
 1  

 
 

  

Child Care Center 

Development Guide 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 

A Workbook for Planning and Improving 
Child Care Centers in North Dakota 

 
 
Developed January 2009       www.ndchildcare.org 
 
 

 
 
 



 

2 

Table of Contents 
 
 
 

          
   Introduction 

          

Chapter 1:  Become Child Care Savvy 

 

Chapter 2: Define the Project Concept 

 

Chapter 3:  Test the Market Need 

 

Chapter 4: Locate a Suitable Site 

 

Chapter 5:  Determine Facility Design Needs 

 

Chapter 6: Plan Room Furnishings 

 

Chapter 7: Assemble a Qualified Project Team 

 

Chapter 8:  Plan Operational and Start-up Budgets 

 

Chapter 9: Complete a Business Plan 

 

     



 

3 

Introduction 
 
Making the decision to open a child care center or undertake the expansion or 
renovation of an existing child care facility can be a complex process full of excitement, 
and, at the same time, uncertainty. Questions arise: Is there a need for more child care? 
Will this building work as a child care center? Where can I get advice? How does the 
program become licensed?  
 
This resource, The Child Care Development Guide, answers many questions child 
care planners face when building or renovating child care facilities and outlines the 
necessary steps to take when opening a successful child care center in North Dakota.  
 

Child Care, a Service to Children and Families 
 
North Dakota vitally needs quality child care services for children and their families. In 
recent years, social and economic changes in our state and country have created a high 
need for child care. With both parents in the work force, the absence of extended 
families, and the expansion of welfare reform requirements, the percentage of children 
in child care is unprecedented. Child care has become mainstream, a way of life for a 
majority of children, offering a safe haven for children and enabling parents to work. 
 
Child care facilities have also become a ñhome away from home,ò places where children 
spend their days and, for some, experience their first separation from parents, home, 
and familiar surroundings. This ñhome away from homeò environment where children 
spend a significant number of hours each day can have a powerful affect on children. 
Consider the following. 
 
ñWhen you walk into a quiet hospital room, you start whispering. But when you enter a 
crowded gymnasium to watch a basketball game, you have to yell at the person next to 
you to make room for you to sit. Your personality has not changed, but the environment 
has. Surroundings have a powerful effect on adults. The same is true for children, and 
the effect on children might be even more powerful. Children who cannot walk away are 
prisoners of the environments in which they are placed. They are stuck with seeing, 
touching, smelling, feeling, and hearing whatever is around them at the moment or 
tuning the environment out.ò A Guide to Setting Up Environments, J. Ronald Lally and 
Jay Steward. Page 1.  
 
Environments matter, particularly for children. Quality child care environments, great 
places to be a child and great places to work, do not, however, happen by 
accident. Quality environments happen when facility planners who, regardless of the 
size of the renovation or start-up project, consider the perspectives and needs of the 
children, staff, and parents who come into the center environment. Each experiences 
the facility in a different way. Understanding the interests and priorities of each of these 
groups will help center planners make informed building or renovation decisions. 
 
For children, interaction with the center environment begins at the door. Does it feel 
homey and welcoming? Once inside, can curiosity and play take over? Windows, glass 
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doors and peek-through windows facilitate exploration, while solid doors and walls 
inhibit. Likewise, the ease and readiness of opportunities for engaging in messy, 
outdoor or other active play are priorities. Is art play clean up difficult, making it less 
likely that it will be available? Is the playground far away, limiting trips? What can the 
children do themselves? Are sinks low enough for child access or must children wait for 
teacher assistance? Bathroom location presents similar concerns. A child may not want 
to leave the castle he just built for a long trip down the hall, but may not mind if facilities 
are just steps away. And, as the day progresses, the opportunity to release energy 
becomes important. If the need for high activity cannot be expressed, frustration can 
build.  
 

Like children, center staff are generally uninterested in the buildingôs exterior, but they 
are very interested in their classroom. Arriving at work, locking up personal items and 
hanging their coats in a designated space is the first priority. As the day progresses, 
teachers, like most people, want to do their job as easily and comfortably as possible. 
The inability to control room temperature is a frequent complaint for teachers. Other 
issues that create problems for teachers are inadequate storage space for classroom 
materials, the inability to contain messy projects to easily cleaned areas, and having to 
leave the classroom to escort children to the washroom. Adults look for and need adult 
spaces just as children need child-size options. While much of the roomôs elements are, 
appropriately, scaled to child-size, teachers need a place to sit during story time and an 
adult height countertop for paperwork. Outside of the classroom, teachers and other 
staff need a quiet space. When they need to take a break, is there someplace where 
they can go? Is it removed from children and parents? Is it quiet?  
 

For parents, the facility and classroom entry areas, including outside parking and 
walkways, are the primary focus of interaction with the building. Parentsô priorities are 
straightforward: They want to complete pick-up and drop-off as efficiently as possible 
and ensure that their children are safe during the day. This means that parking should 
be close to the entry, entry areas should be monitored and secure, traffic should flow 
smoothly and quickly through the building, and parents should have enough space to 
help get their childôs coat off and hung without entering the classroom interior. Clogged 
entry areas during morning and afternoon ñrush hoursò will likely become problematic 
points for parents.  
 
