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Introduction

Every day millions of children attend early care and educa-
tion programs. It is critical that they have the opportunity to
grow and learn in healthy and safe environments with
caring and professional caregivers/teachers. Following
health and safety best practices is an important way to
provide quality early care and education for young children.
The American Academy of Pediatrics (AAP), the American
Public Health Association (APHA), and the National
Resource Center for Health and Safety in Child Care and
Early Education (NRC) are pleased to release the fourth
edition of Caring for Our Children: National Health and
Safety Performance Standards; Guidelines for Early Care and
Education Programs. These national standards represent the
best evidence, expertise, and experience in the country on
quality health and safety practices and policies that should
be followed in today’s early care and education settings.

Caring for Our Children is an innovative, continually
updated set of standards for early care and education
programs. The most up-to-date version of the standards
may be accessed at www.nrckids.org/CFOC.

The third print edition, the 2011 publication, was the result
of an extensive process that benefited from the contribu-
tions of 86 technical experts in the field of health and safety
in early care and education. (The history of past revisions
appears in the following section.) Since the publication of
the third edition, the standards are continually reviewed by
the AAP, APHA, and NRC, with new and updated stan-
dards posted online as they become available, year-round.

Many users of the Caring for Our Children standards like to
have a print reference on-hand, and because the third
edition preceded the online updates, the AAP, APHA, and
NRC are publishing new print editions that reflect updated
standards. The fourth print edition of Caring for Our
Children builds upon the foundation of the first three
editions and includes online updates since 2011.

Important note about edition terminology: The online
version of Caring for Our Children no longer will be labeled
with “edition” terminology. It is the latest version, updated
as new or revised standards are posted. The suggested cita-
tion for the online standards at www.nrckids.org/CFOC is
as follows:

American Academy of Pediatrics, American Public Health
Association, National Resource Center for Health and
Safety in Child Care and Early Education. Caring for Our
Children: National Health and Safety Performance
Standards; Guidelines for Early Care and Education
Programs. http://cfoc.nrckids.org. Updated <date>.
Accessed <date>

Print publications will be labeled by edition numbers to
identify the latest print edition for readers, programs, book-
stores, and libraries. The suggested citation for this fourth
print edition is as follows:

American Academy of Pediatrics, American Public Health
Association, National Resource Center for Health and
Safety in Child Care and Early Education. Caring for Our
Children: National Health and Safety Performance

Standards; Guidelines for Early Care and Education
Programs. 4th ed. Itasca, IL: American Academy of
Pediatrics; 2019

History

In 1992, the American Public Health Association (APHA)
and the American Academy of Pediatrics (AAP) jointly
published Caring for Our Children: National Health and
Safety Performance Standards; Guidelines for Out-of-Home
Child Care Programs (1). The publication was the product of
a five year national project funded by the U.S. Department
of Health and Human Services, Health Resources and
Services Administration, Maternal and Child Health
Bureau (MCHB). This comprehensive set of health and
safety standards was a response to many years of effort by
advocates for quality child care. In 1976, Aronson and
Pizzo recommended development and use of national
health and safety standards as part of a report to Congress
in association with the Federal Interagency Day Care
Requirements (FIDCR) Appropriateness Study (2). In the
years that followed, experts repeatedly reaffirmed the need
for these standards. For example, while the work to prepare
Caring for Our Children was underway, the National
Research Council’s report, Who Cares for America’s
Children? Child Care Policy for the 1990s, called for uniform
national child care standards (3). Subsequently a second
edition of Caring for Our Children was published in 2002
addressing new knowledge generated by increasing research
into health and safety in early care and education
programs. The increased use of the standards both in prac-
tical onsite applications and in research documents the
value of the standards and validates the importance of
keeping the standards up-to-date (4). Caring for Our
Children has been a yardstick for measuring what has been
done and what still needs to be done, as well as a technical
manual on how to do it.

Third Edition Review Process

The Maternal and Child Health Bureau’s continuing fund-
ing since 1995 of a National Resource Center for Health and
Safety in Child Care and Early Education (NRC) at the
University of Colorado, College of Nursing supported the
work to coordinate the development of the second and
third editions.

The standards in the third edition of Caring for Our
Children were revised by eighty-six technical experts.
Critical reviews and recommendations were then provided
by 184 stakeholder individuals - those representing
consumers of the information and organizations represent-
ing major constituents of the early care and education
community. Caregivers/teachers, parents/guardians, fami-
lies, health care professionals, safety specialists, early child-
hood educators, early care and education advocates,
regulators, and federal, military, and state agencies all
brought their expertise and experience to the revision
process. A complete listing of the Steering Committee, Lead
Organizations’ reviewers, Technical Panel members, and
Stakeholder contributors appears on the Acknowledgment

pages.
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The process of revising the standards and the consensus
building was organized in stages:

1. Technical panel chairs recruited members to their
panels and reviewed the standards from the second
edition. Using the best evidence available (peer reviewed
scientific studies, published reports, and best practice
information) they removed standards that were no
longer applicable or out-of-date, identified those that
were still applicable (in their original or in a revised
form), and formulated many new standards that were
deemed appropriate and necessary.

