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Executive Summary

In 2010-2011 the Illinois economy was stagnant, as it is in 2012.  While working families with 
young children could feel fortunate to be employed, a widening gulf between their incomes and 
the cost of child care left many parents paying a larger portion of their paychecks toward child 
care.

The median income of Cook County families with children under 18 has slid to $55,834 (after 
peaking at over $61,000 in 2008).  Meanwhile, child care prices have continued to steadily rise.  
A family earning the median income in 2008 would have paid 14.7 percent of its income for 
their two-year old to attend a full-time child care center. In 2010 they would have paid 17.0 
percent.

Figure I-1 Cost of Center Care for a Two-Year-Old as a Percent of Family Income

The average annual cost of center care for infants – the most expensive care for families –hit 
the $12,000 mark, and as in past years, is more expensive than the average price of public 
college and typical rent in Cook County.

Figure I-2 Cost of Child Care in Context
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The 2012 Report on Child Care in Cook County

The Illinois Child Care Assistance Program (CCAP) continued to help workers afford child care 
they otherwise would be priced out of, particularly more formal types of care such as licensed 
family child care and center-based care.  But in 2011, more than 1,700 Cook County families 
lost their subsidies when cuts to the program reduced eligibility from 200 percent to 185 
percent of the federal poverty level. No longer eligible for assistance, a family of four with a two 
year old in center care faced a jump in the cost of care from 8 percent to as much as 24 percent 
of their income.

While statewide discussion over past years has focused on how to ensure all Illinois 3- and 
4-year olds have high-quality early education experiences that prepare them for kindergarten, 
the rising cost of licensed care and the reduction in funding for CCAP squeezes many working 
families out of high quality child care programs. 

On a positive note, in 2011 with the help of federal ARRA (American Recovery and Reinvest-
ment Act) funds, families participating in CCAP experienced some relief through a temporary 
decrease in their copayments.  ARRA funds have since expired which, along with cuts to the 
CCAP budget in 2012, has led to sharp increases in parent copayments – with copayments 
more than doubling for many families.

In addition to the copayment increases in 2012, cuts were proposed that would have reduced 
income eligibility for new CCAP parents from 185 percent to 150 percent of the poverty level. 
Fortunately for the 6,000 Cook County parents who would have been denied child care assis-
tance, these cuts failed to be enacted.  But until the Illinois economy improves or the state 
solves its budget crisis, we can expect to see new threats to CCAP. 
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Introduction: Families and Child Care in Cook County

Approximately 900,000 children under the age of 13 live in Cook County. A large proportion, 
and perhaps a majority, of these children receive regular care from someone other than their 
parents or guardians: from another relative, a friend or neighbor, a family child care home, a child 
care center, or a park district or other after-school program.

This 2012 Report of Child Care in Cook County examines the availability of child care to fami-
lies in different parts of Cook County. We present the different settings in which child care 
takes place, the number of children that can be served in each type of care, and the fees that 
parents pay to different types of providers. We report the experiences of some parents who 
seek referrals to child care providers and examine the dilemmas they face in choosing a 
provider and the compromises they make as a result.

A Note on Supply and Demand

While we subtitle this report “Elements of Child Care Supply and Demand,” we want to caution 
readers that the factors that determine the supply of and demand for child care are numerous 
and complex. We cannot simply compare the number of child care slots with the number of 
children in need of care to determine whether supply meets demand. Appendix 2 provides a 
detailed discussion of the various elements that influence both child care supply and demand 
and explains why an effective analysis of child care supply and demand can be so complex.

4

Examining Cook County 
Child Care by Region

Throughout this Report we 
divide Cook County into six 
regions to show how 
geographic differences can 
affect parents’ success in 
finding child care. 

Chicago  
1) North and Northwest
2) Central and West 
3) South and Southwest

Suburban Cook County
4) North and Northwest 
5) West 
6) South and Southwest

Appendix 1 provides more 
detailed definitions of these 
regions.

Chicago and Suburban Cook Regions

North & Northwest Suburban Cook

North & Northwest Chicago

Central & West Chicago 

West Suburban Cook

South & Southwest
Chicago

South & Southwest Suburban Cook
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What Types of Child Care are Available?

A family’s success in finding quality child care is based on many factors including the family’s 
location, a child’s age, the hours of care needed, the amount the family can afford to pay, a 
child’s specific needs, and the parent’s particular preferences. If we assume for a moment that 
families can access all types of child care, let us look at the available options. 

First, many families only use parental care. Either one parent stays home to care for the children, 
or both parents stagger their schedules so one can care for the children while the other works, 
goes to school, or fulfills other responsibilities. 

Parents who need or want to look beyond parental care may find home child care an appealing 
option. They may choose a caregiver who can provide care in the child’s home, as a nanny does.  
They may also take their child to the home of someone they know well, such as a family 
member, close friend or neighbor, or someone they discovered through word-of-mouth or 
through a referral service.

Many home-based child care providers, especially those who provide care as an ongoing 
profession, choose to become licensed. This means the care provided in their homes is regu-
lated by the Illinois Department of Children and Family Services (DCFS) as well as their local 
licensing agency, if one exists. Throughout this report, we refer to these caregivers as licensed 
home providers, and we refer to those without licenses as license-exempt home providers or 
family, friend, or neighbor care (see the glossary for detailed definitions of these terms). 
License-exempt home child care can be provided in the home of the caregiver or the child.
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Parents also have the option of taking their child to a child care center. While most of these 
facilities are licensed by DCFS, centers such as those based in school or affiliated with religious 
groups are exempt from being licensed. Center care may include all-day or part-day child care 
programs, before- and after-school programs (including those provided by park districts and 
YMCAs), and full-day summer programs for school-age children.

Parents who may not need full-time child care but wish to prepare their 3- or 4-year-old child 
for kindergarten may consider a part-day or part-week preschool program. These programs 
include private, tuition-based programs as well as free public programs such as Head Start and 
Preschool for All. Data on public and private preschool programs are not included in this report.

How Do Families Find Child Care?

Families seek child care by asking relatives or friends for referrals, looking at notices and adver-
tisements, and visiting child care centers in their communities. The State of Illinois offers a 
resource for families in the form of a referral service. Illinois Action for Children administers this 
service for families in Cook County through its Resource and Referral Program, maintaining a 
database of child care providers who register voluntarily to be referred to parents. Child care 
providers supply detailed information about their programs so that referral consultants can help 
parents find providers that match their needs and preferences. Referral consultants help 
educate parents on what constitutes quality child care so parents are better equipped to evalu-
ate the programs they visit.

What is the Typical Family Experience?

