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Early Education and Child Care Costs

Scope of the Problem 

       It is widely agreed upon that child care and early 
education are important for a child’s development and 
future. From birth to age five, children are learning at an 
exponential rate and this affects them for years to come in 
their ability to communicate, think, and have social skills 
(New America Care Report, 2016). While child care is 
important for young children to develop properly, it often 
becomes a serious financial burden for parents. For most 
parents, child care expenses supersede that of any other 
household expense. A 2016 report found in New York 
State, child care costs 35-40% of parents income (New 
America Care Report, 2016). This kind of expense is 
especially damaging to low-income families, one third of 
which are pushed into poverty by their child care 
expenses (SCAANY, 2016).  
       In multiple cases, it is worker’s wages that are found 
to drive these costs, however, child care workers receive 
minuscule salaries. On average, a child care worker in 
New York State makes $13.26 an hour, just above the 
minimum wage (Bureau of Labor Statistics, 2016). Child 
care is a full-time job helping our next generation grow 
and develop, yet workers are paid small fractions of the 
true cost of care. Although there is federal funding for 
child care and early education programs, it is necessary to 
evaluate if enough funding is being distributed to both 
wages and quality care. Another issue that must be 
addressed is if child care professionals are being paid an 
honest salary for the work they do. There is currently a 
financial crisis for both parents and those in the child care 
profession. These disparities in the child care and early 
education system not only negatively impact the parents 
and children, but the overall economy of New York State. 

Federal Programs 

       The Child Care and Development Block Grant 
(CCDBG) was initially created in 1990 to fund programs 
in each state that assist low-income families with child 
care expenses. The grant was amended in 1996 and was 
recently reauthorized in 2014 (National Conference of 
State Legislature, 2015). The funding for CCDBG comes 
from a partnership between the federal and state 
government to provide subsidies. While the grant gives 
states a wide range of 
flexibility regarding how 
the funds are spent, 
eligibility for programs, 
co-pay, and overall 
design, the new 
authorization in 2014 
required more regulation 
from each state. For 
example, the 
reauthorization of the 
CCDBG required, 
“background checks for 
child care providers, set minimum training requirements 
for personnel, requires regular inspections and requires 
minimum protections for children,” as well as specific 
requirements to quality, safety, and access of child care 
(National Conference of State Legislature, 2015). 
       The Head Start program was established in 1965 to 
provide children of low-income families from birth to age 
five with school readiness and development support. 
There are educational, nutritional, social, and health 
services included in Head Start. The programs within 
Head Start and Early Head Start are developed from the 
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needs identified in the community and are based within 
centers and school systems. Early Head Start was created 
to serve pregnant women, infants, and toddlers. The goals 
of Head Start are to promote early learning, health and 
nutrition, and family well-being (Office of Head Start, 
2017). As of 2015 in New York State, federal funding for 
Head Start and Early Head Start is at $527,831,135 
(National Institute for Early Education Research, 2016). 
There are currently 51,130 children enrolled in the Head 
Start program in New York State (NIEER, 2016). This life 
changing program is available to the family until the child 
turns 3 years old and is ready to transition into Head 
Start, or another pre-K program. Just recently, many Early 
Head Start programs have been funded to partner directly 
with existing infant and toddler child care programs, 
resulting in higher quality services to all children enrolled 
in the child care program. 

Workers’ Wages 

       In New York State, there are approximately 36,500 
child care workers on average making less than $30,000 
annually. The average annual wage statewide is $28,330 
but can be as low as $22,860 in the northern region of 
New York (Department of Labor, 2016). Child care 
workers receive incredibly low wages for the work they 
do and often receive little to no comprehensive benefits. 
       With these minuscule wages and low benefits comes 
high turnover. It was reported that the turnover rate for 
child care workers was up to 25% in 2014 (Bureau of 
Labor Statistics). Almost half of child care workers 

receive some form of 
public assistance, and 
cannot afford the cost of 
care for their own children 
(Center for American 
Progress, 2017). This 
cycle of inadequate pay 
has made being a child 
care worker undesirable. 
Child care work has one 
of the lowest lifetime 
earning potentials of all 
college majors and a 

minimal system of professional development, greatly 
reducing the appeal to many young professionals (Center 
for American Progress, 2017). More so, elementary 
school teachers are paid significantly higher than early 
childhood educators and there is a disparity of over 
$40,000 between public elementary school teachers and 

Head Start teachers (National Institute for Early 
Education Research, 2016). These disparities negatively 
impact both the workers and the children in the child care 
system. Poor pay makes for a high stress environment 
that takes a toll not only on the workers, but on the child 
as well. When workers are paid less the children are less 
likely to receive the best care (Center for American 
Progress, 2017). 

