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We are making significant progress in early childhood 
education but still have a long way to go. Over the past 
decade, new research in neuroscience on the benefits 
of high-quality early learning experiences has been met 
with increased state and federal investments in early 
childhood policies. Funding for state pre-K programs 
has doubled in the past ten years, and the federal 
government has also made new investments through 
the Preschool Development Grants and the Race to 
the Top–Early Learning Challenge. President Obama 
has also announced ambitious proposals for expanding 
early education and child care in his 2013, 2014, and 
2015 State of the Union addresses—although the these 
plans have yet to find substantial political traction in 
Congress.1 And as we approach the 2016 presidential 
election, early childhood policy is poised to be a central 
issue of debate. 

But this increase in public spending—and the benefits 
that accrue from it—is not distributed among all 
American families. While there’s growing political 
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consensus that investing in high-quality early care and 
learning for low-income children is worthwhile, there is 
less agreement about the extent to which middle-class 
families should be included in public early childhood 
programs. High-quality early childhood programs 
are expensive because they invest in their workforce 
through wages, benefits, and training; include low 
adult-to-student ratios; and implement research-based 
curricula. President Obama’s Preschool for All initiative 
would cost $66 billion over ten years to expand states’ 
pre-K coverage to families earning up to 200 percent 
of the federal poverty level.2 Those who oppose 
expanding programs beyond low-income families 
argue that we do not have enough evidence that pre-K 
and child care benefit middle-class families to warrant 
an expensive investment.3

These arguments, however, are out of date. New 
research has revealed the ways that high-quality early 
care and education benefit both middle-class children 
and middle-class parents. Middle-class children 



2The Century Foundation | tcf.org

attending high-quality early learning programs show 
improved cognitive outcomes and increased future 
earnings. Data on parent employment, preschool 
enrollment, and the cost of child care also make it clear 
that middle-class families too often lack access to the 
high-quality early childhood programs that parents and 
children need to thrive.

In this issue brief, we outline the research on the benefits 
of early care and learning for middle-class families—
looking at the educational benefits for children, as well 
as the workforce benefits for parents. And we present 
policy solutions for states and the federal government 
to expand access to high-quality early care and learning 
for both middle- and low-income families, through 
universal pre-K and guaranteed child care subsidies.

THE EDUCATIONAL BENEFITS OF 
HIGH-QUALITY EARLY CARE AND 
EDUCATION FOR MIDDLE-CLASS 
CHILDREN
A large and consistent body of research shows that 
high-quality early learning programs can have a huge 
impact on the future success of low-income children—
improving learning and development, reducing 
delinquency and criminal activity, boosting health, and 
increasing future employment and earnings.4 But what 
about middle-class children? Do they benefit as well?

Studies have found that the first five years of children’s 
lives are critical to their ability to learn social and 
emotional skills, as well as for setting them up to be good 
students and citizens later in life.5 This is true regardless 
of family income, and the early care experiences of 
children play an important role in shaping their brains. 
Historically, however, most research on early education 
has focused on low-income children.

It is only recently that we have more evidence on the 
benefits of early care for middle-class children. Not all 

of the child care and parenting programs that have been 
very successful at improving outcomes for low-income 
children have shown the same results for middle-class 
children.6 We do have studies, however, that show 
that when three- and four-year-olds are enrolled in 
high-quality pre-K—the programs that have been 
most studied—that middle-class children experience 
educational and economic boosts almost as large as 
those seen for low-income children. Furthermore, when 
middle-class and low-income children have the chance 
to attend preschool together, both groups benefit from 
the increased diversity in the classroom. Unfortunately, 
data on preschool attendance and the quality of the 
programs children actually attend shows that, for many 
middle-class children, the benefits of high-quality 
pre-K are currently out of reach.