While many parents and guardians are quite satisfied with the care their children receive, many 
others find the process of searching for and deciding on a child care provider to be stressful. 
These parents frequently experience frustration in finding the right care at the right hours, right 
location, and right price. We frame the majority of this report around several of the major dilem-
mas that families face when making child care decisions.
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I.  Family Dilemma: Finding Affordable Child Care 

The Cost of Child Care

Each year, the Illinois Action for Children Resource and Referral Program asks providers to 
report the rates they charge parents for child care. Tables I-1 and I-2 present the average 
market rates that 756 child care centers and 2,432 licensed homes respectively charge in the 
six regions of Cook County. Centers average between $147 and $291 each week to care for 
children under age six, while home providers charge an average of $126 to $208 weekly, 
depending upon age and region. The last rows of both tables show the rates that the Illinois 
Child Care Assistance Program (CCAP) reimbursed Cook County providers in 2011.1

Table I-1  Child Care Center Full-Time Weekly Rates
FY2011 Source:  Illinois Action for Children Resource and Referral Program

Table I-2  Licensed Child Care Home Full-Time Weekly Rates
FY2011 Source:  Illinois Action for Children Resource and Referral Program

1Rates effective 1/1/11.
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Cook County
Average
N & NW
Chicago

Central & 
West Chicago

S & SW 
Chicago

N & NW
Suburban Cook

West Suburban
Cook

S & SW
Suburban Cook

Amount reimbursed by
the Illinois Child Care
Assistance Program for
full-time care

$242 $226 $195 $175 $169 $120 $157

$270 $234 $194 $178 $168 $118 $150

$250 $237 $193 $171 $169 $115 $138

$199 $192 $168 $148 $147 $108 $137

$291 $271 $241 $217 $210 $139 $200

$245 $225 $201 $179 $174 $111 $161

$212 $202 $181 $160 $153 $116 $147

$219.15 $185.05 $154.20

$77.10
<5 hrs/day

$154.20
>=5 hrs/day $154.20

Infant
(6 weeks to
14 months)

Toddler
(15 to 23
months) 2-year-old

3- to 4-
year-old

5-year-old to
kindergarten

Before
& After
School

School
Age,

Summer

Cook County
Average
N & NW
Chicago

Central & 
West Chicago

S & SW 
Chicago

N & NW
Suburban Cook

West Suburban
Cook

S & SW
Suburban Cook

Amount reimbursed by
the Illinois Child Care
Assistance Program for
full-time care

$151 $148 $143 $138 $134 $118 $127

$169 $164 $160 $154 $149 $133 $144

$143 $141 $135 $129 $126 $116 $124

$142 $139 $135 $128 $126 $115 $120

$208 $202 $200 $197 $191 $144 $176

$155 $151 $147 $142 $140 $118 $131

$144 $141 $137 $131 $127 $111 $120

$143.95 $138.55 $128.85

$64.93
<5 hrs/day

$129.85
>=5 hrs/day $129.85

Infant
(6 weeks to
14 months)

Toddler
(15 to 23
months) 2-year-old

3- to 4-
year-old

5-year-old to
kindergarten

Before
& After
School

School
Age,

Summer
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Trends in Child Care Rates

Like most expenses, child care costs tend to rise every year. But the cost of center care has 
risen more rapidly than consumer prices nationally. Table I-3 presents the aggregate rate 
increases of centers and family child care homes for Chicago and suburban Cook County. The 
dollar columns show the most recent rates for each age group. Next to each rate is a column 
that presents the percent increase over the eleven years from June 2000 to June 2011. 
Increases ranged from 18 percent to 95 percent. Over the same period of time, all consumer 
prices rose about 31 percent nationally.2  While most licensed home rates increased near or 
below this average inflation rate, center rates for almost all age groups far exceeded it.

Table I-3  2010 Average Weekly Market Rates and Rate Increases Since 2000
Source:  Illinois Action for Children Resource and Referral Program Rounded to the nearest dollar or percent

2Consumer prices as measured by CPI-U by U.S. Department of Labor, Bureau of Labor Statistics; http://www.bls.gov/data/home.htm, accessed 
February, 2012.
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Infant

Toddler

2-year-old

3- & 4-
year-olds

5-year-old
to K

Before &
After School

School Age,
Summer

27%$223 $147 32% $251 39% $160 21%

28%$212 $144 35% $234 42% $155 22%

59%$180 $139 34% $209 50% $152 21%

52%$162 $133 33% $186 47% $147 20%

50%$157 $130 34% $180 43% $142 18%

70%$111 $118 95% $125 56% $117 71%

61%$140 $125 45% $167 40% $130 32%

Percent
Growth

Since 2000

Percent
Growth

Since 2000

Percent
Growth

Since 2000

Percent
Growth

Since 2000
Chicago
CentersAge

Chicago
Homes

Suburban
Cook

Centers

Suburban
Cook

Homes

Percent growth in consumer prices nationwide since 2000: 31%

While child care costs continue to rise each year, since 2008 median family income has fallen. 
In 2010, the latest year for which we have data, families were earning little more than families 
in 2006 ($55,834 in 2010 compared to $55,400 in 2006).  As a result, child care costs make 
up a greater proportion of family income.   Figure I-1 shows how the average cost of center care 
for a two-year-old as a percent of median family income rose from 14.6 percent in 2005 to 17.0 
percent in 2010. 

The 2012 Report on Child Care in Cook County



What Percent of Income is Reasonable to Spend on Child Care?

Most national studies since the 1990s have found that average two-parent middle-income 
families paid between 6 percent and 10 percent of their income for child care.3  If we pick the 
higher 10 percent level as a rule of thumb for affordability, parents earning the median Cook 
County income of $55,834 could spend as much as $5,583 per year on child care, or about 
$112 per week, and still consider their care affordable. However, the average costs of both 
center and licensed home care (Tables I-1 and I-2) exceed $112 per week in all regions and 
across all age groups with the exception of some school-age care. The price tag is even higher 
for families with two or more children in care. Without some financial assistance, then, center 
care and licensed home care would be out of reach for most families, leaving them to choose 
among only unregulated care options such as care by a friend, relative or neighbor. 

Figure I-1 puts the cost of child care in context. A family that wants to use infant care in a child 
care center would need to spend more than what typical Cook County families spend on rent 
and more than the average cost of state college tuition.

According to the National Association of Child Care Resource and Referral Agencies, in 2010 
Illinois was ranked near the top among U.S. states in terms of having the least affordable infant 
center care (8th least affordable) as well as center care for preschoolers (12th least 
affordable).4 

Figure I-1 Cost of Center Care for a Two-Year-Old as a Percent of Family Income

3See for example, the National Child Care Survey, 1990 and Child Care Expenses of American Families, Urban Institute, 1997. The Census Bureau 
finds that child care payments average 7.8 percent for families with employed mothers and with children under 15. The average is higher at 10.1 
percent for families with children under five. Having lower incomes raises the percentages. Who’s Minding the Kids? Child Care Arrangements: 
Spring 2010, U.S. Bureau of the Census, Table 6.
4Parents and the High Cost of Child Care: 2011 Report, NACCRRA, 2011.  Accessed February 2012 at http://www.naccrra.org/public-
policy/cost-of-child-care
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Helping Parents Meet the Cost of Child Care

Several government-funded resources exist to help families pay for their child care costs, and 
child care providers themselves often have tuition policies to assist families who struggle to pay 
the full rate for care.

The main source of financial assistance to help Illinois parents with child care costs is the Illinois 
Child Care Assistance Program (CCAP). A family eligible for this program chooses a child care 
provider and the State reimburses this provider for his or her services. Parents pay a portion of 
the cost of care, a copayment, which depends on the family’s size and income. For most of 
FY11, CCAP was available to families that earned at or below 200 percent of the federal 
poverty level, or $44,100 for a family of four. In April, 2011, income eligibility limits were 
lowered from 200 percent to 185 percent of the federal poverty level, or to $40,800 for a family 
of four. Parents must work or participate in an approved school or training program to be 
eligible. CCAP is primarily a voucher system administered in Cook County by Illinois Action for 
Children under contract with the Illinois Department of Human Services (IDHS). Some child 
care centers, however, have direct contracts with IDHS to serve families eligible for CCAP.

