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Parents need accessible, affordable child care to work, go back to school, and to ensure their
children are receiving the care they need to develop. Research has shown that high-quality
child care and early education programs lead to long-term learning and development
benefits for children. But DC has the highest costs for child care compared to the rest of the
country, with families paying over $23,000, on average, per year to enroll their children in
infant care.!

DC's child care subsidy program helps nearly 7,700 families with low and moderate incomes
pay for the cost of child care.? The subsidy program is an avenue for predominately Black and
brown parents—who have faced centuries of systemic oppression—to give their children a
jumpstart on their education and to have a safe and supportive environment for their children
while they work or pursue an education.

However, only half of child development facilities (CDFs) in the District participate in the
subsidy program due to a variety of barriers and financial concerns. This limits the subsidy
program’s ability to connect families with child care providers that meet their needs and
provide affordable care, reducing the program'’s overall reach and effectiveness.
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Expanding the supply of child care providers who participate in the subsidy program is
necessary to ensure that every family with a subsidy has access to a center or home where
they can use it. Therefore, it is critical to understand what might be keeping child care
directors and owners from expanding the number of children receiving subsidies that
participate in their programs or from accepting child care subsidy at all.

From August to September 2024, the DC Fiscal Policy Institute (DCFPI) surveyed 79 child
care providers in DC and interviewed a subset of respondents in focus groups to better
understand barriers to participating in the subsidy program. Data from both the focus groups
and surveys pointed to five areas of improvement for the Office of the State Superintendent
of Education (OSSE) to make the child care subsidy program more accessible and efficient:

e Make it easier for directors to apply to participate in the subsidy program by
increasing staff support at OSSE for directors who are applying, developing a network
of directors who can provide peer support through the process, and encouraging
directors to apply for the subsidy program immediately after receiving their license to
operate.

e Increase reimbursement rates so that they meet the true cost of care, especially for
categories where demand is the highest, like for infant and toddler care. Also, switch
to paying facilities prospectively rather than retrospectively, as is now required by the
federal government.

e Streamline data systems and reporting requirements. Currently, child care providers
who offer subsidy have to submit paperwork—often the same paperwork—to multiple
systems, which can be overwhelming, time consuming, and can cause confusion and
errors. If OSSE created a single portal where providers could submit documents once
and have visibility into how and when paperwork is processed, it would ease
administrative burdens that keep some providers out of the system entirely.

e Increase the number of child care facilities that can determine family eligibility for
the child care subsidy program by expanding who can become a Level Il provider.

e Improve OSSE communication with child care providers by offering more frequent
training sessions on becoming a subsidy provider, hiring more Help Desk staff to
answer questions and walk providers through complicated processes, and ensuring
that there is bilingual staff available to assist providers in an accessible way.

Child care providers’ experiences with the subsidy program offer OSSE and other
policymakers a better understanding of the barriers they face and a range of steps for
improving all parts of the process to encourage greater participation and expand options for
District families. By heeding their recommendations to improving the processes by which
child care directors can enter and interact with the child care subsidy program, OSSE would
encourage existing subsidy providers to increase the number of families they serve through
the subsidy program and encourage new child care providers to do the same, thus growing
the supply of affordable child care to meet the demand from District parents.
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DC'’s Subsidy Program is an Avenue to Affordable Child Care with Long-
Lasting Benefits, But Barriers to Participation Limit Effectiveness

Research has shown that high-quality child care and early education programs provide safe
and enriching environments that support the development of children’s language and social-
emotional skills.®> Children's experiences during this time also play a vital role in shaping their
long-term learning and development, underscoring the importance of ensuring access to
quality early learning opportunities for young children.*

The District’s child care subsidy program makes child care more affordable for families with
low and moderate incomes. The program ensures that no eligible family pays more than 7
percent of its income on child care when using a program voucher, with most parents paying
less than $11 per day in co-pays and many paying $O. DC recently expanded access to the
subsidy program to families with higher incomes, acknowledging that investing in affordable,
high-quality care can facilitate economic gains for Black and brown families, small and large
businesses, and the DC economy as a whole.®

