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Women’s work. Child care. For much of  
our nation’s history, the two have been nearly  
synonymous. Yet the stories diverge along racial 
lines. Until at least the latter half of the 20th  
century, few types of work beyond unpaid care for 
their own children at home were viewed as socially 
acceptable for white women. Women of color, 
however, were employed—or enslaved—in domestic 
work, including child care for other families’  
children, for centuries. 

The work of caring for children involves nurturing 
and developing the skills that enable an infant or 
young child to grow into a healthy and productive 
older child and adult: the physical skills that equip 
her to care for herself, the cognitive skills that  
prepare her to succeed in school and beyond, and 
the emotional skills (such as self-discipline and  
empathy) that allow her to thrive personally and 
within the broader society.1 Child care, whether paid 
or unpaid, thus produces tremendous benefits for 
the child, the family, and the community at  
large. But because these benefits are often not  
immediate and instead play out over the long term, 
and are therefore not always recognized by the 
broader public, and—perhaps most importantly—
because the benefits have been produced  
primarily by women’s unpaid labor throughout most 
of history, child care work has rarely been viewed as 
“real” work and remains enormously undervalued. 

IntroductIon

Today, more women are in the labor force than  
ever before, in a range of jobs far wider than their 
grandmothers might have imagined. Yet in the U.S., 
child care is largely still viewed as women’s work 
and—in contrast to nearly every other developed 
nation in the world—as a private responsibility 
rather than a public good. Millions of parents find 
the cost of high-quality child care out of reach, 
even as millions of women, especially women of 
color, employed in the child care industry are living 
just above, or even below, the poverty line. despite 
considerable progress, women’s choices around 
caregiving and employment remain constrained—
not only by cultural norms, but also by public policy. 

The history of child care in the United States has  
resulted in a fragmented patchwork of systems 
today in which high-quality child care is inaccessible 
and high-quality child care jobs are nearly  
nonexistent. But it doesn’t have to be this way. 
By examining the origins of our broken child care 
system, we can better understand what must be 
done to fix it. In Part I, this report provides a brief 
overview of the state of child care in the United 
States. Part II traces how—through the persistent 
denigration of the care work performed by women, 
especially women of color, and resulting public 
policy decisions—we arrived at this point. and Part 
III identifies the policy solutions that are needed to 
move toward a system that works for both families 
and child care providers. 
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I. Where Are We todAy?

In the U.S. today, women represent nearly half 
the labor force.2 They are primary breadwinners in 
42 percent of families with children, and they are 
co-breadwinners—bringing in between 25 percent 
and 49 percent of family earnings—in another 22 
percent of these families.3 even with their increased 
workforce participation, however, women retain the 
majority of caregiving responsibilities in the home.4  
and whether women with child care responsibili-
ties work outside the home or care for their own 
children full time without pay, they uniquely bear 
the costs of caregiving in a society that consistently 
undervalues this work, as do those women who 
enter the child care workforce to make a living.

the cost of child care constrains 
families’ options—and women  
especially pay the price. 
Child care outside the home is essential for the 
majority of families today. But families can find it 
extremely difficult to manage the expense: the  
average annual cost of full-time care ranges from 
nearly $3,000 to over $17,000 a year, depending  
on where the family lives, the type of care, and  
the age of the child.5 

These costs fall especially hard on women. Women 
are still typically paid much less than men: median 
earnings for women in the U.S. working full time, 
year round are $41,554, compared to $51,640 for 
men—meaning women are typically paid just  
80 cents for every dollar paid to their male  
counterparts, a gap that has scarcely narrowed 
in a decade.6 and wage gaps are much wider for 
women of color,7 mothers, and especially women  
of color who are mothers.8  

In many two-parent families in which a woman 
earns less than her male partner, the cost of child 
care is viewed as coming entirely out of the  
woman’s income. at the same time, women— 
particularly women of color—are far more likely 
than men to be single parents,9 who often have  
sole responsibility for supporting their families  
while bearing the full cost of child care. a woman 
who is paid $33,000 annually—the median annual 
income for a Black mother working full time, year 
round10—would have to spend from a tenth to  
over half of her before-tax income to afford  
average-priced care for one child. despite this  
exorbitant cost, many women have no choice  
other than to find a way to pay for child care.

While government programs exist to help some 
low-income parents afford child care, the assistance 
available varies tremendously across states and  
federal investment is inadequate to meet needs. 
Only 16 percent of the 13.4 million children eligible 
for federal child care assistance—about one in  
six—received it in 2013 (the most recent  
year for which data are available).11 Public early 
childhood education programs can also provide 
care for young children while their parents are at 
work, but many families who would benefit from 
these programs cannot access them. For example, 
Head Start reaches only about half (52 percent)  
of eligible preschool-age children (children ages  
3 and 4), and early Head Start reaches only about 
7 percent of eligible infants and toddlers (children 
under age 3).12 Forty-three states and the district 
of Columbia fund preschool programs, but these 
programs serve only 32 percent of 4-year-olds  
and 5 percent of 3-year-olds, and many are only 
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part-day, which often presents challenges for  
working parents.13 

With child care expenses representing a huge share 
of their earnings and assistance (or publicly funded 
early education options) often unavailable, many 
women may feel they have no choice but to leave 
the paid labor force, at least temporarily. While  
most mothers work outside the home, mothers  
of younger children are less likely to do so than 
mothers of school-age children; labor force  
participation is significantly higher among women 
with children age 6 to 17 (75 percent in 2016) than 
with children under 6 (65 percent in 2016; 63  
percent if youngest child is under 3).14 The Center 
for american Progress estimates that every year, 
working families in the United States suffer at least 
$8.3 billion in lost wages due to a lack of child 
care—that is, wages foregone because parents are 
forced to quit working or have to reduce their work 
hours because they cannot access child care.15 

at the same time, women who exit the paid labor 
force to care for their children—whether because it 
is their preferred option or because the cost of child 
care is too high—pay a significant price. even a  
temporary exit from the workforce can have  
long-term impacts on women’s earnings, as they 
both forego wages and typically earn less when 
they resume working, which in turn reduces their 
retirement savings and Social Security benefits. The 
Center for american Progress estimates that over 
her lifetime a worker can expect to lose up to three 
or four times her annual salary for each year out 
of the labor force.16 For example, a woman earning 
$33,000 annually who takes five years off at age 
28 to care for her young children would lose nearly 
$477,000 due to lost wages, retirement savings,  
and other benefits along with reduced earning  
potential—reducing her lifetime earnings by  
almost 20 percent.17  

as a result, too many women find themselves in a 
double bind. Those who seek to work in the paid 
labor force often find it difficult to earn enough 
to afford child care. But many women who would 
prefer to take time out of the workforce to care 
for their children find that the effects on both their 
short- and long-term financial security are too  
severe to do so. 