Improved Learning Outcomes
In Tulsa, Oklahoma, and Boston, Massachusetts, 
two cities with universal pre-K programs that have 
been recognized as high quality, both middle- and 
low-income children have shown increased learning 
outcomes as a result of participating in the programs. 
In Tulsa, middle-income children who attended pre-K 
entered kindergarten seven months ahead of their 
nonparticipating peers in pre-reading skills. (Low-
income children benefited even more, entering 
kindergarten ten to eleven months of their peers; see 
Figure 1.)7 Likewise, in Boston, middle-class children 
experienced large gains in literacy and math skills as 
a result of attending pre-K—with low-income children 
showing similar gains as well as increased social-
emotional skills related to self-regulation and attention.8

Increased Future Earnings
Like low-income children, middle-class children also 
stand to benefit from pre-K much further down the 
road, in the form of increased adult earnings. Economist 
Timothy Bartik of the Upjohn Institute calculates that 
middle-class children experience a boost in future 
earnings from attending high-quality pre-K that is 
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FIGURE 1
EFFECTS OF TULSA PRE-K ON CHILDREN’S PRE-READING SKILLS, 
BY FAMILY INCOME

FIGURE 2
ANTICIPATED BENEFITS OF PRE-K ON A CHILD’S FUTURE
LIFETIME EARNINGS, BY FAMILY INCOME

Source: William T. Gormley, Jr., Karin Kitchens, and Shirley Adelstein, Do Middle-Class Families Benefit from High-Quality Pre-K? (Washington, D.C.:  Center for Research on Children in the U.S., 
July 2013), 2, http://fcd-us.org/sites/ default/files/Policy%20Brief_draft_071613_0.pdf, figure 2.

Source: Timothy J. Bartik, From Preschool to Prosperity: The Economic Payoff to Early Childhood Education (Kalamazoo, Mich.: W.E. Upjohn Institute for Employment Research, 2014), 47, table 5.1.
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nearly as great as that of low-income children in dollar 
amount.9 (See Figure 2. Since low-income children start 
with a lower baseline of expected future earnings, pre-K 
still has the effect of reducing economic inequality; 
the expected boost in future earnings for low-income 
children represents a 10 percent increase, compared to 
a 5 percent increase for middle-class children.)

Added Benefits of Diverse Classrooms
Making public pre-K programs accessible to middle-
income children also creates the added benefit of 
opportunities for socioeconomically diverse preschool 
classrooms, which have been shown to improve 
children’s learning. In a 2013 study of pre-K programs 
in eleven states, classrooms with a mix of lower- and 
higher-income children showed greater positive effects 
on children’s listening and comprehension skills than 

classrooms with similar average socioeconomic status 
(SES) but less income diversity.10 (See Figure 3.) That 
means that it is a benefit to both middle- and low-
income children to attend programs in which children 
of different economic backgrounds learn side by 
side—and that is something that is not likely to happen 
in public pre-K programs that are restricted to low-
income children, as most currently are, or in private 
pre-K programs, which are typically out of reach for 
low-income families.

Need for Greater Access and 
High-Quality Programs
Despite the evidence showing the benefits of high-
quality pre-K for middle-income children, middle-class 
preschool attendance lags behind that of high-income 
children. Among children in families with middle 

FIGURE 3
GROWTH OF LISTENING AND COMPREHENSION SKILLS IN PRE-K 
CHILDREN, BY AVERAGE  SOCIOECONOMIC STATUS AND LEVEL OF 
INCOME DIVERSITY IN THE CLASSROOM

Source: Jeanne L. Reid and Douglas D. Ready, “High-quality Preschool: The Socioeconomic Composition of Preschool Classrooms and Children’s Learning,” Early Education and Development 24 
(2013): 1101, figure 1.
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FIGURE 4
PRESCHOOL ATTENDANCE DURING THE YEAR PRIOR TO 
KINDERGARTEN, BY SOCIOECONOMIC STATUS

Source: U.S. Department of Education, National Center for Education Statistics, Digest of Education Statistics 2014, Table 202.65, http://nces.ed.gov/programs/
digest/d14/tables/dt14_202.65.asp. Data is for the 2010-11 school year.