While this program provides valuable support, parents and providers face barriers to
participation that can limit its effectiveness. In DC, families earning up to 300 percent of the
federal poverty rate (593,600 for a family of four) are eligible to participate in the subsidy
program if they meet additional requirements, such as being in an eligible education or work
program or engaged in a job search. There are more than 40,000 children in DC living in
households that meet the income eligibility requirement, but less than 20 percent of those
children made use of child care subsidies in fiscal year (FY) 2023.°

Parents often face challenges when trying to obtain and use subsidies, such as finding care
providers that accept vouchers and meet their standards. DC NEXT!, a federally funded
collective impact innovation network aimed at improving the health and well-being of
expectant and parenting teens in the District, interviewed a young parent regarding this issue
who said, “The child care that | wanted, | couldn’t have. | really wanted them to go to the one
that had more learning things and activities they can do... It was just so expensive. | was just
like... hopefully by next year, they can accept vouchers. They put me on a waitlist. That would
have been $1,300 per month. | can't afford that and rent and a car.”

The effectiveness of the child care subsidy program depends on the participation of child
care providers. All licensed CDFs in the District are eligible to participate in the subsidy
program, but only half of CDFs participate due to a variety of barriers and fiscal concerns for
operating their facilities.® Because there is a shortage of high-quality child care providers that
accept subsidy vouchers, parents find it difficult to find quality and affordable options.®

The fact that there are more subsidy vouchers available than being used stems from DC's
declining population (i.e., lower demand), changes to commuting patterns, as well as an
increasing mismatch between supply and demand for certain age groups and the location of
that care in the District.}* Demand for subsidized infant and toddler seats outpaces the supply
by over 3,000 seats, according to a recent supply and demand study commissioned by the
Bainum Foundation.! The deficit of seats is even larger for care during non-traditional hours
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and care offered in languages other than English. These issues underscore the need for
improvements to ensure the program better serves families.

OSSE and District elected officials have shown a commitment to improving the child care
subsidy program for both families and providers. In the past two years, they have:

e Expanded eligibility for families (from 250 percent of the federal poverty line to 300
percent);

o Put the subsidy application for parents online, shortening the time it takes to review
applications;

e Raised reimbursement rates (and have begun to reduce the difference in
reimbursement rates by quality level); and

e Switched to paying providers based on enrollment rather than attendance.

These changes have increased the utilization of child care subsidies, particularly among
families with infants and toddlers, but further improvements will be needed to expand
provider participation and create a well-functioning child care subsidy system.

Child care providers’ experiences with the subsidy program offer important insights into the
challenges of participation and help point to solutions that are grounded in and responsive to
their realities. DCFPI conducted a survey and focus groups for this report that point to steps
that OSSE can take to improve the program, and thereby the access to quality care for
families and children with low incomes. The full methodology of DCFPI's 2024 Child Care
Directors Subsidy Survey is available in Appendix 1.

OSSE Should Streamline the Program’s Application Process and Improve
Support to Providers

When someone wants to open a licensed child care facility in DC, they must submit
documentation that they've fulfilled certain requirements, such as attending a licensing
orientation, providing proof of insurance and alignment with safety requirements, and
checking the criminal background and qualifications of all staff.!? After that person receives a
license to operate a center or home, they can begin the application process to participate in
the subsidy program.

The application to participate in the subsidy program primarily focuses on meeting the
necessary standards to receive government funding. CDF directors hoping to participate in
the child care subsidy program must submit various tax documents, have their staff complete
non-disclosure agreements, ensure the right level of insurance, and adopt an OSSE-
approved curriculum, among other requirements, in order to qualify. Almost half of the 22
non-subsidy providers surveyed by DCFPI named the application process as a reason for not
participating. Table 1 provides a full breakdown of the reasons providers gave to the question
of why they do not participate.
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TABLE 1.

Nearly Half of DC Non-Subsidy Child Care Providers Name the Application Process

as a Key Barrier to Participation
Survey Responses to “What are your reasons for not participating in the child care subsidy program?”

Reasons for Not Participating Number of Respondents Share of Total Respondents*
Application process 10 45%
Reimbursement rates 7 32%
Lag time in reimbursements 4 18%
Mandatory participation in Capital 4 18%
Quality™

Few subsidy eligible children in this 6 27%
facility or in the community where this

facility is located

Not interested 3 14%
Other 6 27%

Notes: *Of the 79 respondents to the Child Care Directors Subsidy Survey, only non-subsidy providers answered this question.
These shares are based on the answers of 22 respondents.

