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Carol Austin, Executive Director, First Up 

 Testimony 

 

Good morning and thank you for having me. My name is Carol Austin and I am 
Executive Director of First Up. First Up, previously known as the Delaware Valley 
Association for the Education of Young Children (DVAEYC) has championed the field of 
early childhood education for the last 50 plus years. We truly believe that every family 
deserves to have their child cared for and educated by a well-paid, well trained 
professional.  Research very clearly shows us high quality early childhood education is 
not only a benefit to the children, but to all of us and society as a whole. For most 
families, both parents are participating in the workforce and so, most families need 
care for their young children.  This basic truth was taken for granted as recently as 17 
months ago, but then something happened…  

Imagine if you would, May of 2020, a young single parent who happens to be an 
employee at your local grocery store. This mom/dad would not typically be described 
as a hero, but in the middle of a pandemic, we realized what essential truly meant. This 
mom/dad, probably scared for their own health has to venture out into the world with a 
scary mystery contagion and interact with large numbers of people daily. They worry 
about bringing this illness home to their two-year-old. They worry about their elderly 
parent who they haven’t seen in over a month because they haven’t figured out how 
to use Zoom yet. They cannot call out or take time off, because in the midst of a stay at 
home order, this person knows if they call out or try to take time off, they will be fired.  
They arrive at their childcare of choice to see a sign saying, “Closed permanently”. 
What would happen next? Our essential worker would likely lose their job because they 
could not find care. If they are lucky, they would be able to take advantage of 
unemployment compensation, but the process would be hard and maybe even 
contested by their former employer. But once approved, they now have switched from 
providing income to our state for other essential services through tax revenue, to 
reducing the amount in our coffers.  Their child statistically now has higher chances of 
being enrolled in special education when they reach the public school system, which is 
the most expensive level of education, typically at least partially paid for by local 
property taxes. If that child does not return to high quality early childhood education, 
they are also more likely to drop out of high school and become involved in the 
criminal justice system. Another cost to our state tax payers. There are so many long-
term consequences of a child not being able to access high quality early childhood 
education; not just during the pandemic, but all of the time.  

Early childhood education, pandemic or not, is the backbone of our economy and civil 
society. Although many working families discovered how difficult it is to work from home 
with a preschooler pulling on your pant leg, many of us have known that without a safe 
place to send our children during the work day, work is no longer an option. Without 
work, disposable income lessens and local businesses’ bottom lines start to move from 



black to red. In some cases, children who depended on meals from their local 
preschool may not eat as frequently. And in our worst case scenarios, children who 
would have learned to work out conflict and other relational issues in care, never 
master that skill and become the adults we read or hear about on the news, harming or 
even murdering their fellow man over silly things like scuffed sneakers. 

The early childhood education field is in crisis. A recent survey conducted by the 
National Association for the Education of Young Children (NAEYC) reports that about 
80% of childcare providers are experiencing staffing shortages. And of teachers and 
family childcare providers polled, 1/3 admitted they were considering leaving the field 
this year. While there has always been staffing issues in our field, this year is particularly 
bad.  A more targeted survey, concentrating on the Southeastern part of the state, 
conducted by the childcare provider coalition “The Voice of ECE” had 94% of 
respondents reply that they were short of staffing, with 89 % saying that administrators 
were in classrooms regularly to try to maintain state required adult to child ratios. The 
Office of Child Development and Early Learning reports that approximately 800 
childcare programs have closed since the pandemic began. There have been some 
new sites that have opened, but we are still seeing a net loss of sites around 250 
providers. In Chester County, 16 childcare providers have closed their doors. Bear in 
mind that these closures happened in spite of support received from the CARES Act.  
According to NAEYC, 46% of programs would have closed without the Federal 
intervention. Still over 2/3 of childcare providers took on additional debt to keep their 
doors open, with 42% of all debt on people’s personal credit cards.  

Because we are still in strange place with less people returning to physical work places 
and older siblings at home, some families have not opted to return their children to 
care. We fear there will soon be such an explosion of demand for publicly funded early 
childhood education, that our current supply will be insufficient. Regarding resources 
available to working families, they can qualify for a few types of care in Pennsylvania: 
Childcare Works, HeadStart and PreK Counts. 

Childcare Works, sometimes referred to as “subsidy” or CCW, is funded mostly through 
the Federal Childcare Development Block grant, with state dollars supplementing that 
investment. Families making up to 200% of the Federal poverty level who work or are in 
school can receive year round subsidized care and are responsible for making a 
copayment based on their income. Childcare providers receive a fixed amount for 
their children, but can qualify for an “add on” if they have moved through the Keystone 
Stars Quality Rating System. That system ranks childcare providers on a scale of 1-4 with 
4 being the highest quality with the highest add on. I will note that currently our subsidy 
system is at capacity. There is a short waiting list for families looking for care, but as I 
mentioned earlier, we expect an explosion of need once K12 schools start and as 
people return to the workforce post pandemic.  What do we mean by explosion? 
Currently only about 19% of eligible 3-5 year olds are being served.  Only about 15% of 
eligible infants and toddlers are being served. And of the children in care, receiving 



CCW subsidies, only about 40% of those children are in what we refer to as “high 
quality” Star 3 or 4.  Sadly these state wide statistics are true for Chester county as well. 

HeadStart, both Federal and state supplemental, are available for families making 100% 
of the poverty guideline.  Families qualifying for this program are only given “school 
hour/school year” care, but might be able to use CCW funds to provide full day/full 
year care. 

PreK Counts mimics HeadStart in many ways, but it is only funded by state dollars and 
families making up to 300% of the Poverty guideline are eligible. There is no copay, but 
like HeadStart it is only “school day/school year” hours.  This can be combined with 
CCW to get full day/full year care. 

