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Minnesota is losing more child
care providers amid rising
costs and sticky red tape

More than 4,000 licensed in-home providers
have called it quits over the last decade

BY HANNAH YANG
MPR News

NORTH MANKATO,
Minn. — More in-home
child care providers in
Minnesota are shutting
their doors, and many day
care centers are closing,
too, leaving thousands of
parents scrambling to find
places for their children to
stay while they work or
attend classes.

According to the state
Department of Human
Services, more than 4,000
licensed in-home child
care providers have called
it quits over the last
decade, creating a crisis in
which families are in need
of affordable child care
options, but providers say
rising costs make it unsus-
tainable to stay open with-
out raising prices even
higher.

Amanda Rieder is one
of them. The 32-year old,
of rural Tyler — a small
southwest Minnesota
town of just over 1,100
people — says she’s end-
ing her in-home child care
services after eight years.
As she went through all of
her supplies, toys, equip-
ment, getting it all cleaned
up, sanitized and ready for
sale or donation, she said
it wasn’t an easy decision
for her to make.

“Just as I'm packing
things up, I hear the kids
say, ‘Oh, I loved playing
with that, I'm gonna miss
playing with that,”” Rieder
said. “It’s gonna be so sad
to just even hear the
laughter and the noises of
the children playing every
day. I'm definitely going to
miss that.”

Rieder became an in-
home child care provider
out of necessity, when she
needed child care for her
son after her own provider
closed her business. After
a month of searching, Rie-
der couldn’t find any other
arrangement that fit her
budget, work schedule and
location.

“Ineeded somebody to
watch my child,” she said.
“I had no means of being
just a stay-home mom,
either. So, I needed some-
thing with income as
well.”

Over the past eight
years, Rieder took in
6-week-old newborns to
kids up to 12 years old.
She said she benefitted
from being able to watch
her own children while
working at home.

“I just love watching the
children grow, learn and
play,” she said. “Every-
body has their tough days,
but those good days defi-
nitely overpower the few
bad days that we all have.”

But love is not enough
to pay the bills and child
care providers across

Minnesota are struggling
to stay afloat.

In 2014, there were close
t0 10,000 licensed family
child care programs oper-
ating in Minnesota,
according to the state
Department of Human
Services. By the end of
2024, that number had
plummeted to just 5,781,
meaning about 40% of in-
home child care providers
closed their doors over the
last 10 years.

The remaining pro-
grams provide more than
68,340 child care slots,
according to the annual
report by the Office of the
Ombuds for Family Child
Care Providers. But that’s
a fraction of the space
that’s needed.

There are multiple rea-
sons in-home child care
providers are closing up
shop. The first is rising
expenses. Overhead costs,
including maintenance
work to make sure the
child care spaces are up to
code, liability insurance,
utilities and other expens-
es are all rising. Tack on
another $800 to $1,500
more each month for gro-
ceries, and Rieder said it
just got to be too much.

“Even just craft supplies
and your curriculum to
provide for your younger
kids before they head off
to preschool or kindergar-
ten, it’s just so expensive,”
she said. “We don’t neces-
sarily get a whole lot of
help from the state to help
provide those fundings.”

But what finally drove
Rieder to quit was what
she called the “excessive”
regulations to maintain
her child care license. She
says the state’s rule chang-
es often made her take on
more paperwork to docu-
ment every single trip she
takes with the children to
the park, library or gro-
cery store.

“I have regulations that
I have to follow and num-
bers I have to stay within,”
she said. “Paperwork I
would have to have on the
children. Just ... there’s so
much.”

Rieder knows how hard
it is for parents right now
finding quality, affordable
child care. She was in
their shoes too — and the
demand for affordable
options hasn’t waned. Her
waitlist was always filled,
and the problem, she said,
is only getting worse.

Rieder says the demand
is so high and space so
limited, that many parents
are trying to plan preg-
nancies around child care.

“People shouldn’t have
to schedule their timeline
to have children based on
our availability, they
should be able to have
children when they're
ready,” she said. “I’ve also

experienced with some
families that have also
wanted to expand their
family size and have more
children, but the availabil-
ity for day care is just not
there, and that’s just sad.
They want to give their
kids more siblings, and
they can’t.”

Minnesota is the third
most expensive state in
the country for child care,
with costs here averaging
about $1,900 a month for
an infant, according to the
Economic Policy Institute.
That’s $9,474 more per
year than the cost of in-
state tuition for four-year
public college, and 31%
more than average cost of
rent in the state, according
to EPI.

It’s a fragile web that
affects both providers and
parents, such as Kristi
Van Otterloo, 33, of St.
Peter, who has experi-
enced losing child care
twice.

The first time was back
in December, 2022. Before
giving birth to her daugh-
ter, Van Otterloo had
secured an infant care
spot but then later discov-
ered via social media that
her day care center was
closing. And while she
was eventually able to find
care for her daughter, it
only lasted until July 2024.

“I got a message from
this day care provider say-
ing that she ended up hav-
ing to close her in-home
day care that she had just
opened because her HOA
was complaining about
the noise of children dur-
ing the day,” Van Otterloo
said. “So, that again, left
us scrambling.”

Now, Van Otterloo says
she’s able to find more
affordable child care
because her daughter is
older. She understands
why it’s difficult for cen-
ters to stay open, and even
seeing ads seeking child
care employees makes her
worry about losing day
care again.

