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Introduction and summary

Across the United States, it is not unusual for child care tuition to be the first- or 
second-largest household expense for families, costing more than mortgage or 
rent.1 Many parents feel justifiably overwhelmed as they begin their child care 
search.2 Not only are parents faced with limited options, long waitlists, and a lack 
of information about programs, but they also are hit with a steep price tag, which 
in many cases is more than the cost of in-state tuition at a public college.3 

Meanwhile, early childhood teachers are some of the lowest-paid professionals; 
nearly 40 percent of child care teachers rely on public assistance at some point in 
their careers.4 Early childhood programs themselves also operate on tight budgets. 
Most are small, independent businesses that are left to rely on in-kind support or 
philanthropic contributions to stay afloat.5

If child care teachers are paid so little and early childhood programs are struggling 
to make ends meet, many parents are justifiably left asking the question: Why does 
child care cost so much?
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Where does your  
child care dollar go?

To answer this question, the Center for American Progress has developed an 
interactive tool that estimates the cost of high-quality child care in each state.6 In 
addition to calculating the monthly cost per child in a center-based program, the 
tool includes a breakdown of the main expenses that contribute to that cost.

While several states have done studies to estimate the cost of providing child care 
that meets state quality standards, these studies are time- and resource-intensive, 
and the results are often not widely accessible beyond a core policy audience.7 For 
the first time, this interactive offers a simplified way for parents and policymakers 
to estimate the true cost of providing high-quality child care in every state.8 The 
results can help users understand where their monthly tuition goes, how expenses 
change as quality increases, and why there is such a critical need for a new public 
investment in early childhood education.

The interactive is informed by national averages and integrates local data to 
provide state-specific estimates for the cost of care.9 Within the tool, users can 
modify seven elements of the child care program, including salaries, benefits, 
teacher-child ratios, and classroom materials. Each of these elements is tied 
to the quality of the program and has an associated cost. As users design their 
classroom, the tool calculates the monthly cost per child of providing care at the 
chosen level of quality. Full details of the assumptions and data sources used in 
the interactive are available in the accompanying methodology.10

View the interactive here: costofchildcare.org

The interactive provides important information about the current state of the 
child care market. The tool can help answer the question of why child care costs 
so much, and it can be used to advocate for a public investment in child care that 
fully supports our nation’s youngest learners and their families.

http://costofchildcare.org
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The cost of child care is driven primarily by salary and benefits

Child care is a labor-intensive business. Children need well-trained teachers to 
care for them and engage them in age-appropriate play and activities. Unlike so 
many industries, child care cannot be automated, and while there may be room for 
efficiencies at the administrative level, an early childhood classroom will always 
need teachers.11 Analyses of early childhood program budgets find that the 
workforce is the largest expense, accounting for 60 percent to 80 percent of total 
program expenses.12 Teacher pay and benefits are therefore a significant driver of 
the cost of child care, in addition to policies related to teacher-child ratios and 
class sizes, which vary by the age of child served.

Data from the interactive illustrate the impact of child age on the cost of care. 
As shown in Figure 1, the per-child cost of care decreases as child age increases, 
due largely to lower ratios and group sizes for older children. For teachers to 
care for young children safely, ratios need to be low, with each teacher caring 
only for a limited number of children.13 From a practical point of view, infants 

FIGURE 1

The cost of child care decreases as child age increases

The average monthly cost of child care for an infant, toddler, and preschooler in a 
child care center meeting basic state licensing standards and paying current average 
wages, based on United States averages

Source: Where Does Your Child Care Dollar Go? interactive. 
Note: Costs have been rounded to the nearest $10 for simplicity.
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and toddlers require more direct support than older children to engage with 
toys and materials and need adult assistance for feeding and diapering. The 
rapid development of young children’s brains in the first three years of life also 
means that low ratios are critical to ensure that teachers can focus on positive and 
responsive interactions, emerging language skills, and promoting socio-emotional 
development.14 As children get older and can perform more tasks independently 
and interact with each other, the number of children for which each teacher can 
adequately care increases, resulting in a decreased cost per child.

Typical distribution of child care expenses

The remaining 20 percent to 40 percent of expenses for a child care program fall 
broadly into three categories:

•	 Occupancy: including rent, utilities, and maintenance

•	 Office and administrative: including things such as supplies and equipment, 
internet and phone service, and fees and permits

•	 Classroom expenses: including educational supplies, observation tools, and food

Figure 2 uses data from the interactive to illustrate the distribution of expenses in 
a typical child care program that meets minimum state licensing requirements and 
pays current average salaries and benefits. 
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While costs vary across states and between different programs, the distributions 
shown in Figure 2 are typical. Occupancy costs can vary significantly, based on 
geography and the program setting. For example, many center-based child care 
programs are co-located in community centers, churches, or other public spaces 
that provide reduced rents or utilities or provide in-kind support that helps subsidize 
the cost of operating the program.15 This allows programs to keep tuition low or 
to offer additional services without increasing tuition fees.