women who work as child care 
proViders can’t proVide for their 
own families.
The more than 1.2 million women working in the 
child care field feel these constraints especially 
acutely, as many are paid too little to support—or 
afford child care for—their own families.18 The U.S. 
invests far less public money in supporting child 
care than most other industrialized nations,19 and on 
average, families in the U.S. spend almost a quarter 
(23 percent) of their net income on child care—
nearly twice the average (12 percent) across  
similarly advanced countries.20 even as child care  
is unaffordable for many families, the limited ability  
of parents to pay, paired with inadequate public  
investments, constricts wages for child care  
workers.

Women, disproportionately women of color and 
immigrant women, make up 94 percent of the child 
care field.21 While typical pay for the small share of 
men who are child care workers is low, at $11.54 per 
hour, women who are child care workers fare far 
worse, with a median wage of just $9.62 per hour—
half of typical hourly wages for working women 
overall ($19.23 per hour), and 40 percent of men’s 
typical wages overall ($24.04 per hour).22 Hourly 
pay of $9.62 amounts to about $20,000 annually 
for full time work—just over the poverty line for a  
mother with two children.23 Wages have scarcely 
risen for child care workers in real terms in the  
past two decades.24  
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Source: nWlC calculations based on U.S. Census Bureau, 2015 american Community Survey 1-year estimates using IPUMS. 

Table 1. Women in the Child Care Workforce: Demographic Characteristics

    Child care  % of all  Pre-K/K % of all  All % of all 
   workers child care  teachers pre-K/ workers workers 
    workers  K teachers

  

 Share of men v. women in the child care, pre-K/K, and overall workforces

 Sex Men 82,156 6% 17,493 3% 79,936,236 53%

  Women 1,216,512 94% 564,646 97% 71,657,044 47%

 Characteristics of women in the child care, pre-K/K, and overall workforces

 Race/ White, 702,246 58% 371,536 66% 45,598,209 64% 
 Ethnicity non- 
  Hispanic  
  women 

  Black  180,804 15% 88,214 16% 9,402,817 13% 
  women 

  Latinas 258,665 21% 76,868 14% 10,842,412 15%

  Asian/Pacific  45,491 4% 17,315 3% 4,252,082 6%  
  Islander  
  women 

 Nativity U.S. born  949,497 78% 501,206 89% 59,861,705 84% 
  women 

  Foreign  267,015 22% 63,440 11% 11,795,339 16% 
  born 
  women 

 Educational  Women 168,269 14% 9,285 2% 5,536,574 8% 
 Attainment  with less than  
  high school  
  diploma 

  Women with  369,721 30% 73,244 13% 15,871,616 22% 
  high school  
  diploma or  
  equivalent 

  Women with  476,131 39% 227,729 40% 24,771,388 35% 
  some college  
  or Associate’s  
  degree 

  Women  202,391 17% 254,388 45% 25,477,466 36% 
  with Bachelor’s  
  degree or higher 
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While highly educated women in the child care  
field are paid more than those in the field with less 
education, they still earn far less than they could 
in other occupations: the median wage for women 
child care workers with a bachelor’s degree or 
higher is $12.02 per hour—less than half the  
median wages for similarly educated women in 
the workforce overall ($26.44 per hour).25 despite 
the importance of the earliest years to children’s 

development, people who provide care to the very 
youngest children typically earn the least, even 
relative to other early childhood educators; for 
example, at nearly every education level, child care 
workers are paid considerably less than pre-K and 
kindergarten teachers (who are often employed in 
public schools that are funded primarily by public 
tax dollars rather than parent fees).26

Source: nWlC calculations based on U.S. Census Bureau, 2015 american Community Survey 1-year estimates using IPUMS.

Table 2. Women in the Child Care Workforce: Wages

    Median  Median Median 
   hourly wage  hourly wage hourly wage 
   for child care  for pre-K/K for all 
   workers teachers workers

 Median hourly wages for men v. women in the child care, pre-K/K, and overall workforces

 Sex Men $11.54  $13.46  $24.04  
  Women $9.62  $11.54  $19.23 

 Median hourly wages for women in the child care, pre-K/K, and overall workforces, by select  
 demographic characteristics

 Race/ White, non-Hispanic women $9.62  $12.02  $20.19  
 Ethnicity  Black women $10.58  $11.06  $16.49 

   Latinas $9.62  $11.54  $14.42 

   Asian/Pacific Islander women $9.62  $12.50  $23.08 

 Nativity  U.S. born women $9.62  $11.54  $19.23 

  Foreign born women $9.71  $12.50  $16.83 

 Educational Attainment  Women with less than  $7.93  $9.13  $10.58 
  high school diploma  

  Women with high school  $9.57  $8.89  $13.94 
  diploma or equivalent  

  Women with some college  $9.62  $9.90  $16.83 
  or Associate’s degree  

  Women with Bachelor’s  $12.02  $16.25  $26.44 
  degree or higher  

 Parental/Marital Status  Mothers $9.62  $11.54  $19.23 

  Single mothers $9.62  $10.14  $14.81 
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More than one in six women who are child care 
workers live below the poverty line—twice the  
poverty rate for women workers overall—and  
poverty rates are even higher for women of color in 
the child care workforce, especially those who are 
supporting children of their own. More than one in 
five mothers in the child care workforce live in  
poverty, as do more than two in five single  
mothers.27 Black and latina child care workers and 
their families are especially vulnerable: for latina 

child care workers who are single mothers, for  
example, the poverty rate exceeds 50 percent.28  
It is hardly surprising, then, that few mothers in  
the field can afford formal child care for their own 
families; the economic Policy Institute estimates 
that in 21 states and the district of Columbia, child 
care workers would have to spend over half of  
their annual earnings to pay for center-based  
infant care.29

