
High-quality early childhood education (ECE) 
is proven to dramatically improve a child’s 
opportunities for a better future—particularly 
children from low-income families—while 
offering parents improved job stability and overall 
economic security. Research shows that every $1 
invested in the education and care of children from 
birth through age five generates $7.30 in return 
for our country. To ensure all children can access 
high-quality early learning and care, the federal 
government partners with states to support local 
efforts and innovations. 

Over time, ECE programs have been created to meet 
the diverse needs of children and families. These 
programs vary in their purpose, services offered, 
and demographics served. A 2017 Government 
Accountability Office (GAO) report found that these 
programs work in conjunction to benefit those they 
serve. To learn more about the specific programs that 
support young children and their families, read FFYF’s 
ABCs of Federal Early Learning and Care Funding 
Streams resource. 

Much of the progress at the state and local level has 
been made possible by strong partnerships with the 
federal government aimed at expanding access and 
increasing quality for more children. Many state and 
community programs are funded exclusively with 
federal dollars, while others leverage federal funding 
to create and expand high-quality early learning and 
care opportunities beyond what is possible with state 
funding alone. Together, these investments from 
federal and state governments create an effective 
mixed-delivery system that supports the care, 
education, and healthy development of children.

Early Childhood Education: 
a National Snapshot

Across the country, state and federally funded early childhood 
opportunities serve more than 4,498,946 children and families
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1 This figure includes beneficiaries of Head Start, Early Head Start, CCDF, MIECHV, 
state-funded Pre-K, and IDEA Parts B Sec. 619 and C. In some cases, children and 
families are served by more than one program. 
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In the US, there are 14,945,418 children 
under six with all available parents in the 
workforce, meaning that those families need 
to seek some kind of care for their children.20 
In addition to the significant impact of early 
childhood education on children and families 
in the short and long term, early learning and 
care can have an immediate impact on the 
economy. Access to affordable child care can 
increase labor force participation and support 
parents seeking additional education and 
training, which contributes to higher earnings 
over an individual’s lifetime. 

Impacts of the High Cost of Care 
Various programs support children and 
families before they enter school. While 
this patchwork of programs supports local 
innovations, there is still unmet need, and 
the cost of care prohibits many parents from 
entering or remaining in the workforce. In 2017, 
the average cost of center-based infant care 
exceeded the cost of a year at a public college 
in 28 states and the District of Columbia.21 
Further, the supply of home-based care, which 
is often the more affordable and flexible 
option, has decreased since 2010.

To view state specific data, visit FFYF’s 
website.
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