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CHILD CARE

High-quality early care and education is essential for children in their earliest years of life when they are first  
learning and exploring.  Infants and toddlers need early care and education providers who have specialized  
knowledge of the development of infants and toddlers, provide a consistent relationship, respond to their  
individual needs, and nurture their growth and development.  A young child’s relationship with his or her provider 
affects the child’s cognitive, language, social, and emotional development.  Yet, high-quality infant and toddler 
programs are in short supply.

Very young children need high-quality care during the critical early years.

•  The science is clear about the important brain development that occurs in the first three years of life.  As stated 
in the landmark study, From Neurons to Neighborhoods, “What happens during the first months and years of life 
matters a lot, not because this period of development provides an indelible blueprint for adult wellbeing, but 
because it sets either a sturdy or fragile stage for what follows.”1 The science also demonstrates the influence 
that children’s experiences and environments both in and out of the home have on this early development.   

•  Infant and toddler caregivers who provide stable relationships, protect children from serious and prolonged 
stress, and nurture children physically, emotionally, and cognitively provide the foundation for children’s ongoing 
development, encouraging their future success in school and adulthood.2 

Child care is a necessity for millions of families across the country with young children.

•  Approximately 5.8 million (50 percent) children under age three are in child care on a regular basis.3 

•  Three-fifths (60.6 percent) of women with children under age three are in the labor force.4  These mothers need 
reliable, high-quality care for their infants and toddlers.

Care for infants and toddlers is difficult to afford and hard to find for many families.

•  The average cost of full-time infant care ranges from approximately $4,500 to nearly $15,000 a year,  
depending on where a family lives and the type of care.5  These costs can be a particular burden for young  
families with infants since the parents may be just starting to work and have not had time to accumulate any 
savings.  Nearly half (49 percent) of children under age three—5.6 million infants and toddlers—live in  
low-income families (families with incomes under 200 percent of poverty).6   

•  Thirty-five percent of requests for child care referrals made to California’s resource and referral agencies are from 
families looking for care for children under age two, but only 6 percent of child care slots in licensed child care 
centers are for children this age.7 
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•  A study of thirteen economically disadvantaged communities found that slots in licensed or regulated centers 
and family child care homes for infants and toddlers were in short supply.  For example, in one economically 
disadvantaged community in Oakland, only 63 out of 1,147 (5 percent) total child care slots were for infants and 
toddlers, and in one economically disadvantaged community in Indianapolis, only 172 out of 1,551 (11 percent) 
total child care slots were for infants and toddlers.8 

Far too few child care programs provide the high-quality care that infants and toddlers need 
to learn and grow.  

•  A four-state study of child care centers conducted in 1995 found that only 8 percent of centers providing care 
for infants and toddlers were rated as good quality, over half were rated as mediocre quality, and 40 percent 
were rated as poor quality.9  

•  A 2000 study of child care settings in four Midwestern states rated nearly two-thirds (63 percent) of center-based 
care for infants as mediocre quality and another 8 percent as poor quality.10 

•  High-quality infant and toddler care is often more difficult to find than high-quality care for preschoolers.  For  
example, in April 2008, less than half (46 percent) of infants and toddlers in regulated care in North Carolina 
were in centers or homes with the highest quality ratings (four or five stars under the state’s five-star rating  
system).  In comparison, 58 percent of the state’s preschoolers who were in regulated care were in centers or 
homes with the highest quality ratings.11 

•  Many child care providers working with infants and toddlers lack sufficient training for working with young  
children.  The NICHD Study of Early Child Care found that nearly two-thirds (65 percent) of providers and  
caregivers of infants in the study had no specialized training in child development or infant care, and nearly half 
(48 percent) had only a high school diploma or less education.12 

While there are some federal resources to support high-quality early learning opportunities 
for very young children, these resources fall short of meeting the need.

•  The federal Early Head Start program, which was established as part of the 1994 reauthorization of Head Start 
and began with 68 programs in 1995, offers comprehensive supports for vulnerable infants, toddlers, and their 
families through center-based, home-based, and combination program options.  Yet, less than 4 percent of  
eligible infants and toddlers are able to participate in this high-quality early learning program.13
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