Another state program that provides child care assistance, but to a more specific population, is 
the Department of Children and Family Services (DCFS). DCFS provides child care vouchers 
primarily to families with foster children. 

Beyond government-funded programs, a number of child care providers offer their own forms 
of child care assistance. These include discounts for parents with more than one child in their 
care, sliding scale fees based on a family’s ability to pay, scholarships, and negotiable rates. 
Some providers will accept the CCAP reimbursement as full payment even though the amount 
they receive through the program may be less than what the providers typically charge. 

Both the federal and Illinois income tax programs offer some relief for child care costs in the 
form of modest, dependent child care tax credits.  These credits allow families to reduce their 
income tax bill by a fraction of their child care expenses.

Figure I-2 Cost of Child Care in Context
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Child Care Affordability with Assistance

With the help of CCAP, families can access child care that would otherwise be unaffordable to 
them. As explained above, we define child care as affordable if it costs ten percent or less of a 
family’s income.  Figure I-2 traces the impact of CCAP on child care affordability for a family of 
four. It presents the cost of care for one child as a percentage of different incomes ranging from 
$10,000 to $115,000. The chart’s four lines denote the costs of different types of care, with 
the highest cost representing the high price of center care for an infant and the lowest line 
representing the more affordable price of family, friend, or neighbor care. The scenario assumes 
that families receive CCAP assistance if earning less than the CCAP income limit of $40,800 
for a family of four.5

Families receiving CCAP assistance (to the left of the dotted line) can pay less than five percent 
of their income for informal neighbor care and as much as 11 percent for center infant care. 
Note that Figure I-2 builds upon average rates of care such as those in Tables I-1 and I-2. Some 
parents might have to pay a higher rate than the average, while others will pay below the aver-
age. Placing more children in care, moreover, will cost parents more.

It is CCAP alone that makes child care this affordable for working families with these incomes. 
If the working family’s income rises above $40,800, the family ceases to be eligible for CCAP 
and most child care costs shoot up to a prohibitively high percentage of the family’s income (to 
as high as 27 percent for infant center care). This is known as the “cliff effect.” Only unregulated 
family, friend, or neighbor care changes little as a percentage of income and remains affordable 
for families earning just over $40,800.

Once a family’s income rises above $40,800 and the family becomes ineligible for CCAP, it 
takes an income of $71,680 before licensed home care for a two-year-old returns to 10 
percent of the family’s income. It takes an income of $120,800 before the cost of infant care in 
a center returns to 10 percent of the family’s income. These higher incomes, needless to say, 
are substantially above the typical family income in Illinois. Again, for a family earning between 
$40,800 and $71,680, which includes the typical family in Cook County, only informal family, 
friend, or neighbor child care is affordable at 10 percent of family income. 

Figure I-2 What Families Need to Spend on Child Care
Family Size of 4, 1 Child in Care, 2011

5The chart also assumes that parents receiving Child Care Assistance pay their assigned copayment as well as the difference between the price 
their child care provider charges and the rate their provider is reimbursed by the Child Care Assistance Program.
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Recent Cuts to CCAP

In April 2011, Illinois implemented cuts to CCAP that reduced income eligibility from 200 
percent to 185 percent of the federal poverty level, or from $44,100 to $40,800 for a family of 
four. Figure I-4 depicts one example of how the reduction affected families – the example of a 
family of four using center care for a two-year-old.  The dotted line represents what families 
paid in June 2010 before the cuts and the solid line what they would have to pay in June 2011 
after the cuts. 

The shaded gray area is the income range of families who lost their eligibility. Families earning 
$41,000 saw their child care costs rise from 8 percent of their income to a devastating 24 
percent. These families faced the choice of disrupting their child’s care situation (and possibly 
their employment) for a more affordable option or making large sacrifices in other areas of 
household spending in order for their child to continue attending the child care program.

Families remaining in the CCAP (those to the left of the green shading) found care more afford-
able in 2011 – depicted by the 2011 line being below the 2010 line for most incomes. More 
affordable care was a result of lower copayments for families made possible by ARRA funds.

Figure I-4 What Families Need to Spend on Center Care for a Two-Year-Old
Change from June 2010 to June 2011
Family Size of 4

12

0%

2%

4%

6%

8%

10%

12%

14%

16%

18%

20%

22%

24%

26%

$1
0,0

00

$1
5,0

00

$2
0,0

00

$2
5,0

00

$3
0,0

00

$3
5,0

00

$4
0,0

00

$4
1,0

00

$4
4,0

00

$5
0,0

00

$5
5,0

00

$6
5,0

00

$7
0,0

00

$6
0,0

00

Family Income

C
os

t o
f C

ar
e 

as
 P

er
ce

nt
 o

f F
am

ily
 In

co
m

e

June 2011

June 2010

Shaded region 
represents families 
who lost CCAP 
eligibility.  Their child 
care costs rose from 
8% to as high as 
24% of family 
income.

Care was more affordable for 
most families with CCAP in 2011 
because of lower copayments.

�

�

The 2012 Report on Child Care in Cook County



II.  Family Dilemma: Finding Available Child Care Slots 

Child Care Providers and Slots in Cook County

A family’s access to child care depends on both affordability and availability. Table II-1 shows 
the most accurate count we can provide of the number of full-time and school-age child care 
programs and their slots in Cook County. The table divides the programs into type of child care 
setting, which we define in the Glossary at the end of this report.  Appendix 4 discusses the data 
sources in more detail. 

Table II-1 understates the actual number of providers in Cook County and the children they can 
serve. Centers and homes that are exempt from licensing do not have to list their slots with any 
official source, so many go uncounted.6  School-age programs, in particular, are likely to be 
exempt from licensing. While a large number of license-exempt centers list their programs with 
the Illinois Action for Children Resource and Referral Program, our list of about 14,000 
license-exempt home providers in Cook County is far less complete.

The license-exempt home providers that we do know of and report on in Table II-1 are those 
who receive payments from CCAP for providing child care to low-income working families. 
Home providers who have license-exempt status may legally care for as many as three children 
who are not their own.7  While we provisionally estimate 41,115 slots in known license-exempt 
homes, many, though not all, license-exempt home providers do not offer child care slots in the 
same way that centers and licensed homes do. Instead, many are relatives, neighbors or family 
friends who choose to care for particular children for particular periods of time rather than offer 
care to any child as part of an ongoing business. 

Table II-1  Child Care Programs & Slots in Cook County
Daytime slots.*
Source:  Illinois Action for Children Resource and Referral Program and DCFS, June 2011

6Even when the number of slots is known, it is only an estimate of the number of children served. Some providers might have empty slots, in which 
case the number of slots exceeds the number of children in the care of these providers. On the other hand, two or more part-time children might fill 
some slots, in which case the number of children in care exceeds the number of slots. 
7If the children are all related, the provider can care for more than three at one time.
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*Licensed homes have the capacity to serve an additional 15,986 children during evening hours. Child care centers provide an additional 2,662 
evening slots. See Section III-A.
**Licensed home providers with assistants may be licensed to care for up to four school-age children during out-of-school time in addition to their
regular day-time capacity.
***To estimate slots in license-exempt homes, we multiply the number of license-exempt homes known through CCAP by three children per home. 
License-exempt home providers legally can care for no more than three children unless all children are related. While this number reflects the 
potential capacity of license-exempt home providers, on average the actual number of children enrolled per provider is closer to two.

