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Introduction

High-quality child care is an essential resource for families and children. Reliable child care
enables parental workforce participation, simultaneously providing children with a safe,
nurturing, and structured environment that promotes healthy development.! Quality child
care also strengthens families' economic stability, improving child development outcomes
and promoting broader economic growth.?

Despite the essential need for child care, families across the United States face challenges
accessing it.> Though the lack of access to child care is widespread across the country, the
key to implementing effective solutions requires understanding the specific local challenges
within states and regions.

United Way of Greater Nashville engaged the Prenatal-to-3 Policy Impact Center (Policy
Impact Center) at Vanderbilt University to conduct the Davidson County Child Care
Landscape Study. The purpose of the study is to collect localized data to understand the
strengths and challenges of the greater Davidson County child care system.

In Davidson County, TN, which includes the capital city of Nashville, center-based child care
is the most prevalent type of licensed care available to families with children under age 5. *
This brief examines study findings related to the current supply and availability of center-
based child care in greater Davidson County. This brief is one part of a five-part series
presenting the findings of the Davidson County Child Care Landscape Study.

To gain insight into greater Davidson County’s child care supply, the Policy Impact Center
developed and fielded a survey to all 246 reachable center-based child care programs in the
region during the Summer of 2025. Of the reachable center-based programs, 47 percent

(n=116) responded to the Davidson County Child Care Provider Experience Survey (Child

2 Greater Davidson County has additional licensed child care options (e.g., home-based child care, drop-in child care,
before and after school-only providers) that are excluded from the scope of this brief.
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Care Provider Survey) and provided sufficient information to be included in this analysis. The
center-based analytic sample is largely representative of the overall population of child care
centers. Throughout this brief, we use survey respondent results (n=116) to generate estimates
of center-based child care supply at the population level (N=246), providing a new and
detailed picture of the child care landscape across greater Davidson County.”

Background

The greater Davidson County region is home to approximately 57,000 children under age 5,
with a total population of approximately 900,000.>° Greater Davidson County has a racially
and ethnically diverse population, with 58 percent of people in the region identifying as
White, 22 percent identifying as Black, 12 percent identifying as Hispanic, and 8 percent
identifying as another race or ethnicity.” Currently, 17 percent of children under age 5 in this
region live below the Federal Poverty Level, compared to 12 percent of the total population,
indicating a higher concentration of economic hardship among families with young
children.® Approximately 70 percent, or 39,900 children, live in households in which all
parents in the household are in the workforce.’

Families seeking formal child care often turn to local child care centers, or licensed early
care and education programs that operate in nonresidential settings, because state licensing
requirements and oversight help ensure consistent standards for child safety and program
quality. Child care centers in Tennessee are overseen by one of two state agencies, either
Tennessee Department of Human Services (TDHS) or Tennessee Department of Education
(TDOE), which each set their own quality parameters and oversight processes.'°

Greater Davidson County
is home to approximately
39,900 children under age 5
in households in which
all parents work

Greater Davidson County’s child care capacity likely falls short of meeting the needs of
families across various backgrounds. Previous Policy Impact Center research on greater
Davidson County suggests that an estimated 47 percent of all local children under age 5 live
in areas that could be considered child care deserts, or areas in which children outnumber
licensed child care slots by a rate of at least 3 to 1.!! These mismatches between child care
supply and the population of young children can impact families’ ability to find care that
aligns with their needs and preferences.

® To review the complete methodology and approach for the Davidson County Child Care Landscape Study, refer to the
online Methods Appendix.
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Further, child care shortages also often disproportionately impact families that do not identify
as White, families with low and middle income levels, and families with infants and
toddlers.!? Importantly, child care desert estimates rely on state licensing data as a proxy for
available care, which often overstate the number of slots programs can actually make
available to families, given program staffing and the age of children served.!?

Publicly available state licensing data provide an important starting point for understanding
child care supply in greater Davidson County.'* However, licensing data describe the
maximum number of children programs are authorized to serve and often do not capture
how child care programs operate in practice, including important nuances related to the
exact number or type (e.g. infant, certificate-accepting) of child care slots actually available
to families.!> Programs may operate below licensed capacity, allocate slots differently
across age groups, or vary in how many slots they make available to families using child
care certificates. As a result, licensing data alone provide an incomplete measure of the child
care supply families can realistically access when looking for care.

