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TENNESSEE DEPARTMENT OF HUMAN SERVICES 
 

SUMMARY OF LICENSING REQUIREMENTS FOR CHILD CARE CENTERS 
 

This summary is a guide for parents of children in child care centers.  It outlines some of the requirements child care 
providers must meet in order to be licensed.  The Department of Human Services is legally responsible for licensing 
child care centers with 13 or more children.  The purpose of licensing is to protect your child.  Questions about 
these requirements or concerns about an agency’s compliance should be referred to the local DHS office.  You may 
ask your provider to see the complete set of center rules or you can access the rules through the Department’s 
website at: http://state.tn.us/humanserv 
 
Ownership, Organization, and Administration 
• Every child care center shall have an on-site director. 
• General liability, automobile liability and medical 

payment insurance coverage shall be maintained on the 
operations of the child care agency’s facilities and 
vehicles. 

• Enrollment of children under six (6) weeks of age is 
prohibited. 

• Children shall not be in care for more than twelve (12) 
hours in a twenty-four (24) hour period except in special 
circumstances. 

• Written documentation that the parent performed an on-
site visit to the agency to review the agency’s facility and 
child care policies & practices prior to enrolling the child. 

• A copy of the agency’s policies, procedures, and the 
Department’s Summary of Licensing Requirements shall 
be supplied to the parent upon admission of the child. 

• Parents shall be permitted to see the professional 
credential(s) of staff upon request. 

• During operating hours, parents shall be permitted 
immediate access to their children. 

• Children shall be signed in and out of the center by the 
parent or other person specifically authorized by the 
parent or the appropriate staff person. 

• Children’s Records 
• Written consent for emergency medical care. 
• Written plan stating to whom the child shall be 

released. 
• Written transportation agreement between parent 

and the center regarding daily transportation. 
• Daily attendance that includes time in and time out 

for each child. 
• Prior written permission of parent for each off-site 

activity. 
• The records of any child who is five (5) years old in 

an agency which lacks approved kindergarten 
status shall include a signed acknowledgment by 
the child’s parents that recognizes that the child’s 
attendance does not satisfy the mandatory 
kindergarten prerequisite for the child’s enrollment 
in first grade. 

• Incidents, accidents and injuries shall be reported to the 
parent as soon as possible, but no later than the child’s 
release to the parent or authorized representative. 

• Incidents, accidents and injuries to children shall be 
documented immediately and must include: date & time 
of occurrence, description of circumstances, and actions 
taken by agency. 

• The agency or agency staff shall not disclose or 
knowingly permit the use by other persons of any 
information concerning a child or family except as 
required by law. 

• During hours of operation the current license and agency 
report card shall be posted near the main entrance in a 
conspicuous location. 

Supervision 
• All areas of the building and grounds shall be visually 

inspected for children prior to closing the agency for the 
day. 

• Children six (6) weeks through nine (9) years of age: 
• Adult must be able to hear the child at all times, be 

able to see the child with a quick glance, and be 
able to physically respond immediately. 

• Exception: during mealtime an adult must be in the 
direct sight and sound of children ages six (6) 
weeks through five (5) years of age, not in 
kindergarten, while the child is eating. 

• Children ten (10) years of age and older: 
• Adult must know the whereabouts and activities of 

the children at all times. 
• Each child shall be greeted and received by  a 

specific caregiver who will have ultimate 
responsibility for their supervision and care. 

• When children leave a caregiver’s assigned area 
and go to another, the center shall implement a 
system to track the whereabouts of each child and 
recognize the transfer of responsibility from one 
caregiver to another. 

• When children ages ten (10) and above are grouped 
with children under ten (10) the minimum supervision 
requirements for children six (6) weeks through nine (9) 
years shall apply. 

• When more than twelve (12) children are present on the 
premises a second adult must be physically available on 
the premises. 

• When more than twelve (12) children in first grade and 
above are present, a separate group, space and 
program shall be provided for them. 

