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Smart Start Workforce Grants  

 In February 2023, Governor JB Pritzker announced his plans for Smart Start Illinois, a 

multi-year plan to provide every child with access to preschool, to increase funding 

for Child Care Providers to raise wages and classroom quality, and to reach more 

vulnerable families with early support. Smart Start Illinois is a big next step in making 

Illinois the best place to raise children with a clear and ongoing commitment to 

children, families, teachers, and Child Care Providers.

 Through Smart Start Illinois, the state is poised to invest in Smart Start Workforce 

Grants that will help programs raise wages for personnel. The proposed Start 

Workforce Grants program was informed by robust engagement of those working in 

and utilizing the system. 



Smart Start Workforce Grants  
 Smart Start Workforce Grants offer child care programs stable, ongoing funds that they need to cover costs and invest in quality staff 

without burdening families by raising tuition or Child Care Assistance Program (CCAP) co -pays. Eligible programs receive consistent 

funding in advance, and funds will cover the cost of higher wages and operating a classroom. Programs receiving these grants will be 

required to pay classroom staff a wage floor. These competitive wages will help to attract more staff and meet parents’ needs at a rate 

that they can afford.

 Smart Start Workforce Grants build on previous investments in the child care field in Illinois, including the Child Care Restoration 

Grants, Strengthen and Grow Child Care Grants, and Smart Start Transition Grants, currently in effect through September 2024. Over 

the past three years, Illinois has transitioned from programs designed to stabilize the field during a pandemic to programs d esigned to 

support investments in the child care workforce. The next step -- Smart Start Workforce Grants – will directly raise program wages 

across the field.

 Governor Pritzker's proposed investment in Smart Start Workforce Grants requires appropriation from the Illinois General Asse mbly.

 Round 1will open July 1st-July 31st, 2024, to submit your application! 

 If your program receives Head Start funding, you cannot apply for this grant. Only programs operated with CCAP and private pay 

tuition can receive funding from Smart Start Workforce Grants. If Head Start is offering your program ONLY resources/information you 

can apply! 



Agenda (copy of the power point/ handouts/resources will 

be dropped in the chat at the end of the presentation) 

Comparison: Transition Grants vs. Smart Start Workforce Grants  

Grant Eligibility 

Enrollment Eligibility 

Review Wage Floor  

Grant Schedule/Timeline & Reporting 

Potential Audits   

How to Prepare: Checklist including Unique Entity Identity (UEI) Number  

Question and Answers 

Technical Assistance 

Upload Day with METC  

METC Disclaimer: This information is obtained from the Illinois Gateways to Opportunity Website. 

The information in this presentation has not been altered by METC. Information is subject to 

change based on Illinois Gateways to Opportunity and the state of Illinois 



Comparison Chart  



History and Growth of Smart Start Grants



Comparison: Transition Grants vs. Smart Start 

Workforce Grants 



Grant Eligibility 



Grant Eligibility: Smart Start Workforce Grants, 

contingent upon state appropriations, will be 

available for programs:

✓ Licensed as family child care, or family group child care.

✓ Licensed and caring for children by the first of the month prior to the opening of applications. For 

example, if the application opens on July 1, 2024, programs must be licensed, open, and caring for 

children by June 1, 2024.

✓ That operate as a full-day, full-year program offering eight consecutive hours of care per day, five days 

per week, 47 weeks per year.

✓ For family child care HOME- at least 1 child in CCAP with a minimum of 4 children enrolled (1 child needs 

to be CCAP) and for family child care GROUP 2 CCAP children with a minimum of 4 children enrolled (2 

children needs to be CCAP) and funded by CCAP in any month in the year prior to submitting an 

application (e.g., any one month between January 2023 – the date of application). 

✓ A provider’s own children count toward the program enrollment requirement if the provider is caring for 

that child during part or all of the program day. 

✓ Family Child Care Group and Home can include children that receive the following subsidies: CCAP, DCFS 

Foster Care Child Care Payments and military child care subsidies 

✓ Other eligibility requirements may apply. INNCCRA will notify the Family Child Care Provider* 



Additional FAQs on Eligibility 

 Programs must currently participate in CCAP at time of application.