FIGURE 2

Personnel costs are the largest expense for child care programs

Distribution of child care program expenses for an infant, toddler, and preschooler in 
a child care center meeting basic state licensing standards and paying current 
average wages, based on United States averages
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High-quality programs provide higher teacher compensation 

The greatest determinant of program quality is the teacher—specifically, the quality 
of their interactions with children.16 Children begin learning from birth, but this 
learning comes primarily through everyday interactions rather than the formal 
educational setting of the K-12 years. A highly skilled teacher will structure a 
learning environment based on young children’s development and interests 
and use verbal and nonverbal responses to engage children as they explore their 
environment. As young children’s brains are rapidly developing, a highly skilled 
teacher will build a “unique relationship with each child in her care,” using her 
training, experience, and observation of each child “to take advantage of learning 
opportunities that emerge through daily routines.”17 

To recruit and retain teachers with appropriate qualifications and experience 
to support young children’s development, programs need to offer adequate 
compensation. Current compensation levels leave many early childhood teachers 
living in poverty, often relying on public assistance programs. As a result, many 
teachers suffer from economic anxiety and report “worrying about having enough 
food for their family … covering routine health expenses, and … paying their 
monthly bills.”18 The stress of living in poverty not only affects teachers and their 
families but can also have negative consequences for the children in their care.19 
When teachers are stressed about their ability to provide for their own family, they 
are less likely to engage in positive interactions with children, making it challenging 
to build a supportive learning environment.20 As a result, compensation needs to 
be sufficient to recruit and retain highly skilled teachers and ensure that teaching 
in an early childhood program can be a sustainable long-term career choice that 
allows teachers to provide for their own families.

The interactive allows users to modify several options related to personnel and 
see the impact on the cost of child care. Users can build a scenario where teachers 
are compensated at a level comparable to that of public kindergarten teachers—
including parity for both salary and benefits—or where compensation is increased 
to a midway point between current compensation and kindergarten parity. 
Salaries vary considerably by state, but the average kindergarten teacher salary in 
the United States is just more than $55,000, while the average child care teacher 
salary is $33,000.21 Providing parity with kindergarten teachers would provide 
early childhood teachers in most communities with a relatively sustainable family 
income.22 However, by no means does this represent a high salary. Many teachers 
could earn substantially more in other fields, with K-12 teachers in the United 

Current compensation 

levels leave many early 

childhood teachers 

living in poverty, often 

relying on public 

assistance programs.
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States paid, on average, 60 percent less than “other professionals with similar 
education levels.”23 Full details of salary data used in the interactive are available 
in the accompanying methodology.24

In addition to increasing salary and benefit levels, users can build a scenario with 
improved teacher-child ratios and group sizes. The improved ratios and group 
sizes are aligned with the National Association for the Education of Young 
Children (NAEYC) accreditation standards.25 NAEYC is one of only a few 
nationwide accreditation bodies and is widely recognized as an indicator of high 
quality. Lower ratios and group sizes provide teachers with an increased ability to 
focus on the needs of individual children and tailor their interactions appropriately. 
The interactive allows users to see the direct impact of changes to these policies 
on the monthly cost of child care and can explore the trade-offs between cost 
and quality.

What is high-quality child care?
With mounting evidence that the first five years of a child’s life are critical to their 

developmental trajectory, there is a growing consensus to define and implement 

high-quality child care programs.26 Almost all states have a quality rating and improve-

ment system (QRIS), which defines, measures, and supports quality.27 While these QRIS 

share many traits, each one is unique and reflects a different vision of what it means 

to be high quality. Similarly, there are several state and national accreditation bodies, 

such as NAEYC and the National Association for Family Child Care (NAFCC), that evalu-

ate programs and provide an accreditation based on their own definition of quality.28 

Recognizing the importance of teachers to program quality, many of these rating bod-

ies or accreditation systems integrate some form of classroom observation or teacher 

interaction assessment. The Classroom Assessment Scoring System (CLASS) is one of 

the most widely used instruments to assess teacher-child interactions and since 2011 

has been utilized during monitoring reviews of center-based Head Start programs.29