~ Capital Quality is the District’s quality rating tool that assesses the environment, program structure, and teacher-child
interactions of licensed child care facilities.

Source: DCFPI analysis of its 2024 Child Care Directors Subsidy Survey.

The survey also asked non-subsidy and subsidy directors about the specific barriers they
encountered during the application process. Table 2 provides a breakdown of their
responses, showing that among those who responded, more than one-third identified
completing and submitting forms as a primary barrier, and the same percentage of
respondents stated that receiving timely assistance from OSSE administrators was a barrier.
One respondent highlighted the need for Spanish-speaking assistance during the subsidy
application process.

TABLE 2.

DC Providers Face a Variety of Barriers in the Subsidy Program Application Process
Survey Responses to “What barriers, if any, did you encounter during the application and approval process?”

Application Barriers Number of Respondents Share of Total Respondents*
Completing and submitting forms 10 38%

Receiving timely assistance from OSSE 10 38%

administrators

No barriers 9 35%

Other 5 19%

Note: *Of the 79 respondents to the Child Care Directors Subsidy Survey, only a subset of respondents answered this question. These
shares are based on the answers of 26 respondents.
Source: DCFPI Analysis of its 2024 Child Care Directors Subsidy Survey.

Directors also highlighted the long wait time during which OSSE processes the application—
what some directors refer to as the “quiet period”—as a major barrier to entering the
program. Figure 1 shows how long the application process can take.
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FIGURE 1.

Half of Providers Say the Application Process Took More
than Five Months; for One-Fifth, it Took More than Seven
Months

Survey responses to “From the start of the process (i.e., from your application submission to
entering OSSE'’s system as an approved provider and orientation), how long did the process
take?”

less than 2 months —_—\
(17%)

_—— 2-4 months (33%)

7+ months (21%) —

5-6 months (29%)

This analysis is based on a subset of answers in the Child Care Directors Subsidy Survey; 24 respondents
answered this question.

Source: DCFPI analysis of its 2024 Child Care Directors Subsidy Survey * Created with Datawrapper

In focus groups, some directors described submitting the subsidy application and waiting for
weeks to hear back from OSSE, only to be told that there was an error with their application.
These directors reported that by the time they were able to fix the error, the entire process

had been delayed, which negatively impacted the recruitment of families into their program.

Increasing dedicated support staff with relevant child care experience to help CDF directors
through the application process would reduce the burden for directors and the chance for
errors. It is especially important to hire staff who speak Spanish or Amharic, the primary
languages besides English spoken in DC.** Hiring more support staff also would allow OSSE
to review and approve applications more quickly so that directors can offer open slots to
subsidy families in their communities more quickly. OSSE currently offers regular office hours
to answer questions about the subsidy application process, but these office hours are not
widely utilized by providers and, for those who do use them, are not sufficient to resolve
providers' issues, according to survey respondents. OSSE should conduct outreach to better
understand why directors and owners are not tapping into this resource during the
application process.

One director recommended creating a support network that pairs directors who recently
completed the application process with those who have yet to complete it to provide
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insights and assistance with the process. This initiative could be supported through existing
coalitions or philanthropy.

Finally, some directors suggested that OSSE combine the application for licensing with the
application for the subsidy program. However, combining the processes would not change
federal requirements and may make getting licensed more onerous. Instead, OSSE should
consider encouraging directors to apply for subsidy immediately upon approving them for
licensing because it requires much of the same information. Moreover, OSSE’s subsidy
application system could be refined to automatically pull into the subsidy program
application any required information already provided during the licensing application.

OSSE Should Increase Reimbursement Rates to Reflect the True Cost of
Providing Child Care

“| was told that the reimbursement rate would be so low it wouldn't
make sense to participate.”

Reimbursement rates—or the monetary value of child care vouchers—vary based on the age
of the child, whether a child attends a facility part- or full-time, the type of facility (center or
home), and the quality rating of the facility. In addition, the federal government allows local
agencies to set reimbursement rates based on a market rate survey or cost-of-care
modeling. DC has among the highest reimbursement rates relative to other states across the
country, largely because it is one of the first states to base its rates on the actual cost of
operating a child care facility through a “True Cost of Care” study.}*!> Since the adoption of
the Birth-to-Three for All DC Act in 2018, OSSE is required to model the true cost of care
every three years to determine reimbursement rates.

