
 

  



 

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

The child care industry has been in dire financial straits for many years, and the COVID-19 public health 

emergency exacerbated an already tenuous situation while highlighting how important child care is the 

nation’s economy. In response to these immense challenges, the State of Wisconsin developed the Child 

Care Counts Program to allocate federal COVID relief dollars to child care providers to support them to 

stay open, keep staff employed, and provide quality care to children.   

The Child Care Counts Funding Program started in March 2020 and continues through 2023. In order to 

grasp a better understanding of how providers used the funds, the impact the funding had on providers, 

and what needs still remain, the Milwaukee Succeeds-backed Early Childhood Education Coalition 

administrated a brief survey to all child care providers in Milwaukee about the funding program.   

A total of 507 child care providers responded to the survey, representing 44% of providers in the City of 

Milwaukee. Of these, 87% received funding from Child Care Counts. Providers used the funding for 

cleaning supplies, classroom supplies, and utilities, with 60% of respondents also reducing parent fees.  

Providers indicated that the funding had a great impact on them, with several providers indicating that 

they would have closed their business without the funding. Additional needs include increasing staff 

compensation/benefits, supporting staff retention/recruitment, and improving building infrastructure.  

Suggestions for future iterations of this survey, or a similar survey for child care providers, is discussed. 

Full results follow.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

BACKGROUND 

Early childhood education (ECE) is vital to Milwaukee's economy and educational outcomes. But too 
many Milwaukee families, especially Black and Brown families, do not have access to quality, affordable 
ECE. Research released by the Greater Milwaukee Foundation just before the onset of the COVID-19 
pandemic showed that half of Milwaukee's children were living in neighborhoods without access to 
high-quality ECE.  And where ECE was available, it was often prohibitively expensive, with families paying 
upwards of 20% of their household income to afford care for one child1.   

The COVID-19 public health emergency has dramatically exacerbated these gaps and put immense strain 

on the ECE sector.  At the start of the pandemic, an estimated 40% of providers statewide made the 

decision to temporarily close2, but continued to incur expenses such as unemployment insurance and 

rent. As the pandemic progressed, the Governor asked providers to re-open or stay open to serve the 

children of essential workers and to provide a space for school-age children to participate in virtual 

learning whose K12 schools had closed to in-person instruction.  Providers did so while confronting 

decreased revenue and increased expenses for health and safety protocols.  Without some type of 

financial assistance, approximately 40% of child care providers in Milwaukee would have closed 

permanently3, which would have increased long-standing gaps in quality, affordable child care and 

impeded economic recovery.  

The pandemic has also exacerbated long-standing challenges with recruitment and retention of the child 

care workforce.  Milwaukee’s child care professionals do vital, brain-building work and are well 

educated, but providers can only afford to pay them an average of $13/hour4.  As a result, 78% of 

providers in Milwaukee are currently experiencing a staffing shortage, which has forced providers to 

serve fewer children, have longer waitlists, open fewer classrooms, and reduce operating hours5. 

In response to these immense challenges, the State of Wisconsin developed the Child Care Counts 

Program to allocate federal COVID relief dollars to child care providers to support them to stay open, 

keep staff employed, and provide quality care to children.  This program, which was approved by the 

Joint Committee on Finance and implemented by the Department of Children and Families, began in 

March 2020 and is currently approved to run through 2023.  Child Care Counts has had multiple funding 

cycles for specific uses, such as “providing safe, healthy, high-quality child care opportunities” or 

“funding workforce retention and recruitment.” Child care providers can apply for as many funding 

cycles that they are eligible for.6  

 
L A Seat at the Table:  Ensuring Equitable Access to Early Childhood Education in Milwaukee. Greater Milwaukee 
Foundation. https://greatermilwaukeefoundation.org/early-childhood-education/index.html  
2 Child Care Counts: COVID-19 Emergency Payment Program - Closed programs. Wisconsin Department of Children 
and Families. https://dcf.wisconsin.gov/covid-19/childcare/payments/emergencypmt-closed  
3 Progress and Peril: Child Care at a Crossroads. National Association for the Education of the Young Child. Custom 
report not publicly available. State and national data available at https://www.naeyc.org/pandemic-surveys.  
4 A Snapshot of ECE Teachers in Milwaukee. Milwaukee Succeeds. https://www.milwaukeesucceeds.org/blog/a-
snapshot-of-ece-teachers-in-milwaukee  
5 Progress and Peril: Child Care at a Crossroads. National Association for the Education of the Young Child. Custom 
report not publicly available. State and national data available at https://www.naeyc.org/pandemic-surveys. 
6 Child Care Counts Payment Program Overview. Wisconsin Department of Children and Families. 
https://dcf.wisconsin.gov/covid-19/childcare/payments/overview  
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https://dcf.wisconsin.gov/covid-19/childcare/payments/overview


