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HELP PARENTS EARN 
WHILE CHILDREN LEARN: 
INVEST IN CHILD CARE 
AND EARLY LEARNING

NATIONAL WOMEN’S LAW CENTER

The Problem
Child care and early learning opportunities help children get the strong start they need 
to succeed and enable parents to work so they can support their families and/or go to 
school to attain the skills they need to improve their economic circumstances. Yet,  
many families—particularly low-income families, families with infants or children with 
special needs, and parents working nontraditional hours (evenings, nights, weekends, or 
irregular schedules)—struggle to find and afford child care. The average annual cost of 
child care for one child ranges from nearly $3,000 to over $20,000, depending on where 
the family lives, the age of the child, and the type of care.1  The Child Care and Develop-
ment Block Grant (CCDBG), the major federal child care program, is aimed at helping 
low-income families afford these costs, but it falls far short of meeting the need. Fewer 
than one in six children eligible for federal child care assistance receives help.2  Many  
children—particularly low-income children who stand to benefit the most—also lack  
access to high-quality preschool. Some support for prekindergarten is provided through 
federal and state programs, but these programs serve at most 44 percent of four- 
year-olds and just 16 percent of three-year-olds, and most state programs lack sufficient 
quality standards.3  In addition, the child care and early education professionals who care 
for and teach our children typically earn low wages that leave them straining to support 
themselves and their own families.

The Solution
States should significantly expand their investments in child care and prekindergarten. 
Child care and prekindergarten policies should be designed to ensure that children 
have healthy, safe, stable environments that promote their growth and learning. Policies 
should also be designed to meet the varied needs of families, including those who work 
non-standard hours or have other special circumstances that can make it difficult for 
them to access child care and early education programs. In addition, states should  
support initiatives that increase professional development opportunities and  
compensation for the child care and early learning workforce. 
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Basic Elements of the Solution
•  Provide help in paying for child care to additional 

low-income families.
•  Ensure parents who work non-traditional and  

unpredictable hours have child care options that 
meet their needs.

• Increase payment rates to child care providers that  
   serve families receiving child care assistance, and  

offer additional incentives and supports to  
encourage providers to improve their quality. 

•  Fully implement the requirements and provisions of 
the CCDBG reauthorization law designed to ensure 
the health and safety of child care, improve the  
quality of care, and make it easier for families to  
access child care assistance.

•  Invest in increasing the supply of affordable,  
high-quality child care for infants and toddlers,  
children with special needs, and for children in  
underserved areas, including low-income  
communities and rural areas.

•  Support initiatives to expand child care providers’ 
professional development opportunities and increase 
their compensation. 

•  Ensure your state (if it has a personal income tax) 
has a fully refundable child and dependent care tax 
credit (CDCTC) so that families with little or no tax 
liability can take advantage of the credit.

•  Make high-quality, full-school-day prekindergarten 
programs available to all four-year-olds whose  
families want them to participate.

•  Once prekindergarten is universally available to  
four-year-olds, expand prekindergarten opportuni-
ties for three-year-olds, beginning with low-income 
children. 

•  Allow state funding for prekindergarten programs  
to be available to schools, child care providers,  
Head Start programs, and other community-based 
providers that meet high-quality standards.

Talking Points on the Solution
•  High quality child care is essential to enable parents 

to get and keep a job and to give children a strong 
start toward success in school and life. 

•  But right now, the average cost of full-time center 
care for an infant ranges from over $5,000 to over 
$20,000 a year, putting it out of reach for many 
families.

•  Families on waiting lists for child care assistance  
are often forced to use a patchwork of unstable  
arrangements, causing disruption for children, more 
stress for parents, and a risk of job loss. Families that 
stretch to pay for reliable child care often struggle to 
pay for other necessities. 

•  Child care assistance helps everyone—more parents 
are able to work, children can learn and thrive, and 
employers can keep skilled, productive workers.
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