Given the importance of teachers to program quality, and the link between compen-

sation and teacher qualifications, references to high quality in this report and the in-

teractive tool denote a program that provides robust compensation and benefits. This 

is defined as providing teacher pay at parity with public school kindergarten teachers, 

including health insurance and retirement benefits. This allows programs to recruit 

and retain experienced and highly skilled teachers. In addition, high-quality programs 

have low teacher-child ratios, additional resources for materials, and a larger learning 

environment that provides more space to explore and learn.
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A tale of two child care programs

Imagine two child care programs operating within a couple of blocks of each other 
downtown in a midsize American city. In a nearby office building, two workers 
who recently returned from family leave discuss their child care situation. Emma 
enrolled her son in the 123 Child Care Center, while Robert enrolled his daughter 
in the XYZ Child Care Center. Robert is shocked to learn that Emma pays $1,200 
per month for full-time care, while he is paying more than $2,200 for his daughter’s 
program. As they discuss their respective programs, Emma and Robert realize that 
there are some significant differences between the two programs.

Some of these differences are clear to Robert and Emma. During his tour of the 
program, Robert learned that on average, teachers have been at his daughter’s center 
for about 15 years, and that the center director has been there since it opened. 
There are only six children in his daughter’s class, and at drop-off and pick-up 
time, he has often seen teachers down on the floor reading, interacting, and 
playing with the children. There are three parent-teacher conferences scheduled 
throughout the year, and parents are encouraged to volunteer in the classroom. 
Meanwhile, Emma has already experienced a change in director since registering for 
the program, and a teacher she met on her program tour was no longer working at 
the center by the time of her son’s first day. With eight children in the class, pick-up 
and drop-off times are chaotic, and while the teachers seem nice, they are often 
too busy changing diapers or calming a fussy child to give Emma feedback or 
details about her son’s day.

There are also differences that Robert and Emma cannot see. In Robert’s program, 
teachers are paid salaries similar to those of local kindergarten teachers and receive 
full health benefits, and the program contributes to a retirement plan. This allows 
teachers to make a career out of being an early childhood educator and reduces 
turnover in the program. The program also provides ample time for teachers away 
from the classroom to develop lesson plans and meet with the curriculum director. 
In Emma’s program, teachers are paid only slightly more than minimum wage and 
receive only limited health insurance benefits. This leaves most of the teachers 
living in poverty, relying on public assistance programs, and facing daily stress 
about caring and providing for their own families. Teachers often leave for other 
fields with higher pay and benefits or, after gaining more experience, move to a 
different early childhood program where they can be better compensated.
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Using the interactive, it is possible to model these two hypothetical programs and 
illustrate the key differences in their expenses. Table 1 summarizes these differences. 

Figure 3 illustrates where the monthly child care tuition for these two programs 
is spent. The increased salaries and benefits offered by XYZ Child Care Center 
results in nearly $900 of the $1,000 difference between Robert’s and Emma’s 
monthly tuition going directly to teacher compensation. Conversely, while 
parents with children in 123 Child Care Center likely feel grateful to have found 
a program that they can afford, the tool shows that this comes at the expense of 
provider wages and benefits.

TABLE 1

Differences in expenses for Emma’s and Robert’s child care programs

Expense 123 Child Care Center XYZ Child Care Center

Lead teacher salary $33,300 annually $55,460 annually

Health benefits $500 annually $5,300 annually

Retirement benefits None 17% of annual salary 

Paid planning time 8 hours per week 12 hours per week

Number of children in infant class 8 (4 per teacher) 6 (3 per teacher)

Classroom and shared space 65 square feet per child 78 square feet per child

Classroom materials $150 per child, annually $195 per child, annually

Monthly tuition $1,220 $2,260 

Source: Author developed scenarios based on data in the Where Does Your Child Care Dollar Go? interactive. 
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While Robert and Emma’s experience is a hypothetical scenario, it illustrates the 
significant differences that exist between programs in the child care market today 
and just how out of reach child care is for many families. At more than $27,000 
per year for an infant, the high-quality scenario represented by XYZ Child Care 
costs more than the annual earnings for a minimum wage worker in every state.30 
Even the $15,000 annual tuition at 123 Child Care Center is about equal to the 
total average annual earnings of someone making the federal minimum wage of 
$7.25 per hour. Even if Emma and Robert had family incomes in line with the U.S. 
median of nearly $58,000 per year,31 they would still find themselves paying 25 
percent and 47 percent of their family incomes, respectively, just for child care.
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What is the cost of high-quality child care in each state?