FIGURE 5
ACCESS TO HIGH-QUALITY PROGRAMS AMONG FOUR-YEAR-OLD 
CHILDREN ENROLLED IN PRESCHOOL, BY SOCIOECONOMIC STATUS

Source: U.S. Department of Education, National Center for Education Statistics,  Digest of Education Statistics 2014, Table 202.60, http://nces.ed.gov/programs/digest/d14/tables/dt14_202.60.asp. 
Data is for the 2005–06 school year.
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socioeconomic status, just 54 percent of children 
attend preschool during the year before kindergarten, 
ahead of their low-SES peers but still well behind 
high-SES peers. (See Figure 4.) Furthermore, among 
those children that do enroll in preschool, middle-SES 
children are less likely than both low-SES and high-SES 
peers to be enrolled in high-quality programs. (See 
Figure 5.) Within the current system of an often costly 
private market and public programs that mostly target 
low-income children, many middle-class children are 
left without access to high-quality early education.  

Rising Parent Workforce Participation
In 1965, six out of ten families contained at least one 
parent who did not work. Fifty years later, that ratio 
has flipped: in six out of ten families today, all parents 
are working.11 Among families with children under age 

six, less than one in three families fits the stereotypical 
model of a married couple with one breadwinner. (See 
Figure 6.) Increasingly, families across the income 
spectrum have all parents in the workforce and are in 
need of child care.

Rising Parent Workforce Participation
At the same time that more parents are working, child 
care costs in the United States are on the rise.12 The 
current costs of child care present a financial challenge 
not only to low-income families but even to middle-
income families. In twenty-three states and the District 
of Columbia, the cost of child care for a four-year-old 
is greater than 10 percent of the median family income 
for a married couple with children, and the costs of 
care for an infant are considerably higher.13 In many 
states, the cost of care for one four-year-old is greater 
than the cost of in-state college tuition, and not much 

FIGURE 6
EMPLOYMENT STATUS OF PARENTS IN FAMILIES 
WITH CHILDREN UNDER AGE 6

Source: Bureau of Labor Statistics, 2013–14 annual averages, http://www.bls.gov/news.release/famee.t04.htm.

All parents employed At least one parent not employed

70%

60%

50%

40%

30%

20%

10%

0%

Single father employed

Single mother employed

Married couple with both
parents employed

15%

38%

Married couple with one
parent working

29%

No parent employed

12%

6%



7The Century Foundation | tcf.org

less than average housing costs. (See Table 1.) A new 
study from the Economic Policy Institute shows that 
in thirty-three states and the District of Columbia, the 
average cost of infant care exceeds in-state tuition at 
four-year public colleges.14 Factor multiple children into 
the picture, and it is not hard to see how it is a struggle 
to afford child care, even for families earning above 
the median income. Improving access to affordable 
child care, therefore, can have a big effect on the 
employment and economic opportunities available to 
middle-class parents. In fact, one study found that the 
cost and stability of child care had a larger effect on 
middle-income mothers’ workforce participation than 
that of either low- or high-income mothers.15

PUBLIC POLICY SOLUTIONS
Taken together, the educational research and workforce 

evidence form a strong case for bold public investment 
in early childhood programs, expanding access to 
include more middle-income families alongside low-
income families. A combination of two policies—
universal pre-K and expanded child care subsidies—
would lay a strong foundation for our children.

Rising Parent Workforce Participation
Currently, only eighteen states and the District 
of Columbia have public pre-K programs with 
universal eligibility (without income or other risk 
factor requirements), and in most of these cases, the 
programs do not have the capacity to serve all eligible 
children. Only the District of Columbia, Florida, 
Oklahoma, and Vermont have state pre-K programs 
with universal access and more than 70 percent of four-
year-olds enrolled. (And of those, only the District of 

TABLE 1
THE FIVE LEAST AFFORDABLE STATES FOR CARE 
OF A FOUR-YEAR-OLD

Source: Information taken from Herzing University website as well as from documents obtained from the IRS and the Department of Education 

Average cost of 
center-based care 
for a four-year-
old

…as a percentage 
of state median 
income for a two-
parent family

…as a percentage 
of state median 
income for a 
single mother 
family

…as a percentage 
of median rent 
payments in the 
state

…as a percentage 
of average tuition 
and fees at a 
public college in 
the state

