The Price of High-Quality
Early Learning and Care —
Worth Every Penny
As understanding about the critical importance of early learning and development
has grown, so too have expectations about the quality of care children receive.

The overwhelming evidence shows that high-quality
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highly qualified teachers. This document provides

This isn’t a matter of making quality less expensive,

an overview of the essential, but costly elements of
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quality in early learning, and why we should place

most consequential years of children’s lives.

such a premium on supporting efforts to ensure
more families have access to these opportunities.
Nationwide, families at every income level struggle to
find and afford high-quality care, whether it is home
based, family child care, center-based, or otherwise.
In fact, the cost of quality care exceeds most other
expenses families face. The labor-intensive nature
of caring for infants, toddlers, and preschoolers
means that quality care costs more than education
for older children, yet most parents must cover
these costs on their own. The amount of public
spending for the care and education of children from

Breaking Down Quality
Personnel

While personnel costs represent the largest
portion of programs’ budgets, many still struggle
to provide adequate compensation and benefits
to their employees. Programs often operate 1012 hours each day to align with parents’ work
schedules and prioritize low teacher-to-student
ratios. These factors establish a minimum number
of staff needed to operate successfully.

birth through age five is a tiny fraction of what is
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several reasons.1 Practically speaking, smaller

result being that parents receive the least amount of
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making it less likely children will get injured or sick.
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Trends: Higher child-to-staff ratios threaten the

quality of child care

Further, during a time of rapid brain development,

In 2019, the median salary was $24,230 per year

low adult-child ratios help ensure children receive
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teachers, which are integral to program quality,

Adult-child ratios of no more than 1:4 are needed
for infants and toddlers who rely on their teachers
for feeding and diapering, in addition to fostering
their mental, physical, and emotional development.
As children grow more independent, ratios of
1:8 for 3 year olds and 1:10 for 4 year olds allow
teachers to focus on direct interactions, which
promote a child’s emerging language skills
and social and emotional development.

compensation must be sufficient to ensure a
career in early childhood is sustainable and
allows them to provide for their own families.3

Supplies and Administration
Supplies and administrative costs represent the
second largest cost for providers. This broad category
includes everything from food and classroom
materials to day-to-day operations costs. Recognizing
that access to healthy, nutritious foods is crucial

Without compromising quality by reducing the

for healthy brain and physical development, many

number of staff, this portion of the budget can only

programs offer three meals a day or send home

go so far, and because there are so many other

food for evenings and weekends. Additionally,

fixed costs, to make tuition "affordable" programs

children learn through play, meaning engaging and

reduce the cost they can control--compensation.

age-appropriate toys and materials are essential.
Finally, many providers operate year round given

Center-Based Care1

the benefits for learning and parents’ ability to work
or attend school, which simply means used and
broken materials must be replaced more often.

Rent and Utilities
While representing the smallest share of providers’
budgets, facility-related expenses are nonetheless
necessary for a high-quality program.4 At the most
basic level, facilities must be safe, but the size and
setup of the facility, both indoors and outdoors,
also play an important role in providing children
more space to learn and explore. High-quality and

Family Child Care2

developmentally appropriate environments
promote healthy behaviors, independence,
and social-emotional skills in young children.

Learn More

For interactive resources on the price
of high-quality care, check out:

•
•
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Care Aware of America: Why do parents pay so

much for child care when early educators earn so little?
2Center

for American Progress: Understanding the True

Cost of Child Care for Infants and Toddlers

3For

Where Does Your Child Care Dollar Go? and
The Office of Child Care’s Provider Cost of
Quality Calculator.

more on teacher training and compensation, visit

PowertotheProfession.org.
4For

more on facilities and quality, read The Facilities

Policy Framework