The center directorôs perspective focuses more on general center issues and less on 
classrooms. In addition to a host of other responsibilities, directors must coordinate 
facility maintenance and repair, attract parents and donors, manage budgets and 
assume responsibility for the childrenôs safety. When planning a facility, their 
perspective is funneled through these roles. Durable, cost-effective materials that 
prevent maintenance hassles are prioritized. Likewise, well-functioning heating and 
cooling systems that minimize staff complaints are preferred. In contrast to teachers and 
children, managers are generally interested in the buildingôs fa­ade, traffic flow and 
supplementary spaces. They want a secure, appealing facility that attracts donors and 
new clients. Space for staff meetings and, in some cases, community gatherings, may 
be important places where the manager conducts his or her work.  
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In some cases the priorities of children, teachers, parents and management will all 
coincide; in others, they may conflict. Managers may prefer cutting costs by centralizing 
toilet facilities and spending more on installing easily cleaned floors. If staff and children 
were given the choice, however, they would select in-room facilities. Likewise, while 
managers may wish to allocate more funds to dressing up the buildingôs fa­ade with a 
glass entryway, children may prefer windows in their classrooms that they can look out 
of throughout the day. Understanding the perspectives of each user facilitates the 
planning process.  
 
 

Contact ND Child Care Resource & Referral for assistance 
 
Project planners can easily get caught up in the excitement of project development and 
not realize the complexity involved or the time required to plan and organize a child care 
center.  To facilitate planning, Child Care Resource & Referral (CCR&R) can provide 
limited start-up consultation at no charge to project planners.  
 
CCR&R highly encourages project planners and child care business owners to 
contact CCR&R before moving forward with any contractual arrangements to 
design, renovate, purchase or build a facility.  A CCR&R staff can uncover obstacles 
that can slow or derail project completion or prevent the project from meeting state child 
care licensing requirements. Although CCR&R does not have the authority to license a 
program, CCR&R can assist with licensing timelines and help negotiate the various 
approvals one must secure to start a licensed child care facility in North Dakota.  
 
Since each center project is unique, timelines will vary greatly, but, on average, plan 9-
12 months to fully organize and prepare a center for opening. The following chart 
serves as a general guideline and identifies the minimum inspections and approvals 
required to secure a child care center license. 
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Steps to Opening a Child Care Center in North Dakota 

 

Before signing any contractual arrangements to 
design, renovate, purchase or build a facility, 
contact CCR&R for consultation on all aspects of 
contractual arrangements. CCR&R understands, in 
detail, all aspects of the child care industry and has 
insight into important financial commitments. 

Contact the following agencies for 
assistance 

CCR&R 
County 
Social 

Services 

Fire 
Inspector 

Health 
Inspector 

Building 
Inspector 

Research the child care industry. Contact CCR&R for 
recommendations on books, websites, and consultation. 

X     

Define the project concept and goals and determine 
the type of business to be operated. 

X     

Test the child care supply and demand market. 
CCR&R has local child care data. 

X     

Locate a suitable site. Contact CCR&R to request an 
initial review of building or building plans. CCR&R can 
provide feedback regarding the appropriateness of the 
building as a child care facility and assist with budget 
planning. Check with city officials for appropriate zoning. 

X     

Determine facility design needs. When building 
possibilities have been narrowed to the best possible 
option(s), contact county social services (ask for the 
child care licenser) to request a review of the 
building or building plans. The licenser will make 
recommendations regarding building structure as per 
licensing regulations. CCR&R can accompany as a 
consultant.  
 
Contact fire, health, and building inspectors to 
arrange an initial building inspection. Inspectors will 
discuss necessary building requirements. CCR&R will 
accompany as a consultant. 

X X X X X 

Plan furnishings and equipment. For budgeting 
purposes, plan initial rough draft of equipment needs.  

X     

Assemble a qualified project team 
X     

Plan operational and start-up budgets X     

Complete a business plan. CCR&R can review the 
plan and make recommendations. 

X     
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Steps to Opening a Child Care Center in North Dakota 

 

 CCR&R 
County 
Social 

Services 

Fire 
Inspector 

Health 
Inspector 

Building 
Inspector 

Contact county social services to apply for the 
center license. 

 X    

*Contact fire, health, and building inspectors to 
arrange a final building inspection.  

  X X X 

Complete building preparation for start-up. Equip 
program with furnishings, equipment, and resources. 
CCR&R can provide technical assistance. 

X     

Develop program policies, procedures, forms, and 
staff and parent manuals. CCR&R can provide 
technical assistance. 

X     

Prepare for staff recruitment and orientation. CCR&R 
can arrange staff orientation training. 

X     

*Contact county social services to arrange a final 
facility inspection. 

 X    

 
*Inspections and Approvals Required for Licensing  

 
 
 

For more information or assistance, contact: 
 

Western ND Contact Eastern ND Contact 

 
Jennifer Prince 
Lead Child Care Center Consultant  

888-223-1510  ext. 202 
701-530-2502 
jprince@lssnd.org 
 

 

 
Pam Palmer 
Lead Child Care Center Consultant 
800-941-7003 
218-299-7007 
pamp@lakesandprairies.net 

  
 

 

 
 

 
www.ndchildcare.org 

mailto:jprince@lssnd.org
mailto:pamp@lakesandprairies.net
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Chapter One: 
Become Child Care Savvy 
 
 

Little matches the excitement of beginning a business. For prospective 

child care center operators, the excitement of managing a business is 

coupled with the possibility of working in the early childhood field and 

providing a much-needed service for children and families. 

