
Quality child care can strengthen the current 
and future workforce, contribute to a strong 
economy and public safety, and enhance 
national security. However, North Carolina’s 
working parents, particularly those with 
infants and toddlers, know how difficult it is to 
find quality child care that’s accessible and 
affordable, while the state’s employers know 
the negative economic impact of these child 
care challenges. 

A 2020 study examining North Carolina’s 
child care crisis described the dire economic 
consequences: a staggering annual cost of 
$2.4 billion in lost earnings, productivity, and 
revenue.1 COVID-19 increased these losses to 
$2.9 billion.

The stakes are enormously high for North 
Carolina families. Parents depend on child 
care to be able to work. Young children need 
nurturing, stimulating environments for 
healthy brain development, as their brains 
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develop more in the first three years of life 
than at any other stage of development.

And there are other consequences. Our 
national security relies on qualified young 
adults who are ready, willing, and able to 
serve in the U.S. military. However, 
educational deficits, obesity, substance abuse, 
and crime currently prevent 72 percent of 
North Carolina youth from qualifying for 
service.2 Healthy development in the earliest 
years sets the stage for children’s future 
success. Without improvements to the child 
care system, our nation risks having an even 
smaller recruiting pool in the future. 
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Further, North Carolina’s jails are full of 
people serving time for serious and costly 
crimes. It doesn’t have to be that way. 
Providing children with high-quality early 
learning opportunities can help reduce the 
human and fiscal costs of crime in the future. 

North Carolina lawmakers must expand 
programs that enhance the affordability and 
availability of quality child care, including 
increased investments in child care subsidies 
and subsidy rates. A fundamental feature of 
child care quality is highly-qualified teachers 
who need to be adequately compensated.

Most parents of young children 
are in the workforce and need 
child care.
Two-thirds of North Carolina mothers with 
children under age 6 work outside the 
home.3 As a result, many young children are 
in child care.

North Carolina’s child care 
system does not currently 
meet the needs of children, 
families, educators, or 
employers.
Several interrelated challenges render the 
child care system less than optimal: 

Access
Prior to the pandemic, nearly half (44 percent) 
of North Carolinians lived in a child care 
desert, where there are more than three 
children for every licensed child care slot.4

Affordability
Infant care in a North Carolina center averages 
$11,046 per year, 52 percent more than in-state 
public college tuition ($7,260).5 NC Pre-K and 
Child Care Subsidy Assistance help working 
families with low incomes afford child care, 
but these programs only serve a fraction  
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of eligible children, and reimbursement  
rates for providers don’t cover the cost of 
providing quality care.

Workforce
Despite these high costs to families, North 
Carolina early care teachers are poorly 
compensated, with annual mean wages of 
$24,820, compared to $48,770 for kindergarten 
teachers.6 Low wages contribute to teacher 
turnover and staffing shortages, creating 
instability for child care programs, parents, 
and children.  

Beyond the negative effects on infants, 
toddlers, older children, families, and 
teachers, problems with child care exact  
a huge economic toll: a staggering  
annual cost of $2.4 billion in lost earnings, 
productivity, and revenue.7 COVID-19 
increased these losses to $2.9 billion.

Research shows that quality 
child care supports children’s 
cognitive, social, and 
emotional development.
For example, a longitudinal study of more 
than 1,300 children found that children in 
higher-quality child care were better 
prepared for school at age 4 compared to 
children in lower-quality child care. At age 
15, they were still performing slightly above 
their peers and had significantly lower 
levels of behavior problems.8 

A study of North Carolina’s Smart Start and 
More at Four (now known as NC Pre-K) 
initiatives found that the children in counties 
that spent more per student were two 
months ahead in reading and 1.5 months 
ahead in math by fifth grade when compared 
with children in counties that spent less. These 
results were maintained at least through 

eighth grade, with both programs leading to 
increased math and reading test scores.10  

Policymakers should promote 
access to affordable, quality 
child care.
Specifically, there must be increased 
investments in child care subsidies and in 
supporting the child care workforce, 
including funds for the Child Care WAGE$ 
program statewide. Policymakers must fund 
a new child care subsidy rates structure so 
all 100 North Carolina counties have 
adequate and equitable funding that will 
allow child care programs to serve more 
young children and families, especially 
infants and toddlers and families in rural, 
low-wealth counties. Support for high-
quality child care is an investment in North 
Carolina’s economic well-being, public 
safety and our nation’s security.
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