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BUILDING STRONG FOUNDATIONS:
Advancing Comprehensive Policies for Infants, Toddlers, and Families

Child Care Assistance: A Critical Support  
for Infants, Toddlers, and Families

 
Low-income families with infants and toddlers should get child care assistance to afford safe, sta-
ble, high-quality child care that promotes children’s development and parents’ education, training, 
and work. High-quality child care programs offer safe, nurturing environments where infants and 
toddlers can learn and grow. They are staffed by caregivers who are knowledgeable about infant-tod-
dler development and are sensitive and responsive to young children’s needs. Reliable and stable child 
care is essential for infants and toddlers, but it tends to be more costly than care for older children1 
and is in short supply in many communities.2 Child care assistance provides low-income families with 
subsidies to offset the cost of child care, allowing them to go to work or school while providing young 
children with positive early learning experiences necessary for healthy development. 

Child care is a critical support for working parents. Parents with access to affordable, dependable 
child care are less likely to face child care interruptions that can result in absences or other schedule 
disruptions in the workplace. Consequently, receiving child care assistance is associated with a variety 
of improved employment outcomes for parents, including higher employment rates and greater job 
retention.3 A research study of single mothers found that women were more likely to be employed 
when receiving child care subsidies and that their employment was more likely to be full time.4 Low-
income student-parents report that the availability of affordable child care is integral to their ability to 
attend school.5 Ensuring parents can further their education and participate in the workforce is critical, 
because children are strongly affected by their parents’ economic success. Parental employment not 
only improves families’ economic circumstances, but has also been shown to improve children’s social 
and emotional wellbeing.6 
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Participating in a high-quality child care program also benefits children directly by offering stable, 
nurturing environments where children’s learning and development is supported. Knowledgeable, 
responsive providers are especially important for infants and toddlers, for whom learning unfolds in the 
context of trusting relationships with caring adults.7 Positive child-caregiver relationships help infants 
and toddlers learn to regulate stress and feel safe to explore their environments. A body of evidence 
shows that high-quality child care programs have a positive impact on very young children’s health 
and development, in particular low-income and other vulnerable young children.8 Recent economic 
analysis shows that high-quality care from birth to age five yields a return on investment of 13 percent 
per annum from better outcomes in education, earnings, and health. Moreover, low-income boys 
who participated in poor-quality care regressed in their development, underscoring the importance of 
ensuring quality care is widely accessible.9 

The Child Care and Development Block Grant (CCDBG) is the primary source of federal funding for 
child care subsidies for low-income working families. Child care subsidies make child care affordable 
for low-income parents, thereby increasing the number of low-income children in high-quality care 
and supporting their development while strengthening their families’ economic security.10 Additionally, 
as a result of the 2014 bipartisan reauthorization of CCDBG, beginning in 2017, 3 percent of CCDBG 
funds must be reserved for quality improvement activities related to care for all infants and toddlers. 
This provides an opportunity for states to focus on specific strategies to improve the quality of care 
for very young children. Other funding sources for child care assistance include the federal Temporary 
Assistance for Needy Families (TANF) program and Social Services Block Grant (SSBG), along with other 
state funds. Twenty-eight percent of children receiving CCDBG subsidies are infants and toddlers.11 

Currently, CCDBG is reaching the smallest number of children in history. In 2015, fewer than 
400,000 children ages 0-3 years received CCDBG-funded child care in an average month—22 percent 
fewer children than did so in 2006, due to declining federal and state investments.12 Only 12 percent 
of all eligible infants (children less than 1 year) and 23 percent of all eligible toddlers (ages 1 and 2) 
received access to child care subsidies under federal eligibility parameters in 2012.13 

Without assistance through CCDBG or other federal programs, many low-income families face 
significant barriers to accessing and paying for child care. Providing infants and toddlers with develop-
mentally appropriate care requires more caregivers per number of children, which drives up costs for 
providers and puts infant care in limited supply. Nationally, approximately 45 percent of center-based 
child care programs and 50 percent of regulated home-based child care providers do not serve infants 
and toddlers.14 Meanwhile, the cost of infant care varies widely by state. But even in Mississippi—the 
state with the lowest cost of care on average at $3,394 for family child care and $5,045 for a center in 
201515 — child care costs are a heavy lift for a family living at or below the poverty level ($20,420 for a 
family of 3) if they don’t have access to a subsidy.16 Average annual costs for center-based infant care 
exceed $13,000 in Washington, Hawaii, Massachusetts, and the District of Columbia, placing these 
programs out of reach for low-income families without assistance. 

Due to low levels of investment in child care, care for infants and toddlers is often at the lower  
rungs of the quality ladder. According to national studies, the majority of infants and toddlers are in 
poor to mediocre care.17 More recent state studies show this trend continues.18 However, intentional 
investments can make a difference, moving infant-toddler care up to higher levels of quality.19 The 
reauthorization is one example of increased efforts to improve the quality of care for all children, 
including infants and toddlers. Also necessary to improve quality is offering subsidies sufficient to  
raise the level of compensation for providers, who are the essential ingredient in high-quality  
care. Current reimbursement rates for subsidy providers often fall far below adequate levels. 
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In 2016, only four states met the recommended reimbursement rate at the 75th percentile for  
infants and toddlers in center-based care.20 Ensuring adequate and appropriate compensation is 
necessary to recruit and retain skilled, professional caregivers for infants and toddlers.

States can do more to promote access to high-quality child care for low-income families. CCDBG 
allows a great deal of flexibility within minimum federal guidelines in how states design their programs. 
State policies can promote the quality and continuity of early childhood experiences and positively 
impact the healthy growth and development of infants and toddlers in all child care settings. They can 
also ensure basic health and safety as well as make certain that caregivers have the tools needed to 
stimulate early learning and development, identify health and developmental issues, and link families 
to necessary supports. These policies impact who is able to access care, how they are able to access 
it, and the quality of care provided. 

The recent CCDBG reauthorization made significant changes to improve access and quality. However, 
a significant federal investment is needed to enable states to fully implement the CCDBG reauthoriza-
tion without having to reduce the number of children served.21 Even more investments are necessary 
to increase subsidy amounts and serve all children eligible under federal guidelines. 

Failure to invest in CCDBG is a missed opportunity to support children’s development and  
low-income working families’ economic stability. Far too many eligible infants and toddlers aren’t 
being reached due to insufficient investment in the program. Child care subsidies make higher-quality 
child care programs more affordable for low-income families and help families go to work and  
stay employed.22 However, the value of child care assistance is only as good as the number of  
children the investment is able to reach. 
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