 

As of March 12, 2022, a total of $62,472,276 has been awarded to over 1,300 child care providers in the 

City of Milwaukee7. This amount represents 18% of all Child Care Counts funding released to providers 

across Wisconsin.  In comparison, providers in the City of Milwaukee account for 22% of providers in the 

state.   

Child Care Counts represents a significant public investment in the ECE sector, and it is incumbent on 

stakeholders to assess what impact this funding has had on providers, how funding has been used, and 

what needs still remain. To do so, the Milwaukee Succeeds-led Milwaukee ECE Coalition surveyed all 

child care providers in Milwaukee.  

The survey8 was created by the Data Workgroup of the Milwaukee ECE Coalition, and the list of 

providers and their corresponding contact information was provided by 4C for Children9. All regulated 

child care providers10 in the City of Milwaukee with a valid email address were available to participate in 

the survey; a total of 1,16711 providers were ultimately eligible.  

Child care providers were initially emailed the survey on Monday, January 31, 2022; this email was sent 

on behalf of the ECE Coalition. Four additional reminder emails were sent to non-responding providers 

over the next four weeks. The reminder emails came from a combination of the ECE Coalition, 4C for 

Children, and the Wisconsin Early Childhood Association (WECA12). Both 4C for Children and WECA are 

considered trusted messengers in the child care sector, and by using these organizations on the email, it 

was thought that providers would be more willing to complete the survey. 

In an effort to boost the response rates in the Milwaukee Succeeds target zip codes13, reminder phone 

calls14 were made to providers in these zip codes. These providers were given the option of completing 

the survey over the phone or having the survey emailed to them for completion at a more convenient 

time. Almost 400 phone calls were made, with 132 providers completing the survey over the phone.  

A total of 507 providers responded to the survey, representing about 44% of providers in the City15. As a 

thank you for their time and expertise, participants were emailed a $15 gift card to Amazon upon 

completion of the survey. The responses show the significant positive benefits that Child Care Counts 

has had, while also making clear that temporary funding will not solve the sector’s long-standing 

challenges.  A summary of responses follows. 

 
7 Making Every Dollar Count: How Wisconsin is Investing in Child Care. Milwaukee Succeeds. 
www.milwaukeesucceeds.org/s/Child-Care-Counts-Summary-FINAL.pdf.   
8 See Appendix 1 for the survey questions: www.milwaukeesucceeds.org/s/CCC-Survey_appendices.pdf   
9 4C for Children is the child care resource and referral agency for southeast Wisconsin and a member of the ECE 
Coalition. For additional information, please visit https://www.4cfc.org/.  
10 Regulated child care includes certified family providers, licensed family providers, and licensed group providers.  
11 This number includes child care organizations that have more than location.  
12 The Wisconsin Early Childhood Association works to advance positive change for children by focusing on the 
professionals who provide child care. See https://wisconsinearlychildhood.org/ for additional information. 
13 The target zip codes include 53204, 53206, 53210, 53212, 53215, and 53218. 
14 Milwaukee Succeeds contracted with a former child care director to make the reminder phone calls, who was 
also seen as a trusted messenger with providers.  
15 For a survey like this, response rates are typically seen in the 30% range. While the response rate of 44% does 
not lend itself to say that these results are inclusive of all providers in Milwaukee, it is still an acceptable rate that 
provides a wealth of information.  

http://www.milwaukeesucceeds.org/s/Child-Care-Counts-Summary-FINAL.pdf
http://www.milwaukeesucceeds.org/s/CCC-Survey_appendices.pdf
https://www.4cfc.org/
https://wisconsinearlychildhood.org/


 

How many providers applied for funding? 

Of the 507 respondents, 440 (87%) received funding via the Child Care Counts program. Thirty-nine 

providers (8%) did not receive funding, and 29 providers (6%) were not sure if they had received 

funding.   