Table 3. Women in the Child Care Workforce: Poverty Rates

    Child care Pre-K/K All 
   workers teachers workers

 Share of women in poverty 18% 9% 9%

      White, non-Hispanic women 15% 7% 7%

         Black women 23% 16% 14%

        Latinas 22% 10% 14%

         Asian/Pacific Islander women 15% 4% 7%

 Share of mothers in poverty 21% 11% 11%

         White, non-Hispanic mothers 14% 8% 7%

          Black mothers 34% 25% 21%

         Latina mothers 28% 12% 18%

          Asian/Pacific Islander mothers 13% 5% 6%

 Share of single mothers in poverty 44% 28% 24%

          White, non-Hispanic single mothers 38% 28% 19%

          Black single mothers 44% 30% 29%

          Latina single mothers 54% 23% 31%

          Asian/Pacific Islander single mothers *  * 16%

* indicates insufficient sample size 
Source: nWlC calculations based on U.S. Census Bureau, 2015 american Community Survey 1-year estimates using IPUMS. 
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In one survey of early childhood teaching staff, 
nearly three-quarters expressed worry about having 
enough money to pay their bills, while almost half 
said they were worried about having enough food 
for their families. These worries were especially acute 
for workers supporting children.30 very few child 
care workers receive benefits like health insurance 
or retirement benefits through their jobs,31 and close 
to half of child care workers live in families assisted 
by one or more public support programs, like the 
earned Income Tax Credit (eITC), Medicaid, and 
SnaP (food stamps), compared to 25 percent of the 
overall workforce.32 among child care worker families 
headed by a single parent, four out of five whose 
youngest child is under 5 years old participate in 
public support programs, as do about two-thirds of 
those with school-age children.33 Participation rates 
of Black, latinx, and multiracial child care worker 
families are more than 1.5 times higher than the rate 
of white families.34    

Bleak as this picture is, these data likely overestimate 
child care worker pay overall because they may fail 
to capture a significant segment of the child care 
workforce who provide informal care, typically out  
of their homes, to friends, family, and/or  
neighbors.35 This family, friend, and neighbor (FFn) 
care is particularly vital for families with parents who 
work non-traditional and/or unpredictable hours and 
for low-income families, for whom it can be nearly 
impossible to find formal child care options that are 
affordable and meet their needs.36 But FFn providers 
often have very low incomes themselves: in an  
analysis of 2012 data (from a different data set than 
that cited above), the economic Policy Institute  
estimated that child care workers who provide care 
in their own homes have median hourly earnings of 
just $7.53.37  This segment of the workforce is  
also overwhelmingly female (an estimated 98.7  
percent), and these women are more likely than 
other child care workers to be born outside of  
the United States.38  

Government survey data similarly may undercount 
women who work (and sometimes live) in private 
homes as nannies, who are also disproportionately 
immigrant women, and often undocumented.39 In  
a survey conducted on behalf of the national  
domestic Workers alliance (ndWa) in 2011-2012, 
researchers found that nannies who are undocu-
mented immigrants have a median hourly wage of 
$9.86 compared to $12.56 for U.S.-born nannies, and 
some face even lower pay; the median hourly wage 
for undocumented latinas is just $8.31.40 Obstacles 
like language barriers, lack of legal protections, 
and relationships with employers that are fraught 
with uneven power dynamics make undocumented 
women particularly vulnerable to exploitation.41 This 
vulnerability is heightened for the many who work as 
live-in nannies and find themselves essentially on call 
at all hours; their pay typically amounts to less than 
the minimum wage on an hourly basis,42 but with 
little legal recourse or alternative employment  
prospects, their ability to challenge employer  
abuses is extremely limited.43 In the ndWa survey, 
91 percent of domestic workers who experienced 
problems with their working conditions reported that 
they did not complain because they were afraid  
they would lose their jobs; among undocumented 
immigrants who reported problematic working  
conditions, 85 percent did not complain because 
they feared their immigration status would be  
used against them.44 

The challenges confronting millions of women across 
the country—those who seek care for their children 
while they work in the paid labor force; those who 
provide that care in private homes, in child care 
centers, or in their own homes; and those who care 
for their own children without pay—are wide-ranging 
and often distinct, but a common thread emerges: 
far too many women lack good choices. The  
constraints in which women find themselves  
today can be traced to the historic and systematic 
devaluation of caregiving in the United States,  
as explored in Part II.
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II. hoW dId We Get here?

Over the past century, women’s overall  

participation in the paid labor force in the U.S. has 
risen dramatically, but the child care system that 
has evolved in response has been informed and 
shaped over the years by ingrained stereotypes 
around women’s proper roles, including differences 
between the appropriate roles for white women  
and women of color.  

for centuries, paid domestic  
serVice work has been Viewed as 
the domain of women of color.   
The industrial revolution at the end of the 18th 
century and into the early decades of the 19th 
entrenched the now-familiar male breadwinner/
female caregiver model of the household, as more 
men went to work outside the home while women 
typically remained at home, where child-rearing and 
other domestic tasks were generally regarded as 
duties to be performed out of love, not for money.45  
This model was never true for all women, however, 
and especially not for women of color.46 

as historian Claudia Goldin observes, “Black  
women had been abundantly represented in the 
labor market as slaves and . . . remained so as freed 
persons.”47 In the decades immediately following 
the Civil War, the legacy of slavery not only  
minimized Black men’s earning power, inducing 
Black women to enter the labor force, but also 
made “work for pay . . . less socially stigmatizing 
to [Black women] than it was to white women.”48  
even poor white women in virtually identical  
economic circumstances were far less likely to work 
for pay than their black counterparts.49 Between 
1890 and 1960, while white women’s participation in 
 