 
Child care, however, is not an easy business to succeed in. Building a successful center 
requires: 

o Sweat equity. It takes a lot of hard work to build a successful center and 
requires working far more than eight hours a day, five days a week 

o Patience. Center development (or renovation) cannot be hurried. Take the time 
to lay, through insightful planning, a strong foundation. Or, as the saying goes, 
ñplan your work and work your plan.ò Consider a nine to twelve month time line 
for center development. 

o Research and study. Success requires taking time to become knowledgeable 
about the practices and standards that best support successful child care centers 

o A vision. Know what kind of place the center will be. Will it be crowded, poorly lit, 
have the décor of a thrift shop, or resemble a first-grade classroom? Or, will the 
center be a great place for the child to spend the one childhood he or she will 
have, a place of beauty, and a place connected to the broader natural world? 

 
Successful child care center business owners will want to become child care savvy. 
They will ask: What specific information do I need to do my best as we begin this 
venture? How do I obtain this information? 
 
To assist with early planning, consider assembling a team of individuals who have 
specific expertise to contribute to the project. Look for people who can help with 
finances, child care regulations, facility planning, curriculum planning, personnel 
management, marketing, grant writing, etc. 
 
CCR&R recommends center developers read the following resources to become 
ñchild care savvyò and better prepared to complete the activities in Unit One of 
this Guide. Copies of these resources can be downloaded from the CCR&R 

website, ndchildcare.org. 
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See Designing Early Childhood Facilities: Resource Guide 2 for information on 
designing a well-planned physical environment that will support the implementation of 
a high quality program. This guide will help you better understand and navigate the 
many considerations that are part of creating a great environment for young children. 
 
See Equipping and Furnishing Early Childhood Facilities: Resource Guide 3 
for information on the careful selection and arrangement of furnishings and 
equipment to make the space usable and comfortable, child-safe and child-friendly, 
and attractive and functional for the adults who share the environment. The guide 
focuses on programs serving children from infancy through preschool, so it will 
emphasize equipment and layout of space to support the development of young 
children. 
 
See Creating Playgrounds for Early Childhood Facilities: Resource Guide 4 for 
help planning the centerôs outdoor play space to achieve a successful environment 
for young children. It begins by considering the types of activities that children can 
enjoy outdoors and suggests equipment and materials that support that play.  
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Chapter Two: 
Define the Project Concept 
 
 

Define the project concept 

Defining a project concept begins the thinking and planning phase. A 

project concept outlines a concise and compelling case that can motivate 

staff, board members, community leaders, and potential funders to support 

the project.  

 

Start by answering the following questions.  
The insights generated by the answers will help 
frame the final project goals and objectives.   
 
 
1. Why undertake a building/remodeling 

project? 
 
 
 
 
 
    
 
 
 
2. What problems might be solved? 
  
 
 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Common reasons to renovate an existing 

environment or invest in a new facility 

typically include:  
 

 Health and Safety. Programs 
located in older buildings may suffer 
from things such as lead paint 
contamination, splintering flooring, 
inadequate plumbing, poor 
ventilation, or unsafe play 
equipment. 

 Quality. Facility design can have a 
big impact on program quality. 
Bathroom may be too far from 
classrooms, toilets and sinks not 
accessible to children, classrooms 
not divided for small group of 
children, limited natural lighting, 
limited storage, and no space for 
adults to plan and meet. 

 Shared Space. Many programs 
share space with other services, 
such as a weekly church school 
program, and must regularly pack 
and unpack classroom supplies and 
equipment to accommodate other 
groups. 

 Expansion. Programs that maintain 
long waiting lists may consider 
expanding to a larger facility. 
Facilities currently serving only 
certain age groups such as 
preschoolers may want to expand to 
incorporate infants and toddlers or 
adapt their space to serve children 
with special needs. 
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3. What is the demand for child care services? What is the programôs current ability to 
meet these demands? What changes need to be made to accommodate these 
demands? 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
4. What program growth or program changes can be anticipated in the next three to 

five years? Can the current space accommodate future needs? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
5. What programmatic and financial outcomes  

do we want to achieve? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Sample outcomes ideas: 

 Expand to serve additional families 
or populations not currently served 
such as children with disabilities. 

 Create a permanent home for the 
program 

 Improve the existing environment 

 Renovate existing space to 
increase program quality by 
adding windows to bring in 
adequate natural light 

 Renovate existing space to add 
bathrooms adjacent to classrooms 
and bring toilets and sinks to 
childrenôs height 

 Expand building to provide 
adequate place for adults to plan 
and meet 

 Provide a playground just for 
infants and toddlers 

 Build a child care facility  
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Once an over-all project concept has been outlined, complete the following 
questions to strengthen the project concept. 

 
6. How many children will be served or impacted? What age groups? How did you 

arrive at the numbers of children? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
7. What will distinguish the center from  

others in the area?  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
8. What image(s) will be projected by the center?  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Write a concise project concept drawing from the outcomes, children to be served, and 
unique project image identified in the previous exercise. This project concept will 
become the basis for budget development, site selection, floor plan design, and 
equipment purchases. Additionally, it will serve as a framework for writing a strong 
business plan necessary to assure funders and investors that the project will be sound 
and viable. 

