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risk of school failure. Children in poor-quality child
care have been found to be delayed in acquiring language and reading skills and to display more aggression
toward other children and adults.4
Unfortunately, low-income families, families with
infants, school-age children, and children with special
needs, as well as families working non-traditional hours,
have tremendous difficulties finding care. Preschool and
school-age programs are particularly scarce in lowincome communities. Children in low- and moderateincome families are more likely to be cared for in settings that do not meet quality standards.5
Even when quality care is available, the cost is often
beyond the reach of many of the low-income families
whose children most need these services:

Quality early care and education and after-school activities help families work and children succeed. For lowincome families, safe, stable, affordable child care may
make the difference between climbing out of poverty
and falling deeper into it. Children from low-income
and disadvantaged families in particular benefit from
quality early education experiences. Unfortunately, most
low-income families do not have access to quality,
affordable child care.

Statistical Portrait
The strong economy and the work requirements in the
1996 welfare law have created a tremendous need for
quality child care. In 1999, 67 percent of low-income
single parents were working, compared with 63 percent
in 1997.1 Four in ten children under age 5 of employed
mothers with incomes below 200 percent of the federal
poverty line are in child care for 35 hours or more a
week.2 These children are in a wide variety of settings,
including center-based care, family child care homes,
relatives and friends.
In response to the needs of families, states and the
federal government have made significant investments
in child care, Head Start, and prekindergarten programs.
A study of 16 states found that state spending on child
care grew dramatically between 1997 and 1999.3
Nevertheless, the lack of a comprehensive and cohesive
system of early care and education designed to meet the
needs of families leaves parents, particularly those in
low-income communities, struggling to find safe, stable,
and affordable child care.
Child care not only helps families work but also
prepares children for school. Research confirms that
high-quality early care and education experiences have
positive effects on the academic performance of all children, especially low-income children and children at

• The average annual cost of child care for a 4-year-old
in an urban area childcare center is more than the
average annual cost of public college tuition in all but
one state.6 The cost for infant care is even higher.
• Low-income working families use a significant portion of their incomes to pay for child care. Families
with incomes below the poverty level who pay for
child care spent, on average, 23 percent of their
earnings on child care, compared with 6 percent
spent by higher-income families.7
Child care providers can do little to reduce their
prices. Most operate on extremely tight budgets, large
proportions of which are devoted to staff salaries –
which are unacceptably low. The average annual salary
for a child care worker is $15,430.
Staff turnover rates are as high as 30 percent each
year. As centers lose qualified staff, they are forced to
hire replacement teachers with less training and education8 – although staff education and training in early
childhood education have been found to be among the
most critical elements in improving children’s experiences and ensuring their healthy development.9
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children aged 3 to 5, still only reaches about three out
of five eligible preschool age children.14 The majority of
Head Start programs are part day, leaving families that
work full time scrambling to make other arrangements
for their children.
Forty-three states have created prekindergarten programs. Yet most serve only a small percentage of the children at risk and a number lack adequate quality standards.
Most initiatives only support part-day programs.15

The vast majority of low-income families who are
struggling to afford the high cost of child care are not
getting help in covering these costs. While federal and
state programs help some families, most programs are
severely under-funded. Many families don’t know that
help is available. One study found that among working
families that had left welfare, less than a third were
receiving help paying for childcare.10 Even when help is
available, many families may face administrative roadblocks that make it hard to participate in the program.
The largest public investments in childcare assistance
to low-income families are made through the federal
Child Care and Development Block Grant (CCDBG) and
the Temporary Assistance for Needy Families (TANF)
block grant; states can use TANF funds directly for
childcare expenditures or transfer them to the CCDBG.
Together, these programs provide more than $7 billion in
federal funds for childcare assistance.11
However, of the nearly 15 million children eligible
for childcare assistance through the CCDBG, only one
out of eight are receiving any help.12 The overwhelming
lack of resources forces states to make unacceptable
tradeoffs between serving more families and giving families access to quality care:
• In two-fifths of the states, a family of three earning
$25,000 a year cannot qualify for help.

State Strategies & Innovations
Over the past several years, a number of states have
taken steps to ensure that children and families have
access to quality care and early education:
• Georgia uses lottery funds to offer all 4-year-olds the
opportunity to participate in a part-day, part-year
prekindergarten program.
• Rhode Island guarantees assistance in paying for
child care to all families with incomes below 225
percent of the federal poverty level.
• North Carolina’s Smart Start program, a combination
of federal, state, and local funds, provides nearly
$300 million to local communities to help meet the
needs of families and children through age 5.

• In two-thirds of the states, a family of three with an
income of 150 percent of the federal poverty line
would be required to pay more than 7 percent of its
income in fees or would not even be eligible for help.

• Ten states make their state childcare tax credit
refundable.16
• A number of states continue to expand their
prekindergarten programs and to find new ways to
collaborate with local early childhood programs.
New York recently allocated $225 million for the
third year of the state’s universal prekindergarten
program. More than half of these funds are contracted to community-based organizations for
prekindergarten.

• Nearly half of the states set provider reimbursement
rates below the 75th percentile of the market rate
(the rate that enables parents to access 75 percent of
their community’s providers) or base the rate on an
outdated market rate survey, effectively denying parents access to quality care.
• Nearly two-thirds of the states require families to
verify that they meet eligibility requirements every
two to six months. In most states, families must
notify the state whenever there is a change in their
job, income, or other circumstances. These requirements place tremendous burdens on working families in fragile job situations.13

• Fifteen states have recognized the barrier posed by
frequent recertification requirements and now
require low-income families to recertify their eligibility only once a year.17 Other states have improved
the coordination and stability of services by accepting Head Start or Early Head Start eligibility determination and extending the childcare recertification
periods for children participating in Head Start and
receiving childcare assistance.

• Many states continue to have separate programs and
administration for welfare and working families.
Confusion and miscommunication can cause families to lose their childcare assistance.

• Many states now offer a higher reimbursement rate to
cover the cost of better-quality care or to give providers
an incentive to offer care that is in short supply.

Other federal and state programs also fail to meet
the need for quality child care. Head Start, which provides comprehensive prekindergarten experiences to
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• Using the Child Care and Development Block Grant as
well as state and private funds, 17 states have adopted
TEACH (Teacher Education and Compensation
Helps) scholarship programs that encourage providers
to receive additional training and education and work
towards a credential.18 At least six states (California,
Illinois, New York, North Carolina, Oklahoma, and
Washington) provide an ongoing wage supplement to
providers who have already received certification or
higher levels of education.
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