@ Mathematica.

Progress Together

Early Childhood Issue Brief

Emily Rosen, Dan Finkelstein, Jessica F. Harding, Rachel Bleiweiss-Sande, and Diane Paulsell

Strategies to Increase Access to
Early Care and Education

An increasing number of young children regularly
attend early care and education (ECE), defined as
formal and informal nonparental care for children
from birth to age 5 who are not yet in kindergarten
(Morrissey 2019). ECE is particularly important for
single-parent and two-parent households in which
parents or other caregivers are employed or attend
school. These families often require some type of ECE,
such as center-based care; family child care; or family,
friend, and neighbor care while family members
work or study. For families with low income, access
to regular ECE is critical to helping parents work and
achieve financial security (Adams et al. 2006).

Exhibit 1. ECE programs and funding sources

Families with low and middle incomes have lower
rates of participation in ECE and experience gaps in
affordability, including an inequitable cost burden
within the current ECE system (NASEM et al. 2018).
Subsidized ECE stems from a variety of federal,
state, and local funding sources listed in Exhibit 1.
This system is not sufficient to serve all families that
face financial barriers: in 2018, only 15 percent of all
children eligible under federal rules and 23 percent
of all children eligible under state rules received
subsidized child care (Chien 2021). Head Start served
less than 7 percent of eligible 3- and 4-year-olds in
2020-2021 (Friedman-Krauss et al. 2021).
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Exhibit 2. Characteristics of ECE that make it accessible to families

They can identify with
“reasonable effort,”
meaning there is
adequate information

about and supply of
ECE programs.

Meet their needs,
including for
program type,
transportation,
and hours of
opperation.

High-quality ECE is considered accessible when

it meets criteria related to availability and
affordability. An expert panel identified four key
dimensions of ECE access (Friese et al. 2017; Exhibit
2). Each dimension affects ECE access, and no one
dimension is more important than another.

Families may have inequitable access to ECE
opportunities based on their income and
geographic location. Parents with low incomes

are more likely to have unpredictable, inflexible,
and nonstandard work hours (Schilder et al. 2022)
that make it difficult to access high-quality ECE.
Among households with at least one working
parent, parents work an average of 14 nonstandard
hours per week, and single-parent workers and
parents with lower incomes are more likely to need
nonstandard nonparental care (NSECE 2017). Some
states restrict state care subsidies to the schedules
or hours that parents work, which can limit access
to child care for families with unstable work hours
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Families have
access to ECE
options that:

Are affordable
based on
out-of-pocket
expenses and
availability of
subsidized care.

Support children’s
development by coordinating

services, offering stability in
caregivers, and
accommodating

children’s needs.

(Johnson-Staub et al. 2015). Families might also

lack access to high-quality ECE based on where
they live or the availability of public transportation.
For example, as of 2020, only 12 states serve more
than half of 4-year-olds in publicly funded pre-K
programs (Friedman-Krauss et al. 2021). State child
care subsidy policies also vary greatly; for example,
states’ eligibility and redetermination requirements
can be burdensome and contribute to families
losing subsidies (Ha 2020).

Families of color experience barriers in access

to ECE disproportionately. For example, Latino
children are less likely to attend center-based ECE,
even though they are as likely to attend public
pre-K and Head Start (Brookings Institution 2017).
In addition, only 6 percent of income-eligible
Latino children and 7 percent of American Indian
and Alaska Native children received subsidies from
the Child Care and Development Fund (CCDF) in
2016, compared with 15 percent of eligible Black
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children (Ullrich et al. 2019). Latino families'
lower participation rates in CCDF could be due

to complex application, enrollment, eligibility,
and redetermination policies that are challenging
for families with language barriers and a limited
supply of ECE that meets their language needs
(Schmit and Walker 2016).

....................................................

This brief presents findings from research on
equitable access to ECE supports conducted by 11
grantees of the Robert Wood Johnson Foundation's
Equity-Focused Policy Research grant program
(Exhibit 3). The research (Exhibit 4) highlights
changes to policy and practices that could help
address inequalities (Exhibit 5).

....................................................

Exhibit 3. Equitable access and the Robert Wood Johnson Foundation’s Equity-Focused

Policy Research grant program

Equitable access means all families—regardless of
race, ethnicity, geography, or other factors—have
equal access to supports to promote children’s
well-being. Promoting equitable access involves
addressing specific barriers faced by families that
have the most difficulty accessing supports.