Child Care Centers

School Age Only Programs

Summer Only Programs

Center & School Age Total

Licensed Homes

Licensed Homes – additional school age slots**

License-Exempt Homes***

Family Child Care Home Total

Total For All Programs

1,116 88,441

199 13,200

145 17,224

1,460 118,865

3,729 28,068

– 7,133

13,705 41,115

17,434 76,316

18,894 195,181

Number of Programs Number of SlotsType of Program
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Where the Providers and Slots Are

Some parents will have a more difficult time finding child care because of where they live. 
118,865 spaces in child care centers and school-age programs are almost evenly divided 
between Chicago and suburban Cook County, though there are some differences. School age 
programs are more abundant or at least better reported in the suburbs, while summer-only 
programs are more abundant, or better reported, in Chicago. Two-thirds of the 35,201 licensed 
home spaces are located in Chicago. Table II-3 shows how center and licensed home slots are 
distributed throughout the regions of Cook County. 

The last row of Table II-3 shows the total number of center and licensed home slots as a 
percentage of the number of children under 13 within the region. These percentages are not 
included to suggest met or unmet need but rather to allow some comparison of known supply 
across the regions, which differ in population.

Over the past three years, the number of licensed center day-time slots increased by 4 percent 
in Cook County, with the North and Northwest region of Chicago seeing the largest growth (16 
percent).  Licensed home care slots decreased by 4 percent overall, with the West and Central 
region of Chicago experiencing the biggest decline in slots (-11 percent). The West and Central 
region also experienced a substantial population decrease during the past decade, with its 
under-six population dropping over 20 percent.

Table II-3  Child Care Slots in Cook County Regions
Daytime slots.
Source:  Illinois Action for Children Resource and Referral Program and DCFS, June 2011

Center Slots by Age

Some parents have more difficulty finding child care because of the ages of their children. Table 
II-5 examines the number of children in each age group that Cook County child care centers 
can serve by region. We do not report comparable data for child care homes because home 
providers have more flexibility in the ages of children they can enroll, and the ages of children 
they serve change frequently.
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Child Care Centers

School Age
Only Programs

Summer Only
Programs

Licensed Homes

Licensed Homes -
additional school age

Total Center and
Licensed Home Slots

Total slots as a
percent of children
under age 13

12,37812,626  19,327 44,331 19,326 7,774 17,010 44,110

1,2341,082  1,690 4,006 5,936 1,076 2,182 9,194

3,1203,545  5,856 12,521 2,927 505 1,271 4,703

4,2773,172  11,298 18,747 1,761 2,560 5,000 9,321

1,062920  3,073 5,055 333 615 1,130 2,078

22,07121,345  41,244 84,660 30,283 12,530 26,593 69,406

22%13%  18% 17% 14% 13% 18% 15%
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In 2011, 1,203 licensed and license-exempt child care centers listed with Illinois Action for 
Children reported the number of children they serve per age group, allowing us to identify the 
age for 98,761 of the 118,865 known slots. Overall, the total age-identified center slots are 
split in a fairly equal manner between Chicago and suburban Cook County regions. The number 
of infant and toddler slots continues to lag behind the number of slots for two- through five-
year-olds, particularly in Chicago. However, infant and toddler slots in Chicago have been 
increasing. In the last four years, Chicago infant and toddler slots increased by 23 percent.

Table II-5  Full-Time Child Care Center Slots in Cook County by Age
Source:  Illinois Action for Children Resource and Referral Program, June 2011

15

In the last 
four years, 

Chicago 
infant and 

toddler 
slots in-

creased by 
23 percent.

Infant

Toddler

3- to 4-
year-old

5-year-old
to K
School Age:
Before or
After School

School Age:
Summer
Only

5923184,734  722 1,682 1,372 443 1,237 3,052
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2-year-old

Best and Worst Regions for Finding Infant Care 

A family looking for infant care in a center or licensed home will likely have the greatest success 
in finding care if they live in the South and Southwest suburban region of the county. As 
presented in Table II-6, this region has a low number of infants per infant slot, both in centers 
and in licensed homes, making it easier for families to find care.

The North and Northwest Suburban region also fares well in infant center care. However, for a 
family priced out of this type of care, there are few licensed home options in the region. 

Infant care is most scarce in the North and Northwest Chicago region. Here center infant care 
is more than twice as scarce as in any other region, and licensed home care for infants is less 
abundant than almost all other areas.

Families in South and Southwest Chicago will have an easier time finding licensed home care 
than families in other regions, but will face some challenge finding center infant care.

Table II-6  Availability of Infant Care by Region
Source:  Illinois Action for Children Resource and Referral Program, June 2011
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Referrals Given to Parents by Child Age

Parents looking for child care often seek referrals from Illinois Action for Children’s referral 
service. As in previous years, in 2011 child care referrals were most often requested for 
children under age 2—more than one-third of all requests. The proportion of requests for infant 
care was particularly high in the North and Northwest Chicago region where slots are most 
scarce. Table II-7 provides the breakdown of referral requests by child age and region. 

Table II-7  Requests for Child Care by Age
Source:  Illinois Action for Children Resource and Referral Program, FY2011
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III.  Family Dilemma: Finding Child Care that Matches the 
Family’s Schedule 

Most child care programs are available only during the daytime on weekdays, but half of part-
time employees and one-third of full-time employees work non-traditional schedules that 
include at least some evening, night, or weekend hours. Many also work schedules that change 
periodically, sometimes with little notice. Some of the most common or fastest-growing jobs 
require non-traditional hours, including jobs in retail, food services, office cleaning, hospitals, 
and nursing homes. In general, low paying jobs are more likely to require parents to work non-
traditional schedules than better paying jobs.8  These work schedules give rise to one of the 
most intractable problems facing many parents seeking child care: relatively few programs 
accommodate parents’ needs for evening child care, overnight care, weekend care, or care on 
a variable schedule. 

Providers Offering Care during Non-Traditional Hours

Table III-1 shows the number and percentage of centers and homes in Cook County available 
for Illinois Action for Children to refer parents to for evening child care, overnight care, weekend 
care, and care during rotating shifts. 

Only 6 percent of centers offer care during evening hours, and even fewer offer overnight or 
weekend care. While the majority of homes are licensed to provide evening care (86 percent), 
as with centers only a small percentage offer overnight or weekend care (3 percent and 13 
percent respectively).9  More centers and homes accommodate families who need care on 
rotating schedules.

Table III-1  Cook County Providers with Non-Traditional Hours*
Source:  Illinois Action for Children Resource and Referral Program, June 2011

8Working Later in Illinois: Work Schedules, Incomes and Parents’ Access to Child Care, Illinois Action for Children, 2006.
9Data on the number of home providers offering evening care are based on the hours a provider is licensed to provide care. Though 86 percent of 
homes are licensed to provide evening care, it is not clear how many actually provide it.
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*Here evening care is defined as care provided between 7 p.m. and 2 a.m., while overnight care is care provided between 2 a.m. and 5 a.m.

