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Child care is a critical part of our country’s economy that helps parents work and supports
children’s healthy development. However, decades of inadequate investment mean that
most families struggle to find and afford high-quality care, despite child care workers
receiving very low wages.' Due to racism and discrimination, communities of color experience
even worse effects of this underinvestment, creating inequities in access, quality, and
compensation.?

The systemic racial and gender inequities that have always shaped the child care field are
exacerbated by the uneven impacts of the coronavirus pandemic on communities of color.
Black and Latinx Americans are experiencing higher rates of serious illness or death from the
virus across the country and are more likely to be exposed because they are overrepresented
in essential fields like health care, food-related industries, and transit; more likely to live in
high-density housing; more dependent on public transportation; and more likely to face
inequities in access to and delivery of health care.? Native communities are bearing the brunt
of underfunded tribal health care systems and inequitable access to federal pandemic relief
funds.* Asian Americans are contending with both the health and economic impacts of the
coronavirus, as well as the surge of racist anti-Asian rhetoric and hate crimes targeting their
communities.” Structural and historic racism related to health care access and practice means
that Black, Latinx, and immigrant communities are less likely to get COVID-19 testing,
diagnosis, and treatment and may be less likely to seek general medical care.® Within this
context—along with the historic barriers to child care for children and families of color and
the undervaluing of child care educators of color—children, families, and providers are
feeling these negative effects more profoundly.

Child care cannot be an afterthought during this crisis—our relief and recovery efforts must
be rooted in racial equity. Doing so requires policymakers and advocates to consider the
immediate need for action to address inequities, as well as the historic and structural racism
that harms families and the field. This brief explains the origins of long-standing racial
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inequities in child care and early education, examines how the COVID-19 crisis has exposed
and exacerbated these inequities, and offers recommendations for how policymakers,
advocates, and other stakeholders can address them to rebuild a stronger, more equitable

system.

The Child Care System Was

Inequitable before COVID

Even before COVID began to devastate it, the
child care system suffered from existing
inequities. Virtually all child care workers are
women, disproportionately women of color
and immigrant women' who do not have
adequate wages or benefits." Even within this
low-paying field, positions and wages are
unequal: a 2019 study found that African
American and Hispanic workers are more
likely to be relegated to lower-level positions
within child care programs and—even
accounting for education levels—African
American early educators are typically paid 78
cents less per hour than their white peers.'

Children and families of color also experience
inequities in child care on a range of issues
including affordability, access to child care
subsidies, and availability of child care
programs in their communities. Research
shows how inequities in child care and early
education manifest for different racial and
ethnic groups. For example, child care is least
affordable for Black and Latinx families with
low incomes.'® Asian American and Latinx
children have particularly low levels of access
to child care subsidies, the main support to
help families pay for child care. Native
American and Latinx communities are more
likely to live in child care deserts—areas with
particularly low capacity of licensed child care
relative to the population of children—
making access to care challenging.'” Black
children also face access barriers because of
how they are treated in child care settings.
They are, for example, more likely than white
children to be suspended or expelled from

Origins of Child Care Inequities

The inequities in the current child care system are
the result of a long history of discriminatory ideas,
policies, and practices rooted in both racism and
sexism. Black women were many of the original
child care providers in the United States—dating
back to when they were enslaved and forced to
care for white children.” After slavery was
abolished, many people of color continued to do a
significant amount of domestic work including
child care, as it was one of few available
occupations to them. These jobs were almost
invariably low quality by design: the 1938 Fair
Labor Standards Act excluded domestic
workers—intentionally leaving out many Black
workers—from key protections such as the
minimum wage and overtime eligibility.? The lack
of labor protections and failure to recognize the
talent, skill, and expertise of child care providers

persists today.

Despite this oppression and exclusion, women of
color—particularly Black women—were at the
forefront of the movement for child care. Families
developed networks to provide the culturally
relevant care they needed.’ From its inception in
1965 as part of the Civil Rights Movement, Head
Start has included a focus on children from
families with low incomes, including Black
children in Southern states. In fact, Head Start’s
federal-to-local funding structure was intended to
bypass states that would not otherwise invest
equitably in communities of color.' Civil rights
activists also played a key role in driving a
bipartisan national push for universal child care,"
which would have become law half a century ago
if not for opposition from white conservatives,
including white women.'?
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programs in response to similar behaviors.'® These harmful inequities and barriers rob
children of color of enriching early care and education experiences and disrupt families’
economic stability. Despite a rich body of research, we still need further exploration into the
roots of existing and potential inequities, underscoring the importance of disaggregating
data and partnering with communities to understand how child care functions for different
communities of color.

