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Chapter 3 
Early Care & Education: Need and Capacity 

The Need for 
Early Care & 
Education 

Of the total 77,108 
children aged birth to 12 
years residing in Santa 
Barbara County, 35,415 
are estimated to need 
early care and education 
services because their 
parents are working, are 
in school or training, or 
have other reasons for 
wanting early care and 
education services. Of 
the children estimated 
to need1 care, 6,528 
are infants or toddlers 
(birth-2 years), 12,873 
are preschoolers (3-5 
years) and 16,037 are 
school-age (6-12 years).  
Table 12 below shows 
the number of children 
by age in each zip code 
and region estimated to 
need care. 
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Early Care & Education Capacity 

Children are enrolled in a variety of settings while their parents are working or attending school or training: informal care by 
family, friends or neighbors; licensed family child care homes; licensed early care and education centers; or license-exempt 
school-aged programs.  In Santa Barbara County, just as in the rest of California and the nation, many parents depend on 
informal, unlicensed care for their children while they are working or otherwise unable to provide parental care.  While no 
data are available for Santa Barbara County, it is estimated that in California, almost one-third of children under the age of 
five with employed parents are cared for in informal settings (also referred to as family, friend and neighbor care).  Such 
care is unregulated except for caregivers who receive a public subsidy as payment for providing care.  Caregivers other than 
grandparents, aunts and uncles who receive public subsidies as payment must go through the state-operated TrustLine 
background check.  

This report focuses on licensed programs, which are regulated and monitored by the Department of Social Services, 
Community Care Licensing Division, and school-based license-exempt settings, but also includes data on some subsidized 
programs such as CalSAFE, CalWORKs and the Alternate Payment Program, which may be license-exempt or include 
subsidized children in informal care settings. Table 13 below shows the number of spaces by age group served and program 
type for each zip code and region of the county. 
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Need Capacity 

There are 17,930 early care and education spaces in Santa Barbara County, in licensed centers and family child care homes, 
and in school-based license exempt programs for school-age children. 

About 48% of these spaces are dedicated to preschool-age children, 43% are for school-age children, and less than 8% are 
available for infants and toddlers.  The early care and education spaces reported here are in one of three settings: licensed 
family child care homes, where children receive care and education services in a private home licensed for either 8 or 14 
children; they are in a licensed child care center; or they are enrolled in a school-based program serving larger numbers of 
children, which is determined by space and staff available.  In Santa Barbara County 23% of the spaces are in family child 
care homes and 77% are in early care and education centers or school-based programs.  No data are available on the num-
bers of children cared for in informal, unregulated settings (family, friend and neighbor care) in Santa Barbara County; but it 
has been estimated that in California almost one-third of children under the age of 5 needing care are in informal settings.  

Overall, the number of early care and education spaces countywide has decreased since the 2010 “Early Care and Education 
Now” report by 1,245 spaces. 

The number of infant-toddler spaces in early care and education centers increased from 366 in October 2009 to 566 in 
October 2015, an increase of almost 55%.  However, the overall capacity for infants and toddlers falls far short of the need.  
Preschool spaces in centers decreased by almost 5%, from 6,675 in 2009 to 6,347 in 2015.  School-age spaces decreased by 
about 2% from 2009 to 2015, with a drop from 7,007 to 6,865. 

The largest decrease in capacity in Santa Barbara County was in family child care homes, which dropped from 5,127 potential 
spaces in 2009 to 4,152 in 2015. 

Early Care & Education 
Need vs. Capacity 

Although there has been a decrease in capacity for Early Care and 
Education over the past five years, the need continues to grow. The 
following chart shows the overall need and capacity by age group for 
Santa Barbara County. We are serving only slightly more than 50% of 
children aged birth to 12 years who need care. Figure 2 below shows the 
overall need versus capacity in the County. 
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In Santa Barbara County, there are two children needing care 
for every space available. The table below demonstrates the 
need by age group and region. The greatest deficit is for in-
fants and toddlers (children birth to 2 years old), with almost 
five babies needing care for every space available.  Before- 
and after-school care, for children 6-12 years of age, became 
more accessible when the After School Education and Safety 
programs were funded by the State starting in 2005, but 
there are still more than 7,000 school-age children county-
wide for whom no formal care is available. The capacity for 
preschool-aged children (3-5 years) is somewhat better than 
for the other age groups, with space for about two-thirds of 
children of that age group. 

6,528 8,682 7,753 

Critical Findings 

√ There is still a critical shortage of licensed early care and education spaces for all age groups of children in 
Santa Barbara County. 

√ The greatest shortage is for infant-toddler spaces. 

√ The greatest decline of available spaces in the past five years has been in family child care homes. 

√ The number of school-age spaces increased with the inception of the After-School Education and Safety 
programs but there is still a serious shortage of regulated spaces for school-age children. 

√ Many children are cared for in unregulated settings where there is no monitoring of basic health and safety 
standards or program quality.  The quality of any early care and education program is critical for children’s 
positive outcomes.  See Chapter 1 and Chapter 6 for information about early care and education program 
quality in Santa Barbara County. 
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