 
the labor force more than doubled (from 16 percent 
to 34 percent), as more and more married white 
women in particular entered the labor force,  
non-white women’s labor force participation  
remained almost constant at around 40 percent.50  

despite non-white women’s consistent—and  
consistently higher—workforce participation  
relative to white women, they had very few  
occupations to choose from. While enslaved  
women often worked not only in the slaveholder’s 
household but also side by side with enslaved 
men,51 the decades following the end of slavery saw 
a shift to a more gendered division of labor, in large 
part as a result of deliberate efforts—advanced by 
both white and Black leaders in the establishment 
of educational institutions serving the free Black 
population—to “reconstruct[] Black femininity and 
Black masculinity consistent with prevailing societal 
norms . . . as a strategy for gaining white respect, 
and presumably greater opportunities for african 
americans.”52 The goal, in other words, was to 
instruct Black women with regard to gender- 
appropriate domestic roles, but keep them in  
service to white families. 

For example, Sophia Packard and Harriet Giles,  
two white missionaries from new england who 
founded the all-Black, all-female Spelman College  
in the 1880s, “believed in ‘true womanhood,’ and 
part of their mission was to inculcate Black women 
with this norm—but in a modified fashion,”  
designing a curriculum that would prepare Black 
women to enter into domestic service.53 during the 
early 20th century, Samuel Harris, principal of the 
athens Colored High School in Georgia, worked 
with other Black men as well as whites to establish 
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“The Black Mammy Memorial Institute,” intended  
to “‘train young blacks in domestic skills and moral 
attitudes that were generally associated with  
‘old black mammy’ in the south.’”54 Booker T.  
Washington’s Tuskegee Institute similarly focused  
on training Black women for domestic service as  
a mechanism to improve race relations; Washington 
asserted that because “[i]n the average white  
family of the South . . . the white child spends a  
large proportion of his life in the arms. . . of a  
negro woman,” 

  It is mighty important . . . for the  
civilization, for the happiness, for the  
health of the Southern white people that  
the colored nurse shall be intelligent, that  
she shall be clean, that she shall be morally 
fit to come in contact with that pure and  
innocent child.55 

The educational opportunities available to Black 
women thus “ensured that [they] could take care of 
white families, rather than or at the expense of their 
own,” “provided them with training to compensate 
for their perceived moral failings,” and prepared 
them “to take their rightful positions in the  
workplace, often in the homes of white people,  
or in other low-paying occupations, which, in turn, 
constructed Black women as ‘true workers’”  
(in contrast to white “true women”).56  

domestic service accordingly became one of the 
only occupations open to Black women and other 
women of color,57 and at least through the first half 
of the 20th century, most white middle-class women 
could hire a woman of lower social standing—likely 
a woman of color and/or a recent immigrant—to 
perform many of the more demanding household 
tasks, including caring for infants and children.58  
The racial and ethnic makeup of the class typically 
employed in domestic service varied by region;59 for 
example, in the South, Black women overwhelm-
ingly performed the cleaning and child care in white, 
middle-class homes, while in the Southwest, school 
systems tracked latina students into homemaking 

courses intended to train them for domestic service, 
and in the West, Japanese american women who left 
the internment camps in which they were imprisoned 
during World War II found their employment  
options were largely limited to domestic work.60 In 
each case, the popular (white) narrative was that 
women of color were uniquely suited to perform the 
most undesirable household labor, which reaffirmed 
the lower status of both the work performed and the 
women who performed it.61  

persistent gender stereotypes haVe 
depressed pay for women and the 
Jobs in which they predominate— 
especially child care Jobs.
For much of our nation’s history, the work of caring 
for children for pay has been performed largely  
by women of color within private homes. The  
“indelible badge of racial inferiority”62 borne by such 
domestic service is a key reason that it often has 
not been recognized as “real” work, both in public 
perception and under the law; for example, domestic 
workers were excluded from the national labor  
relations act enacted in 1935 and from the Fair  
labor Standards act enacted in 1938, and even  
today lack legal protections afforded to most  
other working people.63  

It is likely not only the strong association of child 
care with the work of women of color, however, that 
has devalued it. For an even longer stretch of  
history, child care was the work that most women 
did for no pay at all. It is the quintessential example 
of “women’s work”—work that has taken place not in 
an office or the marketplace, but behind the closed 
doors of the home; work that is therefore invisible.64  
and even as child care has been increasingly  
carried out by paid workers, often outside the  
home, it “seem[s] to retain [its] invisibility as  
labor”65 and is consequently undervalued. 

While child care as a paid occupation has expanded 
in response to women’s increased labor force  
participation, the paid work of child care continues 
to be performed almost exclusively by women.  
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Child care is thus not only a prime example of  
invisible work but also of occupational  
segregation—i.e., the concentration of women  
in one set of jobs and men in another—which in  
turn is a major driver of the gender wage gap.66  

research consistently shows that “there is a clear 
penalty for working in female-dominated occupa-
tions;” across skill level and educational attainment, 
women (and men) working in female-dominated 
occupations are paid less than those working in 
occupations where men dominate or the gender 
balance is roughly equal.67 For example, although 
the work done by janitors and building cleaners 
is highly similar to the work done by maids and 
housekeeping cleaners, the median hourly wage  
for a male-dominated janitor and building cleaner 
job is 11 percent higher than the median hourly 
wage for a female-dominated maid and  
housekeeping cleaner job.68 