There are examples where racial equity has been centered in child care and early education
with some success. Head Start, for example, has mandated and supported authentic and
equitable parent leadership and employment opportunities, equitable discipline policies,
program policies that support access, and diversity and racial equity for its workforce and
families. With meaningful input and leadership from families, particularly families of color,
programs have established more solid connections to the community, stronger connections
between children and parents, and better awareness of and effectiveness in responding to
the needs of families experiencing daily and systematic racism."

Intensifying Inequities During the Pandemic

Impacts on Child Care Providers and Families

The pandemic is having a devastating impact on child care. The experiences of providers and
programs have likely not been universal since the economic and health impacts of COVID-19
have disproportionately impacted communities of color.?®

As states began implementing emergency orders in March and April, they took a variety of
approaches toward child care, recognizing both the importance of protecting children and
providers and the competing need to provide child care for essential workers. At the onset of
the pandemic, 20 states and the District of Columbia closed down all programs and reopened
only those approved to provide care for children of essential workers. Among the others, one
state (Rhode Island), Puerto Rico, and the U.S. Virgin Islands closed programs completely. The
remaining states and territories made child care closures voluntary.”

The financial consequences of closing without sufficient support has been devastating for
providers, many of which are operating on particularly thin economic margins. One quarter of
the child care sector’s jobs have been lost since the pandemic began.?? Given the
disproportionate share of women of color in the field, heavy job losses in the sector are
especially harmful to the finances of families of color. In fact, a June survey of more than 5,000
child care providers demonstrates that without additional federal support 2 out of 5 providers
will close permanently—nhalf of which are providers of color.?? And the costs go beyond
financial: stakeholders in some states have reported that providers serving families and
communities with low incomes may have been less able to afford to close their doors,
essentially putting themselves in harms’ way in order to put food on the table.

The federal Coronavirus Aid, Relief, and Economic Security Act (CARES Act) offered child care

providers two kinds of assistance: $3.5 billion dollars for the Child Care and Development
Block Grant (CCDBG), and $750 million in additional Head Start funds. While these were
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important supports, the amount is a small fraction of the estimated $9.6 billion the sector
needs each month to serve the children of essential workers and keep child care afloat during
the pandemic**—and though many centers remain closed or are facing additional operating
costs, > policymakers have provided no additional funding.

The CARES Act included additional funding—through forgivable Small Business
Administration (SBA) loans—to support small businesses, including child care programs.*
Access to those loans, however, was uneven and the application process was complex. Banks
provided the vast majority of these loans,?” which could be a challenge for child care
providers and communities of color. Sole proprietors like home-based child care providers
were less likely to receive loans.?® and those without formal banking relationships faced
additional barriers to the loans. Further, when considering loans in general, Black-owned
businesses are more than twice as likely to be discouraged from applying for a loan compared
to white-owned businesses, and those Black-owned businesses that do apply are nearly 20
percent more likely to be denied. Businesses located in communities of color or with lower
household income levels received fewer small business loans than those in predominantly
white or higher-income neighborhoods.? For all of these reasons, access to SBA loans was
likely inequitable for child care providers.*

The damage from temporary and permanent closures related to COVID-19 will echo across
children, families, and communities of color, exacerbating the effects of historic racial and
economic inequities. Black, Latinx, and Native children were already experiencing higher rates
of poverty and economic insecurity prior to the pandemic.>' The most recent data available
show a widening income gap between Black and Latinx households and other families, and
that Black and Latinx families with children are more likely to be experiencing economic
hardship during the pandemic.? Because many child care programs also provide nutritious
food to children, the shutdown of programs has likely contributed to an increase in hunger,*
especially among communities of color. Families across the board are also experiencing
increased stress and conflict,** with Black families reporting an increase in children’s behavior
issues in recent weeks, while families overall report a decline.* And although stress and
anxiety have declined for caregivers overall, they have increased for Black caregivers.*
Parents, providers, and children of color also face unique barriers in seeking mental health
services, early intervention, and other child and family supports, which are particularly
harmful as need grows and service providers adapt to protocols and delivery modalities
shaped by pandemic public health guidelines.*

In the longer-term, the consequences of a lack of child care will force some workers—
particularly mothers—to make impossible choices for their children and their families. Some
will choose not to return to school or work,*® potentially reducing the economic security of
their families. But many parents will need to go back to work to maintain employment and
keep food on the table and a roof over their families’ heads.*®* Many of these parents will do so
with a new reality: recent data show that parents with low incomes twice as likely to report
that they won't be able to or do not know if they will be able to return to their previous care
arrangement, compared to households with middle or high incomes.*® With reduced access
to licensed care options, some families may rely on family and friend caregivers. Others facing
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limited options may be forced to leave their children in less reliable, safe, or unstable
caregiving situations. The impact of these difficult choices is most likely to affect families of
color, as they disproportionately make up the workforce earning low wages.*