Using data from the interactive tool, Table 2 presents a summary of the cost of a 
high-quality program in each state, paying higher salaries and benefits and going 
above and beyond licensing standards. As a comparison, the table also includes 
details of the cost in a program paying current average salaries and meeting basic 
licensing state standards.

TABLE 2

The true cost of a child care program that meets basic state standards  
and a program that meets high-quality standards 

Infant Toddler Preschool

Base-quality High-quality Base-quality High-quality Base-quality High-quality

Alabama $11,400 $22,200 $8,800 $17,200 $7,600 $13,200 

Alaska $16,300 $36,100 $14,600 $27,600 $11,300 $20,800 

Arizona $12,500 $23,400 $9,600 $18,000 $7,700 $13,700 

Arkansas $11,000 $22,500 $8,800 $17,300 $7,700 $13,100 

California $17,900 $31,100 $13,900 $23,800 $9,800 $18,000 

Colorado $14,300 $26,500 $11,800 $20,400 $9,900 $15,600 

Connecticut $18,200 $34,100 $18,200 $34,100 $11,100 $20,100 

Delaware $15,200 $28,700 $10,300 $22,100 $9,300 $16,800 

District of Columbia $20,400 $34,700 $20,400 $34,700 $13,900 $23,300 

Florida $14,400 $25,400 $8,400 $19,900 $7,400 $15,500 

Georgia $10,800 $24,600 $8,200 $19,000 $6,900 $14,600 

Hawaii $16,200 $24,900 $10,700 $19,200 $8,200 $14,500 

Idaho $10,100 $24,700 $8,700 $19,200 $7,300 $14,700 

Illinois $12,800 $28,600 $10,900 $22,100 $9,900 $16,900 

Indiana $14,000 $23,600 $10,100 $18,200 $8,500 $13,900 

Iowa $14,500 $25,900 $11,400 $20,100 $9,900 $17,300 

Kansas $17,000 $30,000 $10,000 $18,800 $7,800 $14,300 

Kentucky $12,900 $25,100 $8,700 $19,000 $8,000 $14,200 

Louisiana $11,100 $22,200 $7,600 $16,900 $7,100 $12,700 

Maine $16,200 $27,400 $14,000 $23,500 $9,700 $15,600 

Maryland $21,300 $35,500 $13,600 $22,200 $10,500 $16,800 

Massachusetts $19,900 $36,000 $10,700 $25,200 $10,700 $19,100 

Michigan $11,900 $28,000 $10,200 $21,500 $9,200 $16,300 

Minnesota $16,500 $28,700 $11,800 $22,000 $9,900 $16,600 
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TABLE 2

The true cost of a child care program that meets basic state standards  
and a program that meets high-quality standards 

