
QUALITY CHILD CARE HELPS PARENTS WORK  
AND CHILDREN LEARN 

 

The need for quality child care and after-school activities is a daily 
concern for millions of American parents.   
 

• Every day, 12 million preschoolers—including 6 million infants and toddlers—are in child 
care.  This is three out of five young children.1   

 

• Millions more school-age children and youth are in after-school activities while their parents 
work.  Yet, over 7 million children are left home alone on a regular basis,2 often during the 
afternoon hours when juvenile crime peaks and children are vulnerable to risky behavior like 
smoking, drug and alcohol use, and sexual activity.3 

 

Parents need child care to work and support their families.   
 

• Sixty-five percent of mothers with children under age six, and 79 percent of mothers with 
children ages six to 13 are in the labor force.4  

 

• In 2001, just one-quarter of all families with children younger than six—and only one-third 
of married-couple families with young children—had one parent working and one parent 
who stayed at home.5 

 

• Women bring home half or more of their families’ earnings in the majority of U.S. 
households.6 

 

• One out of three children of working mothers are either poor even though their mother 
works or would be poor if their mother did not work.7 

 

Good care is unaffordable for many families, and not enough help is 
available for them. 
 

• Full-day child care can easily cost between $4,000 and $10,000 a year—at least as much as 
public college tuition.8  Yet one-quarter of America’s families with young children earn less 
than $25,000 a year,9 and a family with both parents working full time at minimum wage 
earns only $21,400 a year.    

 

• Most low-income families cannot get help paying for child care.  Nationally, only one out of 
seven children eligible under federal law receives help.10  In nearly two-fifths of the states, a 
family earning just $25,000 a year would not qualify for assistance.11   

 

• Over one-third of the states place eligible families who apply for help on waiting lists or turn 
them away without even taking their names.12  These families face serious hardships.  They 
struggle to meet their basic needs, often go into debt or may turn to welfare, and are 
frequently forced to use poor quality child care because they cannot afford better options.13  

 

Child care is hard to find.   
 

• Parents in communities across the country have difficulty finding the child care that they 
need.  Families with infants, parents working second or third shift, and parents whose 

children have special needs face particular challenges finding care. 
 

• A Philadelphia study found that only two out of ten centers were rated as good, with the 
rest minimally adequate or inadequate.  Only 4 percent of family child care programs were 
rated as good.  Low-income children are often less likely to receive good care.14    



• A Massachusetts study found that over half of centers serving mostly moderate- to high-
income children provided good quality care (57 percent), compared to just one-third of 
centers serving mostly low-income children (36 percent).15 

 

• In California’s low-income communities, the number of slots in child care centers per 100 
children under age five is about one-third lower than in higher-income communities, 
according to one study.  Slots are also limited in moderate-income areas, where families 
earn too much to qualify for child care assistance but not enough to afford high-priced care 
on their own.16  Overall, the supply of child care has barely kept pace with the growth in the 
child population.17 

 

Child care helps shape children’s futures, yet the quality of care for 
many children is inadequate.   
 

• Research on early brain development and early childhood demonstrates that the 
experiences children have and the attachments children form early in life have a decisive, 
long-lasting impact on their later development and learning.18  High-quality care beginning 
in early childhood improves children’s school success.19 

 

• Many children are not getting the good quality care and education they need in their early 
years to start school ready to learn.  Forty-six percent of kindergarten teachers report that 
half of their class or more have specific problems when entering kindergarten, including 
difficulty following directions, lack of academic skills, problems in their situations at home, 
and/or difficulty working independently.20 

 

• Good quality child care is hard to find in a marketplace where child care workers earn an 
average of just $16,980 a year,21 and typically receive no benefits or paid leave.22 

 

• Cosmetologists must attend as much as 2,000 hours of training before they can get a 
license,23 yet 30 states do not require teachers in child care centers to have any early 
childhood training before they begin working with children.24 
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