The Robert Wood Johnson Foundation’s
Equity-Focused Policy Research grant program
funded action-oriented research to build on
strategies to increase equitable access to
supports for families with young children. This
brief focuses on grantees’ research on early

care and education. Other grantees focused on
income and nutrition supports.

....................................................

Studies incorporated principles articulated by
the Equitable Evaluation Initiative. According
to these principles, evaluations should advance
equity; answer questions about the drivers

of inequity, the effects of policies on different
populations, and the role of cultural context;
and be valid multiculturally and encourage
participant ownership.

See Appendix Table 1 for a summary of the
projects presented in this brief. See https://www.
equitableeval.org/ for details on the Equitable
Evaluation Initiative.

....................................................

Exhibit 4. Policy focus and methods of the grantee research
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Barriers to enrollment in
high quality ECE

e Geographic access to ECE
e Access to child care subsidies

e ECE provider capacity

Number of grantees

Quantitative analysis of
administrative or other
secondary data

Parent survey data

Interviews with parents or
providers

Provider survey data

Note: Projects can fall into more than one policy focus and method.
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Exhibit 5. Changes suggested by findings

Reduce the burden
associated with applying
and enrolling in ECE

Stabilize ECE
supply with
financial
support and
training

Equitable

access to ECE

Strategically
increase ECE
supply in
geographic
regions with
insufficient
access

Ensure child care subsidies
are accessible and applicable
for use in varied ECE settings

Reduce the burden associated with

applying and enrolling in ECE

Applying for and enrolling in ECE can be time
consuming and confusing for families, particularly
those that face barriers related to language or
access to technology. The grantees' research
highlights strategies that could improve equitable
access to ECE by supporting families during the
application and enrollment process, reducing the
burdens that are felt disproportionately by families
facing barriers in these areas.

Improve technology to streamline application
and enrollment. Applying for and enrolling in
ECE can be burdensome and difficult. Enrollment
sites do not always work on mobile devices, which
might be the main source of internet access for
many families with low income, and sometimes,
parents must enter the same paperwork multiple
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Strategies identified by grantee research
to make applying and enrolling easier

- Improve technology to streamline application
and enrollment.

- Provide support and develop tools that connect
families to ECE programs.

..................................................

times for different agencies or programs (CCHMC
et al. 2021b). Modernizing and streamlining the
application and enrollment process could address
parents’ concerns about excessive or tedious
enrollment paperwork. Such solutions could
include online checklists with required documents
and steps, a universal ECE application for families
applying to multiple programs, or a cloud-based
host to store application materials in a centralized
location (CCHMC 2021).
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Provide support and develop tools to connect
families with ECE programs. Applying for an

ECE program can leave families feeling confused
and distrustful. Calls to the ECE agency might

go unanswered, or staff might fail to follow up on
enrollment questions or connect families with

other agencies, leaving parents concerned about

the safety of their personal information and the
level of care their children will receive (CCHMC

et al. 2021b). Some parents report they prefer ECE
teachers who reflect their and their child's racial and
ethnic identity (CCHMC et al. 2021b). The grantees'
research suggest that tools and resources that make
it easier for families to find an ECE program that
meets their needs and preferences could improve
equitable access to ECE among vulnerable families.
For example, agencies could develop policies, such
as a Families First Policy, to encourage referrals

to other ECE services outside of their programs

to find the best fit for families. Agencies could

also engage community partners, such as health
care organizations and agencies that administer

the Women Infants, and Children (WIC) Nutrition
Program, to provide culturally appropriate ECE
referrals based on their culturally competent insights
into a family and its surrounding community.

Strategically increase ECE supply
in geographic regions with
insufficient access

The geographic locations of ECE providers and
lack of transportation can be important barriers

to accessing ECE that disproportionately affect
families facing adversity. Implementing strategies
to address the insufficient supply of ECE providers
in many communities, and improving awareness of
local options among families for whom geographic
access to ECE is a challenge, could strengthen
equitable access to ECE.

Prioritize funding of ECE programs for selected
communities. Many families lack accessible ECE
options near their homes because of insufficient
supply or living in “child care deserts” (DeBaryshe
et al. 2022). One grantee analyzed differences in
access to ECE options and found Black and Hispanic
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Strategies identified by grantee research
to increase supply and awareness of local
ECE options

. Prioritize funding of ECE programs for selected
communities.

- Improve options for transportation between
families’ and providers.

. Increase families’ and policymakers’ awareness
of local ECE options.