Centers with Any
Non-Traditional Care

Homes with Any Non-
Traditional Care

Evening

Evening

Overnight

Overnight

Weekend

Weekend

Rotating Shifts

Rotating Shifts

103 145 248 22%

28 35 63 6%

3 4 7 1%

12 12 24 2%

68 112 180 16%

1,886 741 2,627 97%

1,730 623 2,353 86%

62 32 94 3%

256 111 367 13%

613 288 901 33%

Chicago
Suburban

Cook County Total

Percent of all
Listed Centers

or Homes
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Table III-2 breaks down the number of evening slots by type of care and region. The North and 
Northwest region of suburban Cook County has the fewest number of evening slots, while the 
South and Southwest Chicago region has the greatest number. In recent years, licensed 
evening capacity has grown. Between 2003 and 2011, the total number of licensed evening 
slots in child care centers increased from 428 to 2,662. During the same period, licensed 
evening slots in child care homes rose 318 percent, from 3,820 to 15,986. While more provid-
ers are being licensed for evening care, it is not clear how many actually offer evening care and 
for how many children.

Table III-2  Evening Slots by Cook County Region*
Sources:  DCFS and Illinois Action for Children Resource and Referral Program, June 2011

Despite growth in the amount of care provided during non-traditional hours, families looking for 
child care during these times have a reduced pool of center and licensed home slots available 
to them when compared with families needing weekday, daytime care. Since non-traditional 
work schedules often go hand-in-hand with low-income jobs, families seeking child care during 
non-traditional hours are often challenged with affordability issues as well. It is not surprising, 
then, that many parents turn to relatives, friends, and neighbors to care for their children. These 
providers often offer a more flexible and affordable child care alternative. 

A recent survey by Illinois Action for Children of low-income working parents confirmed what 
we know about access to child care for families working non-traditional hours. Just over half 
(53 percent) of families surveyed use care during evenings or weekends on a regular basis. Of 
these families, 58 percent relied on a family member to care for their children and only 15 
percent had a child attending center care – far fewer than the 43 percent of families with tradi-
tional weekday schedules who used center care.

Referrals Given to Parents in Need of Non-Traditional Hours of Child Care

Parents sought child care referrals for 9,788 children through Illinois Action for Children in 
2011. Sixteen (16) percent of these children needed care during evening hours, and 7 percent 
needed child care during weekend hours. Figure III-1 presents these percentages for Chicago 
and suburban Cook County. 

Figure III-1  Percent of Children in Need of Non-Traditional Hours of Care
Source:  Illinois Action for Children Resource and Referral Program, FY2011
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*Includes those centers or homes licensed for a nighttime capacity by DCFS and those licensed-exempt centers listing an evening shift with Illinois 
Action for Children. It is unclear how many providers who are licensed for evening care actually offer care in the evenings and for how many children.
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IV.  Family Dilemma: Finding the Right Provider

The story of parents’ search for child care goes well beyond critical questions of the parents’ 
work schedules, the region where the parents live or work, the child’s age, and the type of child 
care setting that parents want for their child. Each child is a specific individual and has individual 
needs that parents hope the right provider can meet.

What Do Children Need?

We have limited data on the individual needs that parents most seek to accommodate. One 
good piece of information about what parents look for in a provider comes from a survey of 
parents who use the Illinois Action for Children Resource and Referral program. As part of the 
survey, parents were asked to check the top three reasons why they chose their new child care 
provider. Figure IV-1 shows the top reasons of the 1,406 respondents in 2011 based on their 
child’s age. The predominant reason for all age groups was the location of care.

Figure IV-1  Reasons Parents Choose Their New Provider, by Child Age
Source:  Illinois Action for Children Resource and Referral Program, FY2011
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In addition to every child’s individual needs, some children have special needs. In 2011, parents 
requested referrals from Illinois Action for Children for 419 children with one or more special 
needs. Of all children with a special need, 35 percent had a developmental delay and 25 
percent had asthma or severe allergies. Figure IV-2 shows the number of children with each 
type of need. 

Figure IV-2  Types of Special Needs Requests
Source:  Illinois Action for Children Resource and Referral Program, FY2011
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This year, among families completing follow-up surveys, those with children with special needs 
reported being more likely to find child care than families with no child with special needs. At 
the time they were surveyed, 42 percent of families with children with special needs had found 
care compared to just 36 percent of other families. Of those who had not yet found care, fami-
lies with children with special needs were more likely to say they had not yet made a decision, 
as compared to other families who reported that they had not found care and were still looking. 
See Figure IV-3. 

In addition, Illinois Action for Children asked parents what problems, if any, they encountered 
while seeking child care. A similar percentage of each group (approximately 37 percent) 
reported encountering one or more problems. 

Figure IV-3  Follow-Up Survey:  Ability to Find Care
Source:  Illinois Action for Children Resource and Referral Program, FY2011
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Language Needs  

Parents need to be able to communicate easily with their child care providers so they can share 
information about a child’s health, well-being, and development. A common language is likely to 
foster a parent’s sense of trust in the child care provider as well as a willingness to become 
involved in the child’s program. 

In 2011, 11 percent of families using Illinois Action for Children’s referral service sought a 
provider who could speak a language other than English, with the predominant language being 
Spanish. 

Families with limited English-language capacity who want to communicate with their child care 
provider in their native language will have fewer child care options. Of providers who are in the 
Illinois Action for Children Referral database, 21 percent of licensed home providers reported 
they can fluently speak a language other than English, while 41 percent of centers said they 
have a staff member who speaks a language other than English. In centers, though, that 
particular person may not be the staff member who cares directly for the child.
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V.  Public Dilemma: Who Needs Child Care?  Who Needs Support?

The public sector in Illinois faces its own dilemmas in helping families address their child care 
needs, particularly in deciding how many resources should be devoted to supporting families’ 
child care needs in comparison to other critical needs. In considering this issue, the public must 
decide who needs child care, how much child care the public should support, what kind of care 
to support, and who needs assistance paying for child care. 

The majority of data presented in this section are 2010 American Community Survey 5-year 
estimates.

Child Population, Poverty, and Low Income 

About 900,000 children ages 12 and under reside in Cook County. Over the past decade, Cook 
County experienced a population decline, particularly of families with children.  The number of 
children ages birth through 12 dropped 15 percent since 2000 in the county as a whole, and 
21 percent in Chicago. 
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Table V-1 categorizes children by age group (rows 1 through 4). Potentially all of the children 
age 5 and under need child care or early education. Similarly, many older children ages 6 
through 12 need before- or after-school care. It is unrealistic, however, to suppose that the 
parents of all these children actually seek care. 

The next six rows of Table V-1 show levels of poverty among children in Cook County. At least 
30 percent of the children in Chicago and 14 percent in suburban Cook County are now living 
in poverty. 

The final six rows present the number of children living in families whose incomes make them 
eligible for Illinois Child Care Assistance (CCAP), that is, families earning up to 185 percent of 
the federal poverty level. Under this standard, more than half of Chicago children under age 13 
and approximately one-third of suburban children in Cook County are income-eligible for CCAP. 
Note that in addition to the income requirement, CCAP also requires that all parents present in 
the family be in the labor force or in education or training programs. 

Table V-2 breaks down the same information on child population, poverty, and low income for 
the six regions of the county. 

Table V-1  Children in Cook County
Source:  American Community Survey 2010 5-year estimates
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limit was 200 percent of the federal poverty level.) The work requirement for CCAP is not factored in here. 
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Table V-2  Children in Cook County by Region
Source:  American Community Survey 2010 5-year estimates
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*Income-eligible for CCAP. The income limit is 185 percent of the federal poverty level based on family size. (Prior to April 1, 2011 the
limit was 200 percent of the federal poverty level.) The work requirement for CCAP is not factored in here. 