Infant Toddler Preschool

Base-quality High-quality Base-quality High-quality Base-quality High-quality

Mississippi $12,200 $21,400 $10,200 $16,600 $10,200 $15,300 

Missouri $14,600 $25,900 $9,800 $20,000 $8,800 $15,300 

Montana $14,400 $25,000 $9,700 $19,200 $9,700 $16,400 

Nebraska $13,400 $25,800 $13,400 $19,700 $10,200 $14,800 

Nevada $11,600 $27,500 $8,800 $20,900 $7,900 $15,700 

New Hampshire $11,800 $27,000 $9,600 $20,800 $8,500 $15,900 

New Jersey $14,100 $30,300 $10,800 $23,400 $10,800 $17,800 

New Mexico $11,200 $26,400 $8,500 $20,200 $7,900 $15,300 

New York $19,800 $33,800 $15,400 $26,300 $12,500 $24,200 

North Carolina $12,000 $22,400 $8,200 $17,300 $7,400 $13,100 

North Dakota $13,100 $25,500 $8,900 $19,500 $8,900 $17,700 

Ohio $12,200 $26,700 $10,000 $20,500 $7,700 $15,600 

Oklahoma $14,400 $20,800 $9,500 $16,000 $7,900 $12,200 

Oregon $16,100 $30,400 $13,900 $26,100 $9,600 $17,500 

Pennsylvania $14,900 $26,600 $11,700 $20,600 $9,200 $15,800 

Rhode Island $17,600 $29,900 $13,800 $23,200 $11,300 $18,700 

South Carolina $11,900 $24,400 $8,600 $18,700 $7,300 $14,300 

South Dakota $8,500 $22,700 $8,500 $17,500 $8,500 $13,300 

Tennessee $14,600 $24,200 $10,500 $18,600 $9,200 $14,800 

Texas $12,900 $24,700 $8,300 $18,900 $7,300 $14,300 

Utah $14,200 $23,400 $10,100 $18,000 $7,900 $13,700 

Vermont $17,200 $28,500 $14,900 $24,400 $10,200 $16,300 

Virginia $16,600 $29,300 $9,900 $22,300 $9,900 $16,800 

Washington $16,600 $29,900 $11,900 $22,900 $10,000 $17,300 

West Virginia $14,700 $23,500 $9,700 $17,900 $8,700 $13,400 

Wisconsin $14,400 $27,300 $11,300 $21,000 $8,900 $16,000 

Wyoming $13,400 $28,500 $12,000 $24,600 $8,600 $16,700 

United States $14,700 $27,100 $11,000 $20,800 $9,100 $15,800 

Source: Where Does Your Child Care Dollar Go? interactive.  

Note: Figures have been rounded to the nearest $100 for simplicity.
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Is quality worth the cost?

The data in the interactive make it clear that quality comes with a significant cost. 
The current child care industry is built on the backs of child care teachers, and 
tuition prices are kept artificially low at the expense of teacher compensation. 
However, for many families struggling to afford the current price of child care, or 
policymakers struggling with budget shortfalls, it is nonetheless reasonable to ask 
whether high quality is worth the high cost.

Some elements of a quality program—such as teacher background checks and 
environmental standards—are clearly worth the cost from a health and safety 
perspective.32 Others, such as low ratios and small group sizes, allow for high-
quality, developmentally appropriate interactions that have a direct impact on 
the socio-emotional, language, and brain development of young children. Other 
benefits of high-quality child care are less immediate and harder to quantify on 
a daily basis. For example, researchers have found that attendance in a high-
quality early childhood program has short- and long-term benefits for children, 
their families, and the wider society.33 These benefits range from reduced need 
for special education services or remedial support during the K-12 years to 
reduced dependency on government assistance in adulthood and increased tax 
revenue.34 Attempts to quantify these benefits have found a return on investment 
of between $3 and $13 for every dollar invested in early childhood.35 Even at the 
low end of this estimate, this is a significant return.

Research makes clear that the benefits of early childhood education come from 
programs where teachers have the time and resources to provide age-appropriate 
activities and engage children with positive interactions.36 This in turn requires 
small class sizes and adequate compensation to recruit and retain highly skilled 
teachers. Children are actively learning from the moment they are born, and every 
interaction offers a learning opportunity. From language development to social 
and emotional skills, early childhood teachers have a critical role to play in the 
development of young children.37 

Offering competitive salaries and benefits can reduce turnover, keep experienced 
teachers in the field, and help ensure that teachers can focus on the immediate 
needs of the children in their care—rather than on coping with the economic 
anxiety that often comes with low-wage work.38 If early childhood programs are 
to support the healthy development of children and ensure they are ready for 
kindergarten, it is critical that we invest in teachers.

To support the healthy 
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Current revenue streams  
are inadequate

In addition to answering the question of why high-quality child care costs so much, 
data from the interactive can be used to better understand the inadequacies of the 
current revenue streams available to early childhood education programs. Private 
tuition is the largest source of revenue for child care programs, comprising approxi-
mately 60 percent of total industry revenue. Federal, state, and local government 
funding covers 39 percent, and philanthropy covers the other 1 percent.39

Families cannot afford the true cost of quality

In almost every state, there is a gap between what parents are currently paying 
for child care and the cost to provide care that meets minimum standards. This 
gap is even larger when considering the difference between current tuition rates 
and the cost of high-quality care with adequate teacher compensation. In most 
cases, families are only able to afford child care because teacher pay is so low, 
meaning that the current child care industry relies on child care workers being 
poorly compensated.

The difference between ‘price’ and ‘cost’
Numerous articles and reports have highlighted the high cost of child care.40 These 

data are primarily based on reported tuition rates at child care programs, which reflect 

the price that families pay for child care, rather than the actual cost of operating the 

program. There are several factors that affect tuition rates, but primarily, programs 

set their tuition based on what parents can afford to pay. A program will ensure that 

its tuition is set relative to other programs in the community—adjusting for quality 

and other factors—but ultimately, there is a range that the market can support. In 

contrast, the cost of child care is the expenses that a program actually incurs in order 

to operate. All too often, there is a gap between the price the market can bear and the 

cost of operating a program, leaving programs struggling to stay afloat.41 This gap is 

even wider when considering the cost to operate a high-quality program with a well-

compensated workforce.
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However, the cost of child care is already a significant burden for most families.42 
Data from the National Survey of Early Care and Education found that among 
households with child care expenses, those at or below 100 percent of the federal 
poverty level—with an annual income of about $20,000 for a family of three—
spent an average of 33 percent of their income on early care and education 
programs. Even for families above 300 percent of the federal poverty level—with 
an annual income of about $61,000 for a family of three—the average share of 
income spent on child care was 11 percent.43 In contrast, the U.S. Department of 
Health and Human Services recommends that to be accessible, child care should 
cost families no more than 7 percent of their annual income.44 