Examples might be:  

 The new facility will house a 
parent resource room 

 The new outdoor space will be 
include safe and interesting 
playscapes and landscapes 

 The project will provider a new 
and separate infant-toddler 
playground  
 

Examples might be:  

 Friendly 

 Warm 

 Approachable 

 Home-like 

 Safe 

 Innovative 

 Strong learning environment 

 Professional 
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Determine the operationôs business type 
 
This section includes basic information on business types. Seeking the assistance from 
an attorney and certified public accountant may be helpful in making this decision.  
 
Sole Proprietorship 
This is a situation in which one person owns and manages the business and is the sole 
person financially responsible for it.  In other words, this person receives all the money 
from the business but is also legally responsible for all its debts.  If you are a sole 
proprietorship, you are responsible for the income tax of the business. 
  
Aside from the financial responsibilities and licensing regulations, the sole owner of a 
business has no obligation to an outside authority.  This person can make the decisions 
on curriculum, fees, philosophy, policies, and related matters without having to answer 
to anyone else. 
  
Partnership 
If two or more persons get together to operate a business, they form a partnership, 
drawing up an agreement with help from an attorney that states each personôs share in 
the business.  These persons make decisions and receive monies as would an 
individual, dividing income according to each personôs share.  They are also responsible 
for the debts incurred by the business, again dividing that responsibility according to 
each personôs share in the business.  Partnerships do not pay income taxes.  Rather, 
each partner is taxed on his or her proportionate share of the business. 
 
The partnership, like the sole proprietorship, is responsible only to itself, making all 
decisions related to the operation of the center, as long as it stays within the limits of 
licensing regulations and financial responsibilities. 
 
Corporation (For profit) 
Usually a corporation is formed when there is more than one person involved in a 
business, although in some states individuals may also become incorporated.  
Corporations are organized under state laws and therefore may differ somewhat from 
state to state.  Basically, a corporation operates as though it were an individual.  The 
corporation assumes the responsibility of the business, receives all monies, and 
assumes all debts. 
 
Members of the corporation are not held personally responsible for debts of the 
business, but only for the share of the business that they own.  You will need legal 
assistance to set up a corporation and may need additional legal assistance for its 
continuation, should problems arise.  Unlike the partnership form of business, a 
corporation pays income taxes on its profit, while the members of the corporation pay 
income tax on their share of the profits. 
 
It is conceivable that family members can become a simple corporation and function as 
the Board of Directors and officers.  The Board, in turn, hires the center director, and 
sets his/her salary. 
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Nonprofit Corporation 
To enter the nonprofit field, an organization must become incorporated. This assures 
those who contribute to the center that all monies received will go into the project and 
will not be of benefit to any individual. Nonprofit corporations receive some tax 
exemptions, since they donôt profit.  All monies earned must be put back into their 
business. 
 
If the center is operated by a religious organization, a community service organization, 
or some type of incorporated group, the center is considered to be nonprofit.  It operates 
under the sponsorsô nonprofit incorporation papers. Tuition income may be 
supplemented by the sponsoring group either through fund raising or grants.  Often the 
sponsoring body will just underwrite one or more aspects of the program, such as 
providing facilities free of charge. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

www.ndchildcare.org 



 

15 

Chapter Three: 
Test the Market Need 
 
 

Funders and other supporters must be convinced that there is a compelling 

need for the project. This is especially true when developing a new center 

or expanding to serve more children.  

 
Complete a market study by determining the following: 
 

 The market or the geographic area to be served by the program and the population to 
be served.  

 

 The existing supply of child care in your market area. Contact CCR&R for child care 
data specific to the target market. CCR&R can provide  

 
o The number of providers in your target area and whom they serve 
o The capacity of the providers and their vacancies  
o The types of services they provide such as ages of children served, hours of 

operation, fees charged and special services offered.  
o Who is the competition? What do they offer? Are they full? What are their rates?  

 

 How do these services compare with the proposed project? Even if some centers are 
not full, they may only serve certain age groups or populations. For example, the area 
may not need more preschool slots, but may have a high demand for infant and 
toddler care 

 

 What services does the market need? The ñcompetitive advantageò in the market. 
Most businesses succeed by delivering a high quality service that is not otherwise 
available and is hard to duplicate. To effectively establish a competitive advantage, 
consider the needs of target families and how to accommodate them. For example, 
consider providing longer hours for working families who want an earlier drop-off or 
later pick-up time or offer services for infants through school-age for families in need 
of care for multiple children. Think about what can distinguish the program from 
others. 
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Chapter Four: 
Locate a Suitable Building 
 

Funders and other supporters must also be convinced that there is a 

building available in the target area that is appropriate, affordable, and 

financially feasible to purchase, lease, or renovate. Finding the facility that 

meets the projectôs requirements for size, location and other features may 

require the examination of many sites. If the building does not fulfill the 

requirements of building code or licensing standards, the provider must 

determine if construction alterations are possible to bring the building into 

compliance and if the project warrants and investment of time and money. 

 
 

 

Before moving forward with any contractual arrangements to design, renovate, 
purchase or build a facility, invite a team of child care and building experts to 
complete a walk-through of the proposed site. These specialists can uncover any 
obstacles that might slow or derail project completion or prevent the project from 
meeting state child care licensing requirements. They can suggest renovations or 
design changes that will enhance the quality of care and ensure an appropriate 
environment for children and staff. 
 
