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Introduction

Southwest Initiative Foundation (SWIF), a nonprofit community foundation, is a dedicated partner in
addressing the critical challenge of child care shortages in its region. This report consolidates insights
and recommendations from a series of listening sessions the foundation hosted across southwest
Minnesota to discuss the second draft child care licensing standards proposed by the Minnesota
Department of Human Services (DHS). These sessions, attended by child care providers, parents, and
stakeholders, aimed to ensure that the revised standards effectively support the sustainability and
quality of child care programming.

State of Child Care in Southwest Minnesota

SWIF’s region encompasses 18 counties and two Native nations, with an estimated 13,247 children
under the age of five with all available parents in the workforce. Despite the critical need for early
childhood services, the region has experienced a decline in child care programs. As of June 2019, there
were 48 licensed child care centers and 689 licensed family child care providers; however, by June
2024, these numbers had decreased to 39 centers and 576 family providers. Notably, nearly 29% of the
family providers have been in operation for more than 20 years and another 21% have been operating
for 10 to 20 years. The trend of providers retiring is increasingly straining communities’ ability to meet
child care needs. According to First Children’s Finance, there is an estimated need for 4,891 additional
child care slots in the region. Although many communities are working to address this gap, the
competitive nature of state funding, complex community planning, and a limited pool of individuals

interested in entering the child care industry highlight the urgent need for more robust solutions.
Data source: First Children’s Finance

Child Care Regulation Modernization Projects

In 2021, the Minnesota State Legislature allocated federal funding to support regulation modernization
projects for licensed child care centers and family child care. DHS contracted with the National
Association for Regulatory Administration to develop key indicator systems for inspections, risk-based
tiered violation systems, and revised licensing standards.

The first draft of the revised licensing standards was released in April 2024. To gather public input, DHS
along with other child care partner organizations, including SWIF, facilitated a series of regional
listening sessions. Additionally, DHS issued an online survey, engaging child care providers and
stakeholders across the state.

Based on the extensive input received from the child care community, DHS did not propose adoption of
the revised child care standards during the 2025 legislative session. Instead, feedback was
consolidated and used to inform a second draft of the licensing standards for both licensed child care
centers and family child care programs.

In February 2025, DHS published the next version of draft licensing standards, which incorporated
significant revisions shaped by the earlier feedback. The second draft focuses on maintaining child
safety while ensuring practical feasibility for providers. It introduced updates to health-related
requirements including provisions for radon testing and other facility improvements.
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A statewide public review period followed. During this time, DHS — in collaboration with the Minnesota
Initiative Foundations, including SWIF — hosted a variety of engagement sessions throughout May and
June 2025. DHS also administered an online survey to broaden participation.

Drawing from insights gathered during this phase, DHS will publish a third draft of the proposed
licensing standards in late 2025. This version will form the basis of a formal legislative proposal, which
is scheduled to be submitted for consideration during the 2026 legislative session.

As a note of interest, effective June 18, 2025, responsibility for family child care and child care
licensing, child care center certification, child foster care licensing, and private child-placing agency
licensing officially moved from DHS to the newly established Department of Children, Youth and
Families (DCYF).

Review the agency transition details

Southwest Minnesota Listening Sessions

Draft One

In July 2024, SWIF conducted a series of listening sessions both in person and virtually to gather
regional feedback on the first draft of the licensing standards. More than 150 participants attended,
including child care providers, directors, economic development professionals, employers, parents and
community leaders. Key challenges raised during these sessions included excessive documentation
requirements, financial and time constraints, lack of flexibility for parental choice, and the need for
clearer and more practical guidelines. In addition to feedback on the draft standards, participants
offered recommendations to improve the overall feedback and implementation process. A common
theme was the strong desire to delay the timeline to allow more time for meaningful provider input to
help share realistic, workable standards.

