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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 
Early care and education (ECE) is an issue 
that affects almost every family in the state of 
Illinois, regardless of where they live, how 
much they earn, or their ethnicity.  The 
current economic downturn has put additional 
stress on families to find affordable, quality 
care for their children and on communities 
across the state to finance ECE programs.  
Only 40 percent of the approximately one 
million children age five and under in Illinois 
can be served by existing ECE resources.  In 
many communities, this percentage is 
considerably lower.  It is these higher need 
communities that this report identifies and 
highlights.  

This report is a point-in-time examination of 
the need for child care based on 2010 
capacity data.  The state of early care and 
education, as well as the demographic data 
that is used to calculate demand, is always 
changing as centers open and close, state 
funding for child care fluctuates, and external 
factors influence communities.  This report 
presents an overall look at the need for 
various types of ECE in Illinois counties, 
municipalities, and Chicago community 
areas.  It shows that significant gaps exist for 
all types of care across the state and 
presents the Top 10 communities with 
highest need by geographic area and 
program area.  Stakeholders can use this 
data to target shortages of ECE in their 
communities and to take action to better meet 

the need for early care and education by 
Illinois families.    

Significant gaps exist in ECE services across 
the state, and thousands of slots are needed 
in every type of care.  Statewide, two-thirds of 
children two and under and over one-third of 
children age five and under in need of 
general care (defined as licensed centers, 
license-exempt centers, and licensed family 
homes) cannot be served.  Existing slots in 
Early Head Start programs can serve only 
four percent of qualified children, creating a 
shortfall of 100,000 slots.  One-third of 
children considered at-risk for academic 
failure cannot be served by the 
PreK/Preschool for All programs (referred to 
hereafter only as Preschool for All, or PFA).  
While the need is already substantial, it could 
increase even further if the budgets of these 
and other programs are cut at the state and 
federal levels.  

The Top 10 counties, municipalities, and 
Chicago community areas with the highest 
overall need, as highlighted in this report, are 
those areas with the greatest need for 
increased investment in all areas of early 
care and education.  They generally have 
both high relative and absolute need for all 
types of care, including general care, Head 
Start programs, and Preschool for All.  
Rankings for each type of care and specific 
supply and demand data for all communities 
can be found in Appendix A. 
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Recommendations 
1. Prioritize the Top 10 counties, 

municipalities, and Chicago 
community areas with highest overall 
need for care as the best locations for 
new ECE centers.  
 
The Top 10 areas with highest overall 
need have both high relative and absolute 
need for slots across multiple types of 
care, with many of these areas having no 
slots at all in some programs.  
Investments in new ECE facilities will 
have the greatest impact in these areas.  
The shortages in care here leave many 
families, especially low-income families, 
with few options for affordable care.  
Stakeholders should further consult the 
data tables to pinpoint specific program 
area shortages in these communities.    

 
2. Consider the Top 10 counties, 

municipalities, and Chicago 
community areas with highest need for 
program-specific care as potential 
locations for additional investments in 
new and expanded centers, using 
community planning to better 
coordinate and fill gaps in care. 
 
Many communities have a specific need 
for one type of care, such as Head Start 
or Preschool for All.  The slot gaps in 
programs that target low-income children 
deserve particular emphasis because 
these families generally have no other 
child care options. In addition to needing 
care for their children so parents can 
work, these programs are often the only 
avenue available for children to access 
the fundamental building blocks for future 
educational success.  In many Top 10 
areas there are no existing facilities for 
these programs, and new centers need to 
be built in order to provide much-needed 

care.   Other communities have limited 
facilities and would benefit from 
community planning and coordination with 
stakeholders to identify how to expand 
existing resources to meet the significant 
need for these programs.  The data and 
tables in the report can be used to target 
the investments necessary to fill the 
significant gaps that exist in communities 
for specific programs. 

 
3. Make investment in infant and toddler 

care a statewide priority, starting with 
the inclusion of infant and toddler care 
in new and expanded ECE centers 
recommended in areas with high over-
all or program-specific need for care.  
 
For children under age three, there is a 
severe shortage of ECE slots and the 
educational opportunities they offer—one 
that goes far beyond the Top 10 counties, 
municipalities, and Chicago community 
areas.  Existing general care slots can 
only serve one-third of children from birth 
to age two who need care.  Early Head 
Start can serve only four percent of low-
income children from birth to age two.  
Although the priority areas for ECE 
investment recommended in this report 
present a strategic opportunity to begin to 
fill these gaps, much more will need to be 
done.  Additional investments should be 
made to expand infant and toddler care 
throughout the state, in part by examining 
the conversion of a portion of existing 
slots to serve children in this age range.  
To begin this process, the State of Illinois 
should initiate a dialogue among ECE 
stakeholders to determine how to better 
coordinate the combined state and federal 
ECE programs required to expand this 
category of care.
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INTRODUCTION 
 

Early care and education (ECE) is an 
important building block for a child’s future, 
and all families deserve access to affordable 
care for their children.  Without early care and 
education resources, families, especially 
single parents, cannot meet the demands of 
work and the needs of their children.  In 
addition to enabling parents to work, ECE 
programs provide an important foundation for 
a child's education, which they may not 
otherwise receive.   

The current economic downturn has made 
child care a luxury that many families cannot 
afford.  Some families have pulled their 
children from day care, opening spots for 
other children.  Despite these openings, there 
are still significant shortages across the state, 
and many of the families that cannot afford 
ECE due to financial constraints still need 
options for care.  More resources need to be 
allocated to the development and expansion 
of quality ECE programs that are affordable 
or that serve low-income families.  