By presenting data collected from child care directors on actual child enrollment, open slots,
and other key measures of child care supply at child care centers across the region, the
following findings build a more complete understanding of child care supply in greater
Davidson County.

Greater Davidson County Child Care Centers Have 22,184 Slots
For Children Ages Birth to 5 Years Old

In the Child Care Provider Survey, we asked child care center directors to report the number of
children currently enrolled and the number of slots that are currently open in their program
today. Using these survey responses, we estimate that across the 246 centers in greater Davidson
County, 19,183 full-day equivalent child care slots are occupied by children under age 5, with
the vast majority of slots filled by children who are enrolled in full-time care (see Figure 1).

Figure 1: Greater Davidson County Center-Based Child Care Supply

Child Age Total Occup'ied Slots Total Open Slots FuII-D_ay

(Full-Time Only) (Full-Time Only) Actual Capacity
Infants 1,816 304 2,120
Toddlers 5,890 789 6,679
Preschool 11,477 1,908 13,385
Total 19,183 3,001 22,184

Source: Davidson County Child Care Provider Experience Survey. The Prenatal-to-3 Policy Impact Center, 2025. Note: Results were
extrapolated to represent the estimated full population of available slots across greater Davidson County’s 246 child care centers. All
values are reported as full-day equivalent slots. Full-time enrollment counts as one full-day slot per child. Part-time enroliment is
converted to full-day equivalents, with two part-time children counted as one full-day slot. For example, 244 part-time infants are
enrolled in centers across greater Davidson County, occupying 122 full-day child care slots. Slots allocated to part-time care can be
derived by subtracting the number of full-time only slots from the total number of occupied or open slots.
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Additionally, we estimate that a total of 3,001 full-day equivalent slots are open, or
unoccupied, and similarly are primarily offered as full-time slots (see Figure 1). Full-day
equivalent child care slots can either be allotted to one child using full-time care or allotted to
more than one child using part-time care. To create a comparable measure of slots across child
care providers and across the region, we measure part-time slots as full-day equivalent slots.

Together, occupied and open slots represent the region’s full-day actual capacity, or the total
number of full-day slots available to children, as reported by child care directors on the survey.
In total, the greater Davidson County area has a full-day actual capacity of 22,184 child care
slots, with 86 percent of actual capacity currently in use (occupied slots) and 14 percent open to
families seeking child care (open slots; see Figure 1).

Survey responses indicate several reasons why child care programs have open slots. Most
commonly, programs report they have open slots because of short-term, expected turnover
between enrollments, indicating temporary gaps in enrollment as children move in and out
of care. See Figure 2 for the top four most commonly reported reasons programs say they
currently have open slots.

Figure 2: The Main Reason Why Programs Report Having One or More Open Slots

22% 15% 15% 12%

Expected, short Staffing Low demand for Competition from

term turnover challenges certain age other child care
between families groups providers
or age groups

Source: Davidson County Child Care Provider Experience Survey. The Prenatal-to-3 Policy Impact Center, 2025. n=85. Note:
The remaining 36% is comprised of other individual response categories that account for between 1 and 7% of the total.

Child Care Centers Operate at 78% of Their Licensed Capacity For Children
Ages Birthto 5

Child care programs often cannot or do not operate at their full licensed capacity. Licensed
capacity is a measure of the maximum number of children that can be present at a program at
one time, as determined by state regulations during the licensing process. For many programs,
licensed capacity functions as a regulatory ceiling rather than an enrollment target.

In greater Davidson County, child care centers are licensed to serve a total of 28,336 slots.
Today, however, based on Child Care Provider Survey data, we find that only 22,184 slots are
either currently enrolled by or open to children age birth to 5, meaning that the local child care
system currently operates at an estimated full-day actual capacity of 78 percent of total licensed
capacity for children up to Kindergarten. In other words, just over 6,000 licensed child care
slots are inaccessible to families with children under age 5 seeking center-based child care.
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Many programs also use some of their licensed capacity to provide before and after school
care and/or summer and holiday care to school age children. If you consider occupied and
open slots for school age children as well, the greater Davidson County child care system
currently operates at 83 percent of its licensed capacity.

