CHOOSING CHILD CARE
A Guide for Parents
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CHOOSING CHILD CARE
Choosing child care is one of the most important—and often one of the most expensive—decisions you’ll make for your child’s early years. For many families, it’s an investment on par with a mortgage or rent. But the right program is worth it—it supports your child’s development and sets the stage for lifelong learning and success.

This guide will help you make an informed decision based on your child’s unique needs, your family values, and what high-quality care really looks like.
🏡 Types of Child Care
There are many child care options—family-like settings, licensed centers, academic-focused programs, play-based approaches, and more. Each one offers different styles, experiences, and philosophies.

When choosing care, it’s important to find a program that aligns with your parenting values. Think about what matters most to you—discipline style, learning approach, meals, naps, religion, cultural respect, and toilet training. The more aligned you are with your provider, the more confident and comfortable you’ll feel.

🔍 State-Licensed vs. Business Licensed Programs

In Nevada, the Department of Health and Human Services licenses:

· Child Care Centers (including school-age care)

· Licensed Family Child Care Homes

⚠️ Important: In Fernley, some in-home caregivers operate with only a business license, not a child care license. These businesses are not inspected by the State, do not follow required safety standards, and are not subject to ongoing training or background checks. Ask to see a state-issued child care license—it’s your best assurance of safety and oversight.

State-licensed programs require:

· Federal background checks for all staff

· At least two unannounced inspections per year

· Ongoing training (minimum 24 hours per staff member annually)
· State health and state Fire Marshal inpections

✅ 10 Steps to Choosing Child Care

1. List your priorities. What matters most for your child and family? Safety, discipline philosophies, curriculum styles and nurturing styles are important factors to consider. 
2. Gather names of programs to consider.

3. Call around and ask about:

· Availability and waitlists

· Tuition, subsidies, and fee structures

· Hours, location, and transportation

· Meals, schedules, and approach to discipline and guidance

· How they support individual needs
· An explanation of how the curriculum works and the research behind it

· The philosophy on how children learn, grow and develop both academically and behaviorally
4. Ask questions and observe. Use the checklist in this handout to guide you.

5. Bring your child for a short visit, if possible. Their comfort matters too.

6. Trust your instincts. You’ll know when something feels right—or not.

7. Read the policies carefully. Know what’s expected before enrolling.

⭐ What to Look for in Quality Care

Not all child care is created equal. The best programs go beyond supervision—they nurture the whole child. You should always have access to your child’s classroom unconditionally. As you tour centers, here’s what to look for:

👩‍🏫 Skilled, Attentive Caregivers

· Teachers should be warm, engaged, and responsive—not just supervising but interacting. This means they should not just be watching the children, but talking with or even playing with the children. 
· Ask about their training in early childhood development. Experience + education = quality.

🧠 Developmentally Appropriate Environments

· Classrooms should have clearly defined activity areas (blocks, dramatic play, art, reading).

· Avoid classrooms with wide open spaces and furniture pushed against the walls—this often leads to behavior challenges and shows a lack of understanding of classroom management.

🖼️ Displays at Child’s Eye Level

· Wall displays should be under 4 feet so children can see and engage with them.

· High displays are often for adults, not kids—an easy sign of where the program’s focus lies. This may not seem important, but it’s a quick way to test a programs knowledge level and how they can keep the children engaged.
📉 Low Teacher-to-Child Ratios

· Smaller groups mean more personalized care and calmer environments.

· Ask how many children each teacher is responsible for at any given time.

📚 Play-Based, Engaging Learning

· Activities should encourage exploration, creativity, and movement—not worksheets. Several studies show that children under 5 do not learn through flashcards, worksheets or techniques meant for elementary school age children. Preschoolers brains are not developmentally designed to work this way.
· Look for hands-on learning materials, books, puzzles, art, and sensory play. Learning should be imbedded into play.
🛠️ Clean, Safe, and Organized

· The space should feel warm, welcoming, and designed for children—not adults.

· Toys and materials should be accessible, and age-appropriate.

At Zoo’n Around Preschool, we believe in helping parents make empowered, confident choices. Whether you enroll with us or elsewhere, we’re here to support you in finding the care your child truly deserves.

How to use the checklist

1. Read the checklist carefully so you are familiar with the questions.  Make copies of the checklist if you plan to visit more than three programs.

2. Change any questions that don’t fit your family and add new ones that you want to be sure to ask.

3. Take the checklist with you to the site and get all your questions answered.

The next section of this booklet presents a checklist you can use to evaluate child caregivers.  Consult the checklist as you go through these steps.  Feel free to copy the checklist.
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CHOOSING QUALITY CHILD CARE CHECKLIST

What to Look For When Choosing a Program
Use this guide during your tour to help you ask the right questions and trust your instincts. Quality child care should feel safe, warm, and developmentally appropriate—where both you and your child feel welcome. We are happy to discuss why each area is a sign of high quality and best practices for children.

🧒 Children & Environment

· Are you welcome in the classroom at all times?

· Do the children seem happy, engaged, and relaxed?

· Are caregivers down at children’s level—smiling, listening, and interacting?

· Are toys and materials varied, age-appropriate, and easy to reach?

· Are there multiple interest areas (blocks, art, science, library, pretend play, large and fine motor, etc.)?

· Is classroom furniture arranged in activity areas—not pushed to the walls or leaving wide open spaces?

· Are displays and artwork placed at children’s eye level (below 4 feet)?

· Does the space feel inviting—not just neat, but designed for kids? (Neat isn’t always child centered)

· Are quiet spaces available for children to rest or calm down?