Through lending, real estate consulting, 
public policy, and research, IFF supports the 
development and growth of organizations that 
provide early care and education.  IFF 
advocates for funding and public policies that 
improve the operating environment for 
nonprofit child care and early education 
providers.  IFF recognizes the need for 
additional resources in the child care sector 
across the state, and developed Early Care 
and Education in Illinois to guide 
stakeholders in identifying communities that 
need those resources.  In addition to support 
from IFF, the Illinois Capital Development 
Board is providing grants to early childhood 
care providers for the development of new 
facilities, expansion of existing facilities, or 
program and equipment improvements.  
These grants have the ability to make a 

significant difference in the lives of children 
and their families in several communities 
across the state.  Early Care and Education 
in Illinois identifies the communities with the 
highest need for ECE and recommends that 
funds should be specifically targeted to areas 
with the highest need for care.  However, as 
funding for ECE is being threatened in Illinois, 
the state of early care and education remains 
on uncertain ground.   

IFF emerged as a leader in early care and 
education needs assessment research with 
the first analysis of child care in Elgin in 1997.  
This assessment was followed by the 
Chicago Early Childhood Care and Education 
Needs Assessment in 1999, which ranked 
Chicago’s 77 community areas in order of 
ECE need.  The Early Childhood Care and 
Education Fact Book, released the following 
year, highlighted the top 20 community areas 
in need of child care.  The research was used 
to locate 14 new facilities that were built in 
these neighborhoods over the next few years.  
In 2003, IFF released Moving Towards a 
System, a comprehensive analysis of early 
childhood care and education across the 
state of Illinois that identified municipalities 
and counties with the highest need for care.  
In 2003, IFF developed the Building Blocks 
project, which assessed child care in 12 
communities across northern Illinois.  In 
addition to these reports, in 2009 IFF created 
an online tool that allows stakeholders to 
gather data on ECE in their communities and 
create reports about assets and gaps.  The 
tool also outlines strategies for improving and 
growing local early care and education 
capacity, and provides support for the 
implementation of the community's prioritized 
strategies.  Building Blocks research, reports, 
and online tool were all funded by the Grand 
Victoria Foundation.  

http://www.buildingblockscommunityassessment.org/
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In addition to these reports and tools, other 
IFF research presents details on child care 
need and resources in individual communities 
across Illinois.  Several of these reports also 
provide important tools and resources for 
stakeholders.  For a list of IFF reports on the 
early care and education sector, see 
Appendix D and IFF's online ECE report 
archive.   

Early Care and Education in Illinois provides 
a snapshot of the current state of early care 
and education in Illinois in 2010 and is a 
follow up to Moving Towards a System.  It 
reveals that there has been a slight increase 
in the ability of some ECE programs in Illinois 
to meet the demand for care. The biggest 
improvement was seen in Preschool for All 
(PFA).  Nonetheless, significant gaps 
continue to exist throughout Illinois, in rural 
and urban communities alike—and this report 
documents those needs and advocates for 
targeted allocation of resources for the 
expansion of early care and education 
programs.  

Since the release of Moving Towards a 
System, general care slots have been added 
in communities across the state.  In 2002, 
full-day, full-year care for children age five 
and under of all incomes, known as All 
Income Care, was able to serve 52.4 percent 
of the demand for this type of care.  In 2010, 
general care for children age five and under, 
which is comparable to All Income Care, can 
serve 62.5 percent of the demand for this 
type of care. 

Head Start programs have lost slots since 
2002—dropping from 38,045 slots available 
in 2002 to 37,757 in 2010.  Despite slight 
increases in funding for this program, it 
continues to be woefully underfunded.  This is 
particularly problematic because demand for 
this program has increased, in part due to the 
recent economic downturn.  The number of 
qualified children increased by 12,000 since 

2002.  The number of Early Head Start slots 
in Illinois has more than doubled since 2002, 
with 4,230 slots across the state in 2010, up 
from 1,934 in 2002.  Despite this increase, 
the program can still serve only four percent 
of the children who qualify, and demand has 
increased by 23,000 children since 2002.      

In Moving Towards a System, IFF analyzed 
the Illinois Pre-Kindergarten program, which 
provided preschool care to at-risk children 
across the state.  In 2002, slots in this 
program could serve 33.7 percent of children 
below 185 percent of the Federal Poverty 
Level (FPL).  In 2006, the Illinois State Board 
of Education established the Preschool for All 
(PFA) program, which expanded funding 
under the existing PreK program.  Per 
language used in the Early Childhood Block 
Grant, the PreK and Preschool for All 
programs in this report are referred to only as 
Preschool for All, or PFA.  Like PreK, PFA 
gives first priority to at-risk children, but its 
overall goal is to provide access to ECE for 
all preschool-age children in Illinois.  The 
establishment of PFA increased the supply of 
preschool slots significantly, from 54,590 in 
2002 to 87,449 in 2010, and doubled the 
service level of at-risk children from 33.7 
percent to 66.3 percent. 

Early Care and Education in Illinois is 
comprised of three sections.  The first section 
provides a summary of the methodology used 
to identify areas with high need for care 
across the state, as well as a glossary of 
terms used throughout the report.  The 
second section highlights the counties, 
municipalities, and Chicago community areas 
with the highest overall need for investments 
in ECE.  The third section focuses on specific 
ECE programs and the communities most in 
need of slots by care type, followed by IFF's 
recommendations for stakeholders in Illinois 
on how to focus ECE resources to better 
serve Illinois families and children.  
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METHODOLOGY SUMMARY 
 

In 1997, IFF developed a methodology for 
assessing early care and education in a 
community by comparing demographic data 
against the location and capacity of ECE 
centers in the area.  In 1999, this 
methodology was used to determine need for 
care across the city of Chicago, and in 2003, 
it was applied to the counties and larger 
municipalities in Illinois.  By calculating 
specific demand for each type of care and 
comparing it to the supply in those programs, 
IFF's methodology provides geographic 
priorities of the need for various ECE 
programs, as well as for the overall need for 
care in Illinois counties, larger municipalities, 
and Chicago community areas. 