This wage penalty exists in large part because it is 
women who are doing the work. a study of more 
than 50 years of data revealed that when women’s 
representation in particular fields substantially 
increased, wages declined, even when controlling 
for experience, skills, education, race and region69—
demonstrating that “wages follow sex composition 
rather than the other way around.”70 as workers in 
parks and camps became predominantly female 
rather than predominantly male, for example,  
median hourly wages declined by 57 percent; the 
same phenomenon occurred when large numbers 
of women became ticket agents (wages dropped 
by 43 percent), designers (wages fell 34 percent), 
and biologists (wages dropped by 18 percent).71  

as sociologist Paula england, one of the authors of 
the study, explains, it seems that employers—and 
our culture at large—assume that “if jobs are done 
by women, they cannot be worth much.”72 Moreover, 
there appears to be a wage penalty for care work, 
even compared to other female-dominated jobs—a 
penalty that england and her colleagues find to be 

the largest, by far, in the child care field, where they 
conclude women are paid at least 26 percent less 
than they could earn in occupations that require 
similar levels of education, experience, and skills 
but do not involve providing care.73 This additional 
penalty may be because care—and especially child 
care—is “symbolically associated with women and 
mothering more than other ‘female’ jobs and this 
association affects people’s sense of how much the 
job should be paid. . . . The general problem is that 
skills associated with mothering are more likely to 
be seen as ‘natural’ and, thus, either be unnoticed or 
be seen as not deserving of [pay].”74 Moreover,  
“[w]hile mothers are revered, there is a sense  
that they should provide care out of love, not for 
money”—an expectation that may be extended  
to paid caregivers, as many may consciously or  
unconsciously view low wages as appropriate  
based on the belief that the primary motivation  
for performing the work should be affection  
for children.75 

federal child care policy has  
reflected—and contributed to— 
the continuing deValuation of 
child care work. 
The devaluation of work performed by women, 
especially women of color; the paternalistic  
elevation of the woman’s role as (unpaid)  
caregiver in the home; and the treatment of child 
care as a private household matter rather than  
a public good are all reflected in the ways that  
government has responded to the increasing 
demand for child care in the United States in the 
decades since women’s (especially white women’s) 
entry into the labor force began to accelerate. 
Moreover, federal child care policy has been shaped 
by the pressures of particular moments in time, 
which has resulted in a patchwork of child care 
assistance policies that do not reflect a consistent 
philosophy or aim to achieve a unified set of  
objectives—and in no instance has the child  
care workforce been at the forefront of the  
policy debate.  



NatioNal WomeN’s laW CeNter

12    Undervalued: a Brief History of Women’s Care Work and Child Care Policy in the United States

1900s-1920s: mothers’ pensions, not child 
care
at the 1909 White House Conference on the  
Care of dependent Children, President Theodore 
roosevelt declared, “Surely . . . the goal toward 
which we should strive is to help the mother, so that 
she can keep her own home and keep the child in 
it; that is the best thing possible to be done for the 
child.”76 This widely held view drove the work of  
the federal Children’s Bureau, which sought to  
protect children’s welfare not by ensuring the  
quality of the “day nurseries”77 that a growing 
number of working mothers were turning to, but by 
inducing those mothers to return to their homes to 
care for their children with state-funded “mothers’ 
pensions.”78   

Some women who advocated for such pensions 
asserted that they “should be regarded as a form of 
salary or wages for the work of motherhood—work 
that must also be regarded as a form of service to 
the nation.”79 But in practice, mothers’ pensions 
were largely inadequate to support a family and 
failed to elevate the value of the work of caring for 
children.80  

Moreover, the “rhetoric of the mothers’ pension 
campaign implicitly offered an image of the ideal 
recipient: a ‘worthy’ woman who had been  
widowed or otherwise deprived of the support of 
a male breadwinner through no fault of her own.”81 
This idealized mother was not only virtuous and  
devoted to her children, but also white; though 
Black women were more likely to head families than 
white women,82 they were routinely denied these 
pensions (often on the grounds that, unlike white 
women, they were accustomed to working  
for wages).83  

By 1930, almost every state had some form of 
mothers’ or widows’ pensions,84 which in 1935 were 
largely incorporated into a new federal program, 
aid to dependent Children (later called aid to  
Families with dependent Children, or aFdC).85 as 
the rest of this history will show, the racial and  
gender stereotypes that shaped its inception  

continued to play a role in the aFdC program and 
its relationship to child care over time.

1930s-1940s: child care as a response to  
national crises
The unique crisis of the Great depression—closely 
followed by the Second World War—led to the first 
federal investments in child care.86 In the 1930s, 
Works Progress administration (WPa) funds were 
dedicated to “emergency nursery schools,” with 
the primary purpose of providing government-paid 
jobs for thousands of unemployed teachers, nurses, 
cooks, and others.87 Many of the WPa centers 
closed as private sector employment rose. However, 
demand for child care surged during World War II 
as women were needed to work in factories to  
replace the men heading to war. Congress  
responded by directing funding from the 1940  
lanham act to repurpose remaining WPa  
centers and fund new facilities for children of  
working mothers in war production areas.88  

From about 1942 to 1946, federal and state funds 
supported 3,102 centers serving approximately 
600,000 children. For a modest daily fee, care was 
available to all mothers working in the defense and 
defense-related industries, regardless of income 
(although estimates suggest that services ultimately 
met only a small share of the need).89 This initiative 
offered a promising model for making child care 
broadly available to families at all income levels 
and integrating child care into the country’s public 
infrastructure. But the experiment was short-lived: 
Congress viewed these centers as a wartime  
emergency measure, and withdrew funding shortly 
after hostilities ended in keeping with the still- 
prevailing view that “[t]he first responsibility of 
women with young children, in war as in peace,  
is to give suitable care in their own homes to their 
own children.”90 Most centers soon closed.91  

1950s-1970s: toward universal child care— 
and back again
as eleanor roosevelt observed, “the closing of 
[lanham act] child care centers throughout the 
country certainly is bringing to light the fact that 
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these centers were a real need. . . . a need which 
was constantly with us, but one that we had  
neglected to face in the past.”92 It took decades for 
Congress to fully face that need, but as women’s 
entry into the labor force accelerated, it became 
hard to ignore. Between 1947 and 1970, the labor 
force participation rate for women with children  
under 18 more than doubled, rising from 19 percent 
to 42 percent; for women with children under 6,  
it rose from just 12 percent in 1947 to 32 percent  
in 1970.93  

In the 1960s, amendments to the aFdC program 
marked a subtle shift: rather than aiming to ensure 
that low-income mothers could stay home with 
their children and avoid using child care, the  
government began to look to child care as a means 
to ensure that low-income women could go to work 
instead of receiving welfare.94 The addition of work 
requirements for mothers (including, in some cases, 
mothers of young children) conditioned on the 
availability of child care was precipitated  
(probably not coincidentally) by the removal of 
racially discriminatory barriers to assistance,  
which had produced a marked increase in aFdC 
recipients who were women of color95—a group  
that had always been expected to work.