📚 Learning & Daily Routine

· Are there planned activities each day (indoors and outdoors)?

· Are activities hands-on, creative, and play-based—not just worksheets?

· Is screen time limited or avoided entirely? (Should not exceed 1 hour/week)

· Do older children get to make choices, solve problems, and create their own play?

· Does it look like children are having fun and learning through play?

❤️ Relationships & Emotional Climate

· Are teachers nurturing, calm, and patient—even during challenging moments?

· Do children receive positive reinforcement instead of punishment?

· Is hitting, biting, and rough behavior handled calmly and appropriately?

· Are discipline policies clear, respectful, and aligned with your values?

· Is corporal punishment (spanking, yelling, even punishing) prohibited? (It should be)
· Are caregivers consistent—will the same people care for your child each day?

🧼 Health & Safety

· Are toys and equipment clean, safe, and in good repair?

· Are there clear policies around illness and medications?

· Do caregivers wash hands (theirs and children’s) frequently?

· Are diapers changed regularly and hygienically?

· Is nap/rest time provided, with alternatives for non-nappers?

· Is a staff person trained in CPR/first aid always on-site?

· Are emergency procedures in place (drills, contacts, plans)?

· Is the outdoor play space fenced, safe, and well-supervised?

· Are all vehicles used for transport safe, insured, and child-seat compliant?

👪 Family Involvement & Communication

· Are parents welcomed in the classroom at any time (open-door policy)?

· Are families invited to conferences, meetings, or special events?

· Does the program support your family’s cultural values and traditions?

· Will you receive regular updates or communication about your child’s day?

🧠 Teacher Qualifications & Program Quality

· Have all caregivers completed background checks?

· Do staff receive ongoing training in child development?

· Is the program licensed by the State of Nevada (not just a city business license)?

· Is the center pursuing or accredited by a national organization?

· Are there enough teachers to give individual attention to all children?

· Is there a written philosophy or handbook available?

🍎 Nutrition

· Is a current weekly menu posted?

· Are meals and snacks nutritious and balanced?

· How many meals and snacks are available?

· Are dietary restrictions, allergies, and family food values respected?

📞 Final Details

· Do I feel comfortable and secure with the staff?

· Did they answer all my questions clearly and respectfully?

· Will the program provide parent references I can contact?

· Is there a clear pick-up authorization process?

Remember that these common reactions are usually temporary!
PARENTS AS PARNTERS

Choosing the right child care setting is the first step for ensuring a good, nurturing and safe experience for your child.  Your responsibilities don’t end with enrolling your child.  Always keep your checklist in mind.  Ask questions if you see anything change.  Offer to help when problems arise.

The best experience for your child occurs when you form an active partnership with your child’s caregiver.  In our society, child care often is undervalued and underfunded.  This puts a tremendous strain on caregivers.

Put yourself in the shoes of your caregiver.  If you are a two-parent family, find a way for both parents to be in contact with the caregiver.  Keep the partnership mutual.  Just as you want respect for your values and family situation, respect your caregiver’s policies and respond to requests.  If you make your child care setting a top family priority, you can be confident it will be a good experience.

A partnership for the parent means taking the following steps:

· Spend a few moments each day talking with your child’s caregiver.

· Be prompt in payments, pick-up times, and in giving important information such as your schedule, emergency numbers and changes in routines for your child.

· Take time each week to look over the environment, the program and how caregivers interact with children.

· Keep the caregiver updated on changes in your family situation, your child’s health, or anything else that might affect your child’s behavior.

· Let the caregiver know how you can be reached in an emergency, and who is (and who is not) authorized to pick your child up from the program.  Keep phone numbers and other family information current.

· Show interest by asking questions and telling your caregiver the things you like.

· Get involved as much as you can.  You can offer snacks, mending and repairs or maintenance or help with fundraisers.

· Attend meetings and  workshops when they’re offered.

· Work with your caregiver to make child care a priority in the community and among policy makers.

You Will Know The Experience Is Good If:

· Your child is usually eager to go there each day;

· Your child is playing happily when you arrive;

· Your child talks positively about friends, activities and the caregiver; and

· Your child is at home in the environment.

DEALING WITH CONCERNS

You should talk to your caregiver, and be alert and concerned if the following situations arise:

· You are not welcome to drop in at anytime

· Your caregiver is frequently overwhelmed, rough, angry or moody

· The program always seems to be in crisis

· Your child is fearful, withdrawn, appetite change, bedwetting, complaining, clingy

· Your child reports or fantasizes stories about anger, violence, fear or secrets that are not a normal occurrence for children of that age group

· Your child cries and resists staying even after ample time for adjustment

· You notice frequent staff turnover

Talk to your child:

· Ask her/him what the problems are, and what she/he would like to see changed

· If your child is unable to talk, observe his/her behavior carefully for changes

· If you need more information about your child’s behavior, contact your family doctor or other child development experts.

Talk to your provider about your concerns:

· Talk about concerns right away, as they happen

· Be clear about your specific concerns, or specific things you have noticed, and ask what they have observed and what they think could be the causes.

· Be clear about what you want to have happen

· Be prepared to compromise, if you can

If you are still concerned, you can call the Department of Health and Family Services licensor with general questions.  The licensor’s name and phone number are on the license.

If you are concerned about violations of licensing rules or child abuse or neglect in the program, contact your local office of the Nevada Department of Health and Family Services.  They will listen to your concerns and refer them for investigation if necessary.

If you still have concerns and you don’t feel the situation can be resolved, withdraw your child from the program.