Child care programs operate with a full-day actual capacity of occupied and open slots that
is lower than their licensed capacity for a number of reasons. Each age group has differing
required educator-to-child ratios and maximum group sizes, and thus depending on how
programs use their classroom spaces for different age groups, they may be limited by these
maximum group sizes beyond their licensed capacity. Or, programs could face issues hiring
and retaining staff that prevent them from offering as many slots as they otherwise could, or
may just prefer to keep their programs smaller.

Most Child Care Centers Do Not Want to Change the Number of Slots They
Currently Allocate to Infants, Toddlers, or Preschoolers

Through the Child Care Provider Survey, greater Davidson County child care directors
weighed in on how they would change the number of slots they offered to each age group
they currently serve assuming they had adequate staffing and resources. These results can
build an understanding of the extent to which existing providers in greater Davidson County
could potentially provide additional child care capacity, versus relying on new providers to
increase capacity. Results indicate that most programs would continue offering the same
number of slots for each age group even with adequate staffing and resources. Across all age
groups, more than half of survey respondents report that they would not want to change
anything about the number of children they serve within each age group (see Figure 3).

Figure 3: Programs Reporting No Desire to Change Their Current Full-Day Actual Capacity

Child Age Programs Reporting No Desire to Change Capacity
Infants 53%
Toddlers 67%
Preschool 69%

Source: Davidson County Child Care Provider Experience Survey. The Prenatal-to-3 Policy Impact Center, 2025. Infants
n=83; Toddlers n=109; Preschoolers n=116. Note: Survey respondents reported on desire to change their current full-day
actual capacity by age, causing the sample size to be different for each age. For example, if a program does not serve
infants, they were not asked about infant capacity.

Of programs that indicated a desire to change full-day actual capacity for at least one age
group, most reported that they would want to increase their capacity to serve more children.
When asked in the Child Care Provider Survey what factors limit their ability to increase their
capacity to their ideal number of children, programs most frequently identified hiring and
retention challenges, competition from public pre-K programs, and the overall costs of routine
expenses as their primary barriers.
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Overall, the number of children a program currently serves and their desire to serve fewer
or more children may be influenced by a variety of factors, including program design
choices, age group distributions, staffing challenges, resource constraints, and other
operational considerations.

Full-day actual capacity is unlikely to equal licensed capacity precisely, because of the
many differences in group sizes and ratios by child age. These results indicate that full-day
actual capacity in greater Davidson County could be increased somewhat to get closer to
licensed capacity if center-based programs experienced fewer staffing, pre-k competition,
and cost challenges. However, most programs are currently satisfied with the number of
children they serve in each age group, indicating room for growth is limited. Efforts to
increase greater Davidson County’s child care supply may benefit from a multifaceted
approach that includes adding new providers to the market as well as identifying
opportunities to expand the number of slots among some existing providers.

Child Care Centers Can Serve Just Over Half of Children Under
Age 5 in Working Families

Among the approximately 57,000 children ages birth to 5 in greater Davidson County, an estimated
70 percent, or approximately 39,900 children, live in households in which all parents are in the
workforce according to the US Census Bureau.
Through the estimated 22,184 slots accessible to
families today, child care centers could serve a
maximum of 56 percent of local children ages birth to
5 with all parents in the workforce.

Most Common Child Care Center
Characteristics From the Child
Care Provider Survey

92% are open 5 days a week,

In reality, not every child with all parents working Monday through Friday

will need or want a center-based child care slot, and

not every child attending center-based care will have 88% offer year-round child care
all parents in the workforce; however, the gap 35% are affiliated with a church or
between supply and potential demand suggests that religious organization

many working families face limited access to full-time
child care options that meet their needs and
preferences. This gap is further illuminated by the
prevalence of waitlists among child care centers, with 88 percent of surveyed centers
waitlisting or turning away at least one child because of lack of capacity in the past 6 months.
As aresult, some families may need to rely on unstable child care arrangements that disrupt
work or, in some cases, drive them to exit the workforce altogether.'®

None offer weekend child care

¢ Some families choose home-based child care. However, home-based child care in greater Davidson County is very
limited, with only 317 licensed home-based slots in the entire region. Thus, home-based child care does not substantively
increase the number of children that can be served by the child care system and is often not an option for local families
seeking care. See Brief 3 for more information on home-based care.