 

Providers that did not receive funding were asked a follow-up question as to why16. The most common 

reason for not receiving funding, expressed by 16 respondents, was that they had just opened their 

program and had yet to apply. Nine providers indicated that they did not have children enrolled during 

the specified count week, and eight providers admitted to not understanding the process. 

 

How was the funding used?  

Child Care Counts had multiple funding cycles for specific areas17, such as “providing safe, healthy, high-

quality child care opportunities” and “funding workforce retention and recruitment.” Child care 

providers could apply for as many funding cycles that they were eligible for. Ultimately, knowing the 

specific funding cycle or specific way the funding was to be used was secondary to having a better 

understanding of how the Child Care Counts funding was used overall. For that reason and to also keep 

the survey relatively short, providers were asked to indicate, in general, how funding was used. 

Approximately 80% of providers indicated that funding was used for cleaning supplies and/or classroom 

supplies. Three out of four respondents used the funding for utilities, such as gas, electric, water, heat, 

trash, and internet access. About 70% of respondents used the funding for mortgage/rent payments 

 
16 See Appendix 2 for responses from providers that approved sharing of their comments. 
www.milwaukeesucceeds.org/s/CCC-Survey_appendices.pdf   
17 See https://dcf.wisconsin.gov/covid-19/childcare/payments/overview for additional information on each 
payment cycle and area, including allowable expenses.  
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and/or personal protective equipment, including masks and gloves. Less than 50% of respondents used 

the funding to increase wages for staff, curriculum, staff bonuses, reducing parent fees, and 

transportation for students or staff.  
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How was the funding allocated for staffing used?  

Certain Child Care Counts funding streams were designated just for staffing needs, to be used for wage 

increases, training/professional development, bonuses, recruitment of new staff, and retention of 

current staff. When asked how providers had allocated the staffing funds, just over half of providers had 

used the staff funds to provide a one-time stipend or bonus payments for staff. Professional 

development/training for staff and pay raises were selected by just over 40% of survey participants. 

Other options selected included covering the cost of existing benefits (health insurance, retirement, 

time off), adding new benefits for staff, and uniforms. 
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Was funding used to reduce parent fees? 

Starting in November 2021, providers have been allowed – and encouraged - to use Child Care Counts 

funding to reduce fees (co-pays or tuition payments) for parents. Six out of ten providers indicated that 

they reduced fees, while 3 out of 10 did not. Just over 10% of providers were unsure if they had reduced 

parent fees18.  

 

Among providers that chose to reduce parent fees19, when asked why they made this decision, common 

themes included: 

• Method to support families financially: Providers knew that families were also struggling, and 

many chose to reduce fees to offer financial assistance to their families using their care. “I chose 

to reduce fees for parents so that would be one less cost they would have to worry about and it 

also helped parents have money for disinfecting items and masks for their family.” 

• Parents could not afford to pay the co-pay or tuition: Similar to providing financial support, 

other providers commented that they had parents that could not afford to pay their co-pay or 

tuition. “Most of my parents have a hard time paying their parent share. I have committed 

parents that support and invest in my childcare. Supporting them is my way to give back.” 

• Relief/support for families during the pandemic: Lastly, providers recognized that families were 

also grappling with the COVID-19 pandemic and wanted to provide relief to their families. “I 

reduced the fees because it was a pandemic and I felt like they (the parents) should get 

something back in return like a discounted rate.” 

Among providers that chose not to reduce their parent fees20, when asked why they made this decision 

common themes included: 

• Provider does not charge parent co-pay:  Some providers already were not charging parents a 

co-pay and didn’t think it was necessary to reduce fees further. “I did not charge co-payments or 

 
18 Feedback received from providers indicated that there was some confusion over the wording of this question, 
which may had led to providers being uncertain how to respond. 
19 See Appendix 3 for responses from providers that approved sharing of their comments. 
www.milwaukeesucceeds.org/s/CCC-Survey_appendices.pdf   
20 See Appendix 4 for responses from providers that approved sharing of their comments. 
www.milwaukeesucceeds.org/s/CCC-Survey_appendices.pdf   
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parent shares for the few families who had because I knew their financial situation. I waived 

them.” 

• Provider already has low fees: Other providers felt that their fees were already low based on 

other providers in their community. “I choose to not reduce fees because I am already charging 

less than childcare centers in my area.” 