1. New York
$12,280 13% 47% 95% 177%

2. Vermont
$10,068 12% 42% 98% 72%

3. Oregon
$8,615 12% 40% 84% 100%

4. Nevada
$8,208 12% 29% 71% 129%

5. Minnesota
$10,812 12% 42% 112% 103%
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Columbia and Oklahoma have programs that score 
high on quality rankings.)16

State policymakers should create or expand universal 
pre-K for all three- and four-year-olds. Ensuring quality 
is essential—and states should take lessons from places 
such as the District of Columbia and Oklahoma that 
have expanded access while promoting high standards. 
Furthermore, as part of the focus on quality, these 
programs should encourage socioeconomically diverse 
enrollment at the classroom level in their recruitment 
and enrollment processes.

The federal government should help to support this work 
through a significant investment and by partnering with 
states. Recent federal proposals for expanding pre-K—
both President Obama’s Preschool for All initiative and 
pre-K legislation introduced in Congress—focus on 
expanding eligibility for state pre-K to families making 
up to 200 percent of the poverty line. However, given 
the benefits of pre-K for middle-class children, and the 
benefits that socioeconomically diverse classrooms 
have for all children, federal programs should include 
added incentives for states that create truly universal 
access, with no income cap.

Child Care Subsidies
Despite the importance of a significant federal and 
state investment in child care, today the investment 
is fragmented and woefully inadequate. Low-income 
families are eligible for child care subsidies through the 
Child Care Development Block Grant and middle class 
families are eligible for Child Care and Dependent Tax 
Credits.17 However, only about one in six eligible low-
income children receive subsidies, largely because of 
inadequate funding.18 In addition, too often families 
cannot find care that meets their needs, particularly 
with so many families working nontraditional hours. 
The average middle class family who receives the tax 
credit gets about $560—a drop in the bucket compared 

to the average cost of $11,000 per child per year for 
center-based care.19

We need high-quality, flexible care for all families—
care that is affordable while also valuing the work of 
caregivers. The National Campaign Make It Work has 
proposed a plan for child care assistance that would 
make sure that high-quality child care costs no more 
than 10 percent of a family’s income, and that child 
care providers earn a wage of at least $15 an hour.20 

All families with children aged twelve or younger and 
earning up to twice the median income in their state 
would be eligible for the subsidies. Such a guarantee 
would provide middle and low-income families access 
to the same child care assistance program—one that 
truly helps them cover the cost of high-quality care of 
their choosing.

The plan would require significant federal funding—
large enough to serve both middle-class and low-
income families, and to keep costs affordable for 
families while promoting high-quality care with decent 
wages for child care providers. Under the proposed 
plan, the number of children receiving assistance, 
including school-age kids who need before- and after-
school care, would increase from just 1.4 million children 
today to approximately 26 million. Meanwhile, the 
people providing care for those children would receive 
a boost in earnings that values the important work 
they do. Together, these investments in our children’s 
healthy development, and in their parents’ ability to go 
to work and earn a decent living, hold the promise of 
great dividends.

CONCLUSION
All children deserve the opportunity to succeed, which 
includes ensuring they are cared for in safe, nurturing, 
educational environments, and have the opportunity to 
go to kindergarten ready to learn. But today, too many 
working parents do not have those options for their 
children. 
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Much of early childhood policy at the federal and 
state level focuses on how to divide existing funding 
for maximum effect. With limited resources, it makes 
sense that most early childhood programs so far have 
focused on serving low-income families. And yet 
current funding still leaves programs like Head Start 
and the Child Care Development Block Grant unable 
to serve all qualifying families, while also forcing most 
middle-class families to fend for themselves, with few 
affordable options available.

The premise of this scarcity-based approach to 
funding early childhood investments is flawed. 
Instead of fighting over limited resources, we must 
create a bigger pie. It is time to make the significant 
investments needed to make affordable, high-quality 
care and education—with corresponding investments 
in caregivers and teachers—a reality for all families.

Halley Potter is a fellow at The Century Foundation, 
where she researches public policy solutions for 
addressing educational inequality.

Julie Kashen is a fellow at The Century Foundation, 
where she focuses on research and policy to 
support legislative and workplace level changes 
that benefit working parents and the working poor. 
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