• Each child must be on roll in a defined group and 
assigned to that group with a specific caregiver(s). 

• Infants shall not be grouped with children older than 
thirty (30) months, and a separate area shall be provided 
for them. 

• Children shall be kept with the same group throughout 
the day and shall not be moved, shuffled, or promoted to 
a new group until required based upon the 
developmental needs of the child, however 
• Groups, excluding infants & toddlers may be 

combined for short periods for special activities of 
no more than thirty (30) minutes per day 

• Groups, excluding infants & toddlers may be 
combined for up to one (1) hour at the beginning & 
end of the day as outlined in the A:C ratios: 

 
 



Revised July 6, 2009 2

Ratio Chart - First/Last Hour of Each Day Only 
Group Size ► 10 15 20 

2.5 – 12 Years 1:10   
3 – 12 Years  1:15  
4 – 12 Years   1:20 
• A:C ratios must be maintained while children are indoors 

and on the playground. 
• A:C ratios and group sizes may exceed the required limit 

by up to ten percent (10%) no more than three (3) days 
per week, provided however: 
• Infant & toddler groups may never exceed the 

required ratios & group sizes. 
• The licensed capacity of the classroom may not be 

exceeded. 
• Adult:Child ratio and grouping chart: 
Age of children at                              Minimum             Maximum 
beginning of school year                 Adult:Child Ratio           Group Size 
 
Infants (6wks. - 15 mos.)  1:4    8  
Infants/Toddlers (6wks. - 30 mos.) 1:5   10 
Toddlers (12 mos. - 30 mos.)  1:6  12 
2 years (24-35 mos.),   1:7  14 
2 –4 years    1:8  16 
2 ½ - 3 yrs. (30 - 47 mos.)   1:9  18 
2 ½ - 5 yrs.    1:11  20 
2 ½ - 12 yrs.   1:10   10 
3 years    1:9  18 
4 years    1:13  20 
3 - 5 yrs.    1:13  22 
4 - 5 yrs.    1:16  24 
5 years    1:16  20 
5 - 12 yrs.    1:20  No Max 
School-Age (K & above)   1:20  No Max 

• Ratios can be relaxed during naptime and nighttime care 
but one (1) adult must be awake and supervising the 
children in each nap/sleeping area (infant/toddler ratios 
must be maintained). 

• Supervision During Off-Site Activities 
• A:C ratios for preschool children doubled during off-

site activities. 
• A:C ratios for school-age children during off-site 

activities must equal the number of trained 
caregivers required in the classroom plus additional 
adults:   

Number of 
Children 

Trained 
Caregivers 

Additional 
Adults 

Total Adults 
Required 

1 - 20 1 1 2 
21 – 30 2 1 3 
31 – 40 2 2 4 
41 - 50 3 2 5 

• A minimum of two (2) adults is required for any off-site 
activity. 

• Supervision During Swimming: 
           Age Group   Ratio 
Infants (6wks – 12 mos.) 1:1 
Toddlers/Twos (13 – 35 
mos.) 

1:2 

Three Year Olds 1:4 
Four Year Olds 1:6 
Five Year Olds 1:8 
School-age & Above 1:10 
• Group swimming is not prohibited but it is also not 

recommended due to the high risk. 
• Sudden Infant Death Syndrome Precautions: 

• Infants positioned on backs when placed in crib for 
sleeping. 

• Soft bedding is prohibited for infants to avoid risk of 
smothering. 

• Infants touched by caregiver every fifteen (15) 
minutes in order to check for breathing and body 
temperature. 

Staff 
• At least one adult available on the premises at all times 

during child care hours must be able to read & write 
English. 

• Caregivers must be at least 18 years of age. 
• Staff under 18 years must be supervised by an adult 

while in the presence of children. 
• Each group of children must have at least one caregiver 

present who has a high school diploma or equivalent. 
• Substitutes providing services for 36 or more hours in a 

calendar year must have a physical and a criminal 
background check. 