• Used for other needs of provider: Lastly, providers chose not to reduce fees so that they could 

put the funding to other needs of their program. “I did not choose to reduce fees for my parents 

because I needed the funds to put back into the program. I did implement an incentive program 

for my parents for parent engagement. If the funds continue I will reduce fees for my parents 

along with my incentive program for on time pick ups and on time payment raffles.” 

 

What impact did the funding have on child care providers in Milwaukee? 

Even though it is known how much funding providers have received from Child Care Counts, there was 

still a desire to know how the funding impacted providers in Milwaukee. When queried about the 

impact21, providers indicated that the funding was impactful, helpful, and/or beneficial to them via the 

following ways: 

• Staff pay/appreciation/retention/benefits: Providers indicated that the funding allowed them 

to show staff appreciation via an increase in pay or benefits, along with retaining staff in a 

difficult job market. “It allowed us to offer stipends for our staff which also help(ed) them with 

unexpected expenses and rewards them for doing a good job with coming into work.”  

• Bills/expenses: Multiple providers indicated that the funding was used to pay bills or other 

expenses, including transportation and utilities. “It helped with getting supplies, helped with the 

bills, with the wages for employees. It helped out after too. I did not need to worry about if I 

would meet my payroll. I did not have to worry about the every day bills of the center.” 

• Materials/supplies/equipment: Providers were able to use the funding to purchase additional 

materials, like curriculum or other teaching tools, and supplies/equipment, such as office needs, 

diapers, and wipes. “It helped a lot with things needed for the daycare; it helped with getting 

more supplies to help keep staff and children safe and healthy!” 

• Providers were able to stay in business: Close to 100 child care providers stated that the Child 

Care Counts funding allowed them to keep their doors open and continue to serve families and 

their communities. “It allowed me to reconsider closing my doors and continue serving my 

parents.” 

Other ways the funding impacted providers included financially supporting providers when enrollment 

was low, allowing providers to support families by reducing co-pays or tuition payments, purchasing 

personal protective equipment for staff and students, improving program quality, and lessening stress 

and boosting morale of providers and their families. 

 

 
21 See Appendix 5 for responses from providers that approved sharing of their comments. 
www.milwaukeesucceeds.org/s/CCC-Survey_appendices.pdf   
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What needs still exist?  

Some providers indicated that they could meet their core need with Child Care Counts funding.  Others 

were clear that while the program has helped them, significant needs remain. Among the most common 

outstanding needs identified were22:  

• Staff compensation/benefits: Child care center providers in Milwaukee can only afford to pay 

their teachers $13 per hour23, while starting wages at many big box stores currently hover 

around $15 per hour. Providers also want to provide other benefits, like health insurance or 

retirement plans to their staff. “I still was not able to address issues like giving them hourly wage 

increase or to be able to provide insurance.” 

• Recruitment/Retention of staff: Another staffing issue, directly related to compensation and 

benefits, is the recruitment and retention of qualified staff. Many providers noted that they 

were having a difficult time finding new staff and retaining current staff. “Difficulty finding 

qualified staff. No amount of money was able to bring great people in for a period of time. It is 

also difficult to pay significantly more, because then all staff need a wage increase. Without 

knowing what funding is ahead of us, it feels like setting ourselves up for failure down the road.”  
• Building infrastructure: While Child Care Counts funding can be used to make some physical 

improvements to a provider’s building24, funding can not be used for major renovations. “We 

have some infrastructure things that are cost-prohibitive and there is not enough money to do 

that. For instance we do not have a bathroom in the immediate program area as we would like.” 

Multiple providers also noted a desire for additional playground equipment. “Playground 

equipment - we really needed to update/upgrade our playground equipment but we did not 

have enough funds to do that.” 

• Supplies/Materials/Equipment: Providers also noted a need for additional supplies and 

equipment, everything from office supplies to purchasing new curriculum or toys for their 

students. “It (Child Care Counts Funding) helped with the supplies but it didn't cover everything. 

I still had to pull it out of my pocket to do more and that's with everything, food, utilities, 

supplies, cleaning supplies, PPE. I still had to do more.” 

Other needs expressed by providers included cleaning and testing supplies for COVID, a larger facility for 

expansion, transportation for students, utilities, and curriculum materials. Multiple providers also 

mentioned concerns for when funding ends and the rising cost goods due to inflation. 