The True Cost of Care model takes into account the variety of cost drivers in a child care
center or home. These include wages and benefits—the primary driver—as well as adult-to-
child ratios, the cost of supplies and supplemental services, and other expenses associated
with licensing and compliance with local and federal laws.® Generally speaking, these studies
have found that it costs more to operate a center versus a home-based program because of
additional staff positions and increased overhead costs. |In either setting, it costs more to
serve infants and toddlers versus older children primarily due to lower adult-to-child ratios.

OSSE has completed five cost modeling studies since 2016 and raised reimbursement rates
as these studies show increasing costs over time. However, reimbursement rates still lag
behind the true cost of care with the exception of the rate paid to child care homes serving
infants and toddlers.” In all other categories, reimbursement rates are 14 to 45 percent
below the true cost of care (Figure 2).*® OSSE can only raise reimbursement rates when the
overall budget for the child care subsidy program is sufficient to cover the increased cost.
Since OSSE raised reimbursement rates in 2023, lawmakers have cut the subsidy budget, so
OSSE has kept reimbursement rates flat despite the increasing operational costs to facilities.
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FIGURE 2.

Child Care Subsidy Reimbursement Rates Generally Fall
Below the Cost to DC Providers

FY 2024 Reimbursement Rates Compared to the True Cost of Care by Quality Rating
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Respondents to the survey identified inadequate reimbursement rates as a primary reason for
not participating in the subsidy program (Table 1). One respondent said, “| was told that the
reimbursement rate would be so low it wouldn't make sense to participate.”

Subsidy providers are also required to participate in Capital Quality, an observation-based
quality rating and improvement system that measures and reports the quality of licensed
child care facilities in the District and designates them as developing, progressing, quality, or
high quality. In both the survey and focus groups, many providers expressed that the Capital
Quality tool does not always accurately assess the true quality of services. For example, by
default, all facilities are designated as “developing”—the lowest quality rating—when first
licensed, regardless of actual quality. Providers are stuck with this designation for one year
until they receive their first actual assessment. OSSE should consider designating newly
participating facilities as “new” or “not yet assessed” rather than “developing” to make this
distinction clearer to families seeking care.

These quality ratings are not simply a matter of pride. Importantly, they impact the rate at
which facilities are reimbursed for subsidy: facilities with higher quality ratings receive higher
payments and those with lower ratings receive lower payments. Not only have child care



IF YOU BUILD IT: RECOMMENDATIONS FOR INCREASING THE SUPPLY OF AFFORDABLE CHILD CARE TO MEET DISTRICT
DEMAND

directors and advocates flagged this approach as misguided, but findings from the 2024 cost
modeling study reveal that the factors measured by Capital Quality do not drive costs one
way or the other.’® In recognition of this fact, OSSE has started to reduce the difference in
reimbursement rates between designated quality levels, but at this time, facilities rated as
lower quality continue to receive lower reimbursements than those rated as higher quality.

OSSE should continue to raise reimbursement rates as operational costs increase and ensure
that facilities across all quality designations have the funding needed to deliver high-quality
care and education. If the child care subsidy program budget cannot fully fund across-the-
board increases to reimbursement rates, OSSE should increase rates based on the type of
care that is most in demand, like care for infants and toddlers. This could allow existing
subsidy providers to care for a greater number of infants and toddlers receiving child care
subsidies and encourage providers who do not currently accept subsidy to enter the system
because they would benefit from consistent payments that meet the cost of providing care.

OSSE should also pay subsidy providers prospectively rather than retrospectively for their
enrollment. In focus groups, directors expressed that they experience delayed payments
from OSSE due to lag times in correcting errors to attendance and enrollment reports. As a
result, providers have kept children enrolled without a reimbursement guarantee, which can
result in running their businesses at a loss. The federal government is now requiring that
states switch to a prospective payments model, but this change will take some time to
implement due to infrastructure needs and budget constraints.