• Volunteers can not be used to meet the adult:child ratios 
unless they meet the qualifications for substitutes. 

• Criminal background checks are required for employees 
who have contact with children. 

Equipment for Children 
• Individual lockers or cubbies, separate hooks and 

shelves or other containers, placed at children’s 
reaching level, shall be provided for each child’s 
belongings. 

• In infant/toddler rooms, equipment and space shall be 
provided for climbing, crawling, and pulling without the 
restraint of playpens or cribs. 

• Indoor equipment, materials, and toys shall be available 
to provide a variety of developmentally appropriate 
activities so that each child has at least three (3) choices 
during play time. 

• Climbers, swings and other heavy equipment must be 
anchored even if they are designed to be portable. 

• Resilient surfacing is required in fall zones around 
playground equipment. 

• A quiet rest area and cots or mats shall be available for 
all children who want to rest but no child shall be forced 
to nap. 

• For health & safety reasons each crib, cot, bed or mat 
shall be labeled to assure that each child naps on his 
own bedding. 

Program 
• Each caregiver shall be responsible for providing 

consistent care for a specific infant(s)/toddler(s) which 
includes but is not limited to: planning, and record-
keeping for the child, communication, general interaction 
with and routine care of the child. 

• Children shall not be left in restraining devices such as 
swings, car seats, or high chairs (in excess of thirty (30) 
minutes).  Stimulation shall be provided to children in 
those settings. 

• Programs, movies, computer games, and music with 
violent or adult content (including “soap operas”) shall 
not be permitted in children’s presence. 

• If television, video tapes/DVDs, video/computer games, 
and/or movies are used, they shall be limited to two (2) 
hours per day, or the length of a movie if more than two 
(2) hours in the case of school-agers. 

• Other activity choices  shall be available to children 
during television/movie viewing or computer use. 

• An opportunity for outdoor play shall be extended to 
children of all ages who are in care for more than three 
(3) daylight hours unless outdoor play is prohibitive.  
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• Children shall be provided an opportunity for outdoor 
play when the temperature range, after adjustment for 
wind chill and heat index, is between thirty-two (32) 
degrees and ninety-five (95) degrees Fahrenheit and not 
raining; children shall be properly dressed and the length 
of time outside adjusted according to the conditions and 
the age of the child. 

• During outdoor play caregivers shall be alert for signs of 
dehydration, heat stroke, frostbite, etc., dependent upon 
the season. 

• Spanking or any other type of corporal punishment is 
prohibited. 

• Discipline that is potentially shaming, humiliating, 
frightening, verbally abusive, or injurious to children shall 
not be used. 

• Discipline shall not be related to food, rest, or toileting. 
• Staff shall plan ahead for developmentally appropriate 

activities; written lesson plans shall be provided for 
children of each age group. 

• For ages three (3) though school-age, a curriculum shall 
be offered that shall include instruction, at least once a 
year, in personal safety – parents notified of and given 
an opportunity to review the curriculum. 

• For school-age children the curriculum shall include 
instruction on reporting physical, verbal or sexual abuse. 

Health & Safety 
• Children shall be checked upon arrival and observed for 

signs of communicable disease during the day. 
• Symptomatic children shall be removed from the group 

until parents are contacted and health issues are 
resolved. 

• At least one staff with certification in first aid and one 
certified in CPR on duty at all times. 

• The agency, in consultation with appropriate local 
authorities, shall develop a written plan to protect 
children in the event of disaster. 

• All home/work contact numbers for parents shall be 
readily available to all staff. 

• Impetigo and diagnosed strep shall be treated 
appropriately for 24 hours prior to readmission to the 
center. 

• Children diagnosed with scabies or lice shall have proof 
of treatment and be free of nits prior to readmission. 

