
 Easy Read 

Strengthening Federal Government 
Coordination to Help Families with 
Disabilities Access Child Care 

September 2024  |  GAO-24-107735



Introduction  1

Contents

This Report 9

Number of Children and Parents  
with Disabilities 10

Challenges Children and Parents  
with Disabilities Face with Child Care 14

Changes Made and Challenges Faced  
by Child Care Providers Serving Families  
with Disabilities 

20

Information from Federal Agencies  
for Families and Child Care Providers 24

GAO’s Commitment to People  
with Disabilities 27

Appendix  28

Easy Read: GAO-24-107735



1Easy Read: GAO-24-107735

Introduction 

This is an Easy Read version of a report 

we wrote. Easy Read is a way that some 

groups have made their written information 

easier to understand. This can include 

shorter sentences or simpler language.

Some words are blue. These are links that 

will go to GAO reports and other websites, 

which have more information.
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Why is GAO creating this 
document? 

We wrote a report to describe the 

challenges children and parents with 

disabilities have finding and using child 

care. 

We created this Easy Read version 

to make our work more accessible to 

everyone, including certain people with 

intellectual and developmental disabilities. 

This document is one way we are working 

for full inclusion of people with disabilities.
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You can see the full report on our 

website.

To prepare the full report, we collected 

information several ways. We:

• Looked at survey data,

• Talked to parents,

• Talked to child care providers about 

their work and visited their programs, 

• Talked to experts, and

• Reviewed the work of agencies.

Agencies are federal government offices.

https://www.gao.gov/products/GAO-24-106843
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GAO and Congress

What is GAO?

The Government Accountability Office, 

or GAO, is part of the legislative branch 

of the United States government. We 

are an independent agency that works 

for Congress. We help keep Congress 

informed about how agencies are working. 

If we find ways agencies can work better, 

we can make recommendations. 

Recommendations are ideas of changes 

agencies should make to improve their 

activities.

What was GAO asked by Congress 
to do?

Congress asked us to look at the 

challenges children and parents with 

disabilities have finding and using child 

care.
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The Federal Government’s Role

What is the U.S. Department of 
Education?

The U.S. Department of Education 

(Education) is an agency that works to 

provide access to quality education for 

Americans of all ages.  

The Office of Special Education Programs 

is part of Education. It works to support 

children with disabilities, including young 

children in child care.

What is the U.S. Department of 
Health and Human Services? 

The U.S. Department of Health and 

Human Services (HHS) is an agency that 

works to support the health and well-

being of Americans. 

The Administration for Children and 

Families (ACF) is part of HHS. ACF 

oversees money child care programs get 

from the federal government.
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Child Care and Families with Disabilities

What is child care?

Child care is any program children attend 

away from home. Programs are for 

children aged 5 and under. The person 

or group that runs the program is a child 

care provider.

What are federally funded child 
care providers?

Federally funded child care providers get 

money from the federal government for 

their child care program.

Who are families with disabilities?

Families with disabilities have a child or a 

parent with a disability. A disability may be 

physical, intellectual, or developmental. 

In some cases, both a child and a parent 

may have a disability.
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Federal Disability Laws

What is IDEA?

The Individuals with Disabilities Education 

Act (IDEA) is the nation’s special 

education law. This law says states 

must find, screen, and help children with 

disabilities find supports.  

What is ADA Title III?

The Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA) 

Title III protects people with disabilities 

from being excluded from a privately run 

space that is open to the public, including 

child care centers. This law states these 

spaces must do their best to make 

buildings and programs accessible to all.
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What is section 504 of the 
Rehabilitation Act of 1973?

Section 504 of the Rehabilitation Act 

of 1973 prevents any person with a 

disability from being excluded from any 

program that receives money from the 

federal government, including child care 

programs. 
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This Report

What is in this report?

This report looks at four things:

1. How many children and parents are 

there with disabilities in the U.S.?

2. What challenges do children and 

parents with disabilities face with child 

care?

3. What do child care providers say 

about serving children and parents 

with disabilities? 

4. What information do federal agencies 

have for families with disabilities and 

child care programs?
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Number of Children and Parents  
with Disabilities

How did you find the number of 
children aged 5 and under with 
disabilities?