“It always makes me
nervous, because I'm like
‘What if they don’t find
staff? What if they don;t
find people to hire? Like,
are they going to have to
close?” She said. “So it’s
just it’s almost like, just
the feelings from it hap-
pening before that I'm
constantly on edge about
it.”

Not in the right
ball park

Miranda Bapp under-
stands those feelings well,
but from the other side.
She’s worked in three day
care centers, and while
she’s currently taking a
break from the field, Bapp
is thinking about opening
a day care center of her
own.

“I'll always be in child

care as long as the kids
are there, because you’ll
find me at the kid table,”
Bapp said. “That’s just
where I want to be.”

But, before opens her
own child care facility, she
wants to see changes.
More providers and day
care operators are leaving
the profession from burn-
out, stricter licensing reg-
ulations and the low pay.

Bapp says even with the
state investing grants and
funds into shoring up day
care centers, many are
still closing. They have
difficulty attracting and
retaining workers even as
parents pay more for child
care.

“Infants are 260 [dollars]
a week, toddlers are 245
[dollars] a week, preschool
is 235 [dollars] a week,”
Bapp said. “But our staff,
our main core people who
take care of the children
in this [profession] are
making some of the low-
est paid rates than any
business profession that
we have ... I mean, you
can go make $18 an hour
at McDonald’s ... but my
aides only make about $15
an hour.”

Bapp has been on both
sides as a day care worker
and director, and as a par-
ent. She says losing in-
home providers directly
affects commercial day
care centers.

“There will be more
intake and more children
looking for placement and
looking for care so that
families can continue to
work, but there’s no spots
available in the centers
that we already have
open,” she said.

And the problem cannot
be solved by continuing to
raise costs for parents to
increase child care worker
pay, Bapp says.

“I think we need to fig-
ure out how to get those to
equal ... cost less for our
parents so that they can
continue to work and they
can continue to have care
be provided to their chil-
dren, while also bringing
up the pay we give our
staff,” Bapp said.

It’s a problem that Bapp
says Minnesota hasn’t
even gotten close to fixing
— especially for how long
the child care crisis has
persisted.

“I don’t think we're
even walking towards the
right ball park,” she said.
“I think we’re still trying
to figure out if we're
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talking about football or
baseball.”

Child care crisis is
‘still in a downward
spiral’

In 2023, the Minnesota
Legislature committed to
investing $1.3 billion over
four years in early child-
hood education and care.
It aimed to expand access
to programs and increase
early learning scholar-
ships for low-income
families.

This source of funding
also included new spend-
ing to address the early
childhood workforce
shortage by helping to
boost pay and benefits.

But that significant
state investment hasn’t yet
staunched the exodus of
child care providers.
While state figures show
the number of closures
has slowed, providers con-
tinue to leave the
profession.

Lisa Thompson of the
Office of the Ombuds for
Family Child Care Provid-
ers said the state is still
trying to figure out what’s
causing in-home providers
to quit and day care cen-
ters to close.

“People want to do this
work,” Thompson said.
“But, they also have to be
able to afford to feed their
families and provide a
decent living for their own
households. Parents with
young children really bear
the brunt of the costliness
of providing care for
young children.”

She also says she hears
from providers around the
state about the pressures
and frustrations lead so
many of them to head
towards the exits, includ-
ing complex licensing
laws, immense workloads,
and the high costs of code
violations and penalties.

“It’s become a full-time
job to remain compliant
with licensing laws as a
single person caring for a
group of children,”
Thompson said. “We want
their focus to be on caring
for the children and pro-
viding excellent care and
programming — not doing
paperwork.”

And it is something,
Thompson says, that’s not
sustainable for the
industry.

“Over the past 20 years,
there’s been a real shift
from licensing, being a
supportive resource for
people operating a family
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Miranda Bapp, 33, of North Mankato and her son Westley Jyrkas, 4, play at Spring

Lake Park on Aug. 28. She worked in three day centers throughout her early childhood
education career.

child care to the more reg-
ulatory focus of license
enforcement,” she said.
”It’s long hours. There’s
no benefits, high stress,
and really, there’s an avail-
ability of less stressful,
less risky, higher paying
jobs at the ready for peo-
ple to make their living in
other ways.”

Five years ago, the state
surveyed hundreds of
child care license holders
who had shut down their
programs prior to 2020.
Now, Thompson said her
agency is conducting a fol-
low-up survey of the hun-
dreds more family child
care providers that have
closed up shop within the
last five years, asking
about the factors that led
to them to leave the
profession.

The survey will be
active for the next two
weeks. Thompson said the
report will be ready by the
end of 2025, and the state
will follow up with focus
groups. One thing that she
says is already clear is
that “the financial public
investment alone hasn’t
reversed the downward
trend.”

“There’s something
we’re missing, because the
trend is still in a down-
ward spiral,” she said.
“So, hopefully with this
survey we’re going to
identify some of those
other factors that haven’t
been apparent, maybe for
policy changes or law
changes to our invest-
ments, to reverse that
trend and really protect
families’ options for care
for their young children.”

Thompson said that
there needs to be targeted
investments in order to
make meaningful child
care reform. Part of that,
she says, is understanding
the importance of early
childhood education and
development. That respon-
sibility, Thompson added,
falls on everyone.

“I think that’s really a
sign of how we look at our
broken view of what child
care is,” she said. “The
majority of a child’s brain
and setting them up for a
lifetime of learning is
formed and developed in
those first five years. Yet,
we’re comparing [and]
expecting that to be a
lower cost than a college
education.”

This story was originally
published on MPRNews.org.
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