 Programs must operate full-day and full-year, defined as a program that is open and offering at least eight consecutive hours of care per day, five 

days per week, 47 weeks of the year. Based on this, a program can only be closed five weeks of the year. If your program closes over the summer 

in June/July you will not be found eligible. 

 There is no requirement that programs must have received previous grants to be able to apply for Smart Start Workforce Grants .

 Programs that are not currently eligible for Smart Start Workforce Grants will have the opportunity to apply in a future roun d when the program 

meets eligibility requirements. For example, if you are not currently caring for Child Care Assistance Program (CCAP) childre n, you can begin 

enrolling and caring for CCAP children. Once your program meets the enrollment percentages, you may apply in a later round.

 If you apply for round 1 and then no longer care for CCAP children in a future round  your program will not lose eligibility if your CCAP enrollment 

falls below the threshold during the grant year. In the first year of Smart Start Workforce Grants (State Fiscal Year 2025), this includes the time 

between October 2024 – June 2025. In this case, providers are encouraged to work with their local CCR&R to recruit new CCAP -enrolled families 

as you will need to meet the CCAP threshold for the following grant year. 

 There is no requirement that programs must have received previous grants to be able to apply for Smart Start Workforce Grants .

 This is not a competitive grant. If your program is found eligible you will receive the grant funding. 



Enrollment Eligibility    



Enrollment Eligibility
 Smart Start Workforce Grants are designed to support staffing in 

family child care. Award amounts support staffing assumptions that 

meet or exceed licensing regulations. For Smart Start Workforce 

Grants, a classroom must contain a minimum number of children, 

determined by the age of children. These minimums are not a ratio 

like those in child care licensing regulations, nor are they required to 

maintain licensing with DCFS. Rather, these are conditions of the 

Smart Start Workforce Grant program.

Family Child Care 
Home

1 CCAP CHILD UNDER 
THE CHILD CARE 
SUBSIDY PROGRAM  

4 TOTAL ENROLLED 
CHILDREN 

Family Child Care 
Group Home

2 CCAP CHILDREN 
UNDER THE CHILD 
CARE SUBSIDY 
PROGRAM 

4 TOTAL ENROLLED 
CHILDREN 



Classroom Listings/Classroom Card 

 Within the Gateways Registry Director Portal, programs will be required to create a 

classroom card. For the purposes of Smart Start Workforce Grants, a Family Child Care or 

Family Group Child Care program will be considered “one classroom.” Programs will 

include the number of children enrolled into the program on the classroom card. Programs 

must also upload an enrollment list at time of Smart Start Workforce Grant application and 

future quarters’ opt-in that includes the first Initial, last Initial, and age of each child in your 

program. These will be required to show proof of program enrollment.

 Update Classroom Listing/Classroom Card. Please review this article/helpful link: 

https://inccrra.zendesk.com/hc/en-us/articles/15152383787924-Updating-Classrooms

https://inccrra.zendesk.com/hc/en-us/articles/15152383787924-Updating-Classrooms


Limited Waivers 
 Some programs may not be able to meet the classroom minimums due to their structure or a temporary drop in enrollment. To pro vide 

flexibility in these cases, Smart Start Workforce Grants will offer waivers from the minimum enrollment.

 Programs may apply for a limited waiver or an annual waiver for classrooms that do not meet enrollment minimums.

 Limited waivers: Programs requesting a waiver from the classroom enrollment minimum requirement due to low enrollment, lack of 

staff, or other reasons may request a waiver.

• Family Child Care/ Family Group Child Care programs: Programs may be granted one waiver in a grant year.

• Programs granted a limited waiver will receive the same grant award amount per classroom.