If we look at HeadStart and PreK Counts together, we would need an additional 5,336 
classrooms to serve the eligible 3-5 year old population statewide. Representative 
Herrin, your district has 71% of eligible children with no program to attend. And only half 
of the high quality PreK sites in your district receive public funding, meaning low-income 
families might not even have a chance of enrolling their child, even if there were an 
opening.  Any legislator interested in the statics of their district can find them at 
https://www.papartnerships.org/resources-publications/mapping-tools/. 

It should be noted that the reimbursement rate to providers for HeadStart and PreK 
Counts is substantially higher than the reimbursement rate for CCW. And even with 
recent raises in the CCW rates, they tend to be way below the actual cost of providing 
quality childcare. A recent report from Research for Action showed that childcare 
programs lose the most money providing care for infants and toddlers, with 
reimbursement rates between 30-40% less than what is needed. This is leading to more 
sites not serving that population. 

Finding qualified staff is almost impossible when you are losing money by the very 
nature of your business, because there is no way you can pay them a livable wage.  A 
recent research letter in Jama Pediatrics noted that 50% of early childhood 
professionals are experiencing at least one of the following:  

(1) received Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program benefits (food); 
(2)  did not have enough money to provide adequate shelter or housing for 

themselves or their family (housing);  
(3) did not pay the full amount of the gas, oil, or electricity bills (utilities); 
(4)  did not have enough money to pay for health care and/or medicine for 

themselves or their family (health care);  
(5) currently worked at another (second) job for pay (income) 

It should be noted that within the last month, more providers are finding themselves 
competing and losing staff to fast food and convenience chains which are paying as 
much as $5 per hour more than programs teaching our youngest learners. 

I am not naïve enough to think anyone in the room can waive a magic wand and fix 
this, but serious consideration must be given to the fact that childcare programs, 

https://www.papartnerships.org/resources-publications/mapping-tools/


preschools, and nursery schools are all finding themselves without adequate staffing.  
Without staffing, they will either discontinue certain services or close altogether.  If this 
happens when we can fully reopen the economy, we will see a crash in the labor 
market as families will not be able to go to work with their young children home alone.  
It is quite disheartening that of the 30 states that publicly fund high quality PreK, 
Pennsylvania ranks in the bottom half (18th) in our commitment to our children. We must 
invest in our children and those who care for and educate them if we expect our 
economy and society in general to thrive. I thank everyone for your time and I look 
forward to being a resource to tackle this important issue.  
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August 17, 2021 

 

Good afternoon, Chairman Bizzarro, Representative Herrin and members of the House 

Democratic Policy Committee. Thank you for holding this public hearing and for the opportunity 

to provide testimony on families’ access to early childhood care and education. 

 

My name is Kimberly Early and I serve as the Director of Public Policy and Advocacy for the 

Pennsylvania Association for the Education of Young Children (PennAEYC). PennAEYC is the 

state affiliate of the National Association for the Education of Young Children (NAEYC). We are 

a part of a network that includes 52 affiliates and nearly 60,000 individual members nationwide. 

PennAEYC represents a membership of over 2,500 early childhood care and education 

professionals throughout Pennsylvania and has nine chapters throughout the Commonwealth. 

As a statewide, non-profit membership organization, our membership includes center-based 

teachers and directors, home-based providers, higher education faculty and students. Our 

mission is to be an effective voice for high-quality early childhood care and education and we do 

that through policy development, advocacy and professional development and supports for early 

childhood professionals. Our vision is that all Pennsylvania families will have access to high-

quality, affordable early childhood care and education opportunities for their children provided 

by a profession that is valued, well-compensated and supported. PennAEYC and First Up are 

part of the Start Strong PA and Pre-K for PA campaigns. Start Strong PA is a nonpartisan issue 

advocacy campaign that supports healthy child development, working families and the economy 

by increasing access to and improving the affordability of high-quality child care programs for 

Pennsylvania children and families. Pre-K for PA encourages Pennsylvania to invest additional 

funds in high-quality pre-k by making increased annual investments in the Pre-K Counts and 

Head Start Supplemental Assistance Program line items. 

 

Child care provides critical development and enrichment opportunities for children of all 

backgrounds and is a vital building block of our state’s economy. The COVID-19 pandemic has 

demonstrated how important child care is for our communities and has also shown us the 

hardships it has been struggling with for years. Those hardships have only been deepened by 

the pandemic. One-time federal and state relief funding for child care has come to Pennsylvania 

in the form of: 

• $106 million from the Coronavirus Aid, Relief, and Economic Security (CARES) Act, in 

addition to $116 million appropriated by the Administration and General Assembly in 

discretionary CARES Act funds  

• $303 million from the Coronavirus Response and Relief Supplemental Appropriations 

Act (CRRSA) and  

• Most recently $1.2 billion from the American Rescue Plan (ARP) Act, which has not yet 

been allocated by the Wolf Administration.  

Relief funding was and is intended to provide critical support to help stabilize the sector, 

however significant and sustainable investments continue to be needed to ensure high-quality 

child care is affordable and accessible for everyone.  
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The Start Strong PA campaign hosted 12 virtual provider and family forums in April and May 

and conducted a survey on how Pennsylvania should build a stronger child care system through 

the use of the ARP child care funds. Over 1,000 child care providers and families shared how 

they would stabilize, strengthen and secure PA's child care system. The policy 

recommendations we made for the $1.2 billion in ARP funding are based on that input and 

included the following recommendations that can get immediate relief to providers and help 

families. 

1.    Provide payments to child care providers serving families receiving subsidy to be 

used exclusively for recruitment of new staff and retention of existing staff. Payments 

would be calibrated based on size/capacity of the child care program. This would 

address the current challenge of hiring and retaining staff, allowing more children to be 

served. 

2.    Eliminate copayments for families receiving subsidy. Use ARP funds to reimburse 

child care providers for loss of copayments. This would relieve families of a financial 

burden as they return to work post-pandemic and ensure providers receive stable 

payment. 