Southwest Minnesota Child Care Listening Sessions Report

Draft Two

During May and June 2025, SWIF once again hosted in-person and virtual listening sessions to gather
feedback on the second draft of the licensing standards. These sessions, designed to be both
informative and participatory, highlighted the key changes in the revised draft along with facilitated
small-group discussions to collect targeted feedback. Over 90 child care providers, directors, economic
development professionals, employers, parents, child care ecosystem partners, and community leaders
shared their insights. The feedback gathered during these sessions is summarized in the following
pages.
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LICENSED CHILD CARE CENTER SUMMARY

Key Insights

Staff Qualifications & Education: Appreciation for flexibility in Aide
numbers/qualifications; concerns about Assistant Teacher requirements,
Teacher guidelines, and unclear career pathways. Calls for broader

“It would be extremely
difficult to get enough
staff if they increase
requirements.”

recognition of experience and alternative credentials.

Training Requirements: Support for standardized orientation and rural
access. Cost, scheduling, access to substitutes, and trainer qualifications
remain significant barriers. Calls for more clarity regarding required training

and consideration of associated costs.

“How much time would
we have to meet the
new training
requirements?”

Behavior Guidance: Need for clearer definitions and realistic documentation expectations. Desire for
practical behavior management options, particularly for toddlers. Calls for behavior resources and
coaching support.

Top Recommendations

Create accessible career paths for Assistant
Teachers and streamline qualification
structures

Develop state-provided orientation and
training supports, especially in Greater MN

Align outdoor activity guidelines with realistic
conditions and MDE standards

Provide grants for required upgrades (e.g.
radon, playgrounds, fire safety)

Include providers in regulation writing; add
FAQs and interpretive guidance

Outdoor Activity Requirements: Strong concern
about feasibility and regulation of twice-daily
outdoor mandates and temperature parameters.
Weather, staffing, and facility limitations make
compliance difficult. Calls for more practical/realistic
requirements with consideration of staff limitations,
child needs, and financial costs.

Furnishings, Equipment, Materials & Supplies:
Desire for less restrictive guidelines. Calls for
greater provider involvement in rule development to
aid clarity and effectiveness.

Environmental Health: Radon and

¢ Adjust inspection frequencies based on
provider type and existing oversight

Clarifications & Support Needed

¢ Guidance on training equivalencies,
background checks, and substitute
reguirements

environmental testing/mitigation raise
major cost concerns. Requests for

alignment with Minnesota Department
of Education (MDE) rules and greater

“Thank you for
removing the
requirement to
cover bare soil.
The expense

Consistency in licensor interpretation

Financial assistance mechanisms for
compliance (e.g. noncompetitive grants,
reimbursements)

Behavioral assessment tools and support
services (e.g. behavior coaches)

would have
clarity on radon testing and mitigation. been too great
Calls for funding, clearer timelines, for some

centers.

and phased implementation.

Facility: Concerns about fire inspection costs and
frequency. Concerns regarding costs for required
changes/renovations. Calls for discretion, support,
and recognition of increased Director
responsibilities.

Other Areas of Standards: General concerns regarding implementation/mitigation costs and the
impact of policies on directors and staff across all requirements. Specific concern noted regarding

USDA food requirements.

Southwest Minnesota Child Care Listening Session Summary
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Expanded Summary of Listening Session Insights

Staff Qualifications & Education

Key Insights
e Providers appreciated reduced requirements for Aides and broader qualifying coursework.
e The role of Assistant Teacher is unclear and offers limited additional utility despite higher
wages.
e Current staff qualification structures limit flexibility and create inconsistencies (e.g., Director
versus Teacher).

e Staff are seeking education certificates instead of Child Development Associate (CDA)
certification, highlighting the need to consider alternative qualification pathways.