Children Eligible For but Without Child Care Assistance 

Table V-4 presents estimates of the children who are eligible for Child Care Assistance but do 
not receive it.10  In any given month, 18 percent of Cook County children ages 12 and under 
(164,550 children) live in families that are eligible for but do not receive CCAP support. About 
23 percent of Chicago children and 14 percent of suburban children are in this group of 
unserved children. 

Do all of these children have an unmet need for child care? We cannot suppose that the parents 
of every eligible child would choose to use CCAP even if it were offered to them. Some parents 
might prefer to have a relative care for the child (with little or no payment); some parents might 
not be able to find a child care provider to match their off-hour or changing work schedules; 
others might not be able to afford to pay a provider even if they receive Child Care Assistance; 
some parents may stagger their work schedules in order to share caring for their children; and 
yet others may have enrolled children in an educational program such as Head Start or Illinois 
Preschool for All and are satisfied with those hours of care.
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10To arrive at the measure of children with a possible unmet need for child care assistance, we combine information on children under 185 percent 
of the federal poverty level with information on children living in families where all present parents are in the labor force. From this we subtract the 
number of children who actually received assistance in May 2011. 
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The figures in Table V-4, then, should be seen as an upper end of a range rather than an 
on-target estimate of unmet need for CCAP support.11  We can say that as many as 164,550 
children in Cook County eligible for CCAP are not using it.

Table V-4  Estimate of Unserved Children: Children Eligible for Child Care Assistance 
But Not Receiving It
Source:  American Community Survey 2010 5-year estimates and Illinois Child Care Assistance Program data, May 2011
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11Of course, some parents who are currently ineligible because they have higher incomes or who are in training or in school might have a need for 
child care assistance and would use it if they were eligible. In this sense, our estimate undercounts some need.
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VI.  Child Care Choices of Cook County Families

There is only limited information on the type of child care used by families in Cook County and 
the reasons behind parents’ choices. Much of what we do know comes from CCAP data and 
from families using Illinois Action for Children’s Resource and Referral program. The results 
presented in this section, however, cannot be generalized to represent the entire population.

Figure VI-1 shows the types of care used by Cook County families with CCAP according to the 
age of the children in care. Children under age 2 are more likely to be cared for in homes than 
in centers, and the use of license-exempt home care is especially high for school-age children.

Figure VI-1  Type of Care Used by Child Age:  Cook County Families with Child Care 
Assistance
Source:  Illinois Child Care Assistance Program data, May 2011
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Center care is utilized most by 2- through 5-year-olds; this is not surprising considering there 
are more center slots available for these ages and center care is more affordable for these ages 
than for younger children. Also, many parents wish to enroll their preschool-age children in 
more formal programs to prepare them for kindergarten.

Figure VI-2 presents differences in use of center care, licensed home care, and license-exempt 
home care for the six regions of Cook County. In the North and Northwest suburban region, an 
overwhelming number of families accessing CCAP (85 percent) utilize center care. The remain-
ing suburban regions as well as the North and Northwest Chicago region use center care 
somewhat more than home care. Families in the South and Southwest Chicago region and the 
Central and West Chicago region have the highest use of license-exempt home care and the 
lowest use of center care.

Figure VI-2  Type of Care Used by Region:  Cook County Families with Child Care 
Assistance
Source:  Illinois Child Care Assistance Program data, May 2011
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Another source of information on parents’ child care decisions comes from the Illinois Action for 
Children Resource and Referral program. Parents use this service because they want or need 
to find a caregiver beyond, or in addition to, a relative or friend they already know. Data from this 
program represent parents who seek mainly licensed home care or center care, though these 
parents may ultimately decide to use license-exempt home care. 

Illinois Action for Children asks all parents who seek child care referrals to complete a follow up 
survey about their search experience. In 2011, 29 percent of families responded to the survey. 
Table VI-1 shows the types of child care chosen by parents receiving referrals. 

Table VI-1  Type of Care Chosen by Families Using Referral Program, by Region
Source:  Illinois Action for Children Resource and Referral Program FY2011
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We asked parents what problems they encountered while searching for child care. Sixty-eight 
(68) percent of families stated they had no problems finding care. Of families reporting one or 
more problems, the top issues they encountered were a lack of openings, high costs, schedule 
problems, not finding care in the location needed, and lack of quality care. Many of these prob-
lems are interrelated–a parent might find no openings at the cost they can afford in the areas 
in which they are searching. Figure VI-4 shows the frequency of problems encountered. (See 
also figure IV-3 where we report on families’ success in finding care.)  

Figure VI-4  Problems Encountered When Seeking Child Care
Source:  Illinois Action for Children Resource and Referral Program FY2011
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How Far Families Travel for Care

Some groups of families use child care that is farther from their home than do other families, 
suggesting they face more difficulties than others with finding nearby child care openings that 
fit their schedules or are affordable. In a study by Illinois Action for Children of working families 
using CCAP, we found that the age of the child in care and the number of children in care both 
relate to how far parents live from their child care.  Families using care for infants and school-
age children typically live farther (1.6 and 1.7 miles respectively) from their child care providers 
than do families with two through five-year olds (1.4 miles).12  This corresponds with what we 
know about the scarcity of care for infants and school age children. 

Also, the more children families have in care the more likely they are to use care farther from 
their home.  While a family with one child in care typically travels 1.4 miles, a family with three 
children travels 1.8 miles. This could reflect the challenges families face in finding a provider 
with openings for multiple children. 

Families in certain communities live farther than average from their child care. The more heavily 
shaded regions in Maps VI-1 and VI-2 are the Chicago and suburban communities where fami-
lies travel above-average distances for child care.  Program planners interested in identifying 
communities with unmet demand for child care might investigate these communities further to 
determine why their families are choosing care farther from home and how it could be related 
to child care supply.

12Getting There: Cook County Parents’ Commute to Child Care and Work; Illinois Action for Children, 2011.
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Map VI-1  Median Distance Traveled by CCAP Parents to Child Care,
by Chicago Community Area 
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Map VII-2  Median Distance Traveled by CCAP Parents to Child 
Care, by Cook County Municipality
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Conclusion

Finding the right child care is one of the most important decisions that a parent faces, and with 
more options, the likelihood is greater that parents will succeed in finding the provider best 
suited for their child. But costs, schedules, and availability limit parents’ choices - this is espe-
cially true for low-income parents.

Each individual child care program has characteristics that parents may find attractive--perhaps 
an especially warm and experienced caregiver, a well-developed curriculum, a caregiver with 
experience with a particular disability, or a vibrant, visually appealing facility. Ideally, a family's 
child care decision would be based on the program's quality and its ability to meet the child's 
individual needs.

Unfortunately, limiting factors play a role in the decision-making process, particularly for middle- 
and low-income families. Most significantly, the high cost of center or licensed home programs 
can prohibit families from using these types of care. While CCAP helps some families access 
these services, not all families who need assistance qualify for it, and sometimes even with 
assistance, these child care settings can still be too costly.

Many families are also limited by the number of child care openings in their community - we find 
this particularly true for parents seeking infant care. Other families find that it is not just about 
finding openings, but finding them at the right times. A growing number of families work outside 
the traditional Monday through Friday daytime schedule, yet most center and licensed home 
settings do not offer care in the evenings, overnight, or on weekends. 

While many types of child care exist, the reality is that many families do not have options. We 
hope this report will provide insight into the realities faced by working families and the types of 
support that these families and their child care providers need.  

