Current Challenges in Child Care:
Your Voice Matters
November 2025 Survey Results

Introduction

Early learning programs are essential
infrastructure. They provide long-term
benefits to children’s learning, enable parents
to participate in the workforce and create a
foundation for communities across Indiana to
prosper. Despite these demonstrated benefits,
the early education industry remains unstable
and currently faces substantial pressures that
endanger the long-term sustainability of the
sector and put the future success of children,
families and entire communities at risk.

Early Learning Indiana has been monitoring
the provider experience closely in recent
months, following an announcement by the
State of Indiana in December of 2024 that it
was suspending the release of new Child Care
and Development Fund (CCDF) vouchers

and initiating a waitlist for those services.

At present, the waitlist has grown to almost
32,000 children.

Early Learning Indiana first surveyed
providers in August, with results pointing to
troubling employment and enrollment trends
for early learning programs. Shortly after that
release, the State of Indiana lowered CCDF
reimbursement rates, resulting in providers
receiving less revenue for providing services
to the most vulnerable children and families,

Early Learning

INDIANA

as described on this dashboard. In recognition
of continued challenges in the operating
environment, Early Learning Indiana

surveyed providers again from November
6-18, to continue to monitor how they are
experiencing and responding to these
changes.

Survey Participation

This survey garnered 442 responses from
regulated programs in 63 counties. The
respondents represented programs with the
capacity to serve more than 30,000 children.
The overall total of responses was very similar
to the August round, and just under half of
responses (N=191) represented the same
program across both survey sets.
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https://earlylearningin.org/the-changing-landscape-of-ccdf/

Responses came from a variety of program
types, with most coming from licensed homes
(181), licensed centers (138) and ministries (96).
While a variety of Paths to QUALITY™ (PTQ)
participation levels were represented, 79% of
responses came from providers operating Level
3 or 4 programs.

Figure 1: Survey Participation by
County
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Figure 2: Enrollment Changes
by Age Group, Past 12 Months
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Enrollment and CCDF Participation

Survey responses continued to suggest a
downward trend in program enrollment,
across all age groups served. Only 12% of
respondents reported full enroliment, down
from 16% in August, and about 73% of
respondents indicated that enrollment is lower
currently than it was at this time last year.

Given the lack of new CCDF vouchers
released in 2025 and lower reimbursement
rates, it is unsurprising that most providers
(83%) reported decreased funding from the
voucher program.

When a program’s tuition rate is higher than
the CCDF reimbursement rate, providers may
charge families the “overage” amount to make
up the difference. Just under two-thirds, or
63%, of responding providers are currently
charging the overage. While this may be
helpful in meeting their revenue needs,
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‘ ‘ Survey Participant Response

This is my life’s work, and
I’m scared I’'m about to
lose it.

providers also acknowledged the challenge
it presents to low-income families. As one
provider stated, “It is forcing families to pay
the overage out of pocket and they cannot
afford it, which means they may no longer
afford our services.”

Threatened Supply

Low enrollment, combined with a lack of
qualified staff, often results in temporary or
permanent classroom closures.

When asked about future plans, 19% of
providers said they plan to close one or
more classrooms, and 17% plan to close

their programs entirely, while only 6% plan
to expand classroom capacity in the next
year. This proportion of planned closures has
increased since August, when 11% said they
believed their programs would be forced

to close entirely. Among classroom-based
programs such as centers and ministries,
81% indicated at least one closed classroom,
adding up to 420 closures across these
programs. Nearly 500 classrooms are
operating at single ratio, meaning that half of
the capacity of those classrooms has been
temporarily closed.
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Staffing challenges are also reflected in
temporary classroom closures, which drives
the reduction in the supply of seats within
existing programs. Across all respondents,
there were 336 full-time and 192 part-time
open positions. Of the classroom-based
programs that responded, 61% reported

at least one open teaching position. Open
positions continue to be most prevalent

in urban counties, including Marion (144),
Lake (46) and Allen (33). While staffing
demands are shrinking within some providers
due to low enrollment, related pressures
may exacerbate longstanding recruitment
issues within the industry. Early learning
professionals have historically faced low
wages compared to other occupations.
Although many providers have increased
wages in the past year, 20% decreased
teacher wages. Other concerning changes
include reduced hours (44%) and reduced
benefits (26%). If these trends continue, it
will be even more difficult for early learning
providers to compete for talent.
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Beyond the Survey: Changes to
Statewide Capacity

Survey responses continue to raise red flags
about the health of the early learning system,
even as the full effects of changes to the CCDF
program and resulting impacts are likely yet

to come. Based on currently available data
from the State of Indiana, from mid-August to
the end of November, there were 197 program
closures statewide. The effects of these
closures were partially mitigated by 115 new
programs opening during this period, adding
4,958 seats. The net result has been a capacity
loss of 1,187 seats. Many of these changes

took place in licensed family child care homes,
with 49 homes opening while 119 closed, for

a net capacity loss of 886 seats. Additional
capacity was lost through the closure of 27
licensed centers and 33 ministries, netting

745 fewer seats when taking newly-opened
programs into account. Of the 6,145 seats lost
through program closures, 2,074 seats, or 34%,
existed within high-quality (PTQ Level 3 & 4)
programs, with a net loss of 41 programs.
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Licensed Exempt

Learning Impact

Operating challenges in the current
environment threaten program stability and
capacity and put the entire early learning
environment and children’s learning outcomes
at risk. Throughout the survey, providers
referenced the challenge of reducing expenses
while maintaining high-quality programming.
Although trusted relationships with families
enhance child outcomes, many providers
have eliminated family engagement activities
(187), family workshops (90) and home visits
(29). As one provider remarked, “If ’m not
operating at full capacity, | cannot afford
these extra services.” Several providers

also referenced reluctantly making cuts to
curriculum, educational supplies or materials,
while acknowledging the challenges this
presents to maintaining a quality learning
environment. Despite these issues, providers
recognized the importance of continuing to
serve the learning needs of vulnerable children,
with 89% of respondents indicating they plan
to continue accepting CCDF vouchers moving
forward.
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CONCLUSION

Effective early learning programs serve two-
generational needs: 1) prioritizing the learning
and developmental needs of young children
and helping prepare them for kindergarten
and beyond; and 2) enabling families to work
and/or take advantage of additional education
and training opportunities. Responses to Early
Learning Indiana’s two recent surveys suggest
that environmental changes threaten both

of these goals, putting supply at risk while
eroding the educational experience.

As the CCDF waitlist builds and providers
adjust to the new (lower) reimbursement
rates, survey responses suggest a continuing
trend of reduced program enrollment,
classroom-level and program closures and
unstable child care supply at the community
level, particularly in areas with programs
most reliant on CCDF funding as a source of
revenue. Early Learning Indiana will continue
to monitor these dynamics as providers

and communities respond to the changing
landscape.
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‘ ‘ Survey Participant Response

Our program is working
hard to balance rising
operational demands
with the need to provide
high-quality care for
children and strong
support for families.
Staffing shortages,
increasing administrative
requirements, and
fluctuating enrollment
patterns all place
pressure on our team.
Even so, we remain
committed to maintaining
safe environments,
nurturing relationships
and consistent learning
experiences for every
child.
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