Recommendations .
] ] ] “Directors already have a full
e Create accessible pathways for Aides/Assistant Teachers to plate: they stay for shorter

advance, including non-CDA options. amounts of time before leaving
e Allow more recognition for related experience (e.g., child (less than 3 years).
psychology, healthcare). Many are close to retiring. How

will we continue to have

e Remove unnecessary designations like 'Director designee' : o _
Directors if this keeps getting

that raise wage expectations without clarity. more difficult? Feel like this is

e Develop a standardlzeq process to ensure (.:onS|ste.nt getting to be school
enforcement of regulations by licensors during on-site administrator level but paid less
inspections. than a schoolteacher.”

Support/Clarifications Needed
e Provide clear guidance on compliance requirements for staff who are actively working toward
meeting the required educational standards.

e Allow centers to qualify under previous standards or provide a realistic timeline for achieving
compliance with the updated requirements.

e Allow sufficient time for existing staff to attain the required educational qualifications.

Training Requirements

Key Insights
e Training availability and scheduling are significant barriers, especially in rural areas.
e Orientation burden is high, and overtime costs increase with off-hour training.
e Lack of consistency in training rules for substitutes, temporary staff, and CPR/First Aid inclusion.

e Concerns regarding the benefits of /increased wages for being qualified as an Assistant
Teacher.

Recommendations
e Ensure more training is available/accessible in Greater Minnesota.
e Develop a state-designed, universal orientation for onboarding of new staff.
e Allow training courses to count toward annual in-service hour requirements.
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e Enable experienced professionals to become trainers without higher Minnesota Career
Lattice status.

e Consider removing or reducing Assistant Teacher qualifications and/or lessening the Teacher
requirement to that of an Assistant Teacher.

Support/Clarifications Needed
e Clarify orientation and in-service training expectations.
e Clarify Aide | and Aide Il qualifications.
e Clarify background check and training requirements for substitutes and part-time workers.
e Clarify the inclusion of First Aid/CPR training as service hours.

Behavior Guidance

Key Insights
e The removal of reporting/documenting of behaviors from draft one was welcomed.

e Staff struggle with the documentation requirements and managing behaviors within current
ratios.

e Concerns expressed regarding the behavior guidance for toddlers/higher-aged infants.

e Concerns about the ability to compensate staff adequately and capacity to meet the increased
documentation and behavior management requirements.

Recommendations
e Allow separation of toddlers as a behavior tool when redirection fails.
e Simplify documentation rules (e.g., only require separations >5 minutes).
e Consider the cost of trainings and be very specific about the training that is required.

Support/Clarifications Needed

e Clarify “time-out” versus “time away”. “As a center, how do we
e Provide interpretive guidance on separation time tailored to the compensate staff for
child’s age. increased responsibilities

when it comes to

e Define key terms like separation, time-out, and behavior : .
documentation or working

modification. P R
e Provide no-cost access to behavioral coaches and universal tools guidance/modification?
and resources to support behavior assessment and intervention. There needs to be support
(like an area behavior
Outdoor Activity Requirements coach) to help staff.”
Key Insights

e Twice-daily outdoor mandates were seen as impractical in winter or poor air quality conditions.
e Concerns about staffing, scheduling, and facilities to support the requirement for all ages.
e Questions about how these requirements would be regulated.

e Concerns of the increased costs/time needed for sunscreen application to meet the outdoor
requirements.
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Recommendations
e Provide outdoor activity as a recommendation rather than a rule.
e Align weather standards with MDE (e.g. 0° degrees instead of -15°F).

e Allow gym time and/or staff discretion to meet outdoor play requirements during inclement
weather or special circumstances.

e Provide grants for shade structures, gear, and safe play zones.

Support/Clarifications Needed
e Clarify what counts as “outdoor time” and when a variance would be necessary.
e Provide flexibility during poor weather, staffing shortages, or age-specific needs.

Furnishings, Equipment, Materials & Supplies

Key Insights
e Support with less prescriptive guidelines and remove the requirement to have all items always
accessible.

e Concerns about overly detailed specifications (e.g. mirror dimensions, number of blocks).
e Concerns in regard to the varied costs for existing providers who may not be compliant.

Recommendations
e Allow providers to contribute to rule writing in this area to ensure clarity and feasibility.