3.    Advertise the child care subsidy program, focusing on targeted geographic areas, to 

assist more families in getting back to work. Designate ARP funds to fund all child care 

subsidy slots so no family has to wait to receive services. 

4.    Pay subsidized child care providers based on enrollment and not attendance 

beginning July 1, 2021 through 2024, consistent with proposed child care subsidy 

regulations. Retroactively pay subsidized child care providers who have suffered losses 

due to underenrollment from September 1, 2020 through June 30, 2021, based on pre-

pandemic enrollment and accounting for the difference between those losses and any 

pandemic payments made through federal stimulus funds. This would provide financial 

stability for child care providers while enrollment increases as parents return to work. 

5.    Fund an additional 3,000 high-quality, contracted infant/toddler slots to help more 

families get back to work. 

While these were identified as the top five recommendations to address immediate concerns in 

the field and to help families get back to work there are a series of 15 remaining 

recommendations that focus on supporting families and/or providers and fixing the child care 

system for the long-term. I have provided the link to the recommendations and forums in my 

written testimony in the event you are interested in these - https://startstrongpa.org/take-

action/provider-family-field-forums.  

 

The National Association for the Education of Young Children’s conducted a survey between 

June 17 and July 5, hearing from more than 7,500 respondents nationwide, 306 were 

Pennsylvania providers. The survey results nationwide indicate that 80 percent of respondents 

from child care centers report that they are experiencing a staffing shortage. Even with relief 

funds, 76 percent of child care centers who received relief funds, still experience staffing 

https://startstrongpa.org/take-action/provider-family-field-forums
https://startstrongpa.org/take-action/provider-family-field-forums
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shortages. Of the programs that experience staffing shortages, 50 percent are serving fewer 

children, which shows that the impact of staffing challenges are substantial. Compensation 

continues to be a challenge and solution to recruitment and retention problems, where 78 

percent of survey respondents identify wages as the main recruitment challenge.1 Wages are so 

low that potential applicants are recognizing that they can make more money working just about 

anywhere else.  

 

The Pennsylvania survey data from this report, tells a similar story. Of the 306 Pennsylvania 

respondents, 67 percent were child care centers and 20 percent were family child care homes. 

An overwhelming majority (79 percent) of child care center are experiencing staffing shortages 

right now. Of those experiencing staffing shortages, 60 percent of child care centers are serving 

fewer children. This is not a case of families not needing child care, as 41 percent of child care 

centers have a longer waitlist and 30 percent are unable to open classrooms. The majority (57 

percent) of Pennsylvania providers are also finding it more difficult to recruit and retain qualified 

educators compared to prior to the pandemic. Wages have been identified by 78 percent of 

respondents as the main recruitment challenge. Pennsylvania providers are operating at an 

average enrollment rate of 62 percent of their licensed capacity with 56 percent of enrolled 

children attending on an average day.2  

 

Staffing shortages, low wages and a broken market mean that substantial, sustainable public 
investments are needed for this essential sector to recover and rebuild. Despite the increasing 
understanding about the vital importance of high-quality child care to children, families, 
businesses, and the economy, the system has been deeply underfunded for many years. A 
result is children don’t get what they need, families pay more for child care than for housing, and 
the workforce is paid so little that half live in families who depend on public assistance. Keep in 
mind that in Pennsylvania, the median wage in 2019 for child care workers was only 
$10.69/hour and $13.96 for preschool teachers.3 Early childhood educators earn low wages, 
even though we know that skilled, supported and knowledgeable early childhood educators are 
the cornerstone of quality, and that low compensation undermines quality. In addition, turnover 
of teachers has a negative impact on the children in care who need stable and positive 
relationships to thrive. 
 
The pandemic has highlighted the dangerous and negative effects of an underfunded child care 
system in the United States. One of those effects is the system serving only a fraction of eligible 
children through child care subsidy, and still struggling to pay for the cost of quality and parents, 
especially women, dropping out of the labor market and struggling to return without child care. 
Pre-pandemic over 114,000 Pennsylvania children were enrolled in subsidized child care. 
These children and families depend on the publicly-supported child care infrastructure and 
represent a large share of the entry-wage labor force. Now, only 83,000 children are enrolled. 
While this is the case, there are more than 200,000 children under five years eligible for child 

 
1 https://www.naeyc.org/sites/default/files/globally-
shared/downloads/PDFs/resources/blog/naeyc_july_2021_survey_progressperil_final.pdf  
2 https://www.naeyc.org/sites/default/files/wysiwyg/user-74/naeyc_state_survey_data_august_2021.pdf  
3https://cscce.berkeley.edu/workforce-index-2020/states/pennsylvania/   

https://www.naeyc.org/sites/default/files/globally-shared/downloads/PDFs/resources/blog/naeyc_july_2021_survey_progressperil_final.pdf
https://www.naeyc.org/sites/default/files/globally-shared/downloads/PDFs/resources/blog/naeyc_july_2021_survey_progressperil_final.pdf
https://www.naeyc.org/sites/default/files/wysiwyg/user-74/naeyc_state_survey_data_august_2021.pdf
about:blank
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care subsidy in Pennsylvania, 81 percent of whom are unserved. There are more than 119,000 
infants and toddlers eligible for child care subsidy with 85 percent unserved.4 Employer hiring 
will be stunted by the shortage of child care subsidy and supply of child care overall. 
 

At the state level, it is critical that the Wolf Administration allocate the $1.2 billion in federal child 

care funds as soon as possible. The longer they wait, the more teachers leave the field, the 

fewer classrooms will be operating and ultimately the more programs that will close, all 

negatively impacting families as they return to work. 