For advice on the projectôs appropriateness for child care, invite child care 
experts: 
Å   Child Care Resource & Referral (will provide a full range of resources on child    
    care center development and child care business management) 
Å   County child care licenser (will ensure the completed project will meet state  
    licensing requirements) 
 
For advice on building, site, or design, invite local inspectors: 
Å   Local health inspector 
Å   Fire inspector 
Å   Building inspector 
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Potential Site Assessment 
 

 YES NO Notes 

Zoning allows for a child care facility.    

Site conveniently located for the projectôs 
target families. 

   

Outdoor space accommodates an 
outdoor play area that is well located 
(Minimum of 75 square feet per child of 
usable outdoor play space with a 
separate play area for infants/toddlers 
and preschoolers). 

   

Entrance to center safe and secure.  
Building lends itself to designing a 
welcoming entrance. 

   

Building exterior attractive, clean, well 
maintained and welcoming. 

   

Building accessible to those with 
disabilities. 

   

Parking area safe and convenient.    

Entry to the building lends itself to 
designing a welcoming atmosphere for 
the space. 

   

Building free of environmental hazards 
such as lead, radon, asbestos, and mold. 
Check for lead paint in buildings built 
before 1978. 

   

Flooring and walls clean, durable and in 
good repair. 

   

Multiple classroom spaces can be 
created where all groups of children are 
in distinct classroom spaces acoustically 
separated by walls (Early childhood 
experts agree that more than the minimal 
licensing requirement of 35 sq.-ft. per 
child is needed to support a high quality 
environment.  Optimal square footage is 
generally considered 50-70 sq-ft. per 
child depending on the age and the 
number of children. 

   

Interior windows allow visibility and 
security between classrooms while still 
providing acoustical separation.  Ex. 
Windows to other classrooms, windows 
or observation spaces to allow parents, 
staff and visitors see into classroom.  
Safety glass should be used where glass 
is child-height. 
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Potential Site Assessment, continued 
 

Building has ample windows or the ability 
to create additional windows, especially 
windows that are low to the floor. 

   

Space available for indoor gross motor 
space for active play. 

   

Layout of the building allows each 
classroom to have direct or easy access 
to the outdoors. 

   

Separate office spaces dedicated for 
staff outside the classroom.  Site has an 
area that can be dedicated for staff 
breaks with comfortable adult furnishings 
away from the children. Secure and 
accessible storage space for staff 
available in offices, closets, classrooms 
or other storage areas. 

   

Building provides space for confidential 
conversations with parents and staff. 

   

Bathrooms and sinks can be 
incorporated into each classroom that 
are suitable for children.  Adult 
bathrooms sufficient and conveniently 
located. 

   

Diaper changing area accessible, 
hygienic and allows for clear supervision 
of children. 

   

Kitchen safe and appropriately equipped 
(possibly commercial) for the type of food 
services planned.  Include closed 
storage for dishes, utensils, bulk foods, 
including locked storage for any 
potentially hazardous materials/items. 

   

Laundry area well designed and centrally 
located. 

   

Telephone system which provides phone 
access in each room. 

   

Existing building systems (plumbing, 
electricity, heating, ventilation and air 
conditioning, etc.) in good condition and 
able to support high volume use in a 
child care center. 

   

 
 

 

www.ndchildcare.org 
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Chapter Five: 
Determine Facility Design Needs 
 
 

Whether constructing a brand new child care center or renovating an 

existing site, it is important to spend ample time researching and giving 

careful thought to the design and floor plan of the new space.  

 
Space design will be the most important aspect impacting the health and safety 
of the children and staff. Good space design feels comfortable and makes routine 
care giving experiences convenient and enjoyable for both children and staff. Good 
design welcomes parents and children into the facility and sends a clear message that 
this place will be a good place to spend the day. 
 
Before putting pencil to paper to sketch the facility floor plan, consider the following 
design features and the specific enhancement each brings to the program. Integrating 
as many of these features as possible into the original facility plan will help program 
planners design the right facility from the start.  
 
 

Facility Design Features  
 

Design features to enhance the health and safety of children and staff. 

For all rooms 

 50 usable sq. ft./child (not to include nap 
space and bathrooms) 

 Phone in each room 

 Windows in infant nap room 

 Windows at childôs level that open  

 Childrenôs sinks with lever handles in each 
room (12-24 months @ 18ò, 24-36 months 
@ 20-22ò, 3-5 years @ 22-24ò) 

 Bathrooms with child-size toilets in each 
room  

 
For preschool rooms 

 One adult sink with lever handle in each 
room 

 Water fountain in each room 

For infant/toddler rooms 

 Two adult sinks with lever handles (one 
for diapering, one for food prep)   

 Space for two small tables (4-6 children 
per table) in food area (limit high 
chairsðchildren can be at appropriately 
sized tables when able to sit) 

 Linoleum or laminate in room entrance, 
food area, diaper area, bathroom 

 Space for adults and children to remove 
shoes before entering into rooms (floors 
are dirtiest space in childcare)  

 Refrigerator mounted overhead out of 
childrenôs reach  

 Heated floors 
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Design features to increase comfort of the children and reduce staff 
work stress. 

 Climb-up changing tables for toddler rooms 

 Carpeted space for cozy area 

 Incandescent (not fluorescent) track lighting 
with dimmer switches (create pools of light) 

 Comfortable seating for caregivers  

 No half walls or portable dividers 
(limit noise) 

 Neutral paint and wood accessories  
(no plastics)  

 Ceiling fans 
 

 

Design features to maximize convenience and reduce staff work load. 