OSSE Should Streamline Data Systems and Reporting Requirements to
Reduce Administrative Burden on Providers

“If you are not business savvy or if you don’t do your own taxes, don't
expect to be able to fill out a subsidy form.”

Child care providers often cobble together funding from a variety of public and private
sources in order to operate, which means they report to a variety of agencies on their
operations. This can create a tremendous administrative burden for child care providers to
maintain funding. For example, when providers become licensed, they must submit and
manage staffing information on credentials, background checks, and other educator
requirements in the DC Division of Early Learning Licensing Tool. When a provider initially
applies to the child care subsidy program, they submit documents to the BOX, the online
system used by OSSE to collect supporting documents for facilities” subsidy applications. All
subsidy providers submit monthly attendance reports in the OSSE Attendance Tracking
System to receive reimbursements. Subsidy providers also must participate in the Child and
Adult Care Food Program (CACFP), which provides funding and training for nutritious meals
for child care facilities, and this requires additional information be submitted through its own
system. Similarly, if a provider participates in Head Start or Early Head Start, these programs
have additional, separate federal reporting requirements and systems.

Navigating these systems takes time and expertise. Facilities that can afford to do so often
hire an administrator whose sole job is to keep up with various application and reporting

10
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requirements and deadlines, including scheduling agency site visits for the multiple entities
that require it. The costs to providers in staff time and resources can disincentivize their
participation in the subsidy program.

The many systems and requirements also can increase reporting errors. Providers who need
to correct an error are often unclear about where to get assistance. Survey results show that
non-participating providers avoid the program because they have heard about the difficult
process or have experienced it themselves. One provider in Ward 3 who is not participating in
the subsidy program said, “the rules for participating would need to change, and | would
likely need some administrative support to juggle all the new reporting requirements
between the Pay Equity Fund, subsidy, and licensing.” Another center-based provider who
just completed the subsidy application process warned, “if you are not business savvy or if
you don't do your own taxes, don't expect to be able to fill out a subsidy form.”

OSSE should create a single portal where providers can submit all documents once and have
visibility into how and when applications and documentation get processed. Many providers
DCFPI spoke to who run facilities in multiple states brought up Maryland's Child Care
Provider Portal, operated by the Maryland State Department of Education, as a model for DC.
Through this portal, Maryland providers can renew licensing applications, view and submit
invoices, manage their attendance, upload documents, and view requests from families using
subsidies seeking care. Not only does a single portal centralize regulatory requirements for
providers, but it also increases transparency into the approval and renewal processes.

To Advance Racial Equity, OSSE Should Increase the Facilities that Can
Determine Family Eligibility

Child care providers who participate in the subsidy program are categorized as either Level |
or Level Il providers. All licensed centers and homes are considered Level | for their first year
of participation. Subsequently, child care centers can apply to become Level Il providers,
which allows them to determine subsidy eligibility directly with families at their facilities
rather than have the families go through the application process with the DC Department of
Human Services. This also enhances recruitment for the center because families can apply
for both subsidy and a slot for their child in one visit.

Fourteen of the 26 Level Il providers who responded to the survey said that becoming a Level
[l provider improved their enrollment process and increased the enrollment of children
receiving subsidies, which increased enrollment overall.?°

However, only child care centers are allowed to be Level Il providers—home-based providers
are not eligible to apply. A provider from the Spanish-language focus group mentioned that
subsidies have provided long-term financial relief to families, especially those in need of
bilingual education, and improved diversity and staff morale in the centers because subsidies
allow members of their own communities to be taught in their classrooms. However,
because home-based providers are excluded from becoming Level Il providers, they miss out
on these potential financial and community-building benefits.

Becoming a Level Il provider requires assuming some level of financial risk, because a Level ||
provider is required to repay any payment errors that are a result of inaccurate eligibility

11
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determinations. This could pose a greater financial risk to home-based providers who often
operate on tighter margins than center-based providers. As outlined above, being a Level I
provider also requires additional training and technology, which can be costly. Not
surprisingly, most Level Il providers are larger centers that have the resources and staff to
take on this additional responsibility.