 

At the federal level, we are urging Congress to make a substantial and sustainable investment 

in the early care and education system similar to what is included in the American Families and 

Jobs Plans. This would be a big step in the right direction as they provide funding to address 

child care affordability, quality and infrastructure and pre-k access and quality. Substantial 

resources are needed to enact much-needed policies to address the totality of the child care 

crisis – and to address the significant gaps that existed prior to it. Increases in annual 

appropriations and mandatory funding will help Pennsylvania make progress and target relief 

investments that align with the long-term needs of the child care sector.  

 

Thank you very much for the opportunity to share what is happening in the child care sector and 

the impact on families and the economy. I am happy to answer any questions you may have 

now or in the future.  

 
4https://papartnerships.maps.arcgis.com/apps/MapSeries/index.html?appid=25068de383324f58a3d474b5bc881f
3e#   

https://papartnerships.maps.arcgis.com/apps/MapSeries/index.html?appid=25068de383324f58a3d474b5bc881f3e
https://papartnerships.maps.arcgis.com/apps/MapSeries/index.html?appid=25068de383324f58a3d474b5bc881f3e
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Summary of Testimony 

 

The Importance of Childcare and Early Childhood Education 

 Provides a safe and healthy environment for children, which supports working parents 

 Develops cognitive and non-cognitive skills 

o Improves school-readiness for kindergarten in reading and math (Magnuson et al., 

2004); reduces achievement gaps (Blau, 2021); 

o Longer-term effects may include higher educational attainment and labor market 

earnings (Duncan and Magnuson, 2013). 

The Cost of Childcare in Pennsylvania 

 The average annual cost of childcare for a pre-school aged child is $9,773, which is 

approximately 14% of the median household income (EPI, 2021; St. Louis Fed, 2021). 

 The average annual cost of childcare for an infant is $11,842, which is approximately 

17% of the median household income (EPI, 2021; St. Louis Fed, 2021). 

 A two-child household would pay, on average, ~31% of the median household income 

for childcare per year. 

The Market for Childcare 

 Childcare shortages nationally and regionally stemming from two main supply-side 

issues:  temporary and permanent closures of child care facilities; staffing shortages. 

 Closures of child care facilities: 

o By June 2020, 85.5% of child care centers in Pennsylvania closed at some point 

during the pandemic and 125 child care centers closed permanently (Sirinides, 

2020) 

o By July 2020, 18% of child care centers remained closed (NAEYC, 2020) 

o By July 2021, one third of child care workers surveyed indicated that they 

considered leaving their child care center or closing their in-home center 

(NAEYC, 2021a) 

 Staffing shortages: 

o In July 2021, 80% of child care workers surveyed indicated staffing shortages of 

one or more vacant positions (NAEYC, 2021a) 

o These vacant positions may be difficult to fill due to the relatively lower wages of 

child care workers.   

 In May 2020, in Pennsylvania, the mean hourly wage for childcare 

workers was $11.57, with corresponding annual salary of $24,070.  (BLS, 

2021) 

 The mean hourly wage for retail workers was $14.22. (BLS, 2021) 

 Closures and staffing shortages may result in child care centers closing classrooms, 

reducing enrollments, or closing permanently. 
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o In Pennsylvania, 79% of child care centers are experiencing a labor shortage, 

leading to 30% being unable to open classrooms and 60% serving fewer children 

(NAEYC, 2021b). 

 These factors will lead to a reduction in supply of childcare in the market, which may 

reduce available spots for children and/or increase the cost of child care. 

The Effects of the Childcare Shortage on the Economy 

 Labor market implications:  workers will either reduce work hours (“intensive margin”) 

or leave the labor market to care for children (“extensive margin”), which may impact 

mothers more than fathers; this may contribute to labor shortages overall. 

o The December 2020 jobs report shows a net loss of 140,000 nationally, and that 

all of the jobs lost were women’s jobs (National Women’s Law Center, 2021). 

o The June 2021 Job Openings, Layoffs, and Turnover (JOLTS) report indicated a 

record 10.1 million job openings nationally, but only 6.7 million hires, suggesting 

a national labor shortage (BLS, 2021). 

 Labor market effects on working parents: all working parents have been affected, but 

there have been significant gender differences 

o Early in the pandemic, mothers were more likely to take temporary leave from 

work due to childcare responsibilities (Heggeness, 2020) 

o Mothers took on more childcare responsibilities than fathers, which led many 

mothers to reduce work hours or leave the labor market (Zammaro and Prados, 

2021) 

o Later in the pandemic, labor force participation rates did not recover as quickly 

for working parents, particularly for mothers, as for non-parents (Lofton et al., 

2021). 

o The flow of workers from employment to exiting the labor force more than 

doubles during the pandemic and is largest for women with children (Albanesi 

and Kim, 2021). 

o Work flexibility is more important than remote work options for working mothers 

(Lofton et al., 2021). 

 Macro-level effects 

o Persistent labor shortages may slow economic recovery, with lower productivity 

and a slow return to “normal” economic growth and full employment 

 Micro-level effects 

o Long term unemployment or exit from the labor market may make re-entry 

difficult, and may cause disruptions in career growth and earnings 

o Because women (mothers) have been disproportionately impacted, this may 

increase the gender wage gap 
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https://www.inquirer.com/news/childcare-shortage-wages-recovery-20210603.html
https://philadelphia.chalkbeat.org/2021/5/18/22440319/child-care-closures-philadelphia-pandemic
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Testimony 

Child care and early childhood education2 are important because they serve several basic, but 

critical functions. First, daycares provide a safe and healthy environment for children, providing 

a necessary support for working parents.  Second, child care centers provide educational 

opportunities for children to develop their cognitive and non-cognitive skills.  Studies have 

shown that attendance in early childhood education programs offered through daycare centers 

and preschools improve school-readiness in reading and math (Magnuson et. al, 2004) and 

reduce achievement gaps by improving outcomes for disadvantaged children (Blau, 2021), and 

may have longer-term effects such as higher educational attainment and higher earnings later in 

the labor market (Duncan and Magnuson, 2013).  Therefore, investment in early childhood 

education is an investment in the skill and productivity of our future workforce. 