 Computerized check-in at front desk 

 Parent area in each room  

 Cubbies and coat hooks defining room 
entrance 

 Overhead, adult-only, wall storage in 
every activity area (limit base cabinets) 

 Storage for car seats in infant/toddler 
rooms 

 Overhead storage in nap room for 
blankets, sheets, etc. 

 Storage for mats in toddler and preschool 
space 

 Washer/dryer centrally located 

 Outdoor storage for wheeled toys, 
sand/water toys, etc. 

 Access to water on playground for 
drinking water and water play 

 

 

Design features to encourage children to move and practice big 
muscle skills. 

 Platforms, steps, slides (indoor) 

 Access to outside playground from each classroom 

 Landscaped, fenced-in play area 

 Indoor gross motor room 

 

 

Design features to give children a choice. 

 Multi-level lofts for individualized/small-group play 

 Space for reading, manipulative, construction, dramatic play, and motor exploration 
(including infant room) 

 

 

Design features to support staff and refreshing breaks from care 
responsibilities. 

 Office space for staff work desks and copy machine  

 Staff lounge and resource room 
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Plan for Enough Space 
 
Children spend many hours of the day in their classrooms. Providing ample space in the 
classrooms allows better activity areas with appropriate equipment and supplies and a 
greater variety of options for children. Most early childhood programs find that the state 
licensing minimums for classroom square footage are not adequate to support the kinds 
of activities that take place in high quality child care programs. Experts agree that at 
least 50 square feet of usable space should be allotted per child in each classroom, and 
even more for infant and toddler rooms to accommodate their cribs and other 
specialized, bulky equipment. 
 
Caring for Our Children: National Health and Safety Performance Standards: Guidelines 
for Out-of-Home Child Care, 2nd Edition sites. "Child behavior tends to be more 
constructive when sufficient space is organized to promote developmentally appropriate 
skills.  Crowding has been shown to be associated with increased risk of developing 
upper respiratory infections.  Also, having sufficient space will reduce the risk of injury 
from simultaneous activities."  
 
"Toddlers need more room than infants because of their high activity level, which is 
associated with a greater risk of infection in this age group.  In practice, the 35 square 
feet of available play space per child has been found to correspond with 50 square feet 
measured wall-to-wall with the usual furnishings and equipment.ò 

 

Square Footage Recommendations for Indoor Child Care Space 
 

Measurements 
for Indoor 

Space 

Primary Play 
Space for Each 

Classroom 

(used for child 
activities and play) 

Secondary  Space 
in Each 

Classroom 

(bathrooms, 
diapering areas, 

kitchenettes, 
storage, cubbies, 

and built in 
furniture)* ** 

Adult and 
Common Space 

(outside the 
classrooms: staff 
lounge, reception 

area, resource 
room) 

Non-Assignable 
Space    

(essential  
architectural space 
such as entryways, 

corridors, utility 
room and 
stairways) 

Total 
Building 
Square 
Footage 

 
Minimum 

 
35 sq. ft/child 20 sq. ft/child 15 sq. ft/child 17.5 sq. ft/child 

 
88 sq. 
ft/child 

 

 
Better 

 
46 sq. ft/child 20 sq. ft/child 22 sq. ft/child 

 
26 sq. ft/child 

 

 
115 sq. 
ft/child 

 
Recommended 

 
50 sq. ft/child 22 sq. ft/child 24 sq. ft/child 

 
29 sq. ft. /child 

 

 
125 sq. 
ft/child 

* Infant rooms - an additional 30 sq. ft/child are needed for each crib as well as 2-3 foot spacing between cribs. 

**Toddler rooms - an additional 3 sq. ft/child are recommended for both diapering and toileting areas. 

 
 
 

www.ndchildcare.org 
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To protect children from the noise and stress generated by large groups of children, 
North Dakota licensing limits the number of children in each room. 
 
 

Childrenôs 
Ages 

Staff:Child Ratio Maximum Group Size 
Minimum # of Staff Per 

Group 

0-24 months 
24-36 months 
3-4 years  
4-5 years 
5-6 years 
6-12 years 

4:1 
5:1 
7:1 

10:1 
12:1 
18:1 

8 
10 
14 
20 
24 
36 

2 for 8 infants 
2 for 10 toddlers 
2 for 14 preschoolers 
2 for 20 preschoolers 
2 for 24 children 
2 for 36 children 

 
 
 Carefully planning room sizes will ensure: 

 Adequate space for movement of children and staff 

 Adequate space for all equipment and furnishings 

 Best management of staff: child ratios 

 Maximum income  
 
 
 

 
To determine minimum classroom size, multiply the number of children in  

each group by square foot per child. 
 

Maximum number of children in the group x square foot per child = room size 

 

 

 

 

Focus on the Importance of Light  
For developing young children, the quantity, quality, and variety of light will shape their 
experiences and understanding of the world around them. Classrooms and other activity 
areas in the center should incorporate a range of natural and artificial light from a variety 
of sources. Maximize the number of windows between rooms and to the outdoors. 
Individual classrooms should have the ability to control their own light, ideally with a 
dimmer switch. 
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Plan for Intense Plumbing Needs 
Child care centers have intense plumbing needs and can be one of the largest fixed 
renovation or building costs for a child care center. However, adequate plumbing is 
critical to the function of each room. If renovating an existing building, carefully explore 
the feasibility of adding bathrooms in a variety of locations.  