We looked at Education’s 2019 Early 

Childhood Program Participation (ECPP) 

survey. This survey includes information 

about children with disabilities and their 

participation in child care programs. 

The estimate on the next page is based 

on a sample of people in the U.S. We 

use sample surveys when it is difficult 

or impossible to ask everyone in the 

population about the topic. A different 

sample could result in an estimate that 

is higher or lower. See the full report for 

more information.

https://www.gao.gov/products/GAO-24-106843
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Number of Children and Parents with Disabilities 

How many children aged 5 and 
under in the U.S. have a reported 
disability?

We estimate 2.2 million children aged 

5 and under have a reported disability. 

This estimate may be low because some 

disabilities are hard to recognize when 

children are under the age of 5. The most 

common types of disabilities children have 

are speech or language impairments and 

developmental delays.

Do parents of children with 
disabilities always find out that 
their children have a disability 
before the age of 5?

No. It can be hard to recognize some 

disabilities in young children. Sometimes 

parents do not find out their child has a 

disability until they are older. Also, some 

families may not be able to get their 

children screened for disabilities because 

of long waits and high costs for screening 

appointments. 
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Number of Children and Parents with Disabilities 

How did you find the number 
of parents with disabilities and 
children aged 5 and under? 

We looked at the Census Bureau’s 

2022 Survey of Income and Program 

Participation. 

The estimate on the next page is based 

on a sample of people in the U.S.  We 

use sample surveys when it is difficult 

or impossible to ask everyone in the 

population about the topic. A different 

sample could result in an estimate that 

is higher or lower. See the full report for 

more information.

https://www.gao.gov/products/GAO-24-106843
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Number of Children and Parents with Disabilities 

How many parents with children 
aged 5 and under in the U.S. have 
a reported disability?  

We estimate 3 million parents with 

children aged 5 and under have a reported 

disability.  The most common types of 

disabilities parents have are cognitive 

difficulties and learning disabilities.
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Challenges Children and Parents  
with Disabilities Face with 
Child Care

How did you find out about 
the challenges families with 
disabilities face with child care?

We talked to parents in interviews, group 

discussions, and through an online 

questionnaire.

What challenges did parents 
report?

Parents said finding and participating in 

child care can be hard for many reasons. 

The next few pages show the most 

common reasons parents told us.
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Challenges Children and Parents with Disabilities Face with Child Care

Parents we spoke with said finding child 
care can be hard because:

• Many child care programs have rules 
that make it hard for some children with 
disabilities to attend. For example, some 

programs say children need to be toilet 

trained to participate in the program. Some 

children may find using the toilet hard 

because of their disability.  

• There are not enough full-time 
programs that could care for children 
with disabilities. Parents cannot work a 

full-time job without full-time child care. 

Some parents had to leave their jobs 

because they could not find full-time care 

for their child. According to ECPP survey 

data, a smaller percentage of parents of 

children with disabilities said their child 

care covered their work hours very well 

compared to parents of children without 

disabilities.



16Easy Read: GAO-24-107735

Challenges Children and Parents with Disabilities Face with Child Care

• There are not enough programs that 
support children with disabilities. 
Parents sometimes had to wait a long time 

to get their child into a program. Sometimes 

parents could not find a program that met 

their child’s needs. According to ECPP 

survey data, a higher percentage of 

parents of children with disabilities said 

they had a lot of difficulty finding the type 

of child care they wanted compared to 

parents of children without disabilities.  

• There is no single source of information 
about child care programs that support 
children with disabilities. Parents often 

had to look for information in many places. 

Parents we spoke with said finding child 
care can be hard because:
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Challenges Children and Parents with Disabilities Face with Child Care

What challenges did children have  
participating in activities at their child  
care program?

Parents told us their children with 
disabilities were not able to do some 
activities at their child care program 
for different reasons: 

• Not all the spaces were made for 
children who use wheelchairs. This 

means some children could not get to 

some rooms or the playground.

• Children were not invited to do some 
activities like cooking or swimming. 

Children were left out of reading and 

writing lessons. 