• Serious injuries  or signs of serious illness shall be 
reported to the parent immediately to arrange for 
emergency treatment. 

• Accidents, injuries, and every sign of illness shall be 
reported, or a reasonable attempt made to report, to the 
parent as soon as possible, but no later than the child’s 
release to the parent or authorized representative. 

• All medications, prescribed and non-prescribed, shall be 
received from the parent by a designated staff person or 
management level staff person. 

• Medication shall never be handled by children or 
administered in bottles or infant feeders unless 
authorized by a physician. 

• All medications shall be inaccessible to children. 
• Unused medication shall be returned to the parent. 
• Smoking is not permitted in the presence of children. 
• The use of alcoholic beverages is not permitted in child 

care centers during the hours of operation of the center. 
• Firearms shall not be on the premises of a child care 

agency, in any vehicle used to transport children or in 
the presence of a child. 

• Staff’s personal belongings(purses, backpacks, coats, 
etc.) shall be inaccessible to children at all times. 

• For the protection of children and adults, the Centers for 
Disease Control guidelines for handwashing and 
diapering procedures shall be followed. 

• If older children are enrolled who lack independent 
toileting abilities, rules regarding diapering of preschool 
children shall apply; they shall be changed in a location 
designated for that purpose and which provides privacy 
from other children and adults. 

• In order to avoid the spread of airborne diseases 
children shall be positioned on mats in a face to feet 
alternating pattern during naptime. 

• All staff, substitute staff, volunteers are required to 
immediately report any reasonable suspicion of child 
abuse or neglect. 

Food 
• If any agency provides meals, the agency shall provide 

developmentally appropriate meals, snacks, and drinks 
for each child that are of sufficient proportions and 
nutritional value to meet each child’s health needs. 

• A meal shall be offered to children who arrive before 
7:00 a.m. and have not had breakfast at home. 

• All special needs diets shall be prepared as prescribed 
by a physician or by the written instructions of the 
parent. 

• Staff shall support and facilitate a parent’s decision to 
continue breast feeding. 

• Children shall not be permitted to carry a bottle with 
them throughout the day. 

• Caregivers and children shall wash their hands with 
soap and water. 

• At mealtime, children shall be seated at tables and 
chairs of appropriate size, and adults shall sit with them. 

• Frozen breast milk shall be dated when expressed. 
• All formulas remaining in bottles after feeding shall be 

discarded. 
• Microwave ovens, bottle warming devices, and crock 

pots, including cords, shall not be accessible to 
preschool children. 

• School-age children shall use microwaves only under 
direct supervision. 

• Previously opened baby food jars shall not be accepted 
in the center. If food is fed directly from the jar by the 
caregiver, the jar shall be used for only one feeding. 

• Children shall never be left without adult supervision 
while eating. 

• Home canned food and raw milk are prohibited. 
Physical Facilities 
• All facilities shall annually pass an inspection verifying 

compliance with all applicable state and local fire and 
environmental requirements. 

• At least one (1) working, land-line telephone shall be 
present in the agency. 

• If used, answering machines/voice mail shall be 
monitored at thirty (30) minute intervals except when 
staff and children are off premises. 

• Parents informed that answering machines/voice mail 
are used. 

• A minimum of thirty (30) square feet of usable indoor 
play space must be provided for each child. 

• Outdoor play areas shall contain a minimum of fifty (50) 
square feet of usable play space for each child using the 
area at one time. 

• Window blind cords and electrical cords on equipment 
shall be inaccessible to children. 
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• All rooms used by children shall be maintained at a 
temperature of between 68 to 78 degrees by means of 
heating, cooling or ventilation sources approved for use. 

• Swimming pools and/or wading pools shall not be used 
without prior approval by the Health Department. 

• If animals or birds are kept in classrooms as pets, they 
shall be caged away from the food storage and 
preparation area, and cages kept clean. 

