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244,000

the approximate number
of young, Colorado children
who have both parents
(or a single parent) working
outside the home.
A skilled, productive workforce is
essential for a strong Colorado
economy. High-quality, affordable child
care supports a productive workforce,
both now and into the future.

Most American mothers are in
the workforce and many
children are in child care
The majority of mothers, single or married,
with children from infants to adolescents,
are now in the workforce and most are
employed full-time.1 As a result of the
increase in maternal employment over the
past several decades, many children are in
need of child care.
Sixty-five percent of children under the age
of six in the U.S.—nearly 15 million children—
have parents or a single parent who works
outside the home. In Colorado, 244,000
children under the age of 6 (63 percent)
have all available parents in the workforce.2
Many of these children are in child care3 and

Quality early
childhood
education makes kids
more successful. We will
all benefit from that
success for decades to
come. Today’s kids are
tomorrow’s engineers,
teachers, and business
leaders.
Burnie Zercher

Chairman, Industrial Constructors/Managers
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much of it is not high-quality care. Child care
supports the current workforce, by providing
care for children while parents work, and
also helps build the future workforce, by
supporting children’s development during
critical years of early childhood. Without
improvements to the child care system, our
nation will not have the workforce we need
to be able to compete and succeed in the
global marketplace.

Young children in child
care by a non-relative
Percent of young children, ages birth–4, who are
placed in child care by a non-relative
< 1 year
1 year

21%
29%

49%

3 years

65%

4 years
Source: Child Trends DataBank, 2016

Early brain development has
lifelong impacts
There is scientific consensus that brain
development from birth to age five sets the
stage for a child’s future success.4 The birth
to age five time frame is the most dramatic
period of brain development. During these
years, more than one million new neural
connections form every second.5 This early
foundation informs children’s cognition,
health, and behavior throughout life.
Several factors can impair healthy brain
development in early childhood. Without a
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As a result of negative experiences, such as
poverty or a lack of responsive caregiving,
differences in cognitive abilities emerge as
early as nine months of age.8 By age three,
children of different backgrounds have
varying commands of language. A landmark
study on this topic found that three-year-old
children with parents on welfare had
vocabularies that were half the size of
children with more affluent parents (525 vs.
1,116 words).9

Taking Stock of
Underinvestment in Child Care

35%

2 years

stable environment and responsive
caregivers, infants can experience toxic
stress—a prolonged activation of the stress
response system (known as “fight or flight”)
that can lead to long-term deficits.6 Visual,
hearing, and sensory-motor problems can
also impair brain development when left
unaddressed.7

Many families have trouble finding child
care, and even when care is available, it is
often low-quality. The vital importance of the
early years, with its intense brain
development, has not been matched with
adequate investments in quality care for
young children. For example, the Colorado
state child care subsidy rate is 42 percent
less than the actual cost of center-based
care for a four year old in Denver County.10
The US lags behind other OECD nations in
its investment in early care and education.11
In particular, there are three main problems
with the U.S. child care system:
•

Access: Nearly one-third of parents (32
percent) nationwide report having
difficulty finding child care.12 In Colorado,
there are only enough licensed child
care slots to meet the needs of onequarter of the state’s young children.13

There is also limited availability for
families who work evening and night
shifts or live in rural areas.14
•

•

Cost: The average annual cost of
center-based care for infants ($15,000)
is more than the cost of in-state tuition
for one year at a public university in
Colorado ($9,700).15 Colorado
“consistently ranks among the most
expensive states for licensed child
care.”16 This high cost puts child care out
of reach for many families, particularly
low-income families.
Quality: 19 percent of American children
in families receiving child care subsidies
are not in licensed child care programs
(a minimum bar for safety), and 89
percent of children are not in accredited
child care programs (an indication of
quality).17 Researchers estimate that only
10 percent of child care is very highquality.18 In Colorado, 4,564 providers
have been rated under the Colorado
Shines quality rating and improvement
system (QRIS). Ratings highlight
problems with the quality of care: after
one year of operation, just 14 percent of
these providers were rated level three
or above, indicating high quality.19 By the
end of three years, the percentage had
only climbed to 19 percent.20