By the late 1960s, the continuing rise of maternal 
employment was accompanied by broader  
awareness—among both the public and Members 
of Congress—of the importance of fostering healthy 
development in children’s earliest years, thanks to 
new research and the new Head Start program (see 
sidebar).96 In 1969 and 1970, Congress held its first 
hearings on measures to support child care services 
that were not linked to welfare.97 and in 1971, the 
U.S. nearly achieved a universal child care system: 
Congress passed the Comprehensive Child  
development act, which would have authorized 
substantial funding for cities to set up  
comprehensive child care centers that would  
be open to all on a sliding fee scale and provide 
nutrition and medical services as well as high- 
quality care for young children.98 While the  
legislation prioritized services for children from  

disadvantaged families by offering free care for 
those with the lowest incomes and targeting 
services to enhance the development of children 
growing up in poverty, its underlying premise “was 
that child care was a right for all children, regardless 
of family income.”99 a coalition spanning feminists, 
civil rights activists, labor leaders, early childhood 
educators, and others supported the bill, citing not 
only its positive impact on child development but 
also its potential for combating racism by  
promoting integration at an early age.100 

The Head Start Program. The War on Poverty in  
the 1960s spurred a new government focus on care  
and education for young children in poor families, in  
response to new evidence that enhancing children’s  
early development could promote their long-term  
success. Head Start was created in 1965 as a  
comprehensive preschool program designed to help 
low-income children prepare to enter school, providing 
not only early education but also health, nutrition,  
and other services for children and their families.  
Particularly in its early years, however, Head Start  
provided only limited support for working parents;  
most programs were only part day and in fact expected 
parents to be available to participate in the program, 
which was viewed as distinct from the custodial,  
work-supporting notion of child care that prevailed  
at the time.101  

In keeping with its mission, Head Start programs  
have been able to achieve relatively high quality  
standards—and teacher pay, while still low, is notably 
higher than pay for other early childhood educators.102   
The majority of Head Start participants are families  
of color,103 and recent regulations have improved 
credentials for teachers and expanded the availability 
of full-day programs that better meet the needs of 
low-income working families. However, funding for the 
program remains woefully inadequate to fully develop 
the workforce and meet demand; as noted above, Head 
Start serves only about half of eligible preschool-age 
children and Early Head Start reaches only a small  
fraction of children under 3.
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This national child care system never came to be, 
however, in large part due to anti-feminist backlash 
and conservatives’ desire to maintain traditional, 
gendered family roles. President nixon vetoed  
the Comprehensive Child development act,  
warning that the child care system envisioned by 
the bill would “commit the vast moral authority to 
the side of communal approaches to child rearing 
over against [sic] the family-centered approach.”104 
Cold War rhetoric about the need to preserve the 
traditional american family likely veiled a racial  
subtext as well, as school integration efforts at the 
time stoked anxiety around racially integrated  
child care.105 

new child care bills were introduced in subsequent 
years, but in 1975 and 1976, a conservative,  
anti-feminist smear campaign proved to be  
remarkably effective in derailing further progress. 
Organizers flooded congressional offices with  
thousands of letters and an unsigned flyer titled 
“raising Children—Government’s or Parents’ 
rights?”106 The flyer “made false and unhinged 
claims—that it would be illegal for parents to make 
their children go to church or take out the trash, 
that children would have the right to sue their  
parents and organize labor unions.”107 Most  
members of Congress received thousands of  
letters opposing child care legislation—many of 
them repeating the outrageous claims of the  
anti-child care flyer.108 

Following the demise of more comprehensive 
bills, congressional attention to child care policy 
produced a much narrower, patchwork system of 
limited subsidies and tax benefits.109 These  
measures focused mainly on promoting child care 
as a means to support parents’ work, and could do 
little to improve the quality of the care itself or the 
lives of the women who provided it.110 

1980s-1990s: child care and welfare reform
Mothers continued to go to work in the 1980s: by 
1986, 63 percent of women with children under 18 
worked outside the home, including more than half 

(54 percent) of women with children under age 
6.111 during this decade, the “increasing number of 
divorces, female-headed households, and middle-
class wage-earning white women [again]…ignited 
the child care movement,”112 and in 1990, Congress 
established the Child Care and development Block 
Grant (CCdBG).113 The CCdBG program primarily 
provided direct assistance to low-income families 
to help them afford child care, but also sought to 
improve the supply and quality of child care for all 
families.114 as enacted, the CCdBG law included the 
first federal funds specifically allocated to improve 
the quality of child care (5 percent of total  
program funds). This amount could be used to 
improve compensation for child care providers115—
although it was considerably less than the bill’s  
supporters had called for.116  

Over roughly the same period, child care became a 
key component of renewed (and racially charged) 
efforts to link receipt of public assistance to work. 
In 1990, Congress created the “at-risk Child Care 
Program” for families who needed child care to 
work and “would be at risk of becoming eligible for 
[aFdC] . . . if care were not provided.”117 Just two 
years earlier, in 1988, the Family Support act had 
established a new entitlement to child care  
subsidies for all eligible families who were receiving 
or transitioning off of aFdC (i.e., welfare)—viewed 
as a necessary complement to the new requirement 
that most welfare recipients, including most  
mothers with preschool children, work or  
participate in education or training activities.118  
But these policies proved insufficient to address  
the growing perception among the public and 
Members of Congress that the women who  
received aFdC were undeserving “welfare queens,” 
i.e., “the lazy mother on public assistance who  
deliberately breeds children at the expense of  
taxpayers to fatten her monthly check.”119  