2. Telephone conference calls were convened among tech-
nical panel chairs to bring consensus on standards that
bridge several technical areas.

3. A draft of these revised standards was sent to a national
and state constituency of stakeholders for their
comments and suggestions.

4. This feedback was subsequently reviewed and consid-
ered by the technical panels and a decision was made to
further revise or not to revise a standard. It should be
noted that the national review called attention to many
important points of view and new information for addi-
tional discussion and debate.

5. The edited standards were then sent to review teams of
the AAP,the APHA and the MCHB. Final copy was
approved by the Steering Committee representing the
four organizations (AAP, APHA, NRC and MCHB).

In projects of this scope and magnitude, the end product is

only as good as the persons who participate in the effort. It

is hard to enumerate in this introduction the countless
hours of dedication and effort from contributors and
reviewers. The project owes each of them a huge debt of
gratitude. Their reward will come when high-quality early
care and education services become available to all children
and their families!

CFOC standard Revision Process

In collaboration with the National Center for Early
Childhood Health and Wellness (NCECHW), the NRC
updates CFOC Standards using the following process:

1. The NRC continually monitors and prioritizes stan-
dards for revision based on the following criteria:

o Impact on child and/or staff morbidity/mortality

o Publication of new/updated science-based evidence
or best practices that necessitate a standard change

« Assessment of new/updated publications, require-
ments, or applicable policy statements that are related
to CFOC standards (eg, the AAP Red Book,
Managing Infectious Diseases in Child Care and
Schools, Child and Adult Care Food Programs)

o Analysis of relationship to the Child Care
Development Block Grant health and safety priority
areas

o Receipt and analysis of nominations from subject
matter experts and other stakeholders

o Contact from stakeholders via direct communication
with the NRC or via the NCECHW Info line

o Inclusion in CFOC Basics

2. The NRC proposes revisions to individual standards
based on current research-based evidence.
3. The NRC conducts the following steps to revise stan-
dards identified above:

o Develops timeline for review

« Identifies and invites potential subject matter experts
(SMEs) based on content area to serve as reviewers of
the proposed changes

o Assigns SMEs to revision subgroups based on
specific area of expertise

« Facilitates communication with the SMEs through-
out the revision process

o Assesses the quality of SME feedback based on
current research/best practice

o Submits final SME-approved revisions to the NRC
Expert Advisory Group (EAG)

o Incorporates EAG feedback and prepares the revised
standards for copyediting by the AAP.

« Sends the copyedited version of standards to the
NCECHW Steering Committee for final review

o Incorporates final revisions into the searchable
CFOC database

« Communicates with the NCECHW and the AAP to
disseminate information on revised standards

Requirements of Other Organizations

We recognize that many organizations have requirements
and recommendations that apply to out-of home early care
and education. For example, the National Association for
the Education of Young Children (NAEYC) publishes
requirements for developmentally appropriate practice and
accreditation of child care centers; Head Start follows
Performance Standards; the AAP has many standards
related to child health; the U.S. Department of Defense has
standards for military child care; the Office of Child Care
(OCC) produces health and safety standards for tribal child
care; the National Fire Protection Association has stan-
dards for fire safety in child care settings. The Office of
Child Care administers the Child Care and Development
Fund (CCDF) which provides funds to states, territories,
and tribes to assist low-income families, families receiving
temporary public assistance, and those transitioning from
public assistance in obtaining child care so that they can
work or attend training/education. Caregivers/teachers
serving children funded by CCDF must meet basic health
and safety requirements set by states and tribes. All of these
are valuable resources, as are many excellent state publica-
tions. By addressing health and safety as an integrated
component of early care and education, contributors to
Caring for Our Children have made every effort to ensure
that these standards are consistent with and complement
other child care requirements and recommendations.

Continuing Improvement

Standards are never static. Each year the knowledge base
increases, and new scientific findings become available.
New areas of concern and interest arise. These standards
will assist individuals and organizations who are involved
in the continuing work of standards improvement at every
level: in early care and education practice, in regulatory



administration, in research in early childhood systems
building, in academic curricula, and in the professional
performance of the relevant disciplines.

Each of these areas affects the others in the ongoing process
of improving the way we meet the needs of children.
Possibly the most important use of these standards will be
to raise the level of understanding about what those needs
are, and to contribute to a greater willingness to commit
more resources to achieve quality early care and education
where children can grow and develop in a healthy and safe
environment.
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