..................................................

children were more likely to be located farther
from high-quality preschool options, which in turn
affected their enrollment in preschool (McCormick
et al. 2021). Strategic investments in ECE options
serving priority populations can strengthen
equitable access. For example, the best ECE access
in Hawai'i is in "rural, low-income predominantly
Native Hawaiian communities,” where strategic
investments have been made in public preschools,
Head Start programs, and private programs that are
limited to Native Hawaiians (DeBaryshe et al. 2022).

Improve options for transportation between
families' locations and providers. Parents from
families with low incomes and families of color
report that transportation is a challenge to accessing
ECE enrollment centers and child care centers
(CCHMC et al. 2021b). Similarly, an analysis of spatial-
transportation mismatch shows that families with
low incomes and Black and Latino families are more
likely to be limited by the number of vehicles in their
household than families with higher incomes and
Asian and Non-Hispanic White families (Ong and
Pech 2021). Allocating funding to provide subsidized
transportation options and strategically connecting
families to programs located in areas with more ECE
providers could improve equity (CCHMC et al. 2021b;
Ong and Pech 2021).

Increase families’ and policymakers’ awareness of
local ECE options. Often, families do not know what
ECE options are available near their home (CCHMC
et al. 2021b). Grantees suggested that providing
families with enrollment coaches can help them
identify preschool options in their area (CCHMC
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et al. 2021b). In addition, geospatial mapping could
be used as a tool to identify geographic access to
ECE options, inequities, and changes over time
(DeBaryshe et al. 2022).

Ensure child care subsidies are
accessible and applicable for use in
varied ECE settings

Parents frequently identify cost as a significant
barrier to enrolling children in ECE programs
(CCHMC et al. 2021b). Child care subsidies could
ease this burden for families, but there is a need
to improve uptake of and equitable access to these
subsidies (Morrissey et al. 2023).

..................................................

Strategies identified by grantee research
to ensure subsidies address the needs of
families

. Promote awareness of child care subsidy pro-
grams.

« Establish child care subsidy programs that can
support child care during nontraditional hours,
including in license-exempt and home-based
care settings.

« Reduce the frequency with which families
must prove eligibility for child care subsidies.

..................................................

Promote awareness of child care subsidy
programs. Families are often unaware that
financial assistance is available to support their
child care needs. Even families that are aware of
child care subsidies might not realize they qualify
for assistance or might not know how to apply for
subsidies. Strategic investments in communication
campaigns and partnerships with organizations
already engaged with families that could share
information about subsidy programs could help
disconnected families better access ECE options
(Heinz et al. 2023).

Establish child care subsidy programs that can
support child care during nontraditional hours,
including in license-exempt and home-based
care settings. Although families of color, families
with low incomes, and single-parent households
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are more likely to have primary caregivers with
jobs that require them to work nontraditional
hours (defined as 6 p.m. to 7 a.m. on weekdays and
any hours on the weekend), restrictions might
prevent families from using subsidies to pay for
care provided during nontraditional hours (Adams
et al. 2022). Similarly, some policies require family,
friend, and neighbor caregivers to receive the same
training as licensed providers before they can
receive subsidy payments and reimbursements,
further limiting families’ options for selecting and
paying for care (Alexander et al. 2022). Reducing
these restrictions on child care subsidy use could
lead to more equitable ECE access.

Reduce the frequency with which families must
prove eligibility for child care subsidies. Often,
families that have previously used subsidies to pay
for child care stop participating in subsidy programs
when their eligibility period lapses, requiring them
to undergo recertification. Arduous recertification
procedures, such as making in-person visits to

a welfare office, might discourage families from
participating in subsidy programs (Morrissey et al.
2023). Longer eligibility periods can lead to fewer
program exits (Hong et al. 2021).

Stabilize ECE supply with financial
support and training

ECE providers experience financial fragility

during normal times, and feel the most intense
effects during economic downturns. Professional
development in business operations can bolster the
capacity, sustainability, and quality of providers’
operations (Zeng et al. 2022; Zinsser et al. 2023).

..................................................

Strategies identified by grantee research
to strengthen the capacity of ECE programs

. Offer trainings aimed at improving programs’
business and management practices.

. Develop a safety net for ECE programs for use
during external interruptions, such as public
health emergencies or economic downturns.