Davidson County Child Care Landscape Study Results 7

Infant Care Is Limited; Child Care Centers Can Serve Only 1in 5
Infants Born in the Last Year

Infant care represents a small share of greater Davidson County’s child care capacity. Based
on Child Care Provider Survey responses, of the 19,183 occupied slots, 1,816 slots (10%) are
allocated to infants (see Figure 1). A similar pattern holds for open slots: of the 3,001 open
slots, 10 percent are allocated to infants, meaning that just 10 percent of all full-day actual
capacity serves the region’s youngest children. Thirty percent of all full-day actual capacity is
allocated to toddlers, and the remaining 60 percent is allocated to preschoolers. For
comparison, an analysis of 19 states that identify licensed capacity by age shows that

statewide licensed capacity specifically allocated to infants can range from 1 to 23 percent.%!”

In 2024, according to national data from the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention,
10,645 infants were born in Davidson County.®!® Based on current full-day actual capacity,
the center-based child care system can only serve approximately 20 percent, or 1 in 5,
infants born in the last year (see Figure 4).

Figure 4: Infant Population and Infant Child Care Supply
Infants Born
. . 10,64
in 2024
Infant Full-Day - 2,120
Actual Capacity Total Slots
Occupied

Slots
1,816

Source: Davidson County Child Care Provider Experience Survey. The Prenatal-to-3 Policy Impact Center, 2025. n=246. Center
for Disease Control Natality Information, 2026. Note: Results were extrapolated to represent the estimated full population of
available infant slots across greater Davidson Counties’ 246 child care centers; 2025 birth statistics are not yet available.

Though not all families need or want full-time center-based child care for their infants, this
comparison between the number of open slots and the number of infants born in the region
highlights the current system's limited ability to adequately serve greater Davidson County’s
youngest children. Child care providers commonly serve more preschoolers compared to toddlers
and infants because older children cost less to serve, and preschoolers may even be the only age
group that is profitable to serve.!” However, limited infant care supply can create numerous
challenges for working families, impacting employment decisions, household income and
resources, and the quality of infant care during their child’s critical developmental period.?%*!

4 Tennessee does not identify licensed capacity by age and is not included in this analysis.

¢ 2025 birth statistics are not yet available.



Davidson County Child Care Landscape Study Results 8

Approximately Two-Thirds of Child Care Centers Accept
Certificates, Accounting for 15% of Full-Time Enroliment

Many families in greater Davidson County may find child care costs unaffordable, leading
some to seek support through Tennessee’s Child Care Certificate Program, which provides
financial assistance, or subsidized child care, to help make care more affordable for families
with low or moderate incomes in which parents are working or enrolled in education or
training programs.**>?3 Child care programs can make an operational decision on whether
they want to participate in the Child Care Certificate Program and currently 66 percent of
centers in greater Davidson County accept child care certificates.?*

We asked programs to tell us how many of their occupied full-time slots are filled by children
using certificates. Based on these Child Care Provider Survey responses, we estimate that among
the 16,955 child care slots occupied by full-time children across all child care centers in the
region, 15 percent use certificates to help cover the cost of child care tuition. The proportion of
slots supported by certificates is similar across all age groups. Certificates currently support 16
percent of enrolled full-time infant slots, 15 percent of toddler slots, and 14 percent of preschool
slots (see Figure 5).

Figure 5: Share of Occupied Full-Time Child Care Slots Filled by Children Using Certificates

nfant 271 1,694
ntants - B (16%) Total Occupied Slots
772 5,145
Toddlers (15%) Total Occupied Slots

Preschool 1,416 10,116
(14%) Total Occupied Slots

Full-Time Slots Occupied by
Children Using Certificates

Source: Davidson County Child Care Provider Experience Survey. The Prenatal-to-3 Policy Impact Center, 2025. n=246.
Note: Percent of slots occupied by children that use certificates is limited to full-time slots only.