Within the market for child care in the United States, a number of issues have arisen during, or 

been exacerbated by, the pandemic related to child care shortages.  These shortages have 

received national attention, with recent articles in nearly every national and regional newspaper.  

As recent examples, see the Inquirer article that reported on child care shortages in Pennsylvania 

and the Chalkbeat Philadelphia article that reported on Philadelphia-specific shortages.3 

These shortages stem largely from two supply-side factors: temporary and permanent closures 

due to Covid-19; and staffing shortages. 

Regarding the first, most childcare centers closed in March 2020 due to Covid-19, and many 

were not able to reopen.  A recent study found that 86% of child care centers in Pennsylvania 

closed at some point due to the pandemic and by June, 2020, 125 child care centers in the state 

had closed permanently (Sirinides, 2020).  Recent reports by the National Association of the 

Education of Young Children (NAEYC, 2020; NAEYC, 2021a) found that by July 2020, 18% of 

child care centers had remained closed and as of July 2021, one third of child care workers 

surveyed were considering leaving their child care center or closing their in-home childcare 

center.  This indicates that closures will be a considerable problem for child care access during 

the pandemic recovery period. 

The child care shortage that is not due to closures is likely due to staffing shortages.  The earlier 

referenced NAEYC report (NAEYC, 2021a) finds that 80% of child care workers surveyed 

report staffing shortages, with one or more vacant positions.  It may be difficult for child care 

centers to fill these positions due to the relatively low wages of child care workers.  According to 

the Bureau of Labor Statistics State Occupational Employment and Wage Estimates (2021), in 

Pennsylvania as of May 2020, the mean hourly wage of child care workers was $11.57, with a 

                                                           
2 I use the terms “child care”, “preschool”, and “early childhood education” interchangeably throughout, though 

there may be, in practice, variations in these child care settings. 
3 https://www.inquirer.com/news/childcare-shortage-wages-recovery-20210603.html.  

https://philadelphia.chalkbeat.org/2021/5/18/22440319/child-care-closures-philadelphia-pandemic. 

 

https://www.inquirer.com/news/childcare-shortage-wages-recovery-20210603.html
https://philadelphia.chalkbeat.org/2021/5/18/22440319/child-care-closures-philadelphia-pandemic
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corresponding annual salary of $24,070.  For comparison, for retail sales occupations in 

Pennsylvania, the mean hourly wage was almost three dollars higher - $14.22.  When workers 

can transition to higher pay in other occupations, it is unlikely that child care centers will be able 

to attract the amount of workers needed to fill these vacant positions.   

These labor shortages may result in many childcare centers closing classrooms, reducing the 

number of children enrolled, or closing altogether, further compounding the earlier mentioned 

issues related to access during the pandemic recovery.  There is evidence that supports these 

predictions.  In Pennsylvania, 79% of child care centers are experiencing a labor shortage, 

leading to 30% being unable to open classrooms and 60% serving fewer children (NAEYC, 

2021b). 

Combined, these factors will lead to a decrease in supply, and economic theory predicts that 

there may be fewer openings at child care facilities and that the price of child care may rise.  It is 

important to note that child care is already very expensive.  For instance, in Pennsylvania, the 

average annual cost of child care for one pre-school aged child is almost $10,000 (EPI, 2021), or 

14% of the median household income (St. Louis Fed, 2021).  For an infant, the annual average 

cost in Pennsylvania is $11,842, or 17% of the median household income (EPI, 2021; St. Louis 

Fed, 2021).  Combined, a family with two children would be paying, on average, approximately 

31% of the median household income per year for childcare. 

The reduction in the supply of child care has had, and will continue to have, several effects on 

the economy, particularly with respect to the labor market.  When spaces are limited, those 

without access to child care will either need to turn to informal options, which may be 

unlicensed, unregulated, and/or unreliable, or will need to leave the workforce or reduce their 

work hours to provide care for their child.   

We have seen evidence of this throughout 2020 and into 2021.  The December 2020 jobs report 

was particularly concerning in terms of labor force participation and unemployment.  This report 

showed that nationally, there was a net loss of 140,000 jobs and all of these jobs lost were 

women’s jobs (National Women’s Law Center, 2021).   The more recent jobs reports, though 

indicating economic recovery, have not shown the strong recovery that some predicted following 

the vaccine roll-out.  In June 2021, the “JOLTS” report indicated there were a record 10.1 

million job openings nationally, but only 6.7 million hires (BLS, 2021), suggesting significant 

labor shortages across the country, across industries and occupations. 

One cause for these national labor shortages, particularly for women, is likely due to lack of 

access to or uncertainty about child care.  Throughout the pandemic, researchers have studied 

working parents and the effect of child care closures on work, both at the extensive (decision to 

work) and intensive margins (hours of work), and have found that all working parents have been 

negatively impacted, but that there are significant gender differences.  Studying the early phase 

of the pandemic, Heggeness (2020) found that mothers were more likely to take temporary leave 

from their job, largely due to childcare responsibilities.  Zammaro & Prados (2021) found that 
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mothers took on more childcare responsibilities than fathers, and that this has led many mothers 

to reduce work hours or to leave the labor market altogether.  Shockley et al (2021) also found a 

similarly gendered pattern in childcare responsibilities for dual earning couples.  These findings 

indicate that the immediate effect of childcare closures was to pull many working mothers out of 

the labor market, although those who remained working also took on much of the childcare 

responsibilities, creating what has been coined a “double bind” – where working parents, 

particularly mothers, worked full time, while also parenting at-home children (Heggeness, 2020). 

The labor market implications for child care closures were not isolated to the early stage, but 

continue to persist throughout the pandemic.  For instance, Lofton at. al (2021) find that labor 

force participation rates for parents, and particularly mothers, is recovering slower than for non-

parents.  They also find that work flexibility – the opportunity to set one’s own work hours – is 

the most critical to working mothers, and more important than the option of remote work.  

