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Putting the Pieces of the Puzzle Together: Finding innovative, Affordable Child Care Options for Low Income Families

Overview:  When welfare reform was enacted in the mid 1990s, it had a profound impact not just on consumers but also on social service providers, including Community Action Agencies, that provide services to them. Community Action Agencies had to adapt to greatly expand many support services such as child care. Many states used their Temporary Assistance to Needy Families (TANF) block grant dollars, while others used a variety of child care subsidy programs to meet this vital and growing need for low and moderate income working parents. 

Some agencies served as child care brokers, others opened for-profit daycare centers, while still others tried to blend their existing Head Start programs with childcare to expand their service delivery network. This report will seek to give an overview of the some, but by no means all, of the innovative approaches that many agencies have used around the country to serve their low income customers. The Community Services network is a peer learning network that appreciate examples from its fellow agencies.  
In the state of Kentucky and many other states across the country, community action agencies providing services to low-income families continuously find parents expressing their needs of accessing affordable and reliable child care.  Although some community action agencies currently do not operate child care programs, they all recognize the need.  In a survey of welfare recipients who left the Temporary Assistance for Needy Families (TANF) in Kentucky after 1996, the number one need of the families identified was access to affordable child care.  If working parents could not provide for child care, then they couldn’t work.  The high cost of day care remains a burden for many families and depending on the wage they earn, this may add to their existing burden.

In a recent report from the National Poverty Center on Child Care subsidies and the Transition from Welfare to Work the results indicated work disruption of several kinds that were due to a child care problem reported by parents.  Mothers facing lower child care costs are more likely to be employed, particularly low-income or single mothers.  Low-income mothers also report being more likely to work when care is most available and when they are most satisfied with the quality of care. Problems with child care can lead single mothers to leave jobs and can also adversely affect attendance, work hours and career advancement.  Parents interviewed were from two groups.  One who received subsidized child care and the other who did not.  The findings indicated that the child care related problems persisted regardless of a subsidy receipt.  The study was conducted in Michigan.  A detailed report is available online at the National Poverty Center Working Paper Series index at: http://www.npc.umich.edu/publications/working_papers/

Given the above findings, The Kentucky Association for Community Action (KACA) has gathered information about agencies throughout the country with innovative and successful strategies that have helped low- income families’ access affordable and reliable child care.

In Owensboro, Kentucky the Audubon Area Community Services, Inc. provides a comprehensive Head Start program in a sixteen county area. Owensboro is an industrial and cultural hub in western Kentucky along the southern banks of the Ohio River.  The cost of living in Owensboro is low compared to most metropolitan areas.  Housing, utilities and groceries are all below the national average.  It is the third largest city in the Commonwealth of Kentucky.

In 1998 one of the agencies strategic plans was to expand their current Head Start program and reach out to the families in need of child care services.  This was accomplished through the expansion of the existing Head Start program by expanding it to a full day, full year program.  Head Start is a comprehensive program designed to foster development of children from low-income families.  In 2003, 3,262 children in 56 centers in 16 counties were served.  
One of the innovative ways the agency reached out to families was where they located their centers.  Three of the centers are in the housing authority areas and some are in the local community colleges.  In the west end of their delivery area the agency took over a failing daycare and now provide full day, full year Head Start services along with daycare to predominately African Americans.  In 2002, the agency began a new center serving the Hispanic population.

In addition to providing centers in geographic areas where the need is high the Audubon Area Community Services, Inc. is the service agent for the Child Care Assistance Program and the Child Care Resource and Referral (R&R) program.  The Child Care Assistance program provides much needed subsidies to low-income families, giving them access to quality child care.  These subsidies, which pay all or a portion of the family’s childcare expenses, allow the parent to work, attend school or a training program with the goal of gaining self-sufficiency.  In 2003, 10,866 families were served and $26,385,202 provider payments were made.                                                                                                                     
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The Child Care Resource and Referral program provides supportive services to the various elements of the child care system.  The program targets both the consumer and the provider of child care services with an emphasis on education.  The R&R program stresses the responsibility of the parents in obtaining the highest quality child care available.  To give parents the data necessary to make an informed decision, R&R furnishes educational materials, such as the statutes and regulations by which childcare providers must abide.  A data base is maintained of all licensed certified and family day care centers with information about openings in their facilities.  
The Audubon Area Community Services, Inc. operates in a collaborative manner with local school districts, the state funded pre-school program and the local United Way.  

Continued success and growth of the Audubon Area Community Services, Inc. Head Start program is attributed to the agencies leadership in addressing the community’s child care needs and providing vital support services to each family they serve.  The Head Start received the Program of Achievement award in 2000, and the Program of Excellence award from 2000-2003 and now in 2003-2006 from the National Head Start Association.

