
 
                       

          
          

          

 

          
   

    

           
   

 
 

   

Tips  and  Considerations  
Section  2:  Child  to  Staff  Ratios  and  Group  Sizes  
Tribal  Lead  Agencies  of  All  Allocation  Sizes  

FY  2023- 2025  Tribal  CCDF  Plan  Preprint  

Determining Child to Staff Ratios and Group Sizes to Ensure 
the Health and Safety of Children in Care: Tips and 
Considerations for Tribal Lead Agencies of All Allocation Sizes 

Background 

Tribal  Lead  Agencies  must  establish  standards  around  child  to  staff  ratios  and  group  sizes  for  CCDF  providers  according  
to  provider  setting  and  ages  of  children  served.1  This  resource  provides  considerations  and  strategies  for  Tribal  Lead  
Agencies  as  they  make  decisions  for  their  Child  Care  and  Development  Fund  (CCDF)  program  and  write  their  fiscal  year  
(FY)  2023-2025  Tribal  CCDF  Plan.  Research  indicates  small  group  care  with  low  adult  to  child  ratios  support  quality  early  
care  environments  and  positive  caregiver  and  child  interactions.2  Small  group  care  also  fosters  secure  attachments  
between  infants  and  their  caregivers,  which  are  essential  to  healthy  social  and  emotional  development.3  The  downside  to  
smaller  group  sizes  can  be  cost,  due  to  higher  staffing  and  building  costs  and  fewer  revenue  dollars  per  child.   

General Tips and Considerations for Tribal Lead Agencies of All 
Allocations Sizes 

Building a Solid Foundation 

Tribal  Lead  Agencies  can  determine  appropriate  child  to  staff  ratios  (by  age  range  of  the  child)  and  group  size  limits  for  
specific  age  populations  for  providers  based  on  the  type  of  child  care  setting.  These  settings  include  center-based  
providers  (including  Tribally  operated  centers),  family  providers,  or  in-home  providers.  This  requirement  also  applies  to  
providers  who  are  only  receiving  quality  CCDF  dollars.  They  can  choose  to  adopt  state  standards  for  provider  
qualifications,  follow  the  recommendations  in  the  

,  or  develop  their  own  requirements  for  caregivers,  teachers,  and  directors.   
Minimum Health and Safety Standards: A Guide for American Indian and 

Alaska Native CCDF Grantees

  Determine  your  group  sizes  based  on  the  square  footage  of  the  usable  floor  space  in  the  classroom  area  in  your  
Tribally  operated  center.    recommends  42  square  feet  per  child  at  a  minimum.  For  best  
practices,  it  recommends  50  square  feet.4   

Caring  for  Our  Children

  Hire  full-time  floating  staff  to  support  classrooms  on  a  regular  basis  to  lower  the  child  to  staff  ratio.  This  will  support  
quality  services  and  social-emotional  support  for  the  children  and  teachers  in  your  Tribally  operated  center.  

  Increase  payment  rates  for  center-based  providers  to  allow  for  them  to  hire  floating  staff  and  lower  child  to  staff  ratios  
to  support  staff  recruitment  and  retention.  

  Increase  payment  rates  for  family  child  care  providers  to  allow  for  lower  child  to  staff  ratios,  while  still  supporting  the  
supply  of  care  in  the  Tribal  community.  

  Consider  lowering  child  to  staff  ratios  to  allow  for  providers  to  accommodate  children  with  special  needs  or  
challenging  behaviors.  Utilize  a  rate  add-on  for  these  providers  to  ensure  covering  the  cost  of  care.  

  Lower  child  to  staff  ratios  for  small  family  child  care  if  they  are  caring  for  infants  and  toddlers  as  well  as  older  children  
to  ensure  adequate  care  for  the  youngest  children  served.  

1  Child  Care  and  Development  Fund,  45  C.F.R  §§  98.41(a)  (2016).  
2  Schmit,  S.,  &  Matthews,  H.  (2013).  Better  for  babies:  A  study  of  state  infant  and  toddler  child  care  policies.  Center  for  Law  and  Social  Policy.   
3  Ahnert,  L.,  Pinquart,  M.,  &  Lamb,  M.  E.  (2006).  Security  of  children’s  relationships  with  nonparental  care  providers:  A  meta-analysis.  Child  
Development,  77,  664–679.  Retrieved  from  https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-8624.2006.00896.x 
4  Administration  for  Children  and  Families,  U.S.  Department  of  Health  and  Human  Services.  (2015).  Caring  for  our  children  basics:  Health  and  safety  
foundations  for  early  care  and  education.  Retrieved  from  .   https://www.acf.hhs.gov/archive/ecd/caring-our-children-basics
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Tribal Child Care Capacity Building Center,  
A Service of the Office of Child Care  

Tips and Considerations 
Section 2: Child/Staff Ratios and Group 
Tribal Lead Agencies of All Allocation Sizes 

  Facilities enrolling children with special health care needs and disabilities could determine, by an individual 
assessment of each child’s needs, whether the provider requires a lower child to staff ratio. 

  Use the questions in the following section to drive your decision-making process. 

Child to Staff Ratio and Group Size Examples 

Questions to Consider 

♦ Have you already determined your age range of children served in each provider type? 

♦ How did you determine your age range for each provider setting? 

♦ What is the maximum number of children that can be in care and be safely supervised? 

♦ What do child to staff ratios and group sizes look like in your service area? 

♦ Are the current child to staff ratios reasonable for your providers? Do the current child to staff ratios balance 
staffing costs with child safety? 

♦ What are the pros and cons of smaller group sizes for CCDF providers served by your Tribal Lead Agency? 

There are many options to choose from when it comes to establishing child to staff ratios and group sizes. The table 
below shows examples for center-based child care settings, which includes Tribally operated centers. 

Age 
Range 

State Child 
to Staff Ratio 
(New Mexico) 

State 
Group Size 

(New Mexico) 

Head Start 
Child to Staff 

Ratio 

Head Start 
Group Size 

Caring for Our 
Children Child 
to Staff Ratio 

Caring for Our 
Children Group 

Size 

24–35 
Months 

10:1 20 4:1 8 4:1 8 

3-5 
Years 

15:1 30 10:1 20 8:1 16 

Resources 

 Minimum Health and Safety Standards: A Guide for American Indian and Alaska Native CCDF Grantees: 
https://childcareta.acf.hhs.gov/resource/minimum-health-and-safety-standards-guide-american-indian-and-alaska-
native-child-care-and   

 Administration for Children and Families, U.S. Department of Health and Human Services. (2015). Caring for Our 
Children Basics: Health and Safety Foundations for Early Care and Education. Retrieved from 
http://www.acf.hhs.gov/programs/ecd/caring-for-our-children-basics 

 American Academy of Pediatrics, American Public Health Association, and the National Resource Center for Health 
and Safety in Child Care and Early Education. Caring for Our Children: National Health and Safety Performance 
Standards; Guidelines for Early Care and Education Programs (3rd ed.). Retrieved from https://nrckids.org/CFOC 

Miami  Environmental  &  Energy  Solutions,  LLC  
1950  Roland  Clarke  Place,  Suite  210D   
Reston,  VA  20191   
Phone:  1-844-710-TCBC  (8222)   
Email:  tcbc@mn-e.com  

The  Tribal  Child  Care  Capacity  Building  Center  
is  funded  by  the  U.S.  Department  of  Health  

and  Human  Services,  Administration  for  
Children  and  Families,  Office  of  Child  Care.  
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