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I am Helen Blank, Director of Child Care and Early Learning at the National Women’s Law
Center. NWLC works to expand the possibilities for women and their families by removing
barriers based on gender, opening opportunities, and helping women and their families lead
economically secure, healthy, and fulfilled lives—with a special focus on the needs of lowincome women and their children. Thank you for the opportunity to testify today on this crucial
issue.
Access to affordable, high-quality child care is essential to all families. Without child care,
parents are not able to work and earn a living to support their families. Yet many families
struggle to afford child care, and child care costs can be an especially staggering burden for lowincome families. Among families that pay for child care, families with incomes below 100
percent of poverty spend 30.1 percent of their income on child care, compared to 6.9 percent of
income for families with incomes at or above 200 percent of poverty. 1
Low- and moderate-income families are able to lessen this cost burden if they can receive direct
child care assistance through the Child Care and Development Block Grant (CCDBG). CCDBG
provides a lifeline for parents who are working, attending school, or participating in training
programs. The program plays a critical role not filled by any other program. It serves families
with infants, toddlers, and preschoolers as well as school-age children, and it is designed to meet
the needs of parents working full time, year around. CCDBG offers direct assistance that covers
most or all of parents’ monthly or weekly child care costs as the costs are incurred—a necessity
for low- and moderate-income families living paycheck to paycheck.
With CCDBG funds, parents can choose child care centers, family child care homes, relatives, or
neighbors to provide care for their children. This flexibility allows parents to choose the option
that works best for them and their children and that responds to their particular circumstances
and needs. For example, one in five working mothers of very young children work in low-wage
jobs (jobs with a median wage of $10.50 per hour), and these jobs typically involve evening,
night, early morning, or variable work hours. 2 Parents with these challenging work schedules
frequently must rely on informal child care options because more formal child care programs
don’t operate during the hours that they need. 3
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Help affording child care makes a big difference for mothers and their children. Studies
show that, compared to mothers not receiving assistance, mothers that receive child care
assistance are more likely to get and keep a job and have higher earnings and are less likely to
have job disruptions due to child care problems or return to welfare. 4 Researchers have also
found that child care assistance helps low-wage working families stretch their paychecks further,
allowing them to buy food and clothing and pay down debt. 5 This is all important to providing a
stable environment for their children and their ultimate success.
Sheila Merkison is one of these mothers for whom CCDBG made a huge difference. She was on
Maine’s state’s child care waiting list and had left her abusive husband. She testified before the
Senate, “The problem I’m facing is, although I believe my day care deserves every penny of it,
my child care expenses are 48 percent of my weekly income. I see no other way to fully provide
for my son if this program can’t help us. I make $18,000 a year. I’m asking for the ability to
work and to provide for my son.” After testifying in 2002, Sheila received a child care subsidy.
She wrote to me 12 years later that she wished she could personally thank Congress on behalf of
herself and all the other mothers helped by CCDBG. “I have been working as an Insurance
Agent for 8 years. My son is doing excellent. He was recently invited to test for the Johns
Hopkins University Talent Search. I was able to buy a home. I honestly would not have been
able to accomplish any of this without child care assistance.”
Millions of mothers do not have the opportunity that Sheila had. Child care is so
underfunded that five out of six of the 14.2 million children eligible for federal child care
assistance do not receive help. 6 In the past several years, we have actually moved backwards. In
2015, 373,000 fewer children received child care assistance than in 2006, and the program
served fewer children than in 1998 or any year since. 7
CCDBG allows states to help families with incomes up to 85 percent of state median income.
