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Summary
A shrinking workforce paired with ongoing 
issues related to gaps in skills and 
employment disqualifications is causing 
labor shortages and fierce competition for 
qualified individuals in most employment 
sectors, including our service branches. 

On the military side, 77 percent of youth 
between the ages of 17 and 24 nationwide 
cannot meet the military’s eligibility 
requirements due to inadequate education, 
obesity or other disqualifying health 
conditions, or having a record of crime or 
substance use. Meanwhile, on the civilian 
side, there are only 80 available workers for 
every 100 open jobs in Texas. These dual 
challenges pose a threat to both the Texas 
economy and national security. 

Texas must invest more in early education, 
to set young children on the path to 
success and improve readiness for the 
workforce, including military service if youth 

so choose. Similarly, by supporting 
programs that improve child health, 
including effective nutrition programs, 
policymakers can bolster the future 
workforce, both civilian and military. 
Continued investments in the education and 
health of young Texans are needed to 
ensure that our children—and consequently 
our state and our nation—are all that they 
can be.      

Worst Military Recruiting 
Environment in 50 Years
The U.S. Army, Navy, and Air Force all 
missed their active-duty recruiting goals in 
FY 2023, with the three branches reporting 
a combined shortfall of more than 20,000 
enlistees.1 The U.S. Coast Guard will fill only 
75 percent of the number of needed 
recruits in 2023.2 Texas, along with 48 other 
states, failed to meet its recruitment goal for 
the Army National Guard in 2022.3 
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Part of this problem is the fact that 77 
percent of youth between the ages of 17 
and 24 nationwide cannot meet the 
military’s eligibility requirements due to 
inadequate education, obesity or other 
disqualifying health conditions, or having a 
record of crime or substance use.4 This 
sobering statistic is from before the 
pandemic; the situation is likely to be worse 
now, as rates of obesity have increased.5 
The problem is further compounded by the 
low percentage of young people (nine 
percent) who are interested in military 
service in the first place.6 Some have 
described the current situation as the “worst 
recruiting environment in the 50-year 
history of the all-volunteer military.”7

Readiness concerns are echoed by the 
private sector. According to September 
2023 U.S. Chamber of Commerce data, 
there were 774,000 job openings in Texas, 
with only 80 available workers for every 100 
open jobs, and a labor participation rate of 
64.2.8 Research has estimated that 
educational and skill shortages could cost 
Texas’ economy more than $25 billion in 
lost economic output by 2029. In particular, 
Texas has a shortage of workers with a 
bachelor’s degree or higher and a surplus 
of workers with an associate degree or 
some college.9 

These numbers make it clear that we 
have more work to do to ensure that ALL 
young Texans are ready for college or 
careers, including military service, if they 
so choose. Nothing less than our 
economy and future national security 
depend on it. 

Investments in Early 
Education to Improve 
Readiness
A successful workforce depends on young 
people of all backgrounds having the hard 
(academic) and soft (social) skills that are 

vital for success. Ensuring that all Texas 
children have the opportunity for a quality 
education, regardless of zip code, and 
beginning in the earliest years of their lives, 
can help ensure more of the state’s children 
are developing these skills.

Early Care and Education:
The birth-to-age-3 time frame is a vital 
period of rapid brain development.10 During 
these years, more than one million new 
neural connections form every second. This 
early foundation informs children’s cognition, 
health, and behavior throughout life.

Academic Benefits:
Studies have found that early education 
has the potential to positively change life 
path trajectories for children, particularly 
those from disadvantaged backgrounds 
who face compounding barriers to 
success.11 Early exposure to stimulating 
environments led by responsive and caring 
adults is an important predictor of later life 
outcomes in adulthood.12 Children who do 
not receive the support they need early in 
life are more susceptible to poor outcomes, 
including developmental delays, academic 
failure, high school dropout, and 
involvement with crime.13 

Providing children with high-quality child 
care in infancy and early childhood can 
buffer against risk factors and 
disadvantages, and facilitate the 
development of skills and accessibility to 
resources needed to have successful life 
outcomes.14 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 had significantly lower 
levels of behavior problems.15 By age 26, 
participants from families with low incomes 
who spent two or more years in high-quality 
child care were more likely to graduate from 
college and had higher salaries.16
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Another study found that children who were 
randomly selected to attend a high-quality 
child care and early education program 
from ages 2 to 3 had fewer behavior 
problems (as rated by parents) than children 
who were not selected.17 

Health Benefits:
Children who are overweight or obese in 
early childhood (which is the case for 13 
percent of 2- to 5-year-old U.S. children) are 
four times as likely to become overweight 
or obese adults.18 By 2040, it is estimated 
that the number of overweight Texas adults 
will increase by 94 percent and the number 
of obese adults will increase by 174 
percent–potentially costing Texans $26 
billion.19 Child care settings can be at the 

forefront of obesity prevention because 
many children are in these settings for 
substantial periods of time. Medical 
professionals, including the American 
Academy of Pediatrics, have developed 
recommendations around nutrition and 
physical activity in child care.20 

Research shows that early care and 
education that emphasizes healthy eating 
and physical activity can help reduce 
children’s risk of obesity. For example, a 
study of North Carolina’s Abecedarian 
program found that girls who participated 
were less likely to become obese as adults, 
and boys had fewer risk factors for heart 
disease, stroke and diabetes.21 

The Department of Defense’s child 
care overhaul effort prioritized quality
and affordability

 

Quality: The military requires its providers to attain state health and safety licensure 
as well as national accreditation. Nearly all (97 percent) of military child development 
centers are accredited, compared to about nine percent of civilian centers.22 If a 
provider is deficient in meeting these standards, the military works with them to 
ensure adequate compliance. Providers are subject to four unannounced inspections 
per year, and ongoing noncompliance can result in closure and dismissal of sta�.23