Cost to Parents 

       Although workers are paid exceedingly low wages, 
the cost of child care is still immensely high and becomes 
a major burden on families with young children. A report 
from Child Care Aware of America found that in New 
York State, infant care in a center costs on average 
$14,144, which is almost double the average public 
college tuition of $7,645 (2016). In 32 other states, infant 
care is more expensive than the average public college. 
Many think of this kind of expense later on in life, but 
from birth to age five, children can cost families as much 
as 54.5% of their income for the average single parent 
making $26,000 and 14% for the average married couple 
making $95,000 (SCAANY, 2017). The U.S. Department 
of Health and Human Services states that child care that 
costs more than 7-10% of a family’s income is 
unaffordable (2017). Families with two young children 
would need to be making at least $200,000 for child care 
to be at 10%.  
       This kind of expense so early in a child’s life is 
especially damaging to low-income families, one third of 
which are pushed into poverty by their child care 
expenses (SCAANY, 2017). Single parents may not have 
the option to leave the workforce to take care of their 
child as they are the sole breadwinner and parents who do 
end up leaving their work, could be losing more than 
three times their annual salary every year (New America 
Care Report, 2016). The high cost of child care is driving 
up the number of parents leaving the labor market and the 
amount of low-income families being pushed into poverty 
(New America Care Report, 2016). Innovative ways to 
minimize costs to parents, while managing to increase 
salaries for workers and maintain quality care are needed 
to balance the current child care system.



Key Organizations 

These organizations are important to the 
conversation of the costs of child care and 
gaps within worker wages. These are the 
organizations that can use such research and 
are potential stakeholders in changing the 
child care system. 

• Early Care and Learning Council: New 
York State child care resource network 
with the mission of promoting excellence 
in early care and education and equal 
access for all families. Their vision for 
New York is to have affordable child care 
choices that optimize the education and 
healthy development of children. 

• Capital District Child Care Council: A 
resource and referral agency dedicated to 
promoting quality, accessible child care for 
all the Capital Region’s diverse 
communities.  CDCC has been the local 
child care resource and referral agency for 
New York’s Capital Region since 1989, 
providing resources to Albany, Saratoga, 
Schenectady, Fulton, Montgomery, and 
Rensselaer counties. 

• NYS Office of Children and Family 
Services: Serves New York's public by 
promoting the safety, permanency and 
well-being of our children, families and 
communities. The office achieves results 
by setting and enforcing policies, building 
partnerships, and funding and providing 
quality services.

Policy Options  

       It is highly encouraged that no state or federal funding 
be cut for child care and early education. The crisis in the 
child care system will only worsen if no action is taken to 
revise current policies and establish new policies.

Fixed Subsidies 

A recommendation to protect and mend the 
child care and early education system is to 
require that each fiscal year a fixed sum 
should be set aside for subsidies to aid 
families and child care professionals. 

 

New York State Budget 

       The 2017-2018 New York State budget proposed a cut 
to child care subsidies for low-income families by $7 
million, which serves families making less than 200% of 
poverty. This cut will lead to an additional 900 families 
being unable to access program services (SCAANY, 2017). 
The Trump administration is currently constructing a 
budget proposal to abolish a $190-million literacy 
program, a $2.3-billion program meant to enrich 
instruction, and the $1.2 billion 21st Century Community 
Learning Center program, which provides after-school 
options for students at disadvantaged schools (NPR, 2017). 

Universal Pre-K 

Publicly funded universal pre-kindergarten 
for all children no matter a family’s income 
level is another recommendation being 
considered. A publicly funded pre-
kindergarten would allow for the financial 
burden on families to be eliminated, 
programs to be regulated evenly across the 
nation, and set a higher standard and 
salary for child care workers (New America 
Care Report, 2016). 



Glossary of Terms 

Child Care Development Block Grant: the primary source of United States federal funding for child care subsidies for 
low-income working families and funds to improve child care quality. 
Head Start: program of the United States Department of Health and Human Services that provides comprehensive early 
childhood education, health, nutrition, and parent involvement services to low-income children and their families. 
Universal Pre-K: pre-k program available to any child in a given state, regardless of family income, children’s abilities, 
or other factors; free pre-k through public funding. 
Informal Care: refers to child care provided by grandparents, other relatives, friends and neighbors not through a formal 
child care provider. 
Center-based Care: child care in a formal setting with qualified staff, student to teacher ratios, and planned group 
activities more like a classroom setting.
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