For families up to this income level—and even many middle-income families above this level—
child care is extremely difficult to afford without help. Yet, many states set their income cutoffs
far below what is allowed by federal law and what is needed by families. In 2016, a family with
an income above 150 percent of poverty ($30,240 a year for a family of three in 2016) could not
qualify for assistance in 17 states. A family with an income above 200 percent of poverty
($40,320 a year for a family of three in 2016) could not qualify for assistance in 39 states. 8
Even families eligible for child care assistance can be placed on waiting lists for months or
years. Twenty states had waiting lists or frozen intake (turned away eligible families without
adding their names to a waiting list) for assistance in 2016. 9 These lists can be very long—over
25,000 children in Florida, over 24,000 children in Massachusetts, and over 20,000 children in
North Carolina, as of early 2016. 10 Studies show that many families on these waiting lists
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struggle to pay for reliable, good-quality child care as well as other necessities. 11 Some are
forced to turn to low-cost—and low-quality—care. Some families simply can’t work without
child care help—and these families can no longer always rely on welfare or other safety net
programs to catch them.
Families that are able to receive child care assistance may still not be able to find highquality care, or even any child care providers willing to serve them, because of the
extremely low payment rates for providers. Only one state set its payment rates for these
child care providers at the federally recommended level as of February 2016, a sharp decline
from 2001, when 22 states set their reimbursement rates at the recommended level. 12. Many
states do not update their rates regularly or fail to set their rates based on what child care
providers in a given region or community charge. Even when states pay higher rates for higherquality child care, those rates still fall short of recommended levels in over three-quarters of
states that offer them. 13
Low rates leave child care providers with limited resources 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 also discourage providers from even accepting children
receiving child care assistance.
We need to invest more in CCDBG not only so that we can help more families afford child
care and improve provider payment rates, but also to expand efforts to improve child care
quality. CCDBG requires that states set aside a portion of their funds for quality improvement
activities. Efforts to improve child care benefit not only those families receiving child care
assistance through CCDBG but all families using child care. Activities that are supported by the
quality set-aside include initiatives that provide scholarships for child care providers to receive
educational credentials and salary bonuses once they attained those credentials; inspections and
monitoring of programs to ensure children’s health and safety; resource and referral services to
help families find care that meets their needs; coaching and mentoring of child care staff; and
basic material and equipment.
With significant additional quality funding, states could invest in an area that is
particularly important: raising provider wages. The quality of child care providers is central
to the overall quality of care. Yet provider wages (whether or not the providers are participating
in CCDBG) are so low that it is difficult to attract and retain well-qualified providers. The
average salary for child care workers is just $11.02 per hour, or $22,930 per year. 14 In addition
to the negative effects on provider recruitment and retention, these low wages also make it very
challenging for child care workers—94 percent of whom are women 15—to support their own
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families. Nearly two-thirds (63 percent) of child care teaching staff with at least one child 18 or
younger report accessing one or more public support programs in the previous three years. 16
We are at a crossroads. In 2014, Congress came together on a bipartisan basis to reauthorize
CCDBG for the first time since 1996. The reauthorization aimed to achieve objectives that have
wide support: protecting the health and safety of children in child care, raising the quality of
care, and making it easier for families to get and keep child care assistance. The legislation
passed by a unanimous vote in the House and by a vote of 96-2 in the Senate. 17 Yet, the funding
necessary to cover the additional costs involved in implementing the legislation—such as
increased licensing and monitoring visits and other new health and safety protections—has not
followed. We appreciate the increase in funding for CCDBG provided in the recently passed FY
2017 spending measure, but it is far from enough and is actually not maintained in the
President’s budget proposal for FY 2018. Without an additional $1.4 billion for CCDBG in FY
2018, over 200,000 more children could lose their care assistance.
CCDBG is intended to provide families with the high-quality child care that parents need to
work and that their children need for their healthy, successful development. Yet it can only
realize these goals if Congress provides significant new resources.
The original CCDBG enacted in 1990 was dedicated to two small boys, Maurice and Anthony,
ages three and four, whose mother was on Florida’s always long waiting list. Fearful of losing
her job, she went to work one day when her patchwork child care fell through. Left home, alone,
Maurice and Anthony crawled into a dryer with a Newsweek magazine and were burned to
death.
We must make sure no other family is faced with such a tragic choice. We must make sure that
child care assistance is available to all families who need it so that parents can work to support
their families while secure in the knowledge that their children are safe and well cared for.
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