The final rejection of the notion that needy  
mothers should be provided support to care for 
their children at home thus coincided with the 
belief that most mothers who were receiving this 
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assistance were those who had always been  
considered undeserving of such support:  
unmarried women of color. In 1996, the Personal 
responsibility and Work Opportunity reconciliation 
act (PrWOra) signed by President Clinton  
eliminated aFdC and created the Temporary  
assistance for needy Families (TanF) program, 
which instituted work requirements for virtually  
all beneficiaries as well as time limits on assistance. 
While the law increased federal child care  
funding under CCdBG, it did little to ensure that 
care would be high quality: it required CCdBG 
providers to meet only minimal health and safety 
standards and eliminated prior requirements that 
providers receiving subsidies be paid at market 
rates in favor of vague recommendations around 
provider payments.120 It also eliminated guaranteed 
child care subsidies for welfare recipients and those 
transitioning off—even as it required that mothers 
go to work.121 The 1996 law thus assured that there 
would be greater demand for child care without  
ensuring funds would be available to meet that 
need. and it made little effort to ensure that the 
women providing child care would not require  
public assistance themselves.

today: an inadequate federal response  
to child care’s systemic flaws 
In 2014, Congress reauthorized CCdBG for the  
first time since 1996.122 The updated law includes 
important requirements to protect the health  
and safety of children in child care and contains 
several provisions designed to improve access to 
care for low-wage working families. It also nods to 
the need for better professional development  
and more adequate payments for providers by 
increasing the funds set aside to improve quality 

generally (and to improve quality specifically for 
infants and toddlers).123 It does not, however, change 
CCdBG policy that merely recommends—without 
requiring—that states pay CCdBG providers at the 
75th percentile of market rates for child care.124  
and neither Congress nor the states have provided 
sufficient funding to cover the additional costs to 
states of meeting the law’s new requirements, much 
less enough to meet the law’s broader goals. It is 
estimated that states need $1.4 billion above current 
funding levels to implement CCdBG in 2017 without 
decreasing the number of children served125—funds 
that have not been forthcoming.126 Indeed, the  
number of children receiving CCdBG-funded child 
care has been declining since 1998,127 and as of  
February 2017 just two states set their payment 
rates for child care providers serving children 
receiving subsidies at the federally recommended 
level (compared to 22 states in 2001).128 

Moreover, the law’s new training and inspection 
requirements and criminal background check  
requirements may have the unintended  
consequence of making care less available, as  
these requirements place increased burdens on 
child care providers, which could make them less 
likely to serve families receiving CCdBG assistance. 
Informal child care providers, in particular, may 
struggle to comply with the law’s requirements, 
which did not previously apply to them, and states 
may be reluctant to devote their limited resources 
toward helping these providers comply—even 
though these providers are an essential option  
for many families, including families working  
nonstandard or variable hours, families who have 
children with special needs, and other families  
who need flexible and familiar caregivers.129   
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III. Where do We 
Go From here?

A robust body of evidence demonstrates that  
investing in child care benefits children, parents, 
and the economy at large. Study after study has 
shown that children—especially children from  
low-income families—who participate in high- 
quality early care and education programs are  
more likely to perform well in school, complete their 
education, be in good health, and achieve financial 
security than their peers who did not participate in 
such programs.130 as a result, the economic benefits 
of high-quality early care and education programs 
dramatically outweigh the costs of providing them: 
estimates of the return on investment range  
generally range from roughly three to more than 
seven dollars for every dollar spent on such  
programs,131 with some studies showing even  
higher returns.132 

Improving pay for those who provide child care is 
essential both to attract and retain a workforce that 
can provide the quality care that produces optimal 
benefits for children and to achieve a fair and  
sustainable career path for the women (and men) 
who do this essential work. and making the  
investments needed to improve the quality,  
accessibility, and affordability of child care in the 
United States not only can improve economic 
security for millions of families, but also can allow 
women to increase their labor force participation, 
spurring new economic activity that has benefits  
for everyone.133   

The story of child care in the United States today 
is one of thwarted potential—for working parents, 
for child care providers, for children, and for our 
economy. But the story does not need to end here. 
valuing women’s work and making high-quality  

child care more accessible and affordable would 
help women who seek to enter and advance in the 
labor force, make child care a viable career path 
with compensation in line with its value to society, 
and help prepare the next generation to succeed—
while advancing equity for women of color and 
their families rather than perpetuating disparities 
along racial lines. 

key strategies to advance these objectives 
include134: 
•  Supporting child care workers who seek to  

organize, unionize, and/or otherwise take  
collective action and make their voices heard  
in the policy-making process (see sidebar).  

Organizing Home-Based Child Care Providers
A number of states—including Connecticut, Illinois, 
Maryland, Massachusetts, New Jersey, New Mexico, 
New York, Ohio, Oregon, Rhode Island, and  
Washington—have authorized collective bargaining 
among home-based child care providers.135 The unions 
chosen by providers to represent them have negotiated 
contracts with the states, which have typically included 
provisions requiring states to increase their provider 
payment rates and improve payment processes for the 
child care assistance program, expand professional 
development opportunities, and take other steps 
that benefit providers and can help them improve the 
quality of care they offer. The unions also offer training, 
help in navigating the child care assistance program, 
and additional resources to their members.
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•	  Increasing federal and state child care  
investments to make child care assistance  
available to more low-income families and their 
children, raise payment rates for child care  
programs and compensation for child care  
workers, and support activities to strengthen  
the supply and quality of child care. 

•  Improving pay, quality, and stability for  
people working in the child care field—and in  
all low-wage jobs—by raising the minimum wage, 
establishing fair work scheduling standards, and 
guaranteeing paid family and medical leave and 
paid sick days. 

•  Taking additional steps to improve child care  
providers’ compensation, including higher  
payments for care that involves additional costs, 
burdens, or skills for providers or for types of care 
that are in especially short supply, including care 
during nontraditional hours, care for children  
with special needs, and higher-quality care.  

•  Improving professional development  
opportunities for child care providers and  
ensuring that all women, including women of 
color and immigrant women,136 have access to 
such opportunities by, for example:

 o  Making courses available online and at times 
that fit around their work schedules and  
responsibilities to their own families;

 o  Offering classes in multiple languages;

 o  Providing mentors to help develop  
career paths; 

 o  Providing incentives and scholarships  
(see sidebar); 

 o  allowing the current workforce adequate  
time to obtain credentials; and 

 o  Providing additional support and funding to 
child care providers in low-income areas to  
assist them in meeting higher standards.