The Action for Bridgeport Community Development, Inc. (A.B.C.D.) in Bridgeport, Connecticut has provided quality child care and Head Start programs for more than thirty years.  The city of Bridgeport is one of the bigger cities in the state with a population of 141,686.  In 2002, the child care expanded year-round, full-time comprehensive child care services to over 120 new families through a combination of State Head Start funding and the School readiness initiative.  In 2003, the agency added 116 additional full day, full year slots.  In 2003, 700 children received child care services with 600 families receiving full-day full-year services.
The child care division’s mission is to empower families so they may overcome the impact of poverty and to improve the quality of life for all family members.  Priority access to child care was offered to families moving from welfare to work.  In 2003, seventy five parents were trained in the area of child care and who now work regularly as paid substitutes in the classrooms.  A new entry level position of teacher’s aide was developed providing more employment opportunities for the parents they serve.  Parents pay a sliding fee for child care services.
A lesson learned along the way for the A.B.C.D. Head Start program was the ability to recoup costs over the summer months when day care is provided rather than full day Head Start.  The staff requirements are not as stringent for a day care; therefore, the daily per diem is reduced by over half.

The child care division maintains many collaborative relationships with agencies serving children and families including the Bridgeport Board of Education, the Stratford Board of Education, The Child Guidance Center, The Birth to Three Network, The Health Department, Community Health Centers and Universities.

The Action for Bridgeport Community Development, Inc. continues to look at expanding through innovative strategies to provide child care services to families in Bridgeport, Connecticut. 
In 1985, the Blue Ridge Community Action, Inc. in Piedmont, North Carolina began a child care program responding to the welfare reform initiative and a community needs assessment. The community action agency is in the western region of North Carolina, serving Burke and Caldwell counties with a total population under 50,000.

The agency has five day care centers where they also provide Head Start services to children ages six weeks to five years old.  In 2003, 250 children received day care services and 279 children received Head Start services.

With the demand for parents to work, the child care program continues to grow.  In the last few years the Hispanic population has also grown which has resulted in hiring bi-lingual staff.  Parents work typically in a factory environment and work first shift.  The Hispanic population work in the fields with vegetables and tobacco.  97% of the families are low-income and receive a child care subsidy.  The child care program also provides employment opportunities to many parents.  Currently the centers employ seventy four parents with the average wage of $9.00 per hour with full benefits.  Employee satisfaction is high with only a 5% turn over annually.  

The Blue Ridge Community Action, Inc. attributes the high success of the program to the relationships with the Department of Social Services, Health Department, Local Community Colleges and families.  The use of volunteers through the Foster Grandparent program aides in the quality of service the children receive and the families’ satisfaction of services provided.
The funding for the day care program comes from the Department of Social Services and   the Head Start program is federally funded.  The agency continues to explore all funding opportunities with plans of opening another child care center in 2004.

The Little Dixie Community Action Agency in Broken Bow, Oklahoma owns and operates the Happy Days child care center.  Broken Bow is located in the southwestern region of the state at the foothills of the Ouachita Mountains.  The population is 4,239 and the median household income was $18,068 in 2000.  Families typically work in factory jobs with the two largest industries in plywood and a poultry processing plant.

The Happy Days child care center provides care for children ages six weeks to five years old.  The center is licensed for 80 children at a time.  Currently four children attend the center full time and 105 children attend the center part time, some in the morning, some in the afternoon.  The agencies Head Start program utilizes some of the space during hours when children are in regular school. The center hours are 5:30 a.m. to 5:30 p.m. Monday through Friday.

One of Little Dixie Community Action Agencies goals was to provide access to affordable innovative client focused child care to low-income families seeking greater economic self-sufficiency.

In 1986 the Little Dixie Community Action Agency along with the Kiamichi Development purchased the child care business with CSA funds.  The Kiamichi Development (for profit agency) operates the child care center and is under the umbrella of Little Dixie Community Action Agency and guided under the same executive director.

The child care center is completely self-sufficient and continues to show a profit.  The center does receive Title 20 funding for the school lunch program.  Per Diem rates are charged to the parents.  On days their child is not at the center they are not expected to pay.  This is a much needed benefit to families living on a tight budget.  The average cost is anywhere from $100 to $175 weekly depending on the age of the child.  The child care center is located in two buildings next to each other with a total of 5,700 square feet.
Since the inception of Happy Days Child Care Center it has been managed by the same director.  Trusting relationships with parents have been formed and families refer others to the center.  Twelve full-time and two part-time employees also work at the center.

The executive director of Little Dixie Community Action Agency attributes the success of the child care center to having solid, hard working staff and to the partnerships they have formed and maintain.  Start up costs for the center was $45,000 which purchased the building and equipment.  The Happy Days Child Care Center has a 30% profit annually.
The Agricultural and Labor Program, Inc (ALPI) located in Winter Haven, Florida has provided child care services since 1970.  Winter Haven is located in central Florida and in 2000 was ranked the 17th most affordable place to live in the United States by the National Home Builders Association.  Many families continue to work in the citrus groves and farm fields.