This point-in-time analysis compares early 
care and education supply (the capacity of a 
program) and demand (the number of 
children in need of care) to determine need 
for various ECE programs (see Determining 
Need for Care below).  Each community is 
given a rank based on this need in order to 
identify areas most in need of specific types 
of care.  These rankings are then combined 
to determine which communities have a high 
overall need across all ECE programs.  

This analysis assesses need for early 
childhood care in all Illinois counties,1 
municipalities with populations over 30,000, 
and Chicago community areas.  Determining 
need at each of these three geographic levels 
allows the relative need for ECE in each 
community to be compared against other 
similar communities.  Due to the city's size, 
the need for care in Chicago was analyzed at 
the neighborhood level in order to provide a 

                                                
1 In this analysis, Cook County includes only the 
county's suburbs and excludes Chicago in order 
to better highlight the need outside of the city.  

more meaningful assessment of need at 
smaller geographies.   

Demand and Supply 
The basis of this analysis is a comparison of 
supply and demand.  The supply in this report 
is the capacity of a child care program, based 
on the number of slots offered by a center, in 
a home, or through program funding.  It is the 
approximate number of children who can 
receive center or home-based care in a 
community.  The demand is a calculation of 
children who need care, using age ranges, 
income levels, and parental work status.  
Supply and demand are calculated 
separately for general care, Head Start 
programs, and PFA, and subcategories within 
these three program areas because each 
ECE program targets a distinct population.  

Demand 
Potential demand figures for general care are 
a combination of need for care in subsidy-
eligible families (families with a household 
income below 200 percent of the Federal 
Poverty Level) and non-eligible families 
(families with a household income above 200 
percent of the Federal Poverty Level).  The 
figures for determining need for care in 
subsidy-eligible families and non-eligible 
families are based on the Urban Institute’s 
National Child Care Survey (see Appendix B: 
Detailed Methodology for details).  Demand 
within these groups is also divided by age: 
infant and toddler (birth to age two), 
preschool (three to five), and all children (age 
five and under).  The demand totals for the 
subsidy-eligible and non-eligible families are 
added together within each age group to 
create a final demand for General Care.  

Potential demand for Head Start and Early 
Head Start is based on the number of 
children in the age range who meet the 
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income eligibility requirement for these 
programs.  Children age three to four2 whose 
families are below the Federal Poverty Level 
qualify for Head Start.  Children under age 
three whose families are below the Federal 
Poverty Level qualify for Early Head Start. 

Potential demand for Preschool for All is 
based on a combination of factors.  Children 
with ‘at risk’ status receive preferred 
admission to the program.  Many factors are 
taken into consideration, including poverty, 
language isolation, risk of academic failure, 
and disabilities.  However, because many of 
the factors for ‘at-risk’ status are difficult to 
quantify, this analysis uses low-income 
status, one aspect of qualification for the 
program, as an approximation of a group that 
is considered ‘at risk.’  Children who fall 
below 185 percent of the Federal Poverty 
Level are used as the potential demand for 
At-Risk Preschool for All.  Additionally, this 
program serves other children who choose to 
participate, and the long-term goal of the 
program is to serve all children age three and 
four who want to attend.  Therefore, all 
children in this age range are included in the 
potential demand for All Child PFA.  

Demographic data used to calculate demand 
was provided by IECAM3  and the US 
Census American Community Survey.  More 
information about data sources can be found 
in Appendix C.  

Supply 
Supply data, or number of slots available in 
each type of early care and education 
program, include slots in general care, Head 
Start and Early Head Start, and Preschool for 

                                                
2 Technically, children who have turned five can be 
enrolled in Head Start. The program only enrolls 
children for two years between the ages of 3 and 5, so 
using the totals of 3- and 4-year-olds approximates two 
years’ worth of children.  
3 Illinois Early Childhood Asset Map (IECAM) is a 
function of the University of Illinois at Urbana-
Champaign College of Education. 

All programs.  All supply data were obtained 
from IECAM.  

Supply for General Care is the number of 
slots available for children in each of the age 
groups listed above in licensed centers, 
license-exempt centers, and licensed family 
child care homes.4  There is no distinction 
between subsidized and non-subsidized slots 
in the supply data for these care facilities.  

Supply for Head Start and Early Head Start is 
the total number of children that these 
programs can enroll at any time based on 
funding from the U.S. Department of Health 
and Human Services Office of Head Start.  
Supply for Preschool for All is the number of 
children enrolled or proposed to be served in 
this program.  There is no distinction between 
slots for at-risk and all other children in the 
supply data for this program.  

Determining Need for Care 
Two measures, Service Level and Slot Gap, 
are calculated to gauge both the relative and 
absolute need for more ECE for each level of 
geography:  

• Service Level is the percent of 
children who can be served by 
existing slots. It is a relative measure 
of service provided. 

• Slot Gap is the number of children 
who cannot be served by existing 
slots.  It is an absolute measure of 
need.  

