Investments in Quality Child Care Secure the Future
Infant-Toddler Child Care Fact Sheet

America’s future depends on quality child care. It not only fuels our country’s economic
engine by helping parents work, but also builds the workforce of the future. Of the 12
million infants and toddlers in the United States, more than half spend some or all of their
day being cared for by someone other than their parents.1
All the moments in a young child’s day matter. Quality child care feeds a baby’s growing
brain, building the foundation for the development and learning necessary for them to
thrive as adults. But available research shows that 75% of toddlers in center care and 93%
in home-based care are in low or mediocre quality care settings that can be detrimental to
their development.2 Despite research that shows that at-risk children—children from
families with few resources and under great stress – benefit most from quality child care,
low quality care is often the only care available in low-income communities.
Our current child care market is failing to help those who need assistance the most. In 33
states and Washington, D.C., infant child care costs more than college tuition at a state
university;3 however, most young children are in families with fairly modest incomes. Child
care assistance for low-income families reaches fewer than 1 out of every 6 eligible
children and continues to decline.4 Tax credits do not solve the problem for low-income
families. Many do not benefit from the current child care tax credit because they have
little or no federal income tax liability. Moreover, the maximum tax benefit does not
approach the actual cost of infant-toddler care. The cost of center-based, infant child care
remains unaffordable in 49 states and Washington, D.C.– if it can be found at all.5
Congress and the Administration must commit to creating a child care system that
recognizes the influence of child care on early development and ensures quality services
for young children, especially those whose parents’ income put quality out of reach. Doing
so will change the odds for working families and provide a path to economic
independence. It will also ensure our future workforce – today’s babies and toddlers –
arrive at school ready to learn and prepared for future success.

QUICK FACTS
❖ The average cost for an infant in
center-based child care is higher
than college tuition in 33 states
plus D.C.i
❖ 62% of mothers with infants are in
the labor force.ii
❖ 6 million children under age 3 are
in non-parental care.iii
❖ High quality child care improves:
 Early learning;
 Cognitive and language
development;
 Social and emotional
development; and
 School achievement. iv
❖ The Child Care and Development
Block Grant serves fewer than 1 in
6 eligible children.v

Policy Recommendations
Congress must ensure all families can access quality, affordable child care. Work is a fact of life for the majority of parents of very
young children, yet child care costs, particularly for infants, take an outsized bite from their budgets. At the same time, child care
helps shape brain development, yet quality care for infants and toddlers is in very short supply. The Administration and Congress
should make a major investment to recognize child care as both a work support and a critical early learning setting where
development unfolds for babies.

Significantly expand the existing mandatory federal funding stream for child care, the Child Care Development Fund,
so states can:
1.

Increase access to affordable, quality care and ensure appropriate compensation for a well-trained workforce
• Make child care assistance available to all eligible low- and moderate-income families who need it;
• Enable states to increase payment rates to providers to ensure appropriate compensation; and
• Ensure states have the resources to implement the reforms required under the Child Care and Development Block
Grant Act of 2014.

2.

Invest intentionally in building quality care specifically for infants and toddlers:
• Increase the number and availability of high-quality providers;
• Increase the qualifications of the workforce;
• Instill more infant-toddler content in early childhood degree programs; and
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•

Ensure that infants and toddlers in families with a severe lack of resources have access to quality care commensurate
with Early Head Start.

Improve the Child and Dependent Care Tax Credit (CDCTC) to:
•
•
•

Make it refundable so that it is available to more low- and moderate-income families;
Increase its sliding scale to benefit more middle-income families; and
Raise expense limits to cover a greater proportion of families’ child care costs.

Research
Quality child care readies babies for success. Children in the Abecedarian Project, which provided quality child care starting at
birth, had long-lasting positive impacts that led to higher IQ and achievement test scores, fewer grade retentions and placements in
special education, higher levels of college graduation and job-holding, and healthier outcomes as adults. 6 For virtually every
developmental outcome that has been assessed, quality of care also shows positive associations with early social and emotional
development, leading to more competent peer relationships during early childhood and into the school years. 7

The quality of the relationship between the child care provider and child matters. The quality of child care ultimately boils
down to the relationship between the child care provider and the child; skilled and stable providers promote positive development.8
Caregivers and teachers should have specialized knowledge and skill in early childhood development, with a focus on infant and
toddlers. To help children make connections that support their development, there should be a 1:4 caregiver to child ratio and no
more than eight children per group. One primary, but not exclusive, caregiver for at least one year, and optimally until age three, is
critical for an infant’s emotional development. 9

Quality child care is particularly important to low-income children. Low-income children often start behind their peers when
they enter school. When child care is of high quality, the positive effects can endure into the early adult years, particularly for
children from the poorest home environments.10 In fact, one study found that children in the second grade who had enrolled in
quality child care demonstrated greater math ability and thinking and attention skills and experienced fewer behavior problems than
other children in the same grade.11 Yet, at-risk infants and toddlers often receive child care of such poor quality that it diminishes
their potential and leads to poorer cognitive, social, and emotional-developmental outcomes.12
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