• Children were asked to not come 
some days or to leave their child 
care program. This often happened 

because of behavior like tantrums or not 

listening. It is hard for families to find 

other programs that have space when 

this happens.  
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Challenges Children and Parents with Disabilities Face with Child Care

• Children had to leave their program 
for part of the day to get therapies 
they need. This was disruptive for both 

children and parents.  

• Children had to wait a long time to get 
the therapies and other services they 
needed. This means some children did 

not have what they needed to do all the 

activities at their child care.

• Children did not get the care they 
needed like getting diapers changed and 

staying warm. 

Parents told us their children with 
disabilities were not able to do some 
activities at their child care program 
for different reasons: 
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Challenges Children and Parents with Disabilities Face with Child Care

What challenges did parents with 
disabilities have with their child care 
program?

• Parents with disabilities sometimes had 
a hard time talking with their child care 
provider. For example, someone with a 

hearing disability may need to text or email 

instead of talking on the phone or in-person. 

Sign language interpreters were not always 

available when needed.  

• Some parents with disabilities needed help 
getting to and from their child’s program. 
For example, a parent may not be able to 

drive because of their disability. 

• Some parents in wheelchairs could not 
visit rooms or playgrounds because of 

stairs or uneven floors. 

• Some parents did not want their child 
care provider to know about their 
disability. These parents worried that 

people might think they could not take care 

of their child.  
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Changes Made and Challenges Faced 
by Child Care Providers Serving 
Families with Disabilities

How did you find out about how 
child care providers are serving 
families with disabilities? 

We talked to and visited child care 

providers who use federal money for their 

programs. 

What changes and challenges did 
child care providers report?

The providers we talked to said they made 

changes to spaces and programs to help 

meet the needs of families with disabilities. 

Some providers also said certain 

challenges made it hard to fully care for 

families with disabilities. 
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Child Care Providers

What changes were child care providers 
able to make to meet the needs of families 
with disabilities? 

• Child care providers made changes to 
spaces. Some providers changed their 
playground equipment so children in 
wheelchairs could play. Some providers 
made quiet spaces where children can go if 
they need a moment to feel safe or calm. 

• Child care providers made changes to 
programs. 

• Some providers added one-on-one 
supports for children with disabilities.

• Some providers added training for 
staff. Trainings included ways to 
change classrooms to make them 
better for children with disabilities.

• Some providers added one-on-
one supports for parents with 
disabilities. For example, providers 
did pick up and drop off from the car 
instead of the classroom. 

• Some changed how they speak with 
parents to better meet their needs. 
This included offering virtual meetings 
instead of in person meetings.
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Child Care Providers

What challenges did child care providers 
face in meeting the needs of families 
with disabilities? 

• Providers said there are not enough staff 
with special training to care for children 

with disabilities. 

• Providers said staff need more training on 

caring for children with specific behaviors or 

challenges related to their disability.

• Some child care providers cannot make 
their space accessible to all because the 
building or space cannot be changed. For 

example, a window that is the emergency 

exit in a basement could not be moved. This 

is more common for providers that care for 

children in their homes. 
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Child Care Providers

• Providers shared that it is expensive 
to hire staff. Providers also said it is 

expensive to make changes to spaces. 

In some cases, providers cannot make 

changes to programs because they do not 

have enough money. 

• Providers may find it hard to talk with 
families about disability. Some parents 

may not want to discuss their disability 

or their child’s disability. In some cases, 

providers did not know if a parent had a 

disability. Sometimes the providers did not 

know how to meet their needs.

What challenges did child care providers 
face in meeting the needs of families 
with disabilities? 
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Information from Federal Agencies  
for Families and Child Care Providers

How did you find out about 
information from federal agencies 
on child care for families with 
disabilities? 

We reviewed documents from the 

agencies about child care. We also 

interviewed officials from the agencies. 

What kind of information do the 
agencies have?

The Departments of Education (Education) 

and Health and Human Services (HHS) 

have a lot of different kinds of information 

to help parents and child care providers. 

See the next page for some examples.
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Information from Federal Agencies

What are some examples of 
information the agencies have?

Education gives money to organizations to 

run information centers.