Each community is ranked by service level 
and slot gap for each type of care, with a rank 
of ‘1’ being the area with the most need.  
These relative and absolute ranks are 
weighted and combined into a subcategory 
rank to better represent the need for each 
                                                
4 This analysis does not include license-exempt home-
based care, also known as kith and kin care. Data on 
these slots can be unreliable; therefore, IFF focuses on 
regulated center-based and licensed home care, which 
tend to be more stable. 
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type of care.  The subcategory ranks are then 
weighted and combined into a composite 
program area rank.  These categories and 
subcategories are listed below: 

Table 1: Program Areas and subcategories 

Composite Program Area   Subcategory 

General Care  
General Care 0-2 
General Care 3-5 
General Care 0-5 

Head Start Programs  Head Start 
Early Head Start 

Preschool for All  At-Risk PFA 
All Child PFA 

 

The final step in the analysis combines the 
composite program area rankings for each 
type of care into a final rank that determines 
where there is the overall greatest need for 
ECE.  By combining the need for the three 
program areas, the final ranking provides a 
comprehensive picture of a community’s ECE 
assets and gaps, and offers an indication of 
how communities compare given their ability 
to meet potential demand across all early 
care and education programs.  The Top 10 
areas most in need of care for each 
geography are given special focus through 
this report. 

See Appendix B: Detailed Methodology for 
more information on the ranking system.  
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GLOSSARY/DEFINITION OF TERMS 
 
General Care – Early care and education 
provided by licensed child care centers, license-
exempt centers, and licensed family child care 
homes for families of all incomes. Age groups for 
general care from birth to age two (infant and 
toddler care), age three to five (preschool care), 
and all ages care (all children birth to age five).   

Head Start – A comprehensive development 
program for children from three to five years old 
living in families at or below the Federal Poverty 
Level or who receive public assistance.   

Early Head Start – A comprehensive 
development program for pregnant mothers and 
children under age three living in families below 
the Federal Poverty Level or who receive public 
assistance.  

Preschool for All (PFA) – A program funded by 
the Illinois State Board of Education (ISBE) that 
prioritizes high-quality educational programs for 
children who are determined to be at risk of 
academic failure, but accepts families of all 
income-levels. 

Subsidy-eligible families/children – Families 
that earn less than 200 percent of the Federal 
Poverty Level (FPL) based on the size of the 
family are eligible for child care subsidies. Please 
see the Methodology section for more detail on 
how IFF calculated the approximate number of 
subsidy-eligible children requiring child care.  

Licensed Child Care Centers – Child care 
facilities that are licensed by the Illinois 
Department of Children and Family Services.  
Licensing requirements include but are not limited 
to curriculum, staffing ratios and qualifications, 
and health and safety standards.  

License-Exempt Child Care Centers – Child 
care facilities that are not required to be licensed 
by the Illinois Department of Children and Family 
Services.  

Licensed Family Child Care Homes – Homes 
that are licensed by the Illinois Department of 
Children and Family Services to provide child care 
for more than three children, including the 
caregiver's own children, related, and unrelated 
children.  

Infant and Toddler Care – ECE for children 
between ages 12 weeks and 36 months.  

Preschool Care – Child care for children between 
three and five years of age. It generally does not 
include five-year-olds who are already enrolled in 
kindergarten.   

All Ages Care – Child care for children from birth 
to five years of age. It generally does not include 
five-year-olds who are already enrolled in 
kindergarten. 

Slot – A space for a child in a child care facility. 

Service Level – The percent of children in need 
of care who can be served by existing slots.  

Service Gap – The number of children in need of 
care who cannot be served by existing slots. 

Federal Poverty Level (FPL) – An income 
threshold based on family size set by the federal 
government, also known as the Department of 
Health and Human Services Poverty Guidelines.  
These income levels often determine eligibility for 
various federal programs, such as Head Start or 
Free and Reduced Lunch for school-age children. 

Table 2: The 2010 Poverty Guidelines for the 48 Contiguous States and the District of Columbia 

Persons in 
Family 

Poverty 
Guideline 185% FPL 200% FPL 

1 $10,830  $20,036  $21,660  
2 $14,570  $26,955  $29,140  
3 $18,310  $33,874  $36,620  
4 $22,050  $40,793  $44,100  
5 $25,790  $47,712  $51,580  
6 $29,530  $54,631  $59,060  
7 $33,270  $61,550  $66,540  
8 $37,010  $68,469  $74,020  

*For families with more than 8 persons, add $3,740 for each additional person. 
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37.8%

62.2%

Top 10 Counties

All Other Counties 
(92)

General Care 
Over one-third of the demand for general 
care for children age five and under is 
concentrated in the Top 10 counties.  
There are 64,645 children age five and 
under who cannot be served by the 
existing slots. 

 

     

 
 

Head Start Programs 
Almost 30 percent (39,418) of the 132,612 
slots needed in Head Start programs are in 
the Top 10.  In these counties, Head Start 
and Early Head Start programs only serve 
14.5 percent of those who qualify. This is 
well below the statewide service level of 24 
percent.

 

 

 

Preschool for All  
Over one-third, 37.8 percent, of the slot 
gap in the Preschool for All programs are 
in these 10 counties.  This leaves 
approximately 16,767 qualified children 
without access to this program.  In other 
words, 43.1 percent of the children who 
qualify for At-Risk PFA in these 10 
counties cannot be served by existing 
slots.   

35.5%

64.5%

Top 10 Counties

All Other Counties (92)

29.7%

70.3%

Top 10 Counties

All Other Counties (92)

Figure 2: Percent of Head Start and Early Head Start Slots 
Needed Across the State 

Figure 3: Percent of At-Risk Preschool for All Slots Needed 
Across the State 

Figure 1: Percent of General Care Slots Needed Across the State 
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Top 10 Municipalities with Populations Over 30,000  
Based on the evaluation of the 64 
municipalities in Illinois with populations over 
30,000, IFF has identified the ten 
municipalities with the highest overall need 
for early care and education.  These 
municipalities have significant need for 
several types of ECE programs, in many 
cases all three.  Aurora, for example, has a 
high need for all three programs and needs 
investments in all types of care.  Other 
municipalities, however, need more focused 
investments.  Streamwood, for instance, has 
a particularly high need for General Care 
(ranked second) and Head Start Programs 
(ranked eighth) but not for PFA (ranked thirty-
second).  In making decisions about ECE 

investments and expansions, stakeholders 
should target their resources to the gaps in 
care for their community. This data is 
delineated further in Appendix A.  

