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CCCAP is a vital support for Colorado families, helping parents afford quality child care so they can
work, seek employment, or pursue an education. However, rising child care costs driven by overdue
provider pay increases, program quality improvements, inflation, workforce challenges, and the goal of
providing CCCAP families with equitable access to child care comparable to the private pay market are
placing the program under significant budget pressure.

Who is eligible for CCCAP?

Colorado sets basic CCCAP eligibility rules, but each county adds its own specific requirements.
Families may be eligible if they have a child aged 0–13 years who is a U.S. citizen or qualified alien, and a
family income below 185% of the Federal Poverty Level (eligibility thresholds vary by county). Families
must also have less than $1 million in assets. At least one parent must be working, looking for work,
enrolled in school or training, or participating in Colorado Works (TANF). For TANF participants, parents
must be work-eligible, have a plan with their caseworker, and be referred by that caseworker. Eligibility
lasts for 12 months. If a new child joins the family and receives care through CCCAP, the 12-month
period restarts for everyone in the household.
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In 2019, a state legislative change (HB18-1335) expanded income eligibility for CCCAP, resulting in a
sharp drop in the percent of need met, as more families became eligible for assistance.  Since then,
the share of eligible children served has hovered near 10% despite growing investment in CCCAP,
including substantial investment from COVID stimulus funds, partly attributable to the rising cost of
child care in Colorado, which continues to outpace both investment and increased need. 
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In fiscal year 2023-2024, before the CCCAP freezes and waitlists were widespread throughout
Colorado, there was significant variation in the percentage of eligible children who were utilizing
CCCAP. 

For children under age 12, estimates ranged from zero to 25% of eligible children served in Hinsdale
County. 
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  Colorado Department of Early Childhood. (2019). FY 2018-19 Annual Report on the Colorado Child Care Assistance Program.[2]

How many children does CCCAP serve in Colorado?

The number of families who need CCCAP far exceeds the available funding, which comes from a mix of
federal, state, and local funds. In fiscal year 2024-25, CCCAP served 27,598 children, representing just
11% of income-eligible children statewide.1

  Colorado Department of Early Childhood. (2025). FY 2024-25 Annual Report on the Colorado Child Care Assistance Program.[1]
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What is the history behind the gap between CCCAP reimbursement rates and the actual cost of
child care?

Colorado has a long history of underpaying providers through CCCAP, resulting in reimbursement
rates that have not kept pace with the true cost of high-quality care. This has made it difficult for the
state to recruit and retain CCCAP providers and has shifted more of the cost burden onto private-pay
families.

Federal guidance recommends setting payment rates at the 75th percentile of market rates to ensure
equal access for families receiving subsidies.  However, market rates do not reflect the full cost of
delivering high-quality care, which has contributed to a longstanding gap between provider expenses
and CCCAP reimbursement.
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Colorado identified this issue in a 2017 review, prompting the state to pursue an Alternative Rate
Methodology (ARM), a federally approved cost-based approach that more accurately reflects the true
expenses of delivering high-quality early childhood care.  In 2023, the U.S. Department of Health and
Human Services clarified that states with rates below the 50th percentile would generally be
considered out of compliance.  At the time, Colorado’s rates were around the 25th percentile,
prompting the state to phase in needed rate increases beginning in October 2024. These adjustments
require an estimated $25.7 million in ongoing annual investment to meet federal equal-access
standards.
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Why are child care costs increasing?

Child care providers, like all businesses,
are experiencing rising costs driven by
inflation, workforce shortages, and the
increasing expense of delivering high-
quality care. Colorado’s ongoing work to
align CCCAP rates with actual provider
costs is essential to stabilizing the system,
but it also requires meaningful state
investment to address long-term
underinvestment in CCCAP.



In 2024, the federal Office of Child Care codified new rules to reform state child care subsidy programs
across the country, hoping to improve long-standing challenges with the program. 

These policy changes include:

Increasing provider payment rates to support fair wages and sustainable operations

Paying based on enrollment rather than attendance—a long-needed change that aligns CCCAP
with how the private-pay market functions and provides predictable, stable revenue

Reducing family copayments so child care is more affordable for low- and middle-income
families

Simplifying enrollment processes to reduce administrative burden for families and providers

Many of these requirements were enacted without accompanying federal funding, meaning states
must increase their own investments to implement the reforms. Given Colorado’s current budget
constraints, the state was granted a hardship waiver that delays full implementation until 2028. The
estimated investments  needed to meet these requirements include:6

$25.7 million per year to increase provider reimbursement rates

$9.8 million per year to cover the difference between new family copayment limits and actual
provider costs

$33 million per year to shift to enrollment-based payments rather than attendance-based
payments

Additionally on January 5, 2026, the Trump Administration posted a notice of proposed rulemaking
indicating its intent to rescind key Biden-era requirements , including limiting family copayments to
7 percent of income and paying providers prospectively based on enrollment. These changes, while
costly, were designed to stabilize the child care market; without them, Colorado may face renewed
challenges in recruiting and retaining CCCAP providers who are unable to sustain their businesses
under less supportive payment structures.
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How is Colorado responding to the new reforms and funding gaps? 

 The state is working to stretch existing resources by better coordinating CCCAP and Universal
Preschool (UPK) funding for children enrolled in both programs. The “stacking” approach allows each
funding stream to be used only once for specific hours of care throughout the day, enabling more
families to receive support. However, providers now receive lower total payments than under the
previously instituted blending-and-braiding approach, making it difficult to keep pace with the true
cost of care.

Phase One (2025–2026): A manual payment adjustment for approximately 1,255 children who
receive 30 hours of UPK and full-time CCCAP from the same provider. Estimated savings: $3
million.8

Phase Two (2026–2027): An automated system to identify all dually enrolled children, estimated
at 2,043. Estimated savings: $9.7 million.9

While these efforts improve efficiency, the savings generated are not enough to cover the substantial
additional investments required to fully implement the broader reforms.

How are current funding levels impacting Colorado families? 

Without increased investment from either the state or federal government, the costs associated with
recent reforms are straining local CCCAP budgets, and Colorado families and providers are feeling the
effects. To manage rising expenses, many counties have been forced to limit access by freezing new
enrollments or creating waitlists.

As of December 1, 2025, 19 counties have frozen new CCCAP enrollments, and 5 counties have
active waitlists. In total, 8,506 families and 12,282 children currently lack access to child care
assistance, including 277 families participating in TANF.  Seventy percent of children on waitlists
are under age six. Because not all counties maintain or publicize waitlists, these numbers likely
underestimate the true need.
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If enrollment freezes continue for more than two years, CCCAP is projected to serve 64% fewer
families statewide,  leaving roughly 18,500 children without access to subsidized early care and
education. It is important to note that even if Colorado is successful at eliminating freezes and
waitlists, we would still only be serving 10% of CCCAP eligible families with these dollars.
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These access barriers have ripple effects: limiting parents’ ability to work or attend school,
disrupting children’s early development and learning, and weakening Colorado’s economy. The
current freezes and waitlists are estimated to result in $2.7 billion  to $3.8 billion  in economic
losses each year—a clear signal that stabilizing CCCAP requires meaningful and sustained
investment.
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