 Annual waivers: Programs requesting a waiver from the classroom enrollment minimum requirement due to limited space and capacity

may request an annual waiver. Requesting programs must provide their DCFS licensing letter to demonstrate the licensed capaci ty for 

any classrooms requesting the annual waiver. If the DCFS licensing letter is not available, a statement from DCFS confirming the

licensed capacity for the relevant classroom(s) will suffice.

 Family Child Care/ Family Group Child Care programs with annual waivers are not eligible for assistant funding.

 The annual waiver option will be reviewed each fiscal year and programs will update the required documentation.

 Please email Illinois Gateways to Opportunity to request or obtain more information about limited waivers: grants@inccrra.org

mailto:grants@inccrra.org


Wage Floor     



Wage Floor - Family Child Care Based Program

 New to Smart Start Workforce Grants is a wage floor. A wage floor is a wage that grantees must meet or exceed for 

staff. It is different from the legally required minimum wage. For Smart Start Workforce Grants, the wage floor is a 

requirement that programs agree to when they accept the grant. For Family Child Care and Family Group Child 

Care programs, the provider/owner will have discretion in the use of funds as income. As a sole proprietor running 

a child care business, the provider/owner is part of the workforce. The provider/ owner can use these funds as 

income or reflect the funds as profit and are not required to meet a wage floor. However, if the provider employs an 

assistant, they must meet the required wage floor for assistants. See the wage floor section below for frequently 

asked questions specific to the wage floor. 

 The wage floors are set by the same county groupings as those of the Child Care Assistance Program 

reimbursement rates. These groupings account for the cost of living and other factors that differentiate pay and 

resources across the state of Illinois. 



Family Child Care 
Home/Group Staff 

Eligibility 

 Family Child Care Provider 

Home/Group 

 Family Child Care Assistance 

Home/Group employed by a 

family child care program or 

family group child care program

 No substitutes 



Grant Award Timeline 

& Reporting     



Smart Start 

Workforce 

Grant Award 

 Programs that participate in the Smart Start Workforce Grant program will receive the following amounts for each 

quarter that they opt in and are deemed eligible. Family Child Care and Family Group Child Care programs will receive 

a base award of $2,250 and additional funding if they have an assistant, based on the number of hours the assistants’ 

work. Programs with one assistant working less than 20 hours will receive $2,250 quarterly. Programs with one to two 

assistants working a combined 20-60 hours per week will receive $4,000 quarterly and programs with two or more 

assistants working a combined 60 or more hours per week will receive $5,750. (See chart below) Funding will be 

provided in advance of each quarter. There will be 3 funded quarters for the first year of the program (October -

December 2024, January - March 2025, and April - June 2025). Family Child Care and Family Group Child Care 

programs will be eligible for the following grant awards:

• All Smart Start Workforce Grants funding must be used toward salaries or wages. The provider 
can use additional funding to raise wages above the wage floor or provide income to owners



Smart Start Workforce Timeline



Smart Start Workforce Definitions 

 Application/Opt-In Period – This is the time that the application will be available in the Programs Director Portal for completion. To be 

considered for a Smart Start Workforce Grant in an application period you must have the application completed and submitted w ithin this time 

frame. We encourage programs to apply earlier than the deadline. Once a program has been found eligible the program must only opt-in to 

receive grant funding in additional rounds each fiscal year. 

 Deadline for Documentation – As your application is reviewed if you are missing a piece of required documentation, or if additional 

documentation is needed for eligibility, a grant specialist will communicate what is needed by email and that documentation m ust be 

submitted by this date to be considered. We encourage programs to submit required documentation when first requested to allow plenty of 

time to correct any missing or incorrect documentation before the deadline. 

 Funding Release – This provides the month that the funding is mailed to the program. This is dependent on INCCRRA receiving funding from 

the state. Funding Use Period – This provides the months that the grant funding must be used within. This also provides the mont hs that 

programs must meet the wage floor for assistants. 

 Quarterly Reporting Deadline – Programs must complete the required quarterly reporting in the Directors Portal by this date. Pending 

budget appropriations for FY26, the timeline for grants starting July 2025 will look similar and run four rounds covering the full fiscal year 

through June 2026.