Moreover, in Tennessee, as in most states, eligibility for a child care certificate does not
guarantee that families receive tuition assistance. Based on US Census Bureau data, of all the
children ages birth to 5 in the region, an estimated 48 percent, or approximately 27,000
children under 5, are income-eligible to receive a child care certificate.?® The exact number of
slots that providers would be willing to offer to children whose families use certificates is
unknown. Further, centers that could potentially accommodate more families using certificates

f At the 75" percentile in Davidson County, current monthly center-based child care tuition is estimated at $1,645 for
infants $1,537 for toddlers, and $1,382 for preschoolers. See Brief 4 for more information about the cost of center-based
child care and current certificate reimbursement rates.
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may not be located in areas that are reasonably accessible to them. However, the number of
income-eligible children far outnumbers even the total number of occupied or open child care
slots in the region (~22,000), identifying likely gaps in the region’s ability to meet the child
care needs of certificate-eligible families.

Additionally, since data collection for this study concluded, Tennessee has experienced
reductions in federal child care funding, including an approximately $44.5 million decrease
in its Child Care Development Fund (CCDF) annual allocation. Funding cuts have affected
certificate structures, including introducing a 5 percent co-pay for all families based on
income and implementing a waitlist, further complicating income-eligible families’ ability
to access certificates.?®

State funding and regional capacity are not the only factors that may impact child care
access for families that receive a certificate. In greater Davidson County, although the
majority of child care centers accept certificates (according to state licensing data), data
from the Child Care Provider Survey illustrates that the percentage of full-time occupied
slots filled by children using certificates varies widely by program. We estimate that 18
percent of the 163 certificate-accepting centers currently have no full-time slots occupied by
a child using certificate, based on our population-level estimates derived from Child Care
Provider Survey responses. The largest share of centers, 47 percent, serves a relatively small
share of children with certificates, or at least one child but less than a quarter of full-time
slots occupied by children using certificates (see Figure 6). Approximately 20 percent of
centers serve more than half of children with certificates.

Figure 6: Share of Full-Time Enroliment Occupied by Children Who Use Certificates Among
Centers that Accept Certificates

13 Centers
(8%)

29 Centers
(18%)

20 Centers
(12%)

No Certificate Enrollment
M 1-25% of Enrollment
M 26-50% of Enroliment
51-75% of Enrollment
M 76-100% of Enroliment

24 Centers
(15%)

77 Centers
(47%)

Source: Davidson County Child Care Provider Experience Survey. The Prenatal-to-3 Policy Impact Center, 2025. n=163,
Note: Results were extrapolated to represent the estimated full population centers that accept certificates across greater
Davidson County.
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Families eligible for child care certificates may face a twofold barrier when seeking child
care: state funding limitations restrict access to certificates, and limited capacity within
programs that accept certificates may further constrain families’ ability to secure child care.

Conclusion

Center-based child care accounts for the vast majority of the child care supply in greater
Davidson County, yet overall full-day actual capacity among centers may be limited
compared to the number of families with young children seeking care. Across the region, the
local child population far outpaces the supply of center-based child care, with only enough
slots for approximately half of children under age 5 whose parents are in the workforce.

Existing full-day actual capacity among child care centers is largely full. Less than 14
percent of centers’ slots among their current full-day actual capacity are open and available
to families seeking care. Further, many reported openings reflect expected short-term
turnover between children. As a result, families across the region may frequently face
substantial challenges securing child care that fits their needs and preferences. Limited child
care supply can create severe challenges for the tens of thousands of local working families
who depend on stable, full-day child care to remain in the workforce.

Within this constrained supply environment, families seeking infant care and families that
rely on certificates to pay for care may face uniquely substantial barriers. Infant care supply
is especially limited, with capacity to serve just 1 out of every 5 infants in the region. For
families that are eligible for child care certificates, access is constrained by both state-level
funding barriers and, for families that do successfully obtain a certificate, access to a
certificate-supported slot is not guaranteed. Further, because barriers to access care can
often overlap, families with infants who rely on certificates may face compounded
challenges when trying to find child care in the region.

With the population of young children exceeding the supply of center-based child care, local
child care centers are often able to fill their classrooms with little difficulty. However, child
care supply shortages may leave families on long waitlists, piecing together different
informal child care options, or unable to access care altogether.