The education and training of child care instructors is another key indicator of quality. 
The military child care system mandates a training program (including on-the-job 
training) and credentials as a condition for employment. This training is provided at no 
cost to the employee and it is linked to a career ladder that leads to increased 
compensation for each step. Additionally, the military system o�ers higher wages than 
civilian counterparts and benefits, which has dramatically reduced sta� turnover.24  

A�ordability: High-quality child care is expensive, and most military families are 
unable to a�ord these costs in full. Fees for on-base programs are on a sliding scale, 
determined by family income. On average, these subsidies cover 50 percent of the 
cost. Families using programs in civilian communities, when on-base care is not 
available, receive a stipend to cover a portion of their costs as well.25
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Better Nutrition to 		
Combat Obesity 
Overweight /obesity is a leading disqualifier 
for military service.26 While addressing the 
nation’s childhood obesity crisis requires a 
multifaceted approach, ensuring all children 
have consistent access to fresh and 
nutritious food at every stage of 
development— starting prenatally to age 
3—is critical to assuring our young adults 
are healthy, prepared, and equipped to 
succeed in whatever life path they choose. 

While counterintuitive, one factor associated 
with obesity is food insecurity—lacking 
access to sufficient, healthy food.27 The 
Special Supplemental Nutrition Program for 
Women, Infants, and Children program (WIC) 
helps reduce the risk of obesity in families 
with low incomes, by promoting healthy 
eating and providing nutrition education for 
pregnant women, and children younger 
than 5. WIC’s focus is improving access to 
fresh and nutritious foods in the 

communities where participants live.28 
Participation in WIC is linked to better 
overall dietary quality, increased 
consumption of fruit and vegetables, and 
reduced intake of added sugars.29 Between 
2010 and 2020, 36 states, including Texas, 
reported decreases in obesity among 
children ages 2 to 4 years old participating 
in WIC. Similar results were found for high 
weight-for-length among infants aged 3 to 
23 months from families enrolled in WIC.30 

Additionally, the Supplemental Nutrition 
Assistance Program (SNAP) aids individuals 
with low incomes, including nearly 1 in 4 
children.31 Research finds SNAP 
participation is associated with improved 
long-term health outcomes in adults, 
including lower risk of heart disease and 
obesity.32 Infants and children who are 
SNAP recipients are more likely to have 
regular check-ups, and adult participants 
incur roughly $1,400 less in medical 
expenses than non-participants.33
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Texas Needs Greater 
Investment in Young Children  
High-Quality Child Care:
Despite the known benefits of high-quality 
early care and education, especially for 
at-risk children, many families have trouble 
finding and affording care. And, even when 
care is available, it is often low quality. 
There are four main child care problems in 
Texas and across the U.S.: 

Access: In Texas, 48 percent of residents 
live in a child care desert, an area where 
there are more than three times as many 
children as licensed child care slots.34  
Typically, availability is especially limited for 
families who have infants and toddlers, 
work evening and night shifts, or live in rural 
areas.35 Subsidized care is reaching only 25 
percent of eligible families with children 
under the age of 5 and only 21 percent of 
eligible families with infants and toddlers.36 

Affordability: Parents pay an average of  
$9,204 for center-based infant care in 
Texas, compared to $11,139 for public 
college tuition.37 Further, this current 
average price does not represent the true 
cost of high-quality care. Child care, 
particularly for infants and toddlers, is 
unaffordable for many families, especially 
those with low incomes.

Quality: Only about half of children served 
by an early childhood education program in 
the Texas Statewide System are in a 
program that participates in the Texas Rising 
Star (TRS) quality rating and improvement 

system. Infants and toddlers are the least 
likely age to participate in a TRS-
participating program.38 Thus the quality of 
child care received by many very young 
Texans is unknown. 

Compensation: Despite the high cost of 
care to families, child care educators are 
poorly compensated, with annual mean 
wages in Texas of $25,910, compared to 
$39,620 for preschool teachers, and 
$59,560 for kindergarten teachers.39 Low 
wages contribute to teacher turnover and 
staffing shortages,40 further reducing 
availability of care, creating instability for 
child care programs, parents, and children, 
and impacting the quality of care.  

These problems are compounded by the 
fact that the child care sector is struggling 
to survive, with historic labor shortages due 
to low compensation and high inflation. The 
need to improve availability and affordability 
of high-quality child care, as well as 
advance initiatives that will stabilize 
programs and help recruit and retain 
qualified staff, is critical.

WIC:
With regard to WIC, federal policymakers 
must increase WIC funding to support 
additional enrollment in the program. Higher 
funding levels would support modernizing 
the program through expanding options, 
such as remote enrollment, benefit 
issuance, and facilitate online ordering.41 
Further, the monthly benefit for the 
purchase of fruits and vegetables should be 
increased.

Conclusion
Labor shortages and skills gaps in Texas are expected to persist through the end of the 

decade with a potential huge cost to the state economy, as well as to national security. 

Continued investments in the education and health of young Texans are needed to 

ensure that our children are all that they can be.   
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https://www.cbpp.org/research/food-assistance/wics-critical-benefits-reach-only-half-of-those-eligible
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Council for a Strong America is a national, bipartisan nonprofit that unites membership organizations, including 
law enforcement leaders, retired admirals and generals, and business executives, that promote solutions 
ensuring that our next generation of Americans will be successful, productive members of society.

Mission: Readiness 
Retired admirals and generals strengthening national security by ensuring kids stay in school, stay fit, and 
stay out of trouble.

1025 Connecticut Avenue NW / Suite 1100 / Washington, DC 20036 / 202.464.7005

StrongNation.org

https://www.StrongNation.org
https://www.StrongNation.org

