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Quality Child Care Early Care & Pre-k Issue Brief

CURRENT SITUATION

Florida’s economy hinges on quality child care. Access to child care reduces absenteeism among working
parents and paves the way for a more productive workforce. It is also a good investment by government. The
High/Scope Perry Preschool Study quantified results for children in quality early care settings by following them
through adulthood. To date they have found that “every dollar invested in quality Early Care and Education saves
up to $17 on government expenditures by reducing costs of remedial education, grade retention and crime.”
Other long-term benefits include higher average wages earned and higher likelihood of home ownership.

Child care is an economic necessity for most families with small children. Three out of five children under
age 6 are in child care because more than 60% of their moms and 90% of their dads are in the labor force. Most
families today need two wage earners to make ends meet.

Child development lags as children wait. Nearly 175,000 Florida children currently receive financial aid to
attend a child care program. Many more wait for care. 100,000 additional children meet eligibility requirements
and thousands are known to linger on waiting lists. Those who wait for care fall behind and generally stay behind.
Qualifying families must be below $31,800 for a family of four (150% of the federal poverty level). Families make
co-payments based on a sliding scale.

CAUSES & CHALLENGES

Florida’'s child care marketplace is hard-pressed to support quality. Economic factors drive the industry.
These factors lead to low salaries and few benefits. The average wage for professional staff in Florida programs
hovers around $8 per hour. Few receive medical insurance or paid sick leave. Teachers with bachelor’s degrees
are unable to receive compensation comparable to that of a public school teacher. Turnover is rampant: nearly

4 out of 10 child care teachers leave their jobs annually. Quality suffers.

Cost: For parents, cost is a primary consideration. Because quality is hard to assess and expensive,
many parents unknowingly turn to marginal or possibly harmful child care. Many parents find that quality care is
more expensive than sending a child to college.

Financial Gaps: Centers report that the income from subsidized child care plus the family contributions is
routinely less than their per-child operating costs.

Professional Standards: By the end of the first year of employment, child care teachers need only
40-contact hours of training and/or pass a competency test at the 5" grade level.

Reading and language skills are developed in the earliest years. 80% of brain development occurs before a
child’s second birthday. Experts advise that children who do not have high-quality early learning opportunities,
whether at home or through childcare, begin school with a vocabulary as low as 5,000 words. Those who benefit
from quality early care begin school with a vocabulary of as many 20,000 words.



BUDGET IMPACT

State cuts further stress the early care system. At atime when waiting lists are growing, state dollars are
shrinking. The 2008 Florida Legislature reduced the School Readiness program by $11.6-million.

VOTER VOICE

Voters have a strong preference for early care that promotes student achievement and closes the achievement
gap in safe, enriching, and well-disciplined centers. 80% of voters agree that Florida needs to do everything it

can to ensure every child has early experiences that support school readiness.

ACTION NEEDED

Improve quality based on proven national standards and the recommendations
of experts.

Increase state investments to get kids off the waiting lists and into care.

Support the people who provide early care to our children. Salaries must be
commensurate with the educational levels of staff. Create a career ladder with

funding to reward those who improve their skills through education and training.

Help parents shop for quality through Quality Rating Systems.

Mandate all centers be accredited by the National Association for Education of
Young Children.

DEFINITIONS

Quality child care is an
economic necessity

Quality Child Care: Research has shown that quality childcare programs have these components:

Alignment: Standards, curriculum, instruction and assessment are aligned with developmental needs and

focused on social competence, self-discipline and academic skills;

School Organization: A full school-day program for children with planning time for staff;

Qualified Teachers: Lead teachers with a Bachelor’s degree, certification, and relevant specialized

training. All staff should participate in ongoing professional development;

Classrooms as Learning Environments: Student-teacher ratios according to accreditation standards,
allowing for individual attention balancing child-centered approaches and teacher-directed approaches;

Accountability to Parents and Taxpayers: Achievement of educational goals under the oversight of the

state through reporting and certification.