Policymaking Principles and Head Start as a Model for Equitable Care
Recommendations During and

Beyond the Coronavirus Pandemic
Addressing the inequitable impacts of this
crisis on families and providers of color
requires fixing the structural and historic
inequities that predate the pandemic—but
doing so in a time when the crisis makes
finding solutions both more challenging and
more urgent. Advocates and policymakers can
take critical steps to ensure the COVID-19
recovery doesn’t worsen racial inequities in
child care while also building a fairer system for
the future. As stakeholders take these critical
steps, they should keep the following
principles in mind:

Head Start and Early Head Start play an important
role in offering families racially equitable, high-
quality early childhood education that responds
directly to community needs. These programs
also serve as models on equitable discipline
policies, parent leadership, and workforce
policies. Head Start’s funding model of direct
grants to communities has allowed for stability
and continued family support services
throughout the pandemic. Unfortunately, Head
Start only serves 36 percent of eligible children,
and EHS serves even fewer (11 percent).”
Policymakers can draw on these models to
strengthen child care guidance and supports.

e Place racial equity at the forefront. Stakeholders must evaluate every policy step
through an equity lens to ensure that it does not continue or add to inequities.

e Center the voices of people with lived experience throughout the policymaking
process.

e Deliver urgent help today while forging a path to equitable systemic, long-term
solutions tomorrow.

Within this framework, the recommendations below are just a few examples of how
policymakers and advocates can promote equity in the child care and early education sector
during and beyond the coronavirus pandemic. In many cases, the child care sector needed
these policy solutions prior to the pandemic, policymakers may have employed them during
the pandemic, and stakeholders should ensure they are sustained through the recovery
period and beyond. Policymakers can enact some of these recommendations immediately
with existing funding. Others will require substantial additional funding. In the absence of
sufficient resources to address the public health and economic crises, policymakers must pay
particular attention to racial equity to ensure that devastation isn't disproportionately or
solely occurring to child care provided by or serving people of color, or in communities made
up predominantly of people of color.
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Increasing Child Care Investments to Support Equity

The chronic underfunding of child care and other family supports has created an
environment of scarcity that promotes restrictive and obstructive policies, discourages
policymakers from fully acknowledging the vast and diverse needs of families, and sacrifices
equitable access to healthy, safe, and high-quality care. To address these inequities—and to
adopt the recommendations below—the child care sector needs sustained, increased
funding.

Specifically, to meet the needs of families equitably, federal and state governments must
make a significant investment of public funding that prioritizes equitable access, promotes
job quality and compensation in the child care sector, and ensures health and safety,
including adequate and equitable funding for Native American tribes and U.S. territories.

e CLASP and partner organizations estimate that the child care sector needs $9.6
billion each month to sustain closed providers and furnish emergency care to
children of essential workers—and even more significant relief to support
providers operating under public health restrictions.” The Child Care is Essential Act
is one proposal that would adequately address the needs of the system by
providing $50 billion to support providers and families through the crisis.*
Policymakers will need to provide even greater funding to build a stronger, more
equitable system for the future. The Child Care for Economic Recovery Act will
support this effort by significantly expanding mandatory funding, improving
infrastructure, and putting money in families’ pockets.*

e States must commit to meeting requirements to put up their own matching
dollars, along with other federal funding requirements, so they leave no federal
dollars on the table, while also growing targeted investments.

e Investmentin CCDBG is particularly important for Black communities, as Black
children have the highest rate of CCDBG receipt (though still nearly 4 out of 5
eligible Black children do not receive CCDBG).*

e By making additional federal and state investments in Head Start, Early Head Start,
and Early Head Start-Child Care partnerships, policymakers can help build access to
the high-quality Head Start model that includes equity-focused parent, workforce,
and child-related policies and practices. By doing this, policymakers will increase
the availability of high-quality jobs, services, and family supports throughout the
public health crisis.

Understanding and Responding to Needs and Experiences

Access to high-quality child care experiences will only be equitable by meeting the real needs
of families of color and others who have historically been left out. To meet parents’ needs,
policymakers and other stakeholders must have real information about those needs. For
example, data from the pandemic reveal that households with lower incomes want financial
supports while middle- and upper-income households are more focused on social and
emotional supports.*” Policymakers shape their decisions and areas of focus based on who
provides input. To gather this information, policymakers and stakeholders should:
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e Collect and use data to understand and center the experiences of people of color,
by conducting intentional outreach—engaging community leaders, parent-led
organizations, and trusted community messengers—that reaches those families
most likely to be left out.* To do this, administrators should intentionally conduct
data collection and analysis with communities of color, families who speak a
primary language other than English, immigrant families, and others who are most
underserved.

