
www.clasp.org 

 

 
 

 

 

TANF and the First Year of Life: 

 Making a Difference at a Pivotal Moment 

Elizabeth Lower-Basch 

Director, Income and Work Supports 

 

Stephanie Schmit 

Senior Policy Analyst, 

Child Care and Early Education  

Smart Start Conference 

May 3, 2016 



www.clasp.org 

• Background: Two Generational Strategies  

• CLASP Report: TANF and the First Year of Life 

• Background: TANF 

• Why TANF and the First Year 

• Foundational Policies to Seize the Opportunity 

• Enhanced Policies to Build on the Foundation 

• Group Discussion 
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• Young children, particularly minorities, are the most likely 

to be poor. 

• Children born to poor families at very high risk of being 

poor for most of their childhood. 
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• Two-generational strategies take into account: 

 Parents’ importance to children both as 

nurturers and as providers; and  

 Children’s importance in parents’ lives. 

 

 

• Parents are essential in a 

child’s earliest years. 
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• Provides time-limited cash assistance to some of 
the lowest income families with children. 

• Parents are generally required to participate in 
work activities in order to receive benefits. 

• States have very flexible funding that can be 
used for almost any service for low-income 
families with children 
 Home visiting 

 Job training 

 Child care 
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• For parents receiving TANF, child care 

assistance is typically guaranteed.  

• Child care subsidies are an enormous benefit for 

TANF families with infants, often more valuable 

than the cash assistance itself. 

•  In some states, receiving TANF assistance is 

the only way to access child care subsidies 

without a waiting list.  
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Narrow eligibility 

criteria and 

burdensome 

requirements have 

combined to limit 

the share of poor 

children that TANF 

reaches 

11 



www.clasp.org 

• “Work-first” policies do not 
account for the realities of 
today’s low-wage labor 
market 
 Increasing need for education 

for good jobs 

 Variable and unpredictable 
schedules 

 Challenging for anyone, but 
particularly problematic for 
parents of young children 
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• Families have limited access to high-quality child 

care, even with child care subsidies.  

• TANF programs rarely look at the holistic needs 

of families with infants and connect them to the 

full range of services. 

 E.g.  Even when TANF funds are used for early 

childhood home visiting programs, there is rarely a 

focus on serving families receiving cash assistance. 

13 



www.clasp.org 14 
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TANF to 

Poverty 

Ratio 

Max Grant 

for Family of 

Three 

Time Limit Family Cap 

Exemption 

for Parents 

of 

Newborns 

Arizona 8 $277 12 months Yes None 

California 65 $670 48 months Yes 24 months 

Connecticut 32 $576 21 months Yes 12 months 

New York 40 $789 None No 3 months 

North 

Carolina 
8 $272 24 months Yes 12 months 

Ohio 26 $465 60 months No 12 months 
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• Critical moment in child development. 

• TANF already serves about 250,000 deeply poor 

families with infants. 

• Federal rules give states flexibility regarding 

work requirements for parents of infants. 

• Some states are already implementing pieces of 

this proposal.  

 California effort to remove the family cap (MFG) 

 Home visiting efforts in Washington, Minnesota 
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• Foundational policies ensure that TANF is 

helping low-income families meet their basic 

needs and is not adding to parents’ stress 

levels in a way that interferes with their ability 

to parent responsively. 

• Innovative policies build on the foundation and 

go further. 
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• Pregnant women can receive TANF cash 

assistance, and work requirements are waived. 

• No “family cap” policies that deny benefits based 

on parents’ history of welfare receipt. 

• Time limits waived for pregnant women and 

parents of infants. 

• Minor parent requirements do not prevent needy 

young families from receiving assistance. 
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• Parents of infants are exempted from mandatory 

TANF work requirements until babies are 12 

months old, as allowed by federal rules. 

• Policies are in place to protect parents of infants 

from sanctions, particularly full-family sanctions. 

• Exemption policies do not inadvertently deny 

access to child care. 
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• Subsidies pay enough to provide TANF 

recipients access to high-quality child care. 

• Parents are given time to locate and obtain high-

quality child care. 

• Parents receive good cause exemptions if high-

quality child care is not available. 

• State applies new CCDBG rules regarding 

health and safety, and quality and continuity of 

care to TANF-funded child care. 
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• TANF families with infants are referred to home 

visiting programs and Early Head Start, and 

receive credit toward TANF work requirements. 

• TANF recipients with infants are screened for 

mental health needs and provided with 

supportive services needed for treatment 

• Families with infants are enrolled in other safety 

net programs with a minimum of paperwork. 
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• Expand cash assistance for vulnerable families 

with infants 

• Develop holistic service package to meet both 

parents’ and children’s needs 

 Expanded home visiting services 

• Develop employment programs that will lead to 

economic security and that take into account 

parents’ caregiving responsibilities. 
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• What do you know that is currently happening in 

your state? 

• What ideas do you have? 

• What are the challenges? 

• What are the opportunities?   
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• Promoting economic security 

and combating the 

intergenerational transmission 

of poverty is the central 

purpose of TANF. 

• Investing in pregnant women 

and infants will produce both 

short- and long-term benefits 

that greatly outweigh their 

costs.  
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• TANF and the First Year of Life: Making a Difference 
at a Pivotal Moment 

• Thriving Children, Successful Parents: A Two-
Generation Approach to Policy 

• Strengthening TANF Outcomes By Developing Two-
Generation Approaches To Build Economic Security 

• 2014 Child Care Reauthorization and Opportunities 
for TANF and CCDF 
 

Contact information:  

Elizabeth Lower-Basch  Stephanie Schmit 
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