..................................................
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Offer trainings aimed at improving programs’
business and management practices. Trainings
that focus on strengthening providers' knowledge
of business operations can improve their business
management skills and confidence, access to
support, and leadership efficacy, enabling them to
maintain continuous operations for the children
and families they serve (Zeng et al. 2022). In
addition, providers that undergo professional
development such as implicit bias training might be
better equipped to avoid the need for exclusionary
practices, such as expulsion, which further burden
families trying to navigate a limited supply of ECE
(Zinsser et al. 2023).

Develop a safety net for ECE programs for use
during external interruptions, such as public
health emergencies or economic downturns.

The COVID-19 pandemic presented significant
challenges to the financial viability and operations
of many ECE providers and highlighted
vulnerability to future disruptions. Although
pandemic-related assistance was available, many
providers reported confusion about their eligibility
and challenges navigating the administrative
burdens of applying for support (Henly and
Alexander 2022). This finding suggests ECE
providers are not reaping the full benefits of
support during periods of emergency, threatening a
provider network that is already limited in supply.

Conclusions

ECE grantees' research generated important

new findings on the structural factors that shape
inequalities in families’ access to ECE for their
young children. It highlighted concrete changes to
ECE policy and practices that could help address
these inequalities and move ECE programs in the
United States toward a model that more fully and
equitably supports access.

..................................................

This brief was created by Mathematica through a
grant from the Robert Wood Johnson Foundation
to support synthesis and dissemination for the
Equity-Focused Policy Research program.
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Appendix Table 1. Summary of grantee projects

Summary of project based on dissemination products

American ECE program Analyzed administrative and survey data for all types of ECE

University provision and to examine program provision and expenditures, focusing on
funding areas with high rates of poverty to identify opportunities to

increase equitable access

Cincinnati Barriers to Conducted parent interviews and focus groups with ECE

Children’s enrollmentin professionals to identify barriers to ECE enrollment families

Hospital and high-quality ECE | with low incomes and families of color face and to develop

Medical Center solutions to address the barriers

MDRC Access to Analyzed district enrollment and demographic data, school
high-quality quality indicators, and school location to assess differential

prekindergarten | access to high-quality prekindergarten to evaluate whether
and how proximity affects ECE enrollment for students from
different demographic backgrounds

Syracuse Participation in Analyzed panel data to examine who participated in the child

University child care subsidy | care subsidy program in Virginia in 2019 and how subsidy
program participation varies by children’s characteristics including race,

ethnicity, and geography

The Regents of Geographic Analyzed survey and child care facility licensing data to

the University of accessto ECE examine spatial-transportation mismatch (defined as

California, Los geographic distance between place of residence and

Angeles opportunities, as well as lack of transportation resources to

overcome the distance) by examining families’ differential
access to nearby ECE, including child care centers and family
child care homes, and to household vehicles
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Summary of project based on dissemination products

United Way of
Massachusetts
Bay

University of
Chicago

University of
lllinois Chicago

University of
New Mexico

Urban Institute

University of
Hawai'i

ECE business
operations

Access to child
care subsidy
program

ECE business
operations
related to
exclusionary
practices

ECE needs
related to

hours, location,
transportation,
and affordability

ECE needs
during
nontraditional
hours

Geographic
access to high-
quality ECE

Evaluated an intervention to improve ECE business
management services for providers serving high-poverty
communities using trainings that covered business
management skKills, business practice confidence, business
support via a shared services model, and leadership efficacy;
study included family child care and small ECE center providers

Analyzed the impact of two child care subsidy changes in
Illinois on equitable participation in subsidized child care,
including new training requirements for license-exempt
home-based providers serving subsidized families and
extending eligibility period for families in the program from six
to 12 months; performed an additional evaluation examining
how COVID-19 impacted providers

Conducted surveys and interviews with parents to evaluate the
perspectives and experiences of families expelled by Illinois
early childhood programs following a 2018 legislative ban on
expulsion enacted in lllinois

Conducted parent focus groups, individual interviews,

and surveys with families in New Mexico from traditionally
underserved populations to identify their ECE needs and
constraints related to affordability, care hours, location, and
transportation

Evaluated the needs, preferences, and constraints faced by
parents seeking child care for nontraditional work hours by
examining existing survey data, interviewing parents and
key stakeholders, and reviewing policy documents (from
Connecticut, Washington, DC, and Oklahoma)

Used geographic information system mapping to study
differential access to ECE, including regulated home care,
licensed centers, and public preschool classrooms in Hawai'i by
looking at the number children per nearby seat, affordability of
nearby options, and quality of nearby programs

Notes: This summary is based on dissemination products we received from 11 of the 15 grantees.
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