 

•  expanding tax assistance to help families meet 
the high costs of child care through refundable 
credits, which ensure that families up and down 
the income spectrum receive the benefit. 

•  Increasing investments in high-quality early  
education programs, including federal Head  
Start and early Head Start programs and state 
prekindergarten programs, to complement child 
care and ensure that more children have the early 
education they need to enter kindergarten ready 
to succeed.  

•	  Supporting family, friend, and neighbor (FFn) 
care and the people who provide it  by, for  
example:138   

Incentivizing Professional Development
Under the T.E.A.C.H. (Teacher Education And  
Compensation Helps) Early Childhood® model, child 
care teachers receive scholarships to help them 
achieve additional education and increased  
compensation once they have completed their  
educational requirement, in exchange for a  
commitment to stay with their child care program or 
in the field for a certain period of time. The model 
was created by the Child Care Services Association in 
North Carolina and has been adopted in the District of 
Columbia and 22 states. In these states, T.E.A.C.H.®  
is operated by non-profit organizations and is primarily 
supported by public funding, including CCDBG  
quality funding as well as state and local funding, 
along with some private funding. In addition, some  
of these states—Delaware, Florida, Iowa, New Mexico, 
and North Carolina—also offer WAGE$® programs, 
which provide salary supplements to child care  
providers who have already earned higher  
credentials.137 
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  o  Permitting families who receive child care  
assistance to use that assistance to pay for 
FFn care; some states currently place strict 
limitations on the use of assistance for FFn 
care. 

  o  enabling FFn providers to receive benefits 
and supports through other federal programs, 
including programs such as the Child and 
adult Care Food Program, for which states 
determine whether FFn providers can  
participate. 

  o  Investing in initiatives that provide  
education and training, mentoring,  
networking opportunities, home visiting, 
leadership development, financial assistance, 
assistance accessing other resources, and 
other supports to FFn providers to help them 
improve the quality of care they offer as well 
as their own economic security. 

  o  Connecting FFn providers to resources and 
services that help them in caring for children, 
including by using technology and social 
media to communicate with FFn providers 
and offer them information and guidance on 
promoting children’s school readiness.

•  ensuring that caregiving responsibilities are  
respected—and that women who take time out  
of the paid workforce to provide care are not 
penalized—by, for example:

  o  Protecting working people from employment 
discrimination, including through policies to 
ensure that pregnant women and caregivers 
are not forced to choose between meeting 
their responsibilities at work and caring for 
their families;

  o  ensuring that part-time workers—who are  
disproportionately women, and often work 
part time to accommodate caregiving  
responsibilities139— receive pay, benefits,  
and promotion opportunities that are equal  
to those offered to full-time employees in 
comparable positions; and

  o  addressing the economic costs to women  
that result from time spent out of the  
workforce caring for children or other  
family members, through policies such  
as Social Security caregiver credits. 

* * *   k j   

For families with children, child care—whether  
provided inside or outside the home, paid or  
unpaid, by a family member or a professional  
provider—is the work that makes all other work  
possible. But for far too long, both our society  
and our public policies have vastly undervalued  
this “women’s work,” and women—along with the 
families they support—have been especially  
harmed as a result. Moments in our history also 
show, however, that progress is possible. By  
facing the entrenched biases of the past and  
engaging the full range of people and  
institutions with a critical stake in improving  
child care policy, we can begin to create a system 
that values women’s work, recognizes the worth  
of all working people and families, and allows  
children to thrive regardless of their background  
or income.
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A Bill That Would Make a Difference: The Child Care for Working Families Act 
Introduced in September 2017 by Sen. Patty Murray (d-Wa) and rep. Bobby Scott (d-va), the 
Child Care for Working Families act (S. 1806/H.r. 3773) would dramatically expand access to  
affordable, high-quality child care for working families and raise wages for child care providers.  
an analysis by the Center for american Progress finds that 1.6 million parents—primarily mothers—
would join the labor force as a result of the legislation’s new child care subsidies and reductions in 
child care costs.140 The child care and early education workforce would add an estimated 700,000 
new jobs as a result of the bill, while pay for teachers and caregivers in both new and existing roles 
in this sector would increase by an estimated 26 percent.141  

The Child Care for Working Families act would amend the Child Care and development Block 
Grant and provide sufficient funding so that no family earning less than 150 percent of the median 
income in their state would pay more than 7 percent of their income on child care. The bill would 
also provide funding to: 

•  Increase professional development and compensation for the child care workforce. The bill 
would support education and training opportunities for child care providers.  It would also ensure 
that all child care workers are paid a living wage and that early childhood educators are paid the 
same as elementary school teachers with similar credentials and experience, and would set tiered 
payment rates that reflect the cost of providing care at progressively higher levels of quality. 

•  Increase the supply of child care. The bill would address the shortage of high-quality, inclusive 
care, particularly for children in underserved areas, children with disabilities, and infants and  
toddlers with disabilities. 

•  Improve the quality of child care. The bill would require states to establish systems to measure 
the quality of child care providers and would provide substantial resources to states to help  
providers increase their quality. 

•  Support family, friend, and neighbor care providers. The bill recognizes the important role these 
providers play in meeting the needs of parents working non-traditional hours and would allow 
states to use some of their funding for activities focused on improving the quality of care  
provided by family, friends, and neighbors. 

•  Expand the availability and affordability of infant care. Given that infant care is particularly  
difficult for families to find and afford, the federal government would cover a higher proportion 
of the cost for child care assistance for infants and toddlers—90 percent, with states contributing 
the remaining 10 percent—than for other child care assistance spending under the legislation. 

•  Expand equitable access to high-quality preschool. The bill would enable states to support  
high-quality preschool programs for 3- and 4-year-olds. 

•  Increase funding for full-school-day, full-school-year Head Start. Grants would be provided  
to help Head Start programs extend their services, which would make these programs more  
valuable as child care for working parents.142 
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