e (ollect and analyze data disaggregated by race and ethnicity to understand,
monitor, and address disparities, which includes oversampling in communities that
are historically underrepresented.*® Policymakers and advocates must use these
data to identify the pandemic’s impact on communities of color, including
reductions in child care supply and job losses for early educators of color.>®

e Gather stories from providers and families, using ethical storytelling methods,
focus groups, and other strategies, in their data collection. Story collection is an
important way for policymakers to complement quantitative data and better
understand the experiences of different communities.

e Engage people who are directly impacted by policies, including communities of
color, linguistic minorities, immigrant families, and others who are most
underserved, all of whom can help shape the policymaking process. Policymakers
can use a variety of techniques, including public forums, town halls, community
and policy councils (e.g., Head Start Policy Councils), public comments, etc. They
should also employ a variety of languages, technologies, accessibility supports,
and engagement strategies as they work with communities. Keeping in mind the
context of the pandemic, policymakers should safely engage the community using
techniques such as virtual town halls that don’t harm public health.

e Ensure that child care programs support the needs of dual language learners and
otherwise provide services that are linguistically and culturally appropriate to the
communities they serve.

e Consider the needs and unique challenges of mixed-status and immigrant
families—many of whom are families of color—in accessing and affording
culturally appropriate and linguistically accessible care.

Increasing Access and Affordability
The pandemic’s harmful impact on child care supply is likely to exacerbate inequities in child
care access and affordability. To equitably address these impacts:

e Policymakers must significantly reduce or eliminate child care co-pays for
families—particularly those who have suffered economically from the pandemic—
during the response and recovery period.

e States must simplify subsidy eligibility policies and procedures in the immediate
and long term, along with strengthening outreach so families who are eligible for
supports can access them.

e States must commit to policies that end suspension and expulsion as a disciplinary
practice and provide the professional development and supports child care
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educators and caregivers need to recognize their biases and manage children’s
behavior and needs without denying them access to care.

e Stakeholders should track spending and reported use of federal funds—including
regular CCDBG funding, CARES funding, and Head Start and Early Head Start
funding—to identify and document differences in support for communities of
color, including both providers and families.

Health, Safety, and Security

As child care programs open and parents return to work, we must ensure that the health and
safety of children, families, and the workforce is paramount. With both essential workers and
the child care workforce being disproportionately composed of people of color, health and
safety practices will continue to have profound implications for equity. States should
continue, and in some cases strengthen, protocols and policies that have been in place for
providers open during the pandemic and support all programs and providers in meeting
those health and safety standards through the recovery period and any future outbreaks.

e States should take steps to ensure all providers across settings have access to the
supports, supplies, and funding they need to meet enhanced health and safety
standards and protocols. To be equitable, this must include strategies to effectively
support all types of providers, including family child care and family, friend and
neighbor (FFN) caregivers.

e States should allocate dedicated funding for and facilitate purchasing and
distribution of personal protective equipment to give all child care workers access
to masks, sanitation supplies, thermometers, and other essential items.

e Policymakers should ensure that all workers, including child care providers, have
access to job-protected paid leave, both through passing additional legislation and
ensuring the effective implementation of existing leave provisions. This will be
especially critical for providers at high risk of serious illness or death from the virus
including providers who are Black, Latinx, older, have pre-existing conditions, or
are immunocompromised.

e States should use state and federal funds to provide premium pay to child care
workers during the pandemic to account for increased health risk and should take
steps to permanently increase pay for the sector overall, closing racial wage gaps
and reducing inequities.

e Federal and state policymakers should comprehensively expand access to
programs that support families’ and providers’ other essential needs, in addition to
child care assistance, such as mental health supports, Medicaid, Supplemental
Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP), Unemployment Insurance, WIC, and more.

e States should support and facilitate the delivery of mental health, early
intervention, family support, and other services to children within or temporarily
separated from their child care settings due to the pandemic, using technology
and other creative delivery strategies to ensure they are reaching children
equitably.
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The coronavirus has exposed and exacerbated deep inequities in our nation and has wreaked
havoc on our child care system. By failing to address existing and worsening inequities in
child care, we risk harming a workforce that is disproportionately women of color, further
marginalizing families of color, and harming children’s wellbeing. Now is the time to respond
to the concurrent crises of coronavirus and rampant racial inequity by creating an inclusive
system—and policymakers and advocates must do so by aggressively working to rebuild
America’s child care system so it truly supports the needs of all providers, families, and
children.

The authors are grateful to Shana Bartley, Alycia Hardy, Hannah Matthews, Jamie Riley, Tom
Salyers, and Rebecca Ullrich for their thoughtful comments.
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