As a result, most families cannot afford to pay the increased tuition that is necessary 
to cover the true cost of a high-quality program. Table 3 highlights the significant 
gap between the price currently charged by programs and the estimated cost of 
a high-quality program. As shown, the cost of high-quality care for an infant is 
between 50 percent and 311 percent higher than the current market rate.

TABLE 3

Comparison between current annual price of child care and the annual cost  
of high-quality child care 

Infant Toddler Preschool

Current price*
Cost of  

high-quality
Current price*

Cost of  
high-quality

Current price
Cost of  

high-quality

Alabama $5,715 $22,223 ND $17,200 $4,938 $13,181 

Alaska $11,700 $36,115 $11,400 $27,628 $10,764 $20,834 

Arizona $10,412 $23,438 $9,100 $18,072 $8,275 $13,717 

Arkansas $6,188 $22,482 $5,813 $17,295 $5,150 $13,145 

California $13,671 $31,120 ND $23,899 $9,406 $17,999 

Colorado $15,138 $26,534 ND $20,503 $11,229 $15,567 

Connecticut $14,924 $34,140 $10,452 $34,140 $12,220 $20,096 

Delaware $10,667 $28,706 $9,435 $22,088 $8,553 $16,794 

District of Columbia $23,089 $34,685 ND $34,685 $18,202 $23,262 

Florida $8,894 $25,443 $8,107 $19,904 $7,028 $15,454 

Georgia $7,769 $24,630 $7,311 $19,037 $6,626 $14,563 

Hawaii $13,704 $24,949 $11,664 $19,224 $8,712 $14,539 

Idaho $7,032 $24,692 $6,778 $19,163 $6,429 $14,739 

Illinois $13,413 $28,611 $11,861 $22,109 $10,013 $16,906 

Indiana $11,949 $23,615 $10,885 $18,226 $9,380 $13,915 
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TABLE 3

Comparison between current annual price of child care and the annual cost  
of high-quality child care 