These problems have negative effects on
children, families and employers. For
instance, 14 percent of national survey
respondents reported that, in the previous
year, someone in the family had to quit a job,
forego taking a job, or greatly change a job
due to problems with child care.21 Research
also shows that parents dealing with child
care challenges take an average of five to
nine days off work annually, and the resulting
costs to U.S. employers top $3 billion a year.22

Child care as an
industry in Colorado
10,000 +
child care programs
(9,200 family child care homes
and 1,100 centers)

22,500
people employed
(not including 12,000 additional
jobs supported in other sectors)

$640 million
in industry revenue
Source: Committee for Economic Development
https://www.ced.org/childcareimpact

High-quality, affordable child
care can support a productive
workforce
Research demonstrates that parents who
have access to child care subsidies reap
many employment-related benefits: They are
more likely to work, are able to work more
hours, have more stable employment, and
earn more.23 Improving access to high-quality
child care will likely increase workplace
stability for parents, and bolster productivity
by limiting absences and “presenteeism”
(being on the job, but not fully focused).
Some studies have also shown the benefits
of high-quality child care for children. For
example, a recent, randomized control study
of more than 200 children found that highquality, full-day child care had a positive
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impact on their language development at
age two.24 Further, compared with those not
in the program, children in child care enjoyed
more positive parent-child relationships and
their parents reported fewer child behavior
problems. A longitudinal study of more than
1,300 children found that children in higherquality child care were better-prepared for
school at age four than children in lowerquality child care. At age 15, they were still
performing slightly above their peers and
also experienced significantly lower levels of
behavior problems at age 15, compared with
children in lower-quality child care.25 By the
end of high school, higher-quality care was
associated with better high school grades
and plans to attend more selective colleges.26
It’s clear from these studies that high-quality
child care benefits the current workforce
through increased worker participation,
stability, and productivity. In addition, highquality child care’s impact on children’s
academic outcomes bodes well for the
development of the future workforce.

Colorado policymakers must
continue to promote access
to high-quality, affordable
child care
A concerted effort is necessary to improve
child care in Colorado and a critical
component is the need to raise community
and policymaker awareness on the proven
importance of high quality child care for the
healthy development of a child. With regard

to access, there is a need for more full-day
slots, to accommodate the needs of working
parents, along with part-day options for
families who have that need. The demand
for increased access for infants and toddlers
is particularly acute. In Mesa County, local
leaders have joined together in an effort to
increase the number of child care slots in the
county from 4,200 to 8,000 by the year
2020. The primary focus of the “Child Care
8,000” effort, which some consider a “heavy
lift,” is on new slots for newborns to children
five years old. Policymakers must also
address affordability, as the Colorado Child
Care Assistance Program subsidies currently
cover only about 13 percent of eligible
families. Expanding subsidies would allow
more families to choose high-quality care for
their children. Additionally, policymakers
should work to enable and encourage local
funding models, like the 2017 measure
approved in San Miguel County. Finally,
concerning quality, policymakers must
support child care providers—both centerand home-based—in getting rated by the
Colorado Shines QRIS program, and
increasing their quality to move them up the
quality ladder. Efforts can include enhancing
teacher recruitment, training, ongoing
professional development and
compensation. Incentives for providers to
help offset the cost of the rating should be
explored. Policymakers should also ensure
that the licensing requirements for child care
providers in Colorado are not weakened,
leading to further deterioration in quality.

Conclusion
Given the long-term benefits of high-quality child care to children’s cognitive,
social, and emotional development, state policymakers should continue to
promote quality, access and affordability. Support for high-quality child care is
an investment in our children as well as in our future workforce.
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