Table 4 lists the Top 10 municipalities and 
their ranks for each type of care.   

Map 2 shows the geographical distribution of 
the Top 10 municipalities in need of ECE 
resources.  Without exception, the Top 10 
municipalities are in the Chicago metro area.  
There has been significant population growth 
in many of these cities, and many of them 
have growing populations of low-income 
families.  

 

Table 4: Top 10 Municipalities with Rankings 

Final Rank Municipality 

General Care 
Composite 

Rank 
(50% Weight) 

Head Start 
Programs 
Composite 

Rank 
(25% Weight) 

Preschool for 
All Composite 

Rank  
(25% Weight) 

1 Addison  6 3 12 
2 Aurora  9 6 4 
2 Cicero  1 9 17 
4 Berwyn  5 22 2 
5 Chicago  3 21 9 
6 Joliet  4 26 3 
7 Hanover Park  11 2 14 
8 Calumet City 7 4 23 
9 Streamwood  2 8 32 

10 Bolingbrook  18 15 1 
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78.7%

21.3%

Top 10 Municipalities

All Other Larger 
Municipalities (54)

 

General Care 
For general care, 78.7 percent of the 
slots needed across the 64 
municipalities are in the Top 10.  Of the 
114,128 slots needed in all the 
municipalities, there are 89,804 slots 
needed in these 10 cities alone.  
Existing general care slots in these 
municipalities can only serve 45 percent 
of the demand for this type of care. 

 

 

 

 

Head Start Programs 
Children in families below the Federal 
Poverty Level in the Top 10 municipalities 
have very limited access to Head Start 
and Early Head Start.  Two-thirds of the 
slot gap in this program area is in the Top 
10.  These 10 cities only serve a quarter of 
the need, leaving 56,645 children who 
qualify for the program without a slot.

. 

 

  

Preschool for All 
Children who are considered at risk are 
particularly underserved in PFA programs 
in the Top 10 municipalities.  Just over half 
of the at-risk children in these cities have 
access to a slot in this program.  Almost 
three-quarters of the need for PFA care 
across all larger municipalities is in the 
Top 10 cities. 

67.0%

33.0%

Top 10 Municipalities

All Other Larger 
Municipalities (54)

71.3%

28.7%

Top 10 Municipalities

All Other Larger 
Municipalities (54)

Figure 5: Percent of Head Start and Early Head Start Slots 
Needed in 64 Municipalities in the Analysis 

Figure 6: Percent of At-Risk Preschool for All Slots Needed in 
64 Municipalities in the Analysis 

Figure 4: Percent of General Care Slots Needed in 
Municipalities 
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51.1%48.9%

Top 10 Community Areas

All Other Community 
Areas (67)

General Care 
Across Chicago, general care slots can 
serve less than half of the demand for this 
type of care by children age five and under.  
Comparatively, slots in the Top 10 can 
serve just one-quarter of the children in 
those community areas.  One-third of the 
need for more general care slots citywide 
falls into the Top 10 community areas; of 
the 65,530 slots needed across Chicago, 
21,120 of them are in these 10 
neighborhoods.  

 

Head Start Programs 
Children living in families below the Federal 
Poverty Level in the Top 10 community 
areas have very low access to Head Start 
and Early Head Start programs.  In these 
neighborhoods, 38.1 percent of children 
who qualify for Head Start and Early Head 
Start can be served by these programs, 
compared to 75.6 percent citywide.  
Between these two programs, one-third of 
the citywide slot gap falls in the Top 10.  
There are just 85 Early Head Start slots for 
over 10,000 qualified children, meaning that 
less than one percent of the children who 
qualify can access slots in these 
neighborhoods.   

 

Preschool for All 
Fewer than 30 percent of the at-risk children 
who qualify for PFA in these 10 
neighborhoods have access to this program, 
compared to almost 60 percent citywide.  Of 
all the PFA slots needed across Chicago for 
this program, over half are in these 10 
areas.  

 
 

32.5%

67.5%

Top 10 Community Areas

All Other Community Areas 
(67)

32.2%

67.8%

Top 10 Community 
Areas
All Other Community 
Areas (67)

Figure 7: Percent of General Care Slots Needed in Chicago 
Community Areas 

Figure 8: Percent of Head Start and Early Head Start Slots 
Needed in Chicago Community Areas 

Figure 9: Percent of Head Start and Early Head Start Slots 
Needed in Chicago Community Areas 



23 
 

TOP 10 AREAS WITH HIGHEST PROGRAM NEED 
 

Many counties, municipalities, and Chicago 
community areas have a high need for a 
particular program, even though they may not 
necessarily fall into the Top 10 areas with the 
highest overall need for care.  These areas 
have particularly high shortages of slots in 
one program while still providing sufficient 
care in another.  For example, Kendall 
County is ranked 41 overall.  It has relatively 
adequate general care service (ranked 59), 
but it has a significant shortage in Head Start 
programs (ranked 3).  Therefore, investment 
in the expansion of Head Start programs in 
this county should be given priority over other 
types of care, as well as over other counties 
with lower need for this program.   