Infant Toddler Preschool

Current price*
Cost of  

high-quality
Current price*

Cost of  
high-quality

Current price
Cost of  

high-quality

Iowa $9,967 $25,863 $8,994 $20,127 $8,219 $17,260 

Kansas $11,911 $30,046 $10,008 $18,784 $8,398 $14,279 

Kentucky $6,105 $25,095 $6,105 $19,037 $6,007 $14,191 

Louisiana $5,683 $22,246 $5,683 $16,940 $5,582 $12,696 

Maine $8,999 $27,443 $8,431 $23,577 $7,898 $15,600 

Maryland $14,726 $35,517 $7,742 $22,151 $9,744 $16,805 

Massachusetts $20,125 $36,019 $18,586 $25,170 $14,256 $19,095 

Michigan $10,281 $27,975 $9,639 $21,530 $7,280 $16,331 

Minnesota $15,340 $28,700 $13,312 $22,120 $11,804 $16,623 

Mississippi $5,178 $21,394 ND $16,632 $4,556 $15,272 

Missouri $9,412 $25,923 $8,320 $20,050 $6,604 $15,333 

Montana $9,096 $24,955 $7,994 $19,259 $7,994 $16,395 

Nebraska $9,157 $25,807 ND $19,682 $8,035 $14,782 

Nevada $10,317 $27,486 $9,475 $20,942 $8,786 $15,707 

New Hampshire $12,220 $27,036 $11,284 $20,823 $9,932 $15,853 

New Jersey $12,370 $30,345 $11,473 $23,363 $10,339 $17,758 

New Mexico $7,906 $26,365 $7,975 $20,217 $7,663 $15,300 

New York $15,028 $33,773 $13,104 $26,344 $12,064 $24,159 

North Carolina $9,254 $22,438 $8,386 $17,274 $7,920 $13,143 

North Dakota $8,539 $25,539 $8,215 $19,476 $7,715 $17,743 

Ohio $9,825 $26,738 $8,486 $20,595 $7,850 $15,552 

Oklahoma $8,237 $20,752 $7,404 $15,974 $6,296 $12,153 

Oregon $12,249 $30,422 $11,463 $26,127 $9,396 $17,537 

Pennsylvania $12,129 $26,581 ND $20,583 $9,234 $15,785 

Rhode Island $13,044 $29,917 ND $23,220 $10,179 $18,699 

South Carolina $6,673 $24,362 $6,673 $18,747 $5,720 $14,256 

South Dakota ND $22,652 ND $17,481 $6,198 $13,320 

Tennessee $8,524 $24,226 $8,021 $18,597 $7,290 $14,844 

Texas $8,880 $24,667 ND $18,900 $6,823 $14,286 

Utah $12,249 $23,392 $11,463 $18,015 $6,396 $13,713 

Vermont $11,513 $28,513 $11,130 $24,479 $10,009 $16,288 

Virginia $12,792 $29,257 $10,192 $22,333 $9,568 $16,793 
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Public funding does not come close to covering the cost of high quality

The primary source of public funding for child care comes from the Child Care 
and Development Block Grant (CCDBG), which funds child care assistance for 
1.4 million low-income children each month.45 States are supposed to set rates at 
the 75th percentile of current tuition rates. As of 2017, however, only two states 
had set their rates at this level.46 Furthermore, these rates are based on current 
tuition prices, rather than the actual cost of providing quality care. As a result, the 
current low wages and scarce resources are embedded into the subsidy system and 
restrict the ability of providers who serve child care assistance-eligible children 
from increasing pay and benefits.

Table 4 highlights the impact this has on programs that rely on child care subsidy 
revenue. In only three states—Hawaii, Indiana, and South Dakota—does the 
infant subsidy cover the full cost of minimum quality, which is based on current 
wages and benefits. In no state does the subsidy cover the cost of high quality for 
infants or preschoolers. 

TABLE 3

Comparison between current annual price of child care and the annual cost  
of high-quality child care 

Infant Toddler Preschool

Current price*
Cost of  

high-quality
Current price*

Cost of  
high-quality

Current price
Cost of  

high-quality

Washington $13,742 $29,910 $11,746 $22,959 $10,434 $17,336 

West Virginia $8,320 $23,500 $7,800 $17,863 $7,280 $13,353 

Wisconsin $12,083 $27,254 $11,377 $21,028 $9,835 $16,048 

Wyoming $10,140 $28,531 $8,736 $24,599 $8,580 $16,737 

*ND = No data available

Source: Price data from Child Care Aware of America, “2017 Report: Parents and the High Cost of Child Care” (2017), available at https://usa.childcareaware.org/wp-content/
uploads/2017/12/2017_CCA_High_Cost_Report_FINAL.pdf; Cost data from Where Does Your Child Care Dollar Go? interactive.
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TABLE 4

Current annual subsidy rates, and percentage of per child cost of base quality  
and high-quality covered by subsidy