Transportation 
• An adult must be in the vehicle whenever a child is in the 

vehicle. 
• A passenger log with the first and last name of each 

child shall be used to track the loading and unloading of 
children during transport. 

• If the child was loaded from home, the parent or other 
authorized person will additionally sign the log indicating 
that the child was placed on the vehicle. 

• The log shall be updated as children are released from 
the vehicle. 

• When the child is released to a parent or other 
authorized person, that person must sign the log 
indicating the release of that child to them. 

• Immediately upon unloading the last child the driver 
must walk through the vehicle to confirm that all the 
children are off the vehicle. 

• If a monitor was on the vehicle they shall walk through 
the vehicle as well. 

• A designated agency person who did not ride on the 
vehicle shall also conduct a walk through of the vehicle. 

• Drivers must obtain certification from Department of 
Safety. 

• Drivers must submit to an annual health examination 
and pass a drug screening test. 

• Drivers and monitors have certification in CPR and First 
Aid. 

• All child care vehicles designed by the manufacturer to 
carry ten (10) or more passengers must be inspected by 
the Department of Safety. 

• Effective January 1, 2007 all child care vehicles 
designed to carry ten (10) or more passengers must 
conform to the Federal Motor Vehicle Safety Standards 
for school buses. 

• Child passenger restraints must be used in accordance 
with state law. 

• Signage that includes the agency name and phone 
number and the Department’s toll-free Child Care 
Complaint phone number must be on child care vehicles. 

• Children shall not spend more than forty-five (45) 
minutes traveling one way to or from the agency’s facility 
or to and from school (this provision does not apply to 
field trips). 

Care of Children with Special Needs 
• When children with disabilities are enrolled, all 

reasonable and appropriate efforts shall be made to 
provide each child an equal opportunity to participate in 
the same program activities as their peers. 

• The agency shall have written individualized emergency 
plans for each disabled child who requires more 
assistance in emergencies. 

Sick Child Care 
• This type of care includes the supervision, protection, 

and meeting the basic needs of children who have short 
term illness, symptoms of illness, or who have a medical 
or technological dependency that requires continuous 
nursing intervention. 

• Agencies that provide sick child care either as an 
exclusive service or as a component of an existing child 
care service must comply with additional rules specific to 
this type of care. 

 
You can access the Department’s website at: 

 
http://state.tn.us/humanserv 

 
A wealth of child care information can  be found on the 
Department’s website. 
 
 You can: 
• Learn more about the rules 
• Learn more about the types of regulated care 
• Locate a child care provider 
• Learn more about the Report Card and Star Quality 

Program  
• Locate the local child care licensing office 
• Review the current personal safety curriculum 
• View recent correspondence to providers 
• Read about new initiatives 
• Locate the nearest child care certificate office 
• Find info on choosing child care 
• Locate a resource and referral center 

 
And much more! 

________________________________________________ 
 

Child Care Center Rules 
 
The full set of the official child care center rules can be found 
on the Secretary of State’s Web Site: 
 

http://state.tn.us/sos/rules/1240/1240-04/1240-04.htm 
________________________________________________ 

 
Report Card & Star Quality Program 

 
http://tnstarquality.org 

________________________________________________ 
 

Child Care Resource & Referral Centers 
 
Currently, there are eleven CCR&R centers located 
throughout the state.   The centers help parents find the 
type of care that is best for their child or children.  These 
community resources also give providers technical 
assistance to better serve the children in their care.  
Contact information for the CCR&R centers can be found 
on the Child Care Services web page. 
________________________________________________ 

 
Child Care Resource & Referral – Complaint Hotline 

 
NASHVILLE AREA:  615-313-4820 
LONG DISTANCE:  1-800-462-8261 

 
If you have a concern about an existing child care 
agency or wish to report an illegal operation you can call 
the Department’s complaint hotline. 
________________________________________________ 

 
Department of Children’s Services 

Report Child Abuse or Neglect Hotline 
1-877-237-0004 


