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 Gaps in Support for Early Care and Education 

 
High-quality child care and early education is essential to enable parents to get and keep a job and to 
give children a strong start toward success in school and life.  Yet many families—particularly low-
income families—lack access to the high-quality child care and early education that parents need to 
work and children need to grow and thrive.   

 
• Only one in six children eligible for federal child care assistance received it in 2009 (the most 

recent year for which data are available).1  In the past few years, we have not made progress in 
addressing this unmet need.  The average number of children receiving federal child care 
assistance each month in 2012 (the most recent year for which data are available)—1.5 million—
was lower than in 2009, and actually at the lowest level since 1998.2 
 

• Many families with incomes too low to afford child care on their own are not able to receive child 
care assistance under their states’ restrictive eligibility limits.  In 2013, a family with an income 
above 150 percent of poverty ($29,295 a year for a family of three) could not qualify for 
assistance in 14 states.  A family with an income above 200 percent of poverty ($39,060 a year 
for a family of three) could not qualify for assistance in 38 states.2 
 

• Even if families are eligible for child care assistance, they may not necessarily receive it.  
Nineteen states had waiting lists for child care assistance or turned families away without taking 
their names in 2013.3  In a number of states, these waiting lists are quite long—over 60,000 
children in Florida, nearly 40,000 children in North Carolina, and over 10,000 children in 
Virginia as of early 2013.4  Studies show that many families on waiting lists struggle to pay for 
stable, good-quality child care as well as other necessities, or have no choice but to use low-
cost—and frequently low-quality—care.  In some cases, families on the waiting list cannot afford 
any child care, making it nearly impossible for parents to work.5    
 

• Only three states set their basic reimbursement rates for child care providers serving families 
receiving child care assistance at the federally recommended level in 2013.6  Thirty-three states 
had higher reimbursement rates for higher-quality care, but in nearly three-quarters of these 
states, even the higher rates were below the recommended level.  Low rates deprive child care 
providers of the resources necessary to hire and retain well-qualified staff, purchase toys and 
books, maintain facilities, and cover other costs involved in offering children a good learning 
experience.  Low rates may discourage high-quality providers from even enrolling children 
receiving child care assistance. 
 

• Only about half (52 percent) of three- and four-year-olds (not yet in kindergarten) are enrolled in 
public or private preschool programs.  Children in low- and moderate-income families are less 
likely to be enrolled than children in higher-income families.7 
 

• A national study found that only about one-third (35 percent) of four-year-olds in center-based 
programs were receiving high-quality child care.8  
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• Head Start reaches only about two-fifths of eligible preschool-age children,9 and Early Head Start 

reaches less than 4 percent of eligible infants and toddlers.10 
 

• Total state prekindergarten funding fell by $548 million and spending per child dropped by $442 
(after adjusting for inflation) between the 2010-11 and 2011-12 school years.  In addition, just 28 
percent of four-year-olds and 4 percent of three-year-olds were served in state prekindergarten 
programs in 2011-12.  Only five states had prekindergarten programs that met all of ten important 
quality benchmarks.11 
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