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In The Care Of Others

More children in early services than ever before

hether they arerich, poor, live in urban or rural com-

munities, the trend is the same: An increasing number
of Pennsylvania children are spending significant amounts of timein
child care and early education programs. Today, nearly two-thirds of
families use such services on aweekly basis.

Such heightened reliance on early childhood services suggests
that it is more important than ever to ensure that families have access
to child care and education programs that not only provide for the
safety of these children, but nurture their development during the

critical early years.

Although most Pennsylvania fami-
lies today find themselves depending on
such services, their experiences are not
the same, according to afamily survey
done by the Universities Children’s Pol-
icy Collaborative (UCPC). Income lev-
els, education level of parents, where
they live, and other characteristics are
asssociated with the type of early child-
hood services they enroll their children
in and the quality of the learning experi-
ences those services offer.

The family survey is one of five
recent studies based on six months of
research by UCPC, a collaborative of
the University of Pittsburgh Office of
Child Devel opment, the Pennsylvania
State University Prevention Research
Center, and the Center for Public Policy
of Temple University.

Statewide Demand

UCPC researchers report that 64%
of Pennsylvania families have their chil-

dren under 6 years old in some type of
child care or early education program
on aregular weekly basis — a significant
increase from two decades earlier when
25% of families placed their children in
such services.

Experts do not expect the use of
early childhood services to wane any-
time soon, due to such trends as wel-
fare-to-work rules that limited cash wel-
fare subsidies and encourage low-
income parents to find employment.

Many young children are already
spending significant numbers of hours
in the care of others each week. About
43% of children under age 6 spend at
least 20 hours aweek in child care or
early education and 26% spend at |east
35 hours per week in those services.

“The many similarities across met-
ropolitan, small cities, and rural areas
suggest that child care concerns are per-
vasive across Pennsylