for your 

child is one of the most important things you will ever do. Ask each 

provider for at least two parent references and their phone numbers. 

Most parents are happy to share information with other parents, and 

they can be a wonderful resource. Parents who check references say 

they often get information they couldnôt have gathered any other way. 

 

Questions to ask the other parents: 

How long has your child been in the home or center? 

How does your child feel about the provider? 

What do you like about the provider and his or her methods? Is there 

anything you donôt like about their methods? 

Is it easy to talk to the provider? 

Is the provider open to your childôs individual needs? 

What kind of guidance or discipline does the provider use? 

How does the provider deal with problems or concerns? 

 

You can also contact your county Department of Human Services to 

review a providerôs registration or licensing file. You can find a listing of 

the county offices on the DHS website. The DHS office in your area is 

also listed in the State or County Government section of your local 

phone book under ñDepartment of Human Servicesò or ñHuman 

Services.ò Information about the provider may be found on the DHS 

website at www.dhs.iowa.gov.  

11 



Parentôs Responsibilities 

 

Prior to taking your child on the first day bring: 

Records of physical examinations, medical history including allergies 

and medical needs, and proof of immunizations which are required 

to be on file in registered/licensed child care programs. 

Telephone numbers of the childôs doctor, dentist, and any insurance 

information a provider might need in case of a medical emergency.  

Emergency numbers where you can be reached.  

A list of individuals authorized to pick up the children. 

 

After enrolling your child: 

Call if you are going to be late. 

Be willing to give two weeks advance notice if your child will not be 

attending for a period of time. 

Follow your providerôs policies for ill children. 

Provide any personal items your child needs (such as diapers or a 

spare change of clothes). 

Pay on time. 
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