 
 

Child-sized activity sinks are needed in group rooms separate from hand washing sinks 
related to toilets.  In infant and toddler rooms it is recommended there be two adult-
height sinks ï one for diapering and one for food preparation and other uses.  In 
preschool and school age rooms one adult sink is recommended.  Keep in mind the 
importance of water play for children and design an area a water play table.   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Design the Space for All Users 
Centers equipped with child-sized furnishings and features encourage childrenôs 
independence and competence. From the reception area with a low counter to 
bathrooms with child-sized sinks and toilets, furnishings and fixtures should be 
appropriately scaled to childrenôs height and appeal to their interests. 

 

Plumbing Considerations by Age Group 
 

For Each  1 child-sized toilet per group ï 11 inches tall 
Infant Room  1 child hand washing sink ï 16 inches high  
(8 infants)  2 adult sinks (one for diapering and one for food preparation) 
   
For Each   2 child sized toilets per 10-14 children ï 11 inches tall 
Toddler Room  2 child hand washing sinks per 10-14 toddlers ï 18 inches high  
(10 toddlers)  2 adult sinks (one for diapering and one for food preparation) 

Water fountain 
  
For Each  2 child sized toilets per 10-20 children ï 11 inches tall 
Preschool Room 1 adult sink 
(20 preschoolers)  1-2 child hand washing sinks per 10-20 children ï 22 inches high 

Water fountain 
   
For Each  2 toilets per 10-20 children (1 for males/1 for females) 
School-age Room 1 adult sink 
(18 school-agers)  1-2 child hand washing sinks per 10-20 children 

Water fountain 
 
Adult Needs  1 toilet per 10 adults 

  1 fully accessible toilet per building or floor 
  1 hand washing sink per 10 adults 
  2-3 kitchen sinks 
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Pay Attention to the Use of Color  
Color theory for childrenôs environments varies, but many experts believe that bright 
colors should be used with restraint in child care centers. A popular strategy is to use 
brighter colors in common and public spaces, such as hallways and the reception area, 
while using more muted colors in classrooms. Within the childrenôs classrooms, color 
and visual variety is introduced through coats in cubbies, artwork on walls, toys and 
equipment, innumerable childrenôs projects that occupy the space and change over time 
and even the clothes on the children themselves! 
 

Carefully Select Flooring  
As with many choices in child care design, the selection of the ideal materials for interior 
spaces is a careful balancing act. Children sit, lie, roll over on, scratch, sniff, and pour 
liquids onto child care center floors. Consider using flooring materials with finishes that 
are more interesting to the touch and provide some design opportunities such as 
linoleum/laminate and carpet squares which can be laid in different visual patterns. But 
a word of caution: while well-planned patterns using one or two additional colors can 
add visual interest, using too many colors or making it too busy can create a look that is 
visually distracting for children.  
 

Integrate Universal Design 
Integrating children with disabilities with other children in the center is a goal of applying 
accessibility requirements based on the Americans with Disabilities Act, (ADA). Anita 
Olds, an author of numerous child care design resources, writes ñChildren with 
disabilities- physical, learning, or perceptual-deserve plentiful opportunities to move and 
to interact with materials in the environmentéOut of the freedom to explore, to 
experiment, to make mistakes, and to master new skills comes the self-confidence of 
knowing that they can succeed, which is the best guarantee that they will be able to 
succeed in years ahead.ò  
 
Architects have experience applying ADA requirements to both new and remodeling 
projects. Review ADA requirements with an architect to determine the renovations and 
design features allowing for accessibility of all children and adults. 
 

Connect Interior to Exterior Spaces 
It can be very challenging for classroom staff to transition groups of children to the 
outdoors. Providing direct access from classrooms to playgrounds will ease the process 
for both children and adults and maximize the time children have for outdoor exploration 
and play. Provide plenty of windows at child height so that children can see out during 
the day.  
 
Go to the CCR&R website (ndchildcare.org) for link to Designing Early Childhood Facilities: Resource 
Guide 2. This guide provides information on designing a well-planned physical environment that will 
support the implementation of a high quality program. This guide will help you better understand and 
navigate the many considerations that are part of creating a great environment for young children. A copy 
of the Guide can be downloaded from the CCR&R website, ndchildcare.org. 
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Plan for an Outdoor Play Space   
Playgrounds are an often-ignored component of the facility design process. It is very 
common for outdoor areas to be last on the list, with attention paid only if there are 
project funds left over. High quality early childhood facilities will utilize well-designed 
playground spaces as a second classroom for children. Carefully plan for this space 
from the beginning of the design process.  

 
Leading early 
childhood experts 
are concerned 
about the lack of 
time children spend 
outdoors 
interacting with 
nature, and 
describe this issue 
as ñnature deficit 
disorder.ò 

 
 
The organization 
Playing for Keeps 
(www.playingforkeeps.
org) cites the following 
data: 

 Unstructured 
outdoor activities 
have declined by 50 
percent compared to 
the previous 
generation. 

 More than 80 
percent of children 
under age 2 and 
more than 60 
percent of children ages 2-5 do not have access to daily outdoor play. 

 The average American home with a toddler has the TV on six hours a day. 