In 1970 ALPI partnered with the Coca-Cola/Minute Maid Company and made available child care services to the children of migrant and seasonal workers when no other service providers were available to meet the needs of these families.  The child care services department has the responsibility of managing five directly operated child care centers.  The centers are located in Polk, Okeechobee, Indian River and St. Lucie counties.
Child care is available at times that best meet the needs of parents of children enrolled.  The centers are opened year round with eleven and one half hours of service per day.  In an attempt to meet the needs of families unable to secure or qualify for subsidized child care, a fee for service is available.  The center also provides parents with drop-in care on as needed basis.

As parent’s needs for child care increased to others (than just employees of Coca Cola/Minute Maid), ALPI established a corporation with guiding principles and sought out other funding sources.  This allowed more families to utilize the needed child care centers. Coca Cola/Minute Maid continues to support ALPI as a donor on an annual basis. In 2004, plans are to open another child care center in Polk County.
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ALPI serves as the grantee agency for the Head Start services in St. Lucie County.  In 1978 the agency received initial funding to serve 160 Head Start children.  Today the Head Start program serves 690 children.  The agency also continues to operate as the central agency for subsidized child care services that provide child care for as many as 4,500 children per year.  All of the Head Start centers and ALPI directly operated child care centers are NAEYC accredited, state licensed and child care food program certified.
Two child care centers and 29 family child care homes located in low-income areas received mini-grants through ALPI for facility start-up, quality improvement, licensing and accreditation.  The agencies quality and improvement program provided training and technical assistance to 19 child care providers to expand and improve infant care services.
Over the years, the agency has received funding from a variety of sources.  The levels and types of funding continue to be diverse (e.g. United Way, Public Schools, Children Services Councils, Federal, State, Corporate Foundations) enabling ALPI to expand services into more targeted areas.  ALPI places a high focus on partnerships and collaboration efforts to maximize the use of limited resources.  As a result, the agency continues to generate support with in-kind services, facility space and funding.  The value of this support has been 2 million annually.  
The Agricultural and Labor Program attributes its success to its strong partnerships, community involvement and support and loyal employees.  The agency just celebrated 35 years of community service. 

Conclusions:  The Kentucky Association for Community Action found common elements in these child care programs that have made them innovative and successful;

· Agencies responded to the existing need for child care services for families in their service area.
· Agencies provided child care services in geographic locations where the need was evident and families could easily access the child care centers.
· Agencies provided families with flexible hours, flexible rates and connected parents to supportive services (subsidies, child care providers, etc).

· Agencies formed and maintained relationships with local, state and federal funding sources.

· Agencies provided quality child care services, resulting in securing funding sources for on-going services or expansion of services.

· Agencies employed quality program staff who formed trusting relationships with parents.

Appendix #1 Resource List
Audubon Area Community Services
1800 West 4th Street

Owensboro, KY  42304

Aubrey Nehring, Head Start Director

270.686.1600 http://www.audubon-area.com
Action for Bridgeport Community Development, Inc.

1070 Park Ave.
Bridgeport, CT  06604

June G. Malone PHD, Head Start Director
203.366.8241 www.abcd.org 

Blue Ridge Community Action, Inc.

800 North Green Street

Morganton, NC  28655

Tina Kyes, Director

828.438.6255 www.brcainc.org 
Little Dixie Community Action

502 West Duke Street

Hugo, OK  74743

Sandy McGallan, Child Care Director

580.584.9801 www.littledixie.org 

Agricultural and Labor Program, Inc.
PO Box 3126 

Winter Haven, FL  33881

Ora Brown, Head Start Director

863.956.3491 www.alpi.org 

Appendix #2 Program Summary
Owensboro, Kentucky
The agency provides a comprehensive Head Start program in a sixteen county area.  Families are offered a full day, full year program.  In 2003, 3262 children were served through the Head Start and 10,866 children received child care services through the Child Care Assistance program.
Bridgeport, Connecticut
The agency has provided quality child care and Head Start programs for more than thirty years.  The agency offers full day, full year programming.  In 2003, 700 children received child care services and 600 children received full day, full year Head Start services.
Piedmont, North Carolina

The agency has five day care centers where they also provide Head Start services.  In 2003, 250 children received day care services and 279 children received Head Start services.

Broken Bow, Oklahoma
The agency owns and operates the Happy Days child care center.  The center is licensed for 80 children at a time.  The child care center is completely self-sufficient.  Per Diem rates are charged to parents.  

Winter Haven, Florida

The child care services department manages five directly operated child care centers.  The centers are opened year round with eleven and one half hours of service per day.  The agency provided training and technical assistance to other child care centers and family day care homes.
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