New centers should be built in these Top 10 
counties, municipalities, and Chicago 
community areas that have no facilities or 
slots in a program.  Other areas should 
expand existing facilities or programs in order 
to better meet the large shortages in care.  
Appropriate investments should be made 
through community planning in order to best 
facilitate these developments and 
expansions.  
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General Care
General Care slots make up the majority of 
care across the state, with 70 percent of all 
ECE slots being provided by licensed 
centers, license-exempt centers, and licensed 
family child care homes.  These programs 
serve children of all ages and income levels, 
although some families with children in these 
programs are eligible for subsidized child 
care.   

Overall, general care slots for all children age 
five and under can serve 62.5 percent of the 
need for this type of care.  However, there is 
a significant shortage of infant and toddler 
care, with slots reserved for children from 
birth to age two only able to serve 34.2 
percent of the demand for that type of care.   

With a few exceptions, most communities 
have a shortage of general care, particularly 
for children under age three; across the state, 
there is a shortage of 167,250 slots for 
children age two and under.   

   

Counties 
All of the Top 10 counties in need of general 
care are smaller counties that are outside of 
the dense area of northeast Illinois, as shown 
in Map 4.  Although these counties have 
small populations, they still have children in 
need of care and have very little capacity to 
serve them, indicating that high density, 
urban areas are not the only places in need 
of additional ECE resources.  Alexander 
County, one of the least populous counties in 
Illinois, can serve only 8.3 percent of children 
from birth to age two, and 14 percent of 
children age five and under -- the second 
lowest service level in the state.  Small 
communities can still have gaps that are 
large, relative to the size of the population.  

Other counties have significant slot gaps.  
Five of the Top 10 counties (LaSalle, 
Macoupin, Boone, Vermilion, and Whiteside) 
need over 1,000 slots each of general care 
for children age five and under.  Only 37.5 
percent of the demand for general care can 
be served in the Top 10 counties; 12,219 
children lack access to care in these 
counties. 

Table 6: Top 10 Counties in Need of General Care 

Overall General 
Care Rank County 

General Care 
0-2 Rank 

(30% weight) 

General Care 3-5 
Rank 

(30% weight) 

General Care 0-5 
Rank 

(40% weight) 
1 LaSalle 1 1 1 
2 Bureau 5 2 5 
3 Macoupin 8 3 3 
4 Shelby 5 5 4 
5 Boone 2 12 2 
6 Vermilion 3 17 6 
7 Massac 13 11 7 
8 Alexander 18 7 8 
9 Whiteside 15 9 9 

10 Livingston 9 14 12 
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Municipalities 
All of the municipalities with the highest need 
for general care are in the Chicago metro 
area, as shown in Map 5, where there are 
significant gaps in general care service.  
These 10 communities need over 90,000 
slots of general care for children age five and 
under.  Although a large portion of this slot 
gap is in Chicago, other cities have high 
shortages; Joliet, Cicero, and Aurora need 
over 4,000 slots each to meet demand for 
children age five and under.   

Many of the Top 10 cities can serve only a 
small percent of the demand for general care 
services; none can serve more than 50 
percent of its demand.  Streamwood has the 
lowest service level of all municipalities at 

only 11.5 percent, creating a shortfall of over 
2,000 slots, while Cicero can serve just 20.7 
percent of demand, leaving a gap of over 
4,300 slots.   

General care for children from birth to age 
two is also severely limited in these 10 
municipalities; existing slots can serve only 
23.1 percent of the demand for infant and 
toddler care, leaving 66,748 children without 
access to slots.  Addison and Streamwood 
have the lowest service levels for this type of 
care, each with the ability to serve only nine 
percent of the demand.  

 

Table 7: Top 10 Municipalities in Need of General Care 

  

 
Overall General 

Care Rank Municipality 

General Care 0-2 
Rank 

(30% weight) 

General Care 3-5 
Rank 

(30% weight) 

General Care 0-5 
Rank 

(40% weight) 
1 Cicero  1 1 2 
2 Streamwood  4 3 1 
3 Chicago  3 6 6 
4 Joliet  1 11 4 
5 Berwyn  7 4 5 
6 Addison  8 9 3 
7 Calumet City 15 2 9 
8 Tinley Park  14 7 8 
9 Aurora  6 15 10 

10 Romeoville 9 14 11 
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Map 5: Top 10 Municipalities with Population Over 30,000 with Highest Need for General Care
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Chicago Community Areas 
The Top 10 Chicago community areas in 
need of general care are clustered on the 
northwest and near southwest sides of the 
city, as shown in Map 6.  These 10 
community areas can collectively serve 24.6 
percent of their demand for general care of 
children age five and under, compared to the 
citywide service level of 47.4 percent. 
Brighton Park has the lowest service level for 
this type of care at just 15.6 percent, leaving 
a slot gap of 2,149.  Belmont Cragin's slot 
gap of 3,298 is the highest in the city, with 
1,220 slots for 4,518 children in need of care.  

The service level for infant and toddler care in 
the Top 10 is half that of children age five and 
under, with just 13 percent of children under 
age three able to be served by existing slots.  
These 10 neighborhoods collectively need 
14,204 slots to meet the demand for infant 
and toddler care.  Albany Park can serve only 
6.5 percent of the demand for this care, with 
just 90 slots for 1,384 children.  Brighton Park 
is close behind with a service level of eight 
percent and a shortage of 1,156 slots.  