Although allowing home-based providers to be Level Il providers may be complex, it is still
worth pursuing. Wards 7 and 8 have more child development homes that accept subsidy
than all other wards combined, according to OSSE oversight responses (Figure 3).2
Extending Level Il status to home care providers would have a positive impact where need
for streamlined family eligibility determinations is the greatest. OSSE should consider offering
start-up funding to home-based providers to help shoulder the cost of updating technology
and compensating directors for their time as they complete the approval process and
training. OSSE could also consider supporting a model of risk-pooling through an
intermediary, a type of insurance that Level Il providers can pay into so that funds are
available when OSSE needs to recoup funding for a child deemed ineligible after a facility
approves their eligibility and begins providing services.?

FIGURE 3.

Most Child Care Homes that Accept Subsidy are Located in
Wards 7 and 8

Number of Child Development Homes and Expanded Homes that Accept Subsidy

B wards |l Wards 1-6 [l Ward 7

Wards 1-6
15

Child development homes allow providers to care for up to 6 children. Expanded child development homes allow
providers to care for up to 12 children

Source: DCFPI analysis of Responses to Fiscal Year 2023 Performance Oversight Questions - Created with Datawrapper
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Level Il providers are currently compensated for taking on subsidy eligibility determinations
because they receive the full value of the subsidy plus the family co-pay directly from OSSE,
as opposed to other providers, who receive the value of the subsidy but must rely on the
families they serve to pay the co-pays. Some Level Il providers still find the eligibility
determination process challenging because the subsidy application for families is so
complex. Simplifying the parent application process for child care subsidy would have the
dual benefit of getting parents through the process more quickly and reducing the
administrative burden for Level Il providers. OSSE has made some efforts to simplify and
streamline the parent application process, but more work needs to be done in this area.?®

OSSE Should Improve Transparency and Communication with Child Care
Providers

“Valuing and empowering schools as collaborating partners is key, as
we are in direct contact with families and can help attract more
participants to the program.”

Many providers expressed frustration over the lack of transparency regarding requirements
for the program and delays in communication and approvals. In one focus group, a non-
participating provider from a Ward 4 center highlighted the confusion surrounding
participation criteria: "I would need to know more about how it would work and if it would fit
with our program. We are play-based, Reggio-inspired, so | do not know if that would be
‘acceptable’ and if there are certain academic requirements we have to meet or a curriculum
we would have to follow. If so, we wouldn't want to participate.” This uncertainty about
program expectations illustrates the need for more explicit guidelines and transparent
communication to help providers navigate the process effectively.

Providers also often wait for long periods of time, sometimes weeks, after applying to the
child care subsidy program to hear back from OSSE. At the same time, many directors stated
the need for "help with the application,” and the need to receive "training about how to start
participating in the program.” OSSE should offer more trainings on how to become a subsidy
provider on the front end and provide more timely updates to providers who have applied.
OSSE also should share more details on expectations, requirements, and reimbursement
rates, particularly for facilities in areas like Wards 7 and 8 where families with low incomes
face the largest child care gaps.?

Focus group participants were asked, “If OSSE could hire one additional support staff, what
expertise should they have and what role should they play?” Overwhelmingly, they
responded that OSSE would benefit from hiring someone with experience running a child
care facility who can act as a coach to child care directors and can work across the various
systems and agencies that affect child care in the District.

Directors also expressed the need for more bilingual support staff at OSSE to answer
questions and guide Spanish-speaking directors through the process. OSSE should hire
bilingual support staff to ensure that non-native English speakers are getting the guidance
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they need to serve their communities. Participants in the Spanish-speaking focus group
noted that using external translators delays the process, causing more problem:s.

Additional Policy and Administrative Changes Needed to Build the Child Care
System Families Deserve

The recommendations in this report will help more child care providers enter the child care
subsidy program and offer affordable care to more District families, but they only address
part of larger challenges facing the early childhood ecosystem. District policymakers will
need to invest in the early childhood workforce and child care facility upgrades, and OSSE
administrators will need to make process improvements for families and collect better data
on the reach of the child care subsidy program to create a system in which every family who
seeks child care can get it.

Workforce shortages continue to plague the early childhood education field and must be
addressed by bolstering the salaries and benefits offered to early educators. Workforce
shortages in child care are a direct result of low wages and inconsistent benefits, like health
care and retirement.?>2¢ DC's Pay Equity Fund helps to address workforce shortages by
setting higher salary minimums for early educators in law, providing funding to child care
centers and homes to meet these higher salaries, and offering a health care option through
HealthCare4ChildCare. If lawmakers want to increase access to affordable child care, they
will need to increase investments in both the child care subsidy program and the Pay Equity
Fund to ensure that there is a sufficient workforce to meet the demand.