Support/Clarifications Needed
e Include FAQs and clear explanations/examples for rule changes in final documentation.

Environmental Health

Key Insights
e Radon, soil, and lead testing requirements create financial burdens, especially in rural areas.
e Removing soil cover mandate was appreciated, noting the value of sensory play.

Recommendations
e Offer free or subsidized access to radon test kits and certified testing professionals.
e Consider aligning radon regulations for centers with MDE radon regulations.
e Allow for a phased approach to implementing new regulations.
e Create centralized reminder systems or tracking portals for inspection schedules.

Support/Clarifications Needed
e Clarify mitigation timelines and provider responsibilities in response to positive testing results.
e Identify and provide funding options or grant sources to support compliance and mitigation.
e Provide tracking assistance (e.g. provider hub with reminder/notes).
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Facility

Key Insights
e Concerns about fire inspection frequency and costs.
e Skepticism toward overly rigid inspection and write-up protocols.

Recommendations

e Tie inspections to renovations or observed need rather than calendar frequency.

e Balance modernization with realistic expectations and support for Directors.

Support/Clarifications Needed
e Clarify fire inspection funding sources and inspector roles (state versus local).
e Provide guidance on what happens if there are compliance issues.
e Provide grants for required improvements following inspections.

Southwest Minnesota Child Care Listening Session Summary

8|Page



FAMILY CHILD CARE SUMMARY

Key Insights

Licensed Capacity, Child and Adult Ratios: Mixed feedback to capacity increases; some welcomed
flexibility, others noted supervision and space challenges. Changes to toddler age definitions raised
concerns for family planning and enroliment impacts. Concerns around the ability to accept drop-in
children and/or address demands for spots for younger ages.

Training Requirements: Flexibility and reduced documentation
welcomed, but rural access to in-person training remains limited with
availability and access widely noted as a concern. Some noted a
desire to keep requirements as they were in past licensing
standards. Kids First Conference is valued.

Top Recommendations

e Address concerns regarding toddler

e Consider alterations to capacity for

o Clarify behavior guidance (time-out vs.

e Provide financial aid and/or variance

age definitions

those with experience/credentials

time away)

guidance for requirements such as

radon testing/mitigation; offer more
time for radon mitigation compliance

Clarifications & Support Requested

Statewide variance guidance

Training: Expand rural and hybrid
options; support more frequent
local/regional offerings

Radon: who can test/install, cost
support, timelines

Cleaning: approved methods and
documentation expectations

Behavior guidance: allowable
strategies for specific ages

Records: attendance tracking and
duration expectations

“Changing toddler definitions
will be a huge heartbreak to
parents, as parents are
planning their children around
when their provider can accept
an infant.”

Behavior Guidance: The reduction of documentation
requirements in draft two was appreciated. Concerns
were noted for discipline practices, especially for children
under the age of two and group punishment for individual
behaviors. Interpretive guidance was noted for time-out
versus time away.

Physical Space Requirements, Activities, and
Equipment: Overall the changes were positively
received allowing scents/fragrances, flexibility on
fencing, and adjustments to temperature requirements.
Interpretive guidance on the

required safety plan was requested. “Thank you for
listening and

Health Policies and Safety making changes

Requirements: Revised pet rules based on

were generally acceptable with provider
feedback.”

some confusion remaining around
specific scenarios. Desired
clarification around specific requirements related to fire
codes.

Cleaning, Sanitizing, and Disinfecting /
Environmental Health: Simplified cleaning rules and
elimination of some testing, specifically lead testing,
were praised. Radon mitigation raised significant
financial and procedural concerns. Clarification
requested on specific rules and documentation of
cleaning and radon testing (what tests/by whom).