 

Table 8: Top 10 Chicago Community Areas in Need of General Care 

 
  

Overall 
General Care 

Rank Community Area 

General 
Care 0-2 

Rank 
(30% weight) 

General 
Care 3-5 

Rank 
(30% weight) 

General 
Care 0-5 

Rank 
(40% weight) 

1 Belmont Cragin 6 1 2 
2 Brighton Park 9 2 1 
3 Albany Park 1 8 3 
4 Englewood 2 6 4 
5 South Lawndale 3 7 6 
6 Chicago Lawn 8 4 5 
7 Irving Park 5 13 7 
8 Portage Park 14 3 8 
9 Gage Park 7 9 9 
10 New City 18 5 10 



Map 6: Top 10 Chicago Community Areas with Highest Need for General Care
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Municipalities 
Twenty-five of the 64 municipalities analyzed 
in this report have no Head Start or Early 
Head Start slots, although all of these cities 
have children who live in families below the 
Federal Poverty Level.  Six of these 
municipalities are in the Top 10.  Together, 
the Top 10 municipalities, as shown in Map 8, 
can serve just four percent of all qualified 
children these programs; 12,751 slots are 
needed to meet the demand for Head Start in 
these cities.   

One of the municipalities in the Top 10 is 
Naperville, which is a sharp contrast to its 
rank of 64 out of 64 for general care.  

Although the city's median household income 
is $107,000, there are still many low-income 
families in Naperville, and many of them do 
not have access to programs like Head Start 
that are tailored specifically for at-risk 
children.  There are 439 children whose 
families are below the Federal Poverty Level 
who are not receiving Head Start or Early 
Head Start care.  Other traditionally affluent 
cities, such as Glendale Heights and Skokie, 
cities with median household incomes of 
$73,000 and $70,000, respectively, also have 
low-income populations that need these 
programs.   

 

Table 10: Top 10 Municipalities in Need of Head Start Programs 

Overall Head 
Start Programs 

Rank Municipality 
Head Start Rank 
(66.67% weight) 

Early Head Start 
Rank 

(33.33% weight) 
1 DeKalb 2 9 
2 Hanover Park 3 12 
3 Addison 4 15 
4 Calumet City 11 5 
5 Glendale Heights 7 14 
6 Aurora 6 19 
7 Naperville 8 20 
8 Streamwood 10 17 
9 Cicero 5 29 

10 Skokie 1 38 
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Chicago Community Areas 
There is considerable demand for Head Start 
and Early Head Start care across Chicago, 
with 63,261 children living in families that fall 
below the Federal Poverty Level.  However, 
despite the documented demand for these 
programs, there are just 19,900 existing slots, 
which can serve 31.5 percent of the demand.  
In the Top 10 community areas, shown in 
Map 9, the service level is considerably 
lower, with just 11.9 percent of qualified 
children who qualify able to enroll in the 
programs, leaving 13,857 children without a 
slot.   

Although all of the Top 10 community areas 
have Head Start slots, they do not nearly 
meet the need for this type of care.  Portage 
Park, for example, has just 31 slots available 
for over 300 children.  Belmont Cragin can 

serve 21.4 percent of the demand, but it still 
has a slot gap of 739, the highest in the city.   

There is also a significant need for Early 
Head Start slots in Chicago.  Citywide, 
twenty-five community areas have no Early 
Head Start slots, five of which are in the Top 
10.  Four of the Top 10 (West Ridge, Brighton 
Park, Greater Grand Crossing, and Auburn 
Gresham) each have fewer than 10 slots and 
service levels below one percent, and need 
new centers.  Four Top 10 community areas 
(West Ridge, Belmont Cragin, Greater Grant 
Crossing, and Auburn Gresham) need over 
1,000 slots each.  The Top 10 community 
areas can serve just 0.3 percent of the 
demand for Early Head Start in these 
neighborhoods.  

Table 11: Top 10 Chicago Community Areas in Need of Head Start Programs 

   
Overall Head 

Start Programs 
Rank Community Area 

Head Start 
Rank 

(66.67% 
weight) 

Early Head Start 
Rank 

(33.33% weight) 
1 West Ridge 1 5 
2 South Chicago 3 2 
3 Albany Park 4 1 
4 Belmont Cragin 2 8 
5 Brighton Park 4 10 
6 Greater Grand Crossing 8 6 
7 Portage Park 6 14 
8 Auburn Gresham 7 13 
9 Irving Park 11 7 

10 South Shore 17 3 



Map 9: Top 10 Chicago Community Areas with Highest Need for Head Start Programs
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Preschool for All
Preschool for All focuses on providing high-
quality educational programs for children who 
are determined to be at risk of academic 
failure.7  These risks include low income, 
developmental disabilities, birth to teenage 
mothers, and other factors.  Each child is 
screened on an individual basis for the 
program, and other families whose children 
are not considered to be at risk that choose to 
participate are also served by this program.  
The state's eventual goal is to serve all three 
and four-year-olds whose families choose to 
enroll them.  

The 87,449 existing PFA slots can serve 66.3 
percent of the 131,864 children below 185 
percent of the Federal Poverty Level, the 
threshold used in this analysis to approximate 
'at-risk' status (see Appendix B: Detailed 
Methodology for more details).  If all children 
ages three and four were to choose to 
participate in this program, those slots could 
serve just 24.7 percent of the 354,118 
children in this age range.   

                                                
7 "Early Childhood Education," Illinois State Board 
of Education. http://www.isbe.net/earlychi/. 
Accessed 6/9/11. 

Counties 
Much of the need for PFA is concentrated in 
northeast Illinois in the densest counties 
around Chicago, as shown in Map 10.  Only 
half of the at-risk children in the Top 10 
counties in need of PFA can be served by 
existing slots in this program.  DeKalb has the 
lowest service level at just 35.6 percent.  
These counties have a high collective slot 
gap, with 23,112 slots needed to meet the 
demand for this type of care.  Much of this 
gap, 9,243 slots, is in Suburban Cook 
County.  Five other counties (Kane, Will, 
McHenry, Lake, and DuPage) have slot gaps 
of 1,000 or higher, with Kane County short 
nearly 4,000 slots.   