Relatedly, Albanesi and Kim (2021) find that the flow of workers from employment to exiting 

the labor force more than doubles during the pandemic, and is larger for women with children.   

Finally, regarding the broader economic impact, without access to affordable, high quality 

childcare, parents, especially mothers, who have left the labor force may be unable to re-enter, 

which may lead to persistent labor shortages.  This has macro-level effects on our economy, such 

as lower productivity and a slow return to “normal” economic growth and full employment.  This 

also has micro-level implications for workers and their families.  The longer a worker remains 

out of the labor force, the more difficult it may be to rejoin, and this may also cause disruptions 

in career growth and earnings.  As women have been disproportionally impacted, this may also 

lead to an increase in the gender wage gap. 

In conclusion, we cannot fully reopen the economy without access to high quality, affordable 

childcare.  There is not an easy solution to this problem, so it is important for policy makers to 

consider a multi-faceted approach that can help on both the supply-side:  childcare providers; and 

on the demand-side: working parents and their families.   

 



Testimony to the House Democratic Policy Committee hearing on Child Care in Pennsylvania 

Written by Diana Polson and delivered by Katy Personette, Pennsylvania Budget and Policy Center 

August 17, 2021 

Thank you for the opportunity to provide testimony today on the critical importance of state investment 
in our child care system. 

At this point, we are all aware of the tremendous impact that high-quality child care and early childhood 
education have on a child’s future school performance and success. Our children’s’ brains go through 
their most rapid development in the first three years of life and a child’s environment plays a central 
role in this development. Kids who participate in quality early childhood education programs have 
shown higher cognitive abilities, academic achievement in reading and math, higher college attendance 
and less involvement in crime than those who did not have access to quality child care. Investments in 
quality child care programs will lead, down the road, to a stronger workforce and higher earnings, which 
will greatly benefit individuals who participated in these programs, and our state as a whole.1 One study 
estimates that for each dollar we spend in early care and education programs, the return to society will 
be $17. 2 

Despite these well-known benefits, Pennsylvania continues to underinvest in our children during the 
critical developmental stages before kindergarten, from ages zero to five. Pennsylvania serves only 19% 
of the over 200,000 children under age 5 living in families that are eligible for Pennsylvania’s Child Care 
Works (CCW) subsidy program. And only about 41% of the children served are in high quality programs.3 

Our child care crisis today is still aptly described by a phrase popularized by early childhood advocates in 
the 1990s:  

“Parents can’t afford to pay. Teachers can’t afford to stay. There’s got to be a better way.”  

Parents Can’t Afford to Pay 

The Economic Policy Institute recently released state data on the cost of child care across the United 
States.4 In Pennsylvania, the average cost of infant care is $11,842 per year, which is $987 per month for 
one child. The cost for a four-year-old in care is slightly less: $9,773 per year or $814 per month. These 
amounts are 79% and two-thirds, respectively, of the full-time, full-year earnings of a minimum wage 
earner in Pennsylvania, given our minimum wage of $7.25 per hour. 

While there is often a lot of discussion among families and in the media about the cost of sending your 
child to college, there is less conversation about the cost of child care. Yet in Pennsylvania, infant care 
costs just $2,692 less a year than in-state tuition at a public four-year college—that is 82% of college 

 
1 Pennsylvania Child Care Association. “Early Care and Education Research.” Accessed at: 
https://www.pacca.org/early_care_education_researc.php 
2 “The High/Scope Perry Preschool Study Through Age 40: Summary, Conclusions, and Frequently Asked 
Questions.” Accessed at: https://nieer.org/wp-content/uploads/2014/09/specialsummary_rev2011_02_2.pdf 
3 Pennsylvania Partnerships for Children. “Child Care Works in Pennsylvania, 2021.” Accessed at: 
https://papartnerships.maps.arcgis.com/apps/MapSeries/index.html?appid=25068de383324f58a3d474b5bc881f3
e 
4 Economic Policy Institute. “The Cost of Childcare in Pennsylvania.” Accessed at: https://www.epi.org/child-care-
costs-in-the-united-states/#/PA 
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costs. Infant care costs more than the average cost of housing for a year—8.1% more ($11,842 
compared to $10,879 for housing). These costs make quality care impossible to access for low-wage 
workers in our state without public support for such care. 

Take for example a minimum-wage worker earning $7.25 per hour in Pennsylvania. They would have to 
work full time (40 hours a week) for nearly 10 months to be able to afford the average cost of infant 
care for one child. 

That is 79% of their yearly earnings.  

The U.S. Department of Health and Human Services has set the affordability limit for child care at 7% of 
one’s income. That is, child care is considered affordable if it costs no more than 7% of a family’s 
income. But 7% is a long way from 79%. Even a two-parent family with both parents earning the 
minimum wage puts child care wildly out of range—this family would need to spend 39% of its family 
income on child care. Add in the cost of care for another child and the expense is impossible. 

 

Lack of affordable and accessible child care is a barrier to employment for Pennsylvanians with young 
children. Even before the pandemic—two months before it began—Governor Wolf’s Workforce 
Command Center in January 2020 identified access to quality child care as one of five main barriers to 
employment for Pennsylvania residents. The Command Center highlighted both access to and 
affordability of child care as barriers for job seekers.5 Fast forward a year and a half after our state has 
been ravaged by the pandemic—access to quality care has declined further, with fewer regulated 
providers (now 6,900 down from 8,000).6 Our state’s job numbers remain higher than pre-pandemic 
times, in part because of the lack of access and affordability of care—many parents cannot return to the 
labor force. 