Reporting
 All participating Family Child Care and Family Group Child Care programs will be required to upload their Schedule 

C Tax form showing program expenses annually. Family Child Care and Family Group Child Care programs that 

receive a higher grant amount for employing an assistant must also provide payroll documentation to confirm that 

they paid assistants at or above the Smart Start Workforce Grant required wage floor. This is designed to help 

INCCRRA and IDHS-DEC to understand the impact and success of the Smart Start Workforce Grant program. 

 Providers will also complete a short narrative report about the impact on their program, including enrollment and 

staffing questions. This narrative report will be like the narrative required under Smart Start Transition Grants and 

is designed to help INCCRRA and IDHS-DEC to understand the impact and success of the Smart Start Workforce 

Grant program. Lastly, programs will be required to complete and upload a receipt of funding letter that is provided 

by INCCRRA when their check is mailed. This confirms that they are accepting the grant funding .

 If you applied for Smart Start Transition you must complete reporting for round 1, 2, & 3



Possible Audits 

F A M I L Y  C H I L D  C A R E  P R O V I D E R S  H A V E  R E C E I V E D  A U D I T S  F R O M  P R E V I O U S  S M A R T  

S T A R T  G R A N T S  R O U N D .  C O M M O N  R E Q U E S T S  A R E  P A Y  R O L L  R E P O R T S ,  T I M E C A R D  

R E P O R T S ,  O R  C O M P A N Y  L E D G E R  T O  S H O W  B O N U S / G R A N T  W A S  P R O V I D E D .  O R  I F  

Y O U  A R E  T H E  O N L Y  E M P L O Y E E  A  B A N K  S T A T E M E N T  W A S  R E Q U E S T E D  T O  S H O W T H E  

F U N D I N G  W A S  D E P O S I T E D  I N T O  Y O U R  B A N K  A C C O U N T .  

B E S T  P R A C T I C E :  K E E P  A  R E C O R D / C O P Y  O F  Y O U R  P A P E R W O R K / B A N K  S T A T E M E N T S .  

K E E P  T R A C K  O F  Y O U R  P A Y R O L L  I F  Y O U  H A V E  S T A F F  T O  S H O W  B O N U S  W A S  

P R O V I D E D .



Check List & Unique 

Entity ID  (UEI)     



How to Prepare: Checklist 
Funding for Smart Start Workforce Grants is currently pending approval of the Illinois General Assembly, but you can begin to prepare today for 

Smart Start Workforce Grants. Use the checklist below to ensure you have all the required documentation ready to go. 

The following items are required to complete a new Smart Start Workforce Grant application:

❑ Access to the Gateways Registry Director Portal

❑ Unique Entity ID

❑ Completed W9

❑ corporations, partnerships, and Limited Liability Companies (LLCs) – a current and valid Illinois Secretary of State Certificate of Good 

Standing

❑ Consider how your program manages payroll and set up a plan for how the program will report payroll documentation to prove th e wage 

floor requirements are met. This will be required quarterly.

❑ Review wages in your program and determine the amount needed to increase wages to at least the wage floor. 

❑ Review your classroom enrollment, making sure the classroom will meet the enrollment minimums set for Smart Start Workforce 

Classrooms.  Update your classroom listing/create classroom card. Link for helpful article: https://inccrra.zendesk.com/hc/en-

us/articles/15152383787924-Updating-Classrooms

❑ Make sure all reporting for any previous grants is complete and accepted. This will include Child Care Restoration Grants, Ch ild Care 

Workforce Bonus, Strengthen and Grow Child Care Grants, and Smart Start Transition Grants. 

❑ Applications must be submitted online through the Gateways Director Portal. Mailed applications will not be accepted. 

https://inccrra.zendesk.com/hc/en-us/articles/15152383787924-Updating-Classrooms


Director’s Portal



Access to the Gateways Registry Director Portal: For assistance you 

can call: (309) 557-1818 or email: registryhelp@ilgateways.com

 In order to access the Gateways Registry Director Portal, you must complete an Authorized Program 

Contact Access Request Form. This form serves as official documentation of the individual(s) for 

each early learning and development program site that have access to the portal. Access to the 

Director Portal is valid for 1 year and must be renewed annually. You will receive an email the month 

before your access expires. Simply fill out a new form to renew your access.