 

Table 12: Top 10 Counties in Need of Preschool for 
All 

Overall 
Prescho
ol for All 

Rank County 

All Child 
Preschool 

for All 
Rank 
(20% 

weight) 

At-Risk 
Prescho
ol for All 

Rank 
(80% 

weight) 
1 Kane 5 1 
1 Will 1 2 
3 McHenry 3 4 
4 DeKalb 10 3 
5 Lake 4 5 
6 DuPage 2 6 

7 
Suburban 
Cook 6 7 

8 Tazewell 8 8 
9 Logan 15 10 
10 Iroquois 18 12 
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Map 10: Top 10 Counties with Highest Need for Preschool for All
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Municipalities 
All but one of the Top 10 municipalities in 
need of PFA is near Chicago, as shown in 
Map 11.  The service level for these 10 
municipalities is 52 percent, but several of 
these cities have service levels that are much 
lower.  Crystal Lake has no PFA slots to 
serve the 376 at-risk children who qualify for 
this program, while Bolingbrook has just 19 
slots for 1,094 at-risk children, for a service 
level of just 1.7 percent.  Berwyn is close 
behind with the ability to serve only 5.3 
percent of the demand for this type of care.   

 

These municipalities are relatively large, and 
therefore have significant slot gaps.  
Together, the Top 10 have a shortage of 
26,595 slots for at-risk PFA, with the majority 
in Chicago, which needs 17,457 slots to meet 
the demand for at-risk children.  Six other 
municipalities (Bolingbrook, Berwyn, Joliet, 
Aurora, Peoria, and Elgin) each need over 
1,000 slots to meet the demand for this 
program. 

 

Table 13: Top 10 Municipalities in Need of Preschool for All. 

Overall PFA 
Rank Municipality 

All Child 
Preschool for 

All Rank 
(20% weight) 

At-Risk 
Preschool for All 

Rank 
(80% weight) 

1 Bolingbrook 1 1 
2 Berwyn 4 2 
3 Joliet 5 3 
4 Aurora 8 4 
5 Palatine 11 5 
6 Peoria 14 6 
7 Crystal Lake 13 8 
8 Elgin 21 9 
9 Chicago 18 11 
9 Naperville 12 15 
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Map 12: Top 10 Chicago Community Areas with Highest Need for Preschool for All
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CONCLUSION  

 

Early Care and Education in Illinois provides 
data and tools for communities and 
stakeholders to direct early care and 
education resources where they are most 
needed.  By supporting the development and 
expansion of ECE facilities, stakeholders in 
turn support working families and young 
children as they prepare to enter 
kindergarten.   

Gaps in care exist in most counties, 
municipalities, and Chicago community 
areas.  Families with infants and toddlers, 
especially those with low incomes, have few 
options for care; Early Head Start slots can 
serve just four percent of qualified children, 
and general care slots for children under age 
three can serve only a third of the demand.  
Low-income and at-risk children have limited 
access to programs developed for these 
families.  Just over half of children eligible for 
Head Start and two-thirds of children 
considered at-risk and given priority for 
Preschool for All have access to these 
programs.   

Stakeholders should use the data provided in 
Early Care and Education in Illinois to guide 
targeted investment, as outlined below, to 
communities across the state that have the 
highest need for care in order to have the 
greatest impact on the lives of children and 
working families.  

 
The Top 10 counties, municipalities, and 
Chicago community areas with the highest 
overall need should be prioritized as the best 
locations for new ECE centers.  These areas 
have high relative and absolute need for slots 
across the various types of care and many 
have no slots in some programs.  
Investments in new ECE facilities will have 
the greatest impact in these areas.  The 

shortages in care here leave many families, 
especially low-income families, with few 
options for affordable care.  Stakeholders 
should further consult the data tables to 
pinpoint specific program area shortages in 
these communities. 
 
The Top 10 counties, municipalities, and 
Chicago community areas with the highest 
need for program-specific care should be 
considered as potential locations for 
additional investments in new and expanded 
centers.  These communities have a specific 
need for one type of care, such as Head Start 
or Preschool for All.  The slot gaps in 
programs that target low-income children 
deserve particular emphasis because these 
families generally have no other child care 
options. In addition to needing care for their 
children so parents can work, these programs 
are often the only avenue available for 
children to access the fundamental building 
blocks for future educational success. In 
many Top 10 areas there are no existing 
facilities for these programs, and new centers 
need to be built in order to provide much-
needed care.  Other communities have 
limited facilities and would benefit from 
community planning and coordination with 
stakeholders to identify how to expand 
existing resources to meet the significant 
need for these programs.  The data and 
tables in the report can be used to target the 
investments necessary to fill the significant 
gaps that exist in communities for specific 
programs. 
 
Investment in infant and toddler care should 
be a statewide priority, starting with the 
inclusion of infant and toddler care in new 
and expanded ECE centers in communities 
with high overall and program-specific need.  
For children under age three, there is a 
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severe shortage of ECE slots and the 
educational opportunities they offer—one that 
goes far beyond the Top 10 counties, 
municipalities, and Chicago community 
areas.  Existing general care slots can only 
serve one-third of children from birth to age 
two who need care.  Early Head Start can 
serve only four percent of low-income 
children from birth to age two.  Although the 
priority areas for ECE investment 
recommended in this report present a 
strategic opportunity to begin to fill these 
gaps, much more will need to be done.  

Additional investments should be made to 
expand infant and toddler care throughout the 
state, in part by considering a conversion of a 
portion of existing slots to serve children in 
this age range.  To begin this process, the 
State of Illinois should initiate a dialogue 
among ECE stakeholders to determine how 
to better coordinate the combined state and 
federal ECE programs required to expand 
this category of care. 
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