District policymakers should also invest in programs like Access to Quality that offer grants to
expand child care facilities, support infrastructure updates, and increase the supply of child
care slots, particularly in areas with the highest need. The Access to Quality program
generated over 1,200 new infant and toddler seats when it launched in 2018.2” With new
funding, this program can help the District continue to increase the supply of child care to
meet the demand.

OSSE can continue to improve access to the child care subsidy program for families by
implementing presumptive eligibility. Presumptive eligibility allows parents to apply for a
subsidy by providing baseline information on eligibility requirements, like proof of residency
and income, and then receive a subsidy for their child while their full application is being
reviewed and approved. Presumptive eligibility enables families to access subsidies faster and
streamlines the application process.

Finally, OSSE should collect and report better data on the utilization of child care subsidies.
OSSE currently reports utilization data for the subsidy program annually through the DC
Council's performance oversight process. They define and report utilization as subsidy
enrollment as the share of total licensed capacity, which only tells us how many children
using subsidy are in licensed classrooms compared to those on private pay. Advocates and
administrators would benefit from having better data on the full scope of eligible families in
the District to understand who is not accessing subsidy—including by age group and place—
and why.
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Appendix: Methodology

For this report, DCFPI developed and disseminated an online survey, available in both English
and Spanish, to all 467 child care directors and owners in DC. We received a response rate of
17 percent, or total of 79 responses—71 responses to the survey in English and eight
responses to the survey in Spanish. The survey varied in length depending on the attributes of
the facility the respondent represented, but, on average, it took no more than ten minutes to
complete the survey. All respondents received a $30 electronic gift card for completing the
survey.

The survey was co-developed with three key community partners: Travis Hardmon, President
of Families First Early Education, an organization that provides financial management
coaching to child care providers, Sally D'ltalia, Director of the Children’s Center at Arnold &
Porter, a law firm located in Ward 6, and LaDon Love, Executive Director of SPACEs in Action,
a local advocacy organization. Members of the Under 3 DC Coalition and OSSE also
contributed to the development of the survey.

Among the 79 respondents to the survey, 80 percent represented child care centers and 20
percent represented child development homes and expanded homes. Respondents were
also representative of all eight wards. Figure 4 below shows a breakdown of respondents by
facility type and Ward.

FIGURE 4.

Respondents to DCFPI's 2024 Child Care Directors Survey
Represent Providers from All Wards and Facility Types

Survey Respondents by Ward and Provider Type

[l Center [ Expanded Home Home

Wil

Ward 1 Ward 2 Ward 3 Ward 4 Ward 5 Ward 6 Ward 7 Ward 8

Source: DCFPI analysis of its 2024 Child Care Directors Subsidy Survey - Created with Datawrapper
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To add context to the responses to the survey, DCFPI conducted three focus groups: one
with current subsidy providers, one with providers not currently accepting subsidy, and one
conducted in Spanish with a mix of subsidy and non-subsidy providers. Across these three
focus groups, DCFPI had representation from:

o 13 subsidy providers and one non-subsidy provider;

o 11 directors representing child development centers and three owners representing
child development homes or expanded homes; and,

e Directors and owners from Wards 1, 2, 4, 7, and 8.

The focus groups lasted an average of 90 minutes and participants received a $100
electronic gift card for their contributions. Participants were asked to give baseline
information about the facilities they represent, such as whether their facility was a center or
home, where their facility is located, whether or not they serve any special populations, such
as children from homes where English is not the primary language spoken or children with
special needs, whether or not they have a waitlist and/or empty seats, and what types of
services parents on their waitlists are seeking.

After providing this baseline information, focus groups dug into what is working and not
working with the various processes related to child care subsidy, including the application
and approval process, reimbursements and reporting, and becoming a Level Il provider.
Focus group participants were also asked to reflect on the impact and benefits of providing
subsidy seats in their facilities and specific steps OSSE could take to improve the experience
of applying for subsidy and offering it in their facilities.
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