Teachers can’t afford to stay: 

One of the main challenges to accessible and affordable care, identified by the Command Center and 
known to everyone close to the industry, is staffing—recruitment and retention—primarily related to 
low wages in the industry. In 2020, the median wage for child care workers in Pennsylvania was $10.69 
an hour, which is right around the federal poverty line for a family of 3 for a full-time, full-year worker. 
Pennsylvania early educators pay a penalty for working with younger children, despite clear evidence on 

 
5 Keystone Economic Development and Workforce Command Center. “Annual Report: Keystone Economic 
Development and Workforce Command Center,” January 2020. Accessed at: https://www.governor.pa.gov/wp-
content/uploads/2020/01/20200127-Workforce-Command-Center-Annual-Report.pdf 
6 Pennsylvania Partnerships for Children. “Child Care Works in Pennsylvania, 2021.” Accessed at: 
https://papartnerships.maps.arcgis.com/apps/MapSeries/index.html?appid=25068de383324f58a3d474b5bc881f3
e 
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the critical importance of this developmental stage. In fact, early educators with a BA are paid 22% less 
than their colleagues in K-8 schools. 7 Such low pay, often with little access to benefits, has resulted 
since the 1980s in difficulty in retaining quality staff and in more highly educated educators leaving the 
industry—as documented in Losing Ground in Early Childhood Education, written by Keystone Research 
Center staff and published by the Economic Policy Institute in 2005. The child care workforce is also 
aging which will continue to fuel the child care crisis in future years if we don’t ensure these are quality 
jobs. 

There’s got to be a better way! 

The better way is stronger public investment in high quality child care, at both the federal and state 
level. The unprecedented federal emergency response to the COVID-19 crisis provides us with a 
tremendous opportunity to invest in an industry and workforce that serves as a backbone for our 
economy. We saw this clearly during COVID—when child care centers and schools shut down, many 
parents could not work and our economy ground to a halt. 

Investment in quality child care will help kids and families in the short term and allow parents to go back 
to work. In the long-term, this investment will pay for itself, 17 times over. For the future of 
Pennsylvania, it is the smartest investment we could make. 

 

 

 
7 Center for the Study of Child Care Employment. “Early Childhood Workforce Index 2020: Pennsylvania.” Accessed 
at: https://cscce.berkeley.edu/workforce-index-2020/wp-content/uploads/sites/2/2020/11/2020-
Index_StateProfile_Pennsylvania.pdf 
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Representative Herrin, Vice Chair Ciresi, and distinguished members of the House Democratic 
Policy Committee, thank you for the opportunity to provide testimony on this important topic.1  
 
My name is Taryn Morrissey, and I am an Associate Professor in the School of Public Affairs at 
American University in Washington, DC. My research focuses on early care and education 
policy. 
 
My testimony focuses on three main points: 
 

1. High-quality early care and education is hard to find, and unaffordable for many 
American families across the income spectrum. 

2. Public underinvestment in early care and education perpetuates and widens economic 
inequality among children, parents, and early care and education workers.  

3. The COVID-19 pandemic exacerbated these problems, but they have existed for decades. 
 

The bottom line is that the lack of affordable, high-quality, reliable early care and education is a 
lost opportunity for supporting children’s development, for supporting parents’ employment, and 
for supporting economic growth and narrowing inequality. These issues are all the more 
important as our nation grapples with and recovers from the devastating and inequitable health, 
educational, and economic impacts of COVID-19. 

The COVID-19 pandemic has made it painfully obvious how essential child care is for 
families, employers, and the economy. In March 2020, children’s and parents’ lives and routines 
changed overnight, with the closure of the vast majority of K-12 schools and child care 
programs. As child care programs re-opened, they typically faced higher costs for cleaning and 
PPE, with lower enrollment due to physical distancing and group size requirements. A survey in 
fall 2020 survey found that more than half of centers were losing money every day.1 Despite 
recent advances in vaccines, an estimated one-third of child care programs remained closed in 
April 2021 – with families of color disproportionately facing child care closures.2 Recruiting and 
retaining staff is very difficult; in July 2021, 4 in 5 centers reported being understaffed.3 

Most parents – including myself – require reliable, affordable child care to work, making child 
care an essential component of infrastructure akin to affordable, reliable transportation. Without 
in-person child care and school, working parents have struggled to meet their work and family 
demands. Those who cannot telework have faced the impossible decision to go to work for a 
needed paycheck or care for children. Some parents – mostly mothers – left the labor force all 
together, at a high cost to themselves and their families and to the broader economy.4,5 If and 
when they re-enter the workforce, parents are likely to face barriers and wage penalties for taking 
the time with their children.6,7  

But while the pandemic exacerbated the challenges in finding and affording high-quality 
child care, they are far from new. A 2018 survey found that 86% of parents reported that 
problems with child care hurt their efforts at work, and more than one-in-ten had been demoted, 

 
1 Selected text of this testimony represents a version of the testimony provided to the U.S. House of Representatives 
Committee on Education and Labor, Subcommittee on Early Childhood, Elementary, and Secondary Education, on 
February 6, 2020 : https://edlabor.house.gov/download/taryn-morrisseytestimony  
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transferred, or fired due to a lack of infant/toddler child care.8 In 2018 alone, the U.S. lost an 
estimated $57 billion from the lack of affordable, reliable, high-quality child care.9  

Even before the pandemic, high-quality early care and education – or any licensed 
arrangement – was hard to find. A wealth of research shows that high-quality care and 
education during the early years – a unique time of rapid brain development10,11 – promotes 
children’s learning, and can narrow the socioeconomic, racial, and ethnic inequalities that 
emerge early, well before kindergarten or even preK.12–14 Licensed child care settings that meet 
regulations are more likely to provide high-quality, stable care than less formal arrangements,15 
but about half of people in the United States – 57% of those in Pennsylvania – live in child care 
deserts.16,2 Americans in low-income and rural communities are more likely to face low a supply 
of licensed care.16–20 Moreover, those looking for infant care or care during nontraditional hours 
like nights or weekends are likely to find long waitlists or no regulated options at all.21–24  
 
