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Low-Income Women and Their Families:
How They Benefit from Affordable, High-Quality Child Care

and Struggle to Find It

All of the child care challenges that families face are especially intense for low-income families.
Yet these families are in the greatest need of affordable, high-quality care and confront the most
difficulties in finding it.

High-Quality Child Care Is Important to Low-Income Children

A positive early education experience helps low-income children overcome the barriers created
by poverty by preparing them to enter school ready to succeed.

 Millions of low-income children could benefit from high-quality child care. In 2006, 12.7
million children under age eighteen (17 percent),1 including 5.0 million children under age
six (20 percent), lived in poverty.2

 A family of four that earns up to $41,300 per year (equal to 200 percent of the poverty level
in 2007) still faces significant hardships in meeting all of their basic needs—paying for food,
housing, health care, child care and transportation. Without child care assistance, it is
difficult for low-income families to meet all of these basic expenses. In 2006, 28.6 million
children under age eighteen (39 percent),3 including 10.5 million children under age six (43
percent), lived in families with incomes below 200 percent of poverty.4

 Low-income children often start behind their peers when they enter school. Studies show
that low-income children may have more limited vocabularies, be read to less often, and live
in homes with fewer books.5 Without the strong start that they need prior to entering
kindergarten to set them on the path to success, low-income children often fall even further
behind their peers once they are in school. For example, first-graders from non-poor families
are more likely to recognize words by sight than first-graders from poor families and twice as
many first-graders from non-poor families are proficient at understanding words in context,
multiplication, and division as first-graders from poor families.6

 Research shows that high-quality child care helps low-income children enter school ready to
succeed. One study found that children who had enrolled in high-quality child care
demonstrated greater mathematical ability and thinking and attention skills, and experienced
fewer behavior problems than other children in second grade. Effects were particularly
strong for low-income children.7 Other studies have demonstrated that low-income children
who enrolled in high-quality early care and education programs score higher on reading,
vocabulary, math, and cognitive tests, are less likely to be held back a grade, are less likely to
be arrested as youths, and are more likely to attend college than their peers who did not enroll
in such programs.8
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Child Care Benefits Low-Income Parents

Reliable, stable child care programs, and assistance to help low-income parents pay for child
care, enable parents to work and gain financial security for their families.

 Problems with child care can cause low-income parents to lose wages, be denied a
promotion, be reprimanded for absenteeism, or even lose their jobs.9

 Single mothers who receive child care assistance are 39 percent more likely to remain
employed after two years than those who do not receive assistance in paying for child care.
Former welfare recipients with young children are 82 percent more likely to be employed
after two years if they receive child care assistance.10

 A study revealed that 27.7 percent of families leaving welfare who did not receive child care
assistance within three months of leaving returned to welfare, compared with 19.5 percent
returning to welfare who did receive child care assistance.11

Low-Income Families Face Barriers to Finding High-Quality Child Care

Although child care is particularly critical for enabling low-income families to improve their
situation and give a boost to their children, these families are also particularly likely to face
serious obstacles to getting the good-quality and affordable child care that they need.

 It is often difficult for low-income families to find child care in their communities. For
example, statewide surveys in Illinois and Maryland showed that there were significantly
fewer regulated child care slots per child in low-income areas than in wealthier areas.12

Similarly, a study in California found that the number of slots in child care centers relative to
the child population was 25 percent lower in low-income neighborhoods than in high-income
neighborhoods.13

 It is more difficult to find child care during nonstandard hours,14 when many low-income
parents work. Over 25 percent of low-income working families work evening or overnight
shifts, compared with only 17 percent of higher-income working families.15

 Even when care is available in low-income communities, the quality is often inadequate.
Studies in Massachusetts and Philadelphia, for example, show that child care centers serving
low-income children are less likely to provide good-quality care than child care centers
serving moderate- and high-income children.16

 Low-income families find it difficult to afford decent child care. The average fee for full-
time, center-based child care today ranges from approximately $3,800 to $14,600 annually,
depending on where the family lives and the age of the child.17 The majority of low-income
families do not get help with these costs—only one in seven children eligible for child care
assistance under federal law is receiving help.18
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 School-age care is often in short supply in low-income communities. One study revealed
that two-fifths of low-income working parents have difficulty finding care beyond school
hours, including after school, or during the summer, vacations, or other school closings, for
school-age children.19 Before- and after-school care can also be very costly for parents
struggling to make ends meet, with costs averaging $3,500 per year.20
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