 The average 2-year-old spends more than four hours a day in front of a TV or 
computer screen.  
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This move away from natural experiences comes at the same time that research 
increasingly shows a strong linkage between interactions with nature and decreases in 
obesity, depression and attention deficit disorder in children. In addition, there is strong 
evidence of a linkage between environmental education and increased ability to think 
creatively, problem solve and make decisions. In urban settings, where children are 
even less likely than their suburban and rural counterparts to have opportunities to 
interact with nature, it is critical to consider features in the design of your child care 
center that allow children to experience the outdoors ï both by creating innovative 
outdoor play spaces and by incorporating natural elements in your interior design. 

 
See Appendix A (20 Ways to Create Play Environments for the Soul) for ideas on  
transforming outdoor landscapes into magical playscapes and creating sensory-rich play spaces that 
stimulate healthy development, change throughout the seasons, and offer children a world of creative 
play and exploration.  

 

Go to the CCR&R website (ndchildcare.org) for link to Creating Playgrounds for Early Childhood 

Facilities: Resource Guide 4. This guide provides information on planning the centerôs outdoor play 

space to achieve a successful environment for young children. It begins by considering the types of 

activities that children can enjoy outdoors and suggests equipment and materials that support that play. A 

copy of the Guide can be downloaded from the CCR&R website, ndchildcare.org. 
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Chapter Six: 
Plan Room Furnishings 
 
 

Careful planning of equipment and materials will create an environment 

where center staff can provide the best possible care. When selecting 

classroom equipment and materials, many factors should be considered 

along with cost.  

 

 Focus on quality and durability, not on immediate cost savings. Selecting higher 
quality furnishings for the classroom may cost more initially but will undoubtedly 
reduce maintenance and replacement costs over time 

 Purchase items that will create a warm and inviting environment in your center and 
classrooms. Well-designed and aesthetically pleasing furnishings and materials will 
support program quality by improving the overall classroom environment 

 Use natural wood tone furnishings and equipment. Avoid plastic furnishings. 

 Work with vendors known for high quality and long-lasting products, and who provide 
warranties and replacement parts 

 Ask vendors about upcoming sales or discounts 
 
Go to the CCR&R website (ndchildcare.org) to download an Excel file of Child Care Center Equipment 
and Furnishings or contact CCR&R for a paper version. This file offers a complete listing of furniture and 
equipment recommended for the provision of high quality care. Items on the list place an emphasis on 
long-lasting construction and child safety. The list can be used to prioritize acquisition of furniture and 
equipment and to determine which 

 Items that must be purchased for start-up 

 Items can be requested as donations 

 Items can be purchased as grants and fundraising dollars become available 

 Items can be purchased as the centerôs income allows 

 
 

Go to the CCR&R website (ndchildcare.org) for link to Equipping and Furnishing Early Childhood 

Facilities: Resource Guide 3. This guide provides information on the selection and arrangement of 

furnishings and equipment to make the space usable and comfortable, child-safe and child-friendly, 

and attractive and functional for the adults who share the environment. The guide focuses on 

programs serving children from infancy through preschool, so it will emphasize equipment and layout 

of space to support the development of young children.  

 

When completing an annual operational budget, programs should allow $150 to $200 
per child for toys, books and curriculum materials for replacement and new 
purchases each year.  
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Considerations when purchasing classroom furniture: 
 
Careful consideration should go into your plans for purchasing classroom 
furnishings. Keep in mind that you can still find a variety of items in childrenôs 
furnishings catalogs and websites, but this does not necessarily mean that all 
pieces are appropriate for childrenôs unique needs.   

 
Avoid:  Group-feeding tables                     

 
Why? 
The seats in a group-feeding table are not 
comfortable and supportive because the childôs legs 
can dangle and plastic seats are slippery (children 
should be able to feed secure when they move 
around in their seats.) The chance of spreading 
germs from one child to the next is also high, since 
group-feeding tables tend to be spaced very close 
to one another.   

 

 
 
Encourage: Low 
table and chairs or 
low high chairs 
 
Use small chairs 
around a small low 
table for toddlers.  
Toddlerôs feet 
should be able to 
touch the floor while 
they are seated and 
an appropriate height for tables is one in which children can rest their elbows on the top 
of the table, while their legs fit comfortably underneath the table. Low tables and chairs 
encourage independence in children and increase self-help skills. 
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Avoid: Large toy boxes 
 
Why? 
Large toy boxes and crates are not 
appropriate to store play and learning 
materials because it is impossible to sort and 
store materials in an organized way for 
independent use.  For example, if dolls, 
rattles, music toys, blocks and cars are stored 
together in a large box, children cannot see 
the different materials that have been heaped 
randomly on top of one another in the box. 
 

Encourage: Low Shelves 
In contrast, when toys are sorted and stored separately on open shelves, children can 
easily see the different types of toys and make informed choices about what they want 
to play with. 

 
 
Avoid: Walkers and Limit Exosaucers 
 
Why? 
Infants continue to sustain injuries in 
walkers even under supervision. The 
American Academy of Pediatrics is 
calling on the U.S. government to 
ban wheeled baby walkers in order 
to prevent infant injuries.  In 2001, 
over 6000 children in the United 
States were injured in baby walkers. 
Most of the injuries resulted from a 
fall down stairs or falls out of the 
walker. Other injuries, such as burns 
and poisonings, happen because 
infants are more mobile in walkers and able to reach objects that would be otherwise 