Child care is also expensive. The U.S. Department of Health and Human Services recommends 
that families’ out of pocket child care costs not exceed 7% of income, but families below the 
poverty line spend roughly 30% of their incomes on child care. Even higher-income families 
spend between 8% and 18% of their incomes – about $9,000 a year (before the pandemic) – on 
child care.25 Regulated settings and center care cost even more than informal arrangements.25–28 
Infant care is particularly expensive. In Pennsylvania, the annual cost of infant care at a center in 
2019 was $11,560, or about one-fifth of household median income.29 And these costs have risen 
during the pandemic, as child care programs grapple with reduced enrollments and higher 
expensies due to health and safety measures.30 
 
It is not surprising, then, that children in high-income families are much more likely to attend 
preschool and center-based care, and higher-quality arrangements, than their middle- or 
lower-income peers.31–33 We know that high-income families are spending more on their 
children during the early childhood years in particular,34 and high-income families are 
increasingly choosing to enroll their children in center care at younger ages.26,31 In 2011, only 
two-thirds of 4 year-olds in moderate-income families3 attended center-based early care and 
education programs, compared to more than 80% of those in higher-income families.4,26 As a 
result, too many children spend their days in mediocre or low-quality care,15,35,36 or across a 
patchwork of arrangements,37 a missed opportunity for promoting their school readiness and 
long-term educational, economic, and health outcomes.38–44  
 
Why is child care, especially high-quality care, so sparse and expensive? Because the quality of 
early care and education depends on the warmth and responsiveness of caregivers and on the 
strength and consistency of adult-child relationships,10,45–48 economies of scale do not apply to 
child care in the same way as with other economic sectors, and most child care costs are directed 
to labor expenses.49 
 

 
2 Child care deserts are communities in which there are more than 3 young children for every slot in a licensed child 
care program. 
3 200-400% of the Federal Poverty Level [FPL]. 
4 400% FPL or higher. 
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Despite its expense for families, child care would actually cost more if child care workers 
received adequate wages. In 2019, the median hourly wage for child care workers was $11.65, 
with the occupation at the 2nd percentile for annual wages.50 Between 2014 and 2016, more than 
half (53%) of child care workers lived in families that participated in one or more of four public 
programs,5 compared to 21% in the general population.51 While the child care workforce does its 
best under difficult conditions, low pay and few benefits present barriers in attracting and 
retaining a skilled workforce. Teacher educational qualifications and stability are associated with 
the quality of early childhood settings, and in turn, a wide range of children’s outcomes,52–56 but 
worker turnover is high. In 2012, 25% of child care centers had turnover rates of 20% or 
higher.15  

The lack of affordable, high-quality child care affects the majority of American families with 
young children.  In 2017-2018, most children in the United States under 6 years of age—57% in 
married-couple households and 68% of those in single-mother households—lived in homes in 
which all parents were employed.57 Most of these parents as well as others enrolled in school and 
training programs rely on child care. In 2019, about 59% of children under age 5 not yet in 
kindergarten attended some type of regular child care arrangement.58 

The good news is we have effective policy solutions that help families find and afford high-
quality early care and education.  Child care subsidies, state pre-K programs, and Head Start 
increase children’s enrollment in center care32,59–63 and when high-quality, support children’s 
development.38,42,64–74 Programs that reduce parents’ child care costs increase parents’ labor force 
participation.75 Studies also show that investments in child care have multiplier effects, meaning 
that each dollar invested generates local economic activity.76,77 Researchers estimate that 
increasing enrollment in early childhood education would yield economic benefits and reduce 
inequality.43,78 Further, early care and education is a large economic sector itself, generating an 
estimated $47 billion in direct output and employing over 2 million Americans in 2019.76  
 
Despite recent investments, our public programs reach a small fraction of children who might 
benefit.79 In 2016-2017, 44% of four-year-olds and 16% of three-year-olds were enrolled in 
Head Start or public preschool programs59,6, and only about 10% of infants and toddlers in 
poverty attended Early Head Start.79 In 2018, only 1 in 6 children eligible for child care subsidies 
received them.80 The 2014 reauthorization of the Child Care and Development Block Grant 
(CCDBG) and the emergency funds for child care included in the American Rescue Plan 
represent important steps forward.81 These recent increases in public funding are vital for 
rebuilding the supply of and increasing access to child care after the devasting impacts of the 
pandemic, but cannot make up for years of underinvestment.  
 
More public investment is needed to help ease the cost burden for families and ensure that a 
trained, stable workforce has adequate compensation. Solutions need to be flexible enough to 
meet families’ diverse needs and help address the supply gaps we see today, such as care during 
nonstandard hours and for children with special needs,22,24,83 and to address the needs of families 

 
5 The Earned Income Tax Credit (EITC), Medicaid or the Children’s Health Insurance Program (CHIP), the 
Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP), or Temporary Assistance for Needy Families (TANF). 
6 In 2017, 1.6 million 3 and 4 year olds were enrolled in a state pre-K program and 706,000 3 and 4 year olds were 
enrolled in Head Start.   
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across the income spectrum. Low-income families struggle with the economic burdens of child 
care, but middle-income families are also economically squeezed during the years in which their 
children are young. High child care costs come at a time when parents are at the lowest earning 
years of their careers,84 and when the financing mechanisms of grants and low-interest loans like 
those for college are unavailable. We provide universal public education for all in kindergarten 
through secondary school, but we ask the most of families when they have the least – at a period 
when developmental and educational supports are critical to future outcomes. 
 
In closing, increased access to affordable, high-quality, reliable early care and education can 
promote children’s development, support parents’ employment, increase economic growth, and 
narrow inequality.  
 
Thank you for the opportunity to submit testimony for this important hearing. 
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