We hope this information on child care supply and demand will guide advocates and policy 
makers as they work to improve the accessibility of quality child care for all families in Cook 
County and the State of Illinois.
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Appendix 1
The Six Cook County Regions

Throughout this Report we divide Cook County into six geographical regions: three in Chicago 
and three in suburban Cook County. The map and tables on the next two pages of this Appendix 
define the six regions. 

The most recognizable form of Chicago geographical units are the Chicago Community Areas, 
which correspond to city neighborhoods. This Appendix places the 77 Chicago Community 
Areas into three Chicago regions: North and Northwest Chicago; Central and West Chicago; 
and South and Southwest Chicago.

The most recognizable Cook County geographical units are municipalities. The Appendix identi-
fies the three suburban Cook County regions according to the Cook County municipalities 
belonging to each region: North and Northwest Suburban Cook County; West Suburban Cook 
County; and South and Southwest Suburban Cook County.

When presenting census data for Chicago and Cook County in this report, we built our aggre-
gate units from data for the individual Chicago Community Areas and municipalities. Our aggre-
gate data, therefore, may deviate somewhat from aggregate data provided by the U.S. Census.

Chicago and Suburban Cook Regions

North & Northwest Suburban Cook

North & Northwest Chicago

Central & West Chicago 

West Suburban Cook

South & Southwest
Chicago

South & Southwest Suburban Cook
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Appendix 2
The Demand for and Supply of Child Care–Basic Factors

Why Demand and Supply?

Many analysts believe that understanding the demand for and supply of child care is critical. 
Without such knowledge, we can never know whether a region such as Cook County has 
enough child care services. Nor can we understand why child care prices are rising or what the 
effects of rising rates are: for example, whether rising prices primarily drive working parents 
away from using child care or primarily encourage child care providers to expand and provide 
higher quality care. Finally, understanding supply and demand helps us understand ways to influ-
ence child care prices, expand the use of child care among working parents, and improve child 
care quality. This Appendix discusses the basic concepts of demand and supply in child care and 
examines the difficulty in speaking about them authoritatively. 

Demand

Families with children who want and can afford to place their children in child care are the 
source for demand for child care in Cook County. Their demand is simply how much child care 
services they would buy at a going price. In general, the size of this demand depends upon the 
number of children of child care age in those families, from infants to older children needing 
before- or after-school care. Demand also has deeper roots that include these factors:













Whether family incomes are sufficient to pay for child care, especially in comparison to the 
prices of other necessities the family purchases.

Whether families have access to child care assistance programs to help pay for child care 
when they cannot afford to buy it directly. For example, working families’ access to CCAP 
since 1997 has provided a powerful stimulus to demand for child care in Illinois.

Whether parents can afford to stay at home with children or receive income from programs 
such as the now-terminated Aid to Families with Dependent Children that allows them to 
remain home with children. 

Whether families have available substitutes to purchasing child care, such as these:

Parents’ preferences about letting others care for their children. This factor in parents’ 
demand often depends on the child’s age.

Parents’ perceptions of the quality of care available.

Relatives who can care for children while parents work.

Alternative care that is available and subsidized (Head Start, Preschool for All, and so 
on).

Work schedules that allow parents in two-parent families to share care--one caring for 
children while the other works. 

–

–

–
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How much child care Cook County families will want to purchase depends on all of these 
factors. With these factors in the background, the amount of care families actually purchase and 
use depends on the price and availability (or supply) of this care.



34

Supply

Individual providers, educators, non-profit enterprises, for-profit enterprises, and public agencies 
supply child care services in Cook County by mobilizing people, facilities, and materials for the 
purpose of caring for children. As Section II of this Report demonstrates, child care takes a 
variety of shapes across Cook County, including providers in their own homes, caregivers who 
go to the children’s homes, non-profit and for-profit centers, public and private preschools, 
after-school programs, and so on. Many child care program developers and directors also 
engage diverse agencies that finance, regulate zoning, license, and accredit child care. Finally, 
they recruit in labor markets for the child care workforce and contract with suppliers of goods 
and services such as food, building maintenance, and books.

Child care supply is based upon the willingness and ability of providers to bring people and such 
resources together given the cost of the resources they need. Among the factors that we expect 
to influence the supply of child care services in Cook County are the following: 

How much child care providers want to supply in Cook County will depend on all of these 
factors. Even non-profit providers must cover their basic costs and respect these restrictions on 
offering services. The amount of care that they actually provide at any given time depends on the 
income that providers derive from this care. 

Using Supply and Demand Analysis

In economic theory, the price of child care services and the amount actually bought is deter-
mined by levels of demand and supply. If the demand for child care is greater than the amount 
supplied, the price will rise as parents seek scarce slots for their children. On the other hand, if 
supply exceeds demand, providers may drop their prices to attract more children. That is the 
so-called law of supply and demand. 

To determine whether or not a child care market actually works this way in Cook County would 
require a special study. The key point we want to underscore here is that because so many 
factors affect demand and supply, understanding the total effect will be extremely complex. 







The cost of resources such as facilities, materials, equipment, supplies, overhead, and espe-
cially employees.

Public, non-profit, or donor subsidies of child care, including wage supplements if any exist. 
For example, if a religious congregation or a community agency decides to supply space 
rent-free or at a discounted rent, this will generally increase the supply of child care services 
in Cook County.

Regulatory conditions including business, zoning, child care accreditation, and licensing 
restrictions. These conditions change little from year to year, thereby not changing child 
care supply much from year to year. They can, however, affect the overall level of child care 
operations. In some localities, zoning changes have seriously affected providers.
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Supply and demand analysis must incorporate this complexity in order to be useful. It must 
primarily be based on excellent knowledge of all the factors identified above as influencing child 
care demand and supply. Leaving out any factor could spoil an analysis. Supply and demand 
analysis must, moreover, weigh the effects of all the factors influencing the child care market 
simultaneously. So complex is supply and demand analysis, in fact, that most economists rely on 
sophisticated statistical and mathematical tools to perform it.

Short of that sophisticated, comprehensive analysis, supply and demand analysis will be very 
partial or one-sided, and when we use it we should acknowledge it as such. For example, 
suppose we know that new child care center licensing regulations will require child care teach-
ers to earn more education credits in college. We might predict that salaries of these teachers 
must rise to reimburse them for obtaining the additional credentials and that will increase the 
cost of providing child care. Higher costs of providing child care, in turn, will lower the amount of 
child care supplied, as some providers will leave the business because they cannot afford to pay 
the newly credentialed teachers what they demand. We can conclude that if nothing else is 
changing in the child care market, lower supply will drive up the amount of money parents need 
to pay to find scarcer slots. 

Too frequently, however, analysts do not acknowledge what we just stated in the italics above. 
They leave the impression that they have told the entire story. We should always acknowledge 
that other events in the child care market might outweigh the factor we are discussing at any 
given moment. Perhaps teacher salaries will not rise that much, or the new credentials will 
attract enough new children to centers to cover the higher costs. Or perhaps in the next month, 
for example, the State of Illinois will greatly increase its subsidies to child care providers. That 
will lower costs and could even reverse the impact of higher salaries on supply--if nothing else 
is changing.