 

 

 

 

 
22 See Appendix 6 for responses from providers that approved sharing of their comments. 
www.milwaukeesucceeds.org/s/CCC-Survey_appendices.pdf   
23 A Snapshot of ECE Teachers in Milwaukee. Milwaukee Succeeds. https://www.milwaukeesucceeds.org/blog/a-
snapshot-of-ece-teachers-in-milwaukee.  
24 Child Care Counts: Stabilization Payment Program. Department of Children and Families. 
https://dcf.wisconsin.gov/covid-19/childcare/payments  
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If you could tell decision makers one thing about your child care program and the Child Care Counts 

Stabilization Payment Program, what would you share? 

Many providers expressed gratitude for the funding, especially since it helped keep many businesses 

open and expenses down. Other comments included25: 

• Funding kept business open and helped with expenses: Again, child care providers reiterated 

that the Child Care Counts funding helped them to keep their business open and pay their bills, 

with many stating that they would have closed without the financial assistance. “I would let 

them know that the Counts Stabilization Payment Program really added the much needed 

assurance, stability and incentives we all need in these uncertain times. It really helped save my 

daycare and helped me and my children stay happy and secure.” 

• Funding helped increase the quality of the programming offered: Providers commented that 

the funding helped support an increase in the quality of their programming, including 

purchasing new curriculum and/or teaching supplies and being able to offer additional 

professional development and training for staff. “Adding a new curriculum with child 

assessments has made it rewarding for our staff to strengthen the development of our children. 

The staff was able to get additional educational training.” 

• Providers want the funding to continue: Multiple providers expressed concern for what 

happens once the funding runs out, along with hopes that the funding will continue. “I would 

say that we need continued funding to be successful during these challenging times especially 

with the rising costs of everything. We need these funds to continue to supply this critical 

service to the community.” 

Other statements noted that an increase in staff compensation and benefits is needed, some providers 

found the Child Care Counts process difficult to manage, and child care is essential to the economy and 

community. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
25 See Appendix 7 for responses from providers that approved sharing of their comments. 
www.milwaukeesucceeds.org/s/CCC-Survey_appendices.pdf   
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FUTURE CONSIDERATIONS 

There are multiple ways to improve the administration of this survey, or one similar, for future 

purposes. 

• Additional context around key terms, like stipend, impact, time off, transportation, etc., should 

be provided. Providers who completed the survey over the phone mentioned confusion around 

these terms, so additional effort should be made to make certain that the terms used are clear 

to providers and examples given where applicable. 

• The survey was available in English and Spanish. It may be worthwhile to translate future 

surveys into Hmong as well.  

• This survey strategically did not ask providers to differentiate between any of the Child Care 

Counts payment programs, which may had led to additional confusion. Asking questions specific 

to each program may be a possibility for any future version of the survey.  

• The Child Care Counts Impact Survey did not ask questions about other funding sources that 

providers may have utilized both before the pandemic and currently. Asking additional 

questions around a broader funding topic would lead to a better understanding of the economic 

peril that child care providers face.  

• Providers expressed confusion around the question about parent fees, as many providers had 

never charged a parent co-pay in the past. Clarification around this question would be beneficial 

for data quality purposes. 

• Future surveys should not only continue to budget for compensation upon survey completion, 

but also the option for providers to complete the survey over the phone. While the phone 

option is an added expense, it is one that worked well during this version and worth continuing 

to explore further. 

 

CONCLUSION 

Over 500 child care providers in Milwaukee responded to the Child Care Counts Impact Survey, with 

approximately 9 out of 10 respondents indicating that they received funding. Providers used the funding 

for classroom supplies, cleaning supplies, and utilities, with over half of respondents also using the 

funding to reduce parent fees. Even with the influx of revenue into child care providers, needs still exist, 

including increase in staff compensation/benefits, assistance with recruitment/retention of staff, and 

support for additional building expenses.  

Providers appreciated the funding, with many admitting that the funding not only helped to pay their 

expenses, but that the funding allowed them to stay in business. And even though providers were 

appreciative of the funding, there are still concerns as to what the future holds and what happens once 

funding runs out. Providers are concerned that the Child Care Counts Funding is just a temporary 

reprieve, that will eventually run out and leave them in the same financial straights they were prior to 

the pandemic.  

Please visit www.milwaukeesucceeds.org/childcarecounts for more detailed information about survey 

responses.  

http://www.milwaukeesucceeds.org/childcarecounts