 Please keep the following in mind as you complete the form:

• There must be a primary contact person listed. The primary contact person is the one who will be 

allowed to make changes to the authorized contact(s) for their program.

• In order to have access to the Gateways Registry Director Portal, the contact must have a Registry 

Member ID and be a current Registry Member. If requesting access to the Director Portal but you do 

not provide a Registry Member ID, Gateways is not able to set up that access.

https://registry.ilgateways.com/images/documents/APC_Access_Form.pdf


Authorized Program Contact Access Request Form

https://registry.ilgateways.com/images/documents/APC_Access_Form.pdf


Unique Entity ID: It may take a couple of weeks to 

receive your UEI  

 Website Sam.Gov Link: SAM.gov | Entity Registrations (Instructor please open this link and review the website)

 UEI Tip Sheet:  https://www.ilgateways.com/docman-docs/smart-start/2918-uei-tip-sheet

 Register Your Entity or Get a Unique Entity ID. On the Sam.Gov website you can apply for UEI, renew, or check 

your entity status. Must be renewed every year (365 days). May take 10 days till a couple of weeks to 

receive your UEI. 

 There is also registration FAQ’s, resources and a support video for review. 

 Technical Assistance Contact Information: Monday-Friday 8am-8pm Eastern Standard Time (EDT)  

Website link: https://www.fsd.gov/gsafsd_sp

Contact Number: 866.606.8220

https://sam.gov/content/entity-registration
https://www.ilgateways.com/docman-docs/smart-start/2918-uei-tip-sheet
https://www.fsd.gov/gsafsd_sp


Completed W9 

 IRS Link: 

https://www.irs.gov/pub/irs-pdf/fw9.pdf


Corporations, Partnerships, and Limited Liability Companies (LLCs) – a current and valid 

Illinois Secretary of State Certificate of Good Standing

 (Instructor please 

click on the link to review the website)

https://www.ilsos.gov/departments/business_services/business_searches.html


Appeal Process 

Information 

 If you get denied for round 1: please visit the Illinois 

Gateways to Opportunity Website to learn how to 

start your appeal process: Smart Start Workforce 

Grants - Gateways to Opportunity (ilgateways.com)

 Please keep track of any correspondence emails from 

Illinois Gateways to support your appeal process.   

 The appeal setup should be similar as the previous 

Smart Start Transition Grant appeal process, 

remember to check the website for more information! 

https://www.ilgateways.com/smart-start/smart-start-workforce-grants


Questions about eligibility?: We 

will unmute participants 1 by 1, or 

you can enter in your questions in 

the chat. We will discuss 

technical assistance on the next 

slide: Resource Hand Out with 

information and website links 

(Please Drop in the Chat)  



P L E A S E  R E Q U E ST  TA  W I T H  M E TC N O  L AT E R  T H A N  

J U LY  2 2 N D  B E F O R E  R O U N D  1  C L O S E S !  D R O P  TA  L I N K  I N  T H E  C H AT    



P L E A S E  S U B M I T  Y O U R  R E Q U E S T  F O R  U P L O A D  D A Y  N O  L A T E R T H A N  J U L Y  8 T H Y O U  

W I L L  R E C E I V E  A  P H O N E C A L L / E M A I L / A N D  A  F R I E N D L Y  T E X T  R E M I N D E R  

A B O U T U P L O A D  D A Y  A N D  Y O U R  T I M E  S L O T :  Y O U  W I L L  N E E D  Y O U R D O C U M E N T S  

R E A D Y .  Y O U  D O  N O T  N E E D  T O  D O  1 : 1  T A  F O R U P L O A D  D A Y ( D R O P  U P L O A D  D A Y  

L I N K  I N  T H E  C H A T