The 2012 Report on Child Care in Cook County
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Appendix 3
Sources for Data on Child Care Providers in Cook County

Information on Cook County child care providers in this Report comes from three different 
sources:

 1.  The Illinois Action for Children Resource and Referral Program, which maintains a 
      database of Cook County child care providers. 
 2.  The Illinois Department of Children and Family Services (DCFS), which lists 
                 programs that it has licensed in Cook County.
 3.  The Illinois Child Care Assistance Program (CCAP), which has information about 
                 providers who care for children with child care assistance. 

The Illinois Action for Children Resource and Referral program is part of a statewide network of 
Resource and Referral agencies funded through the Illinois Department of Human Services 
(IDHS). Illinois Action for Children invites child care providers to list their programs on our data-
base and to provide detailed information about their programs such as the rates they charge 
parents, the number of children they serve per age group, languages spoken, training and 
education they have received, and other characteristics that help referral staff match parents 
with providers.

Illinois Action for Children supplements its database by adding those providers licensed by 
DCFS who have not agreed to list their program on our database (these providers are only 
added for statistical purposes and their information is not shared with parents). In this way, 
Illinois Action for Children maintains the most comprehensive listing of child care providers in 
Cook County, although we do not fully capture the child care activity that is legally exempt from 
licensing or the otherwise illegal care.

The third source of child care data used in this Report is CCAP, which provides the best count 
of known license-exempt child care programs in Cook County.  

Table A3 provides details on who is included in each type of child care referred to in this Report.

The 2012 Report on Child Care in Cook County
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Table A3  Child Care Providers in Cook County in 2011: Who is Included

For information on early education slots in Cook County (Head Start and Preschool for All) and 
on child care and early education slots in regions outside of Cook County, visit the Illinois Early 
Childhood Asset Map (IECAM) website at iecam.crc.illinois.edu.

Child Care Centers

School-Age Programs

Summer Only Programs

Licensed Homes Any family child care home that is licensed by DCFS as of June 2011.

License-Exempt Homes

NotesType of Program

Any child care center operating for the full year or the school year and offering some 
or all full-time care for children under age 5. The center might provide school-age care 
as well. This category does not include private preschool programs or public preschools 
such as Head Start-only or Preschool for All-only programs. Park and recreation 
programs are included if their care is full-time and for the full year or school year. Data 
are from June 2011.

Any center that provides full-year or school-year care for children ages 5-and over-only. 
Includes before and after school programs and part-day programs for children in 
kindergarten. Programs may be center-based, school-based or at a park or recreation 
program. Data are from June 2011.

Any center that provides care only during the summer months. Only centers providing 
full-time care are included. Ninety-one (91) percent of these summer-only programs are 
park and recreation programs. Data are from June 2011.

Includes license-exempt home providers participating in CCAP in June 2011. Note that 
the number of participating home providers varies from month to month just as the 
number of participating families varies. This category does not include the large 
number of unknown family, friend, or neighbor caregivers throughout Cook County.
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Glossary of Terms

CCAP. See Illinois Child Care Assistance Program (below).

Chicago Community Areas (CCA). Seventy-seven (77) formal designations of Chicago 
neighborhoods. See Appendix 1.

Child Care Center. When the term is used generally throughout the report it refers to any child 
care program in a facility outside of the home that offers full-time child care or before- or after-
school care. In tables II-1 through II-3 it refers more specifically to any full-year or school-year 
child care center serving children under age 5 (as opposed to centers serving only school age 
children or centers providing only summer care). The term includes both licensed and license-
exempt programs. 

Child Care Resource and Referral Agency (CCR&R). There are 16 agencies throughout 
Illinois whose goal is to work with parents, business leaders, government officials and child care 
providers to make high quality child care available to Illinois families. This includes supporting 
child care providers, preparing individuals to enter the child care field, and assisting families in 
locating child care and accessing the Illinois Child Care Assistance Program (CCAP). Illinois 
Action for Children is a CCR&R.

DCFS. See Illinois Department of Children and Family Services (below).

Family Child Care Homes (FCC). Child care located in providers’ homes. Sometimes the term 
FCC refers solely to licensed child care homes. In this report, it refers to both types of child care 
homes.

Federal Poverty Level. Poverty guidelines set by the Department of Health and Human 
Services to determine whether a person or family is eligible for assistance through various 
federal programs. 

Illinois Child Care Assistance Program (CCAP). Program established using the federal Child 
Care Block Grant following welfare reform to provide child care assistance for working families 
earning less than 185 percent of the federal poverty level. Prior to April 2011, families could 
earn up to 200 percent of the federal poverty level. Families attending certain school or training 
programs are also eligible.

Illinois Department of Children and Family Services (DCFS). In this report: DCFS grants 
and enforces licensing of child care centers and homes. It also helps pay for child care for foster 
children.

Illinois Department of Human Services (IDHS). Home of the Bureau of Child Care and 
Development which administers many of the State’s child care programs, including the Illinois 
Child Care Assistance Program (CCAP), Child Care Resource and Referral (CCR&R) Agencies, 
and the Quality Counts program. 

Illinois Network of Child Care Resource and Referral Agencies (INCCRRA). A member 
organization consisting of 16 regional Child Care Resource & Referral (CCR&R) agencies serv-
ing communities throughout the state of Illinois. Its goal is to make high quality and affordable 
early care and education opportunities available for families and children of Illinois.
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Glossary of Terms

Income-eligible. A family whose income is within the allowable limits of the Illinois Child Care 
Assistance Program (CCAP). Prior to April 1, 2011, a family could earn up to 200 percent of the 
federal poverty level and be considered income-eligible. On April 1, the income limit was lowered 
to 185 percent of the federal poverty level. Poverty level depends upon family size.

Licensed Child Care Centers. Centers that have been certified by the Illinois Department of 
Children and Family Services (DCFS) as meeting certain health and safety standards and that 
are subject to inspection by DCFS.

Licensed Child Care Homes. Homes that have been certified by the Illinois Department of 
Children and Family Services (DCFS) as meeting certain health and safety standards and that 
are subject to inspection by DCFS. 

License-Exempt Child Care Centers. The Child Care Act of 1969 excludes some facilities 
from the requirement to be licensed. These exclusions from the licensing requirement may be 
found in Section 2.09 of the Child Care Act of 1969 [225 ILCS 10/2.09] and are explained in 
Department rules 89 Ill. Adm. Code 377, Facilities and Programs Exempt from Licensure. Cen-
ters that are legally exempt from licensing include those run by a religious institution, govern-
ment program, school, college, or university.

License-Exempt Child Care Homes. Sometimes called “family, friend, and neighbor child 
care” or “kith and kin child care.” Child care in a home that is legally exempt from licensure 
because the provider cares for fewer than four unrelated children. In the Illinois Child Care 
Assistance Program (CCAP), the provider receiving a payment must complete a registration 
process and have passed a background check.

Non-Traditional Hours of Care. Hours of child care that fall outside the typical Monday 
through Friday day time schedule (defined broadly in this report as 5 a.m. to 7 p.m.). This 
includes evening, overnight, and weekend care, as well as days and times that change from one 
week to the next.

Reimbursement Rates. The payment levels approved for centers, licensed homes, and 
license-exempt homes under the Illinois Child Care Assistance Program (CCAP). These rates 
vary across regions of Illinois. Parents pay part of the rate to providers as parent copayments, 
while CCAP pays the remainder.

Special Needs Child Care. Refers to a child care provider with experience or training in caring 
for a child with an emotional, physical, developmental, or special health need or disability.

The 2012 Report on Child Care in Cook County
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