Two of these kinds of centers are called 

Parent Training and Information 

Centers and Community Parent 

Resource Centers. These centers help 

parents of children with disabilities know 

their rights. Every state has at least one. 

You can find yours at the Center for Parent 

Information and Resources website. 

HHS has an Early Childhood Learning 

and Knowledge Center. This website 

has helpful information for child care 

providers and parents. 

See GAO-24-106843 for more information.

https://www.parentcenterhub.org/find-your-center/
https://eclkc.ohs.acf.hhs.gov/
https://www.gao.gov/products/GAO-24-106843
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Information from Federal Agencies

GAO’s Recommendations 

Many parents do not know about 

Education’s Parent Training and 

Information Centers that support parents 

of children with disabilities. Some child 

care providers also do not know about 

the centers. If parents and providers do 

not know about these information centers 

and the help they offer, they may miss 

information that could help families with 

child care. 

We recommended that HHS and 

Education find more ways to work together 

to let people know about these centers 

and other information. 

Both agencies agreed with these ideas.
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GAO’s Commitment to People  
with Disabilities
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In line with GAO’s core values, we work 

for full inclusion of people with disabilities. 

We show our commitment to the disability 

community through accessibility efforts for 

our employees and the public who read 

our reports.

Additionally, GAO has provided Congress 

with analysis of accessibility and disability 

issues in several areas, including 

veterans with disabilities, health care 

access, voting, disability benefits, equal 

employment opportunity, and more. 
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GAO’s Mission
The Government Accountability Office, the audit, evaluation, and investigative arm of Congress, 
exists to support Congress in meeting its constitutional responsibilities and to help improve 
the performance and accountability of the federal government for the American people. GAO 
examines the use of public funds; evaluates federal programs and policies; and provides 
analyses, recommendations, and other assistance to help Congress make informed oversight, 
policy, and funding decisions. GAO’s commitment to good government is reflected in its core 
values of accountability, integrity, and reliability. 

Obtaining Copies of GAO Reports and Testimonies 
The fastest and easiest way to obtain copies of GAO documents at no cost is through our 
website. Each weekday afternoon, GAO posts on its website newly released reports, testimony, 
and correspondence. You can also subscribe to GAO’s email updates to receive notification of 
newly posted products. 

Order by Phone 
The price of each GAO publication reflects GAO’s actual cost of production and distribution and 
depends on the number of pages in the publication and whether the publication is printed in color 
or black and white. Pricing and ordering information is posted on GAO’s website, https://www.
gao.gov/ordering.htm. 

Place orders by calling (202) 512-6000, toll free (866) 801-7077, or TDD (202) 512-2537. 

Orders may be paid for using American Express, Discover Card, MasterCard, Visa, check, or 
money order. Call for additional information. 

Connect with GAO 
Connect with GAO on Facebook, Flickr, Twitter, and YouTube. Subscribe to our RSS Feeds or 
Email Updates. Listen to our Podcasts. Visit GAO on the web at https://www.gao.gov. 

To Report Fraud, Waste, and Abuse in Federal Programs 
Contact FraudNet: 

Website: https://www.gao.gov/about/what-gao-does/fraudnet 

Automated answering system: (800) 424-5454 or (202) 512-7700 

Congressional Relations 
A. Nicole Clowers, Managing Director, ClowersA@gao.gov, (202) 512-4400, U.S. Government 
Accountability Office, 441 G Street NW, Room 7125, Washington, DC 20548 

Public Affairs 
Sarah Kaczmarek, Acting Managing Director, KaczmarekS@gao.gov, (202) 512-4800, U.S. 
Government Accountability Office, 441 G Street NW, Room 7149 Washington, DC 20548 

Strategic Planning and External Liaison 
Stephen J. Sanford, Managing Director, spel@gao.gov, (202) 512-4707 U.S. Government 
Accountability Office, 441 G Street NW, Room 7814, Washington, DC 20548

https://www.gao.gov/
https://www.gao.gov/about/contact-us/stay-connected
https://www.gao.gov/reports-testimonies/ordering
https://www.gao.gov/reports-testimonies/ordering
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