Infant Preschool

State Annual subsidy
Subsidy as 

percent of cost 
of base-quality

Subsidy as 
percent of cost 
of high-quality

Annual subsidy
Subsidy as 

percent of cost 
of base-quality

Subsidy as 
percent of cost 
of high-quality

Alabama $6,132 54% 28% $5,616 74% 43%

Alaska $10,200 63% 28% $7,800 69% 37%

Arizona $6,912 55% 29% $6,180 81% 45%

Arkansas $7,416 67% 33% $6,132 79% 47%

California $17,592 98% 57% $12,468 127% 69%

Colorado $13,056 91% 49% $8,316 84% 53%

Connecticut $10,440 57% 31% $8,316 75% 41%

Delaware $7,464 49% 26% $6,888 74% 41%

District of Columbia $16,260 80% 47% $10,908 79% 47%

Florida $5,568 39% 22% $5,028 68% 33%

Georgia $6,708 62% 27% $5,928 85% 41%

Hawaii $16,740 104% 67% $8,100 98% 56%

Idaho $8,352 83% 34% $7,476 103% 51%

Illinois $12,084 95% 42% $8,496 86% 50%

Indiana $15,228 109% 64% $12,780 150% 92%

Iowa $8,856 61% 34% $7,140 72% 41%

Kansas $8,328 49% 28% $6,312 81% 44%

Kentucky $6,636 51% 26% $5,844 73% 41%

Louisiana $5,844 53% 26% $5,580 78% 44%

Maine $12,684 78% 46% $10,908 112% 70%

Maryland $10,380 49% 29% $6,552 62% 39%

Massachusetts $15,504 78% 43% $10,428 97% 55%

Michigan $9,936 83% 36% $7,020 77% 43%

Minnesota $13,920 84% 49% $10,440 105% 63%

Mississippi $4,500 37% 21% $4,068 40% 27%

Missouri $8,340 57% 32% $4,872 55% 32%

Montana $9,096 63% 36% $7,944 82% 48%

Nebraska $11,124 83% 43% $9,348 92% 63%

Nevada $7,272 63% 26% $5,976 76% 38%

New Hampshire $11,172 95% 41% $9,348 110% 59%

New Jersey $8,340 59% 27% $6,876 63% 39%
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The child care subsidy system is already stretched thin, with only 1 in 6 eligible 
children receiving the subsidy.47 In addition, eligibility levels are so low that a 
family of three with an annual income of just more than $30,000 fails to qualify 
for assistance in 15 states.48 With federal funding at a 12-year low,49 rates cannot 
increase to the level needed to cover the true costs of operating a high-quality 
program without drastically reducing the number of children served.

TABLE 4

Current annual subsidy rates, and percentage of per child cost of base quality  
and high-quality covered by subsidy

Infant Preschool

State Annual subsidy
Subsidy as 

percent of cost 
of base-quality

Subsidy as 
percent of cost 
of high-quality

Annual subsidy
Subsidy as 

percent of cost 
of base-quality

Subsidy as 
percent of cost 
of high-quality

New Mexico $8,652 78% 33% $5,892 75% 39%

New York $19,272 97% 57% $12,576 100% 52%

North Carolina $10,440 87% 47% $9,312 125% 71%

North Dakota $7,956 61% 31% $6,780 76% 38%

Ohio $8,556 70% 32% $6,840 88% 44%

Oklahoma $7,488 52% 36% $5,532 70% 46%

Oregon $15,060 94% 50% $11,580 120% 66%

Pennsylvania $10,824 73% 41% $8,484 92% 54%

Rhode Island $10,056 57% 34% $8,400 74% 45%

South Carolina $8,256 70% 34% $7,536 103% 53%

South Dakota $9,240 109% 41% $8,304 98% 62%

Tennessee $8,208 56% 34% $6,180 67% 42%

Texas $8,556 66% 35% $6,084 84% 43%

Utah $9,096 64% 39% $6,816 86% 50%

Vermont $10,152 59% 36% $9,708 95% 60%

Virginia $16,368 98% 56% $13,764 140% 82%

Washington $11,268 68% 38% $9,456 95% 55%

West Virginia $8,316 57% 35% $7,272 84% 54%

Wisconsin $12,840 89% 47% $9,960 112% 62%

Wyoming $6,876 51% 24% $6,252 73% 37%

Source: Subsidy data from Karen Schulman and Helen Blank, “Persistent Gaps: State Child Care Assistance Policies 2017” (Washington: National Women’s Law Center, 2017), 
available at https://nwlc.org/wp-content/uploads/2017/10/NWLC-State-Child-Care-Assistance-Policies-2017-1.pdf; Other data for calculations from Where Does Your Child Care 
Dollar Go? interactive.
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The case for increased  
public investment

The care of the United States’ youngest children is not purely a family matter. These 
young children are the future American workforce—they are the doctors that will 
care for us when we are sick, the teachers who will guide the next generation, and 
the engineers who will design still-unimaginable inventions. Society has a stake in 
the development of young children. Unfortunately, the current state of early learning 
in the nation puts the burden squarely on the shoulders of families, and that burden 
is often too heavy to bear.50 As a result, only upper-income families can afford 
high-quality early childhood programs. Children from lower-income households 
are left behind, furthering inequality and setting the stage for the achievement gap 
that persists through high school.

The data presented in the “Where does your child care dollar go?” interactive 
and this report make it clear that the child care market is broken.51 The revenue 
streams currently available to child care providers are not sufficient to cover the 
costs of providing high-quality care. Meanwhile, decades of research have made 
the case for high-quality care and have illustrated the benefits it brings to children, 
families, and society.52 Yet high-quality early childhood programs remain out of 
reach for too many families.

To fully address the issues of affordability, accessibility, and quality, a significant 
new public investment in early childhood education is needed. This investment 
must go far beyond the current subsidy system, provide support to all low- and 
middle-income families, and ensure that early childhood teachers are compensated 
fairly.53 Helping parents and policymakers understand the true cost of high-quality 
child care is an important step in building support for this public investment.

The revenue streams 

currently available to 

child care providers 

are insufficient to 

cover the costs of 

providing high-

quality care.
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