10
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About the Davidson County Child Care Landscape Study

The United Way of Greater Nashville is engaging the Prenatal-to-3 Policy Impact Center at
Vanderbilt University (Policy Impact Center) to conduct the Davidson County Child Care
Landscape Study to examine child care supply, population metrics that inform demand, and
the estimated cost of providing high-quality child care in Davidson County. The Davidson
County Child Care Landscape Study consists of three phases.

Phase 1 focuses on using state- and national-level publicly available data to
understand the population and demographic characteristics of Davidson County that
inform local child care demand and current supply. Though these data provided a
foundational overview of the local child care landscape, they also revealed
limitations in what could be understood without targeted data collection to provide
more detailed, local data. A summary of key findings was released in March 2024.8

Phase 2 consists of an in-depth child care supply analysis based on an original child
care provider survey. The Policy Impact Center developed and fielded the 2025
Davidson County Child Care Provider Experience Survey (Child Care Provider
Survey) between June and August 2025 to all licensed child care programs in the
greater Davidson County area. The Child Care Provider Survey asked about:

o Child care enrollment and open slots,
o Staffing, workforce characteristics, and educator wages,
o Child care program director experiences and challenges.

A total of 130 (116 center-based and 14 home-based) out of 275 (246 center-based
and 29 home-based) reachable child care programs participated in the Child Care
Provider Survey (47% response rate) and provided sufficient information to be
included in our analyses. We present findings from this phase throughout this five-
part brief series.

Phase 3 uses a cost estimation model informed by Tennessee- and Davidson
County-specific data and input from local child care experts and community
partners to estimate the cost of providing high-quality child care in Davidson
County. We discuss findings from this phase pertaining to center-based child care
and home-based child care in Briefs 4 and 5, respectively, of this five-part series.

Results from the Nashville Child Care Landscape Study will inform child care expansion
planning, resource allocation decisions, and policy and funding advocacy.

A complete description of the methods used in this brief can be found in the online
Methods Appendix.

¢ The Davidson County Child Care Landscape Study Phase 1 Executive Summary can be found here:
RaisingReadersNashville_ChildCare_Study PhaselSummary 0324.pdf



https://static1.squarespace.com/static/63d1a33b1023956547717e22/t/663e695ece918d63ba7924b1/1715366240666/RaisingReadersNashville_ChildCare_Study_Phase1Summary_0324.pdf
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Who We Are

Prenatal-to-3 Policy Impact Center

The Prenatal-to-3 Policy Impact Center translates the science of the developing child into
state-level policies that have the strongest evidence of improving outcomes for infants,
toddlers, and their parents. Based in Vanderbilt University’s Peabody College of Education
and Human Development, the Center’s team of researchers and nonpartisan policy experts
work with policymakers, practitioners, and advocates to navigate the evidence on solutions
for effective child development in the earliest years. Learn more at www.pn3policy.org.

United Way of Greater Nashville

At United Way, we unite the community and mobilize resources so that every child,
individual and family thrives. Together, we are working to create a community where every
child receives a quality education, no one lives in poverty or poor health, and the most basic
needs of our families are met. Serving the community for more than 100 years, United Way
of Greater Nashville is also recognized as the founding chapter of the Alexis de Tocqueville
Society, a now global giving society that has invested more than $10 billion in the work of
United Ways worldwide. United Way of Greater Nashville is creating lasting change
throughout Middle Tennessee. We are uniquely positioned to do this work by bringing
individuals, businesses, nonprofits and government to the table to have the tough
conversations, mobilize the resources and make the smart investments that will create
lasting solutions for our region’s most pressing issues. Our service area includes Cheatham,
Davidson, Dickson, Hickman, Houston, Montgomery, Robertson, Stewart and Williamson
counties. Learn more at www.unitedwaygreaternashville.org.

Raising Readers Nashville

Raising Readers Nashville is a collaborative working to support systems change in the area
of early childhood education. We serve the early childhood community by working to
improve literacy in four domains of focus: Ready to Read, Literacy Skill Development,
Family and Caregiver Engagement and Educator Support. We do this in four ways,
incubator, a leader of active initiatives, convenor or accelerator where we partner with
community and as champion to amplify the work of others. Learn more at
www.raisingreadersnashville.org

12
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