Other Areas in Licensing Standards: Concerns were
noted regarding the ability to ensure pictures are not

posted on social media by outside entities when on field trips. Guidance on details and filing
requirements for attendance records. A general request for variance guidance at a statewide level was
noted.
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Expanded Summary of Listening Session Insights
Licensed Capacity, Child and Adult Ratios

Key Insights

¢ Mixed reactions to C3 license to increase capacity from 14 to 18 children. Some appreciated
flexibility; others cited supervision and space concerns.

e Concerns were raised about the current definition of a toddler under specialized infant and
toddler care, particularly in relation to the proposed changes to ratios and licensed capacity.
These changes are expected to disrupt providers' enroliment schedules.

e Suggestion to support capacity ratio adjustments based on provider qualifications, including
professional experience, applicable credentials, and demonstrated compliance history.

Recommendations

e Maintain toddler age definitions to avoid disruptions.

¢ Allow capacity flexibility based on provider qualifications and history.

e Support adjusted ratios or age mixes that reflect real-world demand.
Support/Clarifications Needed

e Clarify statewide variance process for capacity or age-mix adjustments.

o Clarify expectations for mixed-age group ratios.

Training Requirements

Key Insights

¢ Removal of 5-year background study renewals was well-received.
e Limited rural access to in-person training; online options are helpful but not ideal for all.
e Conferences like Kids First provide meaningful training and networking opportunities.

Recommendations

e Expand access to more frequent in-person training opportunities in rural areas, while also
offering a virtual attendance option.

e Continue supporting the Kids First Conference and explore offering more localized training.

e Improve tracking/reminder systems for training compliance.

Support/Clarifications Needed
e Clarify training documentation expectations.

o Clarify training requirements for substitutes or part-time helpers.

Behavior Guidance

Key Insights

e Providers supported the removal of documentation requirements, especially for behaviors that
are less severe or related to special needs.
e Concerns about fairness and practicality of group discipline based on one child's actions.
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Recommendations

e Provide clear, age-appropriate examples for behavior management.
o Allow flexibility to support short separations when needed for safety purposes (e.g., booster
seat, Pack 'n Play).
Support/Clarifications Needed

o Clarify the difference between “time-out” and “time away.”
¢ Clarify permitted discipline practices for different age groups, including provider's own children
in care.

Physical Space Requirements, Activities, and Equipment

Key Insights

o Providers appreciated the revision to utilize safety plans as an alternative to fencing/natural
barrier requirements.
o Positive feedback on temperature rules, scent allowances, and listening to previous input.

Recommendations

e Provide grant opportunities for necessary physical space compliance.

Support/Clarifications Needed
e Clarify criteria for approving safety plans in place of fencing.
o Clarify acceptable use of shared outdoor spaces and storage requirements.

Health Policies and Safety Requirements

Key Insights

e Reuvisions to the pet policies were mostly accepted, some concerns about litter box placement
and neighborhood animals.

e Questions were raised about the types of chemicals (e.g. weed spray) and how the rules apply
to typical home environments.

o Desired clarification around specific requirements related to fire codes.

Recommendations
¢ Maintain flexible policies for pets, tailored to household circumstances.
e Enable licensors to assess pet risks based on the provider's environment and circumstances.

Support/Clarifications Needed

o Clarify rules for pet placement during care hours.
o Clarify safety expectations around lawn treatments and nearby animal enclosures.
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Cleaning, Sanitizing and Disinfecting and Environmental Health
Key Insights

¢ Simplified cleaning documentation requirements and removal of lead testing were well received.
o Widespread concerns were raised about radon mitigation costs, access to professionals, and
fairness compared to requirements for centers.

Recommendations

o Extend timeline for radon mitigation beyond 120 days.
¢ Allow self-installation of radon mitigation systems with verification.
o Offer non-competitive funding or forgivable loans to achieve radon mitigation compliance.

Support/Clarifications Needed

o Clarify the approved types of radon tests, who is authorized to conduct the testing, and who
may install mitigation systems.

¢ Clarify the allowable cleaning products and associated documentation requirements.

o Clarify the frequency of radon testing and process where the basement is not part of the
licensed child care space.
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