
 
 

Licensing, Certification and Accreditation in Child Care 

Licensing, certification, and accreditation are mechanisms for applying standards to the profession of delivering child 
care. Nevertheless, no license, certification, or accreditation is a guarantee of quality child care. Nor is the lack of such 
official recognition or approval necessarily an indicator of poor quality. 
 
Defining the terms: What does it mean to be licensed, self-certified, and/or accredited? 
 
Licensing.  A licensed day care provider has met the minimum standards established by state law. Requirements differ 
from state to state, with some states imposing rigorous standards while others are considerably more lax. Additional 
elements of licensing are compliance, enforcement, and complaint resolution. Again, states vary in how seriously they 
deal with these issues. 
 
Self-Certified or Registered. To cut down on the bureaucracy involved in overseeing child care facilities, some states 
allow providers to certify their own facility by filling out a form. The form certifies compliance with the state's 
regulations. Providers inspect their own facility and there is no state inspection to ensure that they are in compliance. 
Although this type of license is no guarantee of quality, it does ensure one thing—the program is on record and 
complaints can be filed. 
 
Accreditation.  Accreditation is completely voluntary. Two organizations that currently provide accreditation in the 
child care field are the National Association for the Education of Young Children (NAEYC) and the National Association 
for Family Child Care (NAFCC). 
 
The NAEYC accreditation program (http://www.naeyc.org/) is highly regarded. It is a three-step process administered 
through the National Academy of Early Childhood programs, a division of NAEYC. The standards are high and its on-
site evaluation program is demanding. The standards include: 

1. Self-study: Program personnel and parents determine compliance with the Academy's criteria, make 
necessary improvements, and report compliance to the Academy. 

2. Validation: Trained inspectors make an on-site visit to verify compliance. 
3. Accreditation Decision: Programs are required to demonstrate substantial compliance with criteria. A three-

person commission considers the validated program description and, based on its professional judgment and 
experience, makes the accreditation decision. 

 
The NAFCC (http://nafcc.org/) sponsors the only nationally recognized accreditation system designed specifically for 
family child care providers. This system was designed by hundreds of providers, parents, and early care and education 
experts in an effort to create a quality indicator for family child care programs across the country. The steps required 
to obtain NAFCC accreditation are very similar to those required by NAEYC: self-study, on-site observation and 
validation of compliance, and an accreditation decision made by a panel of highly educated and experienced experts. 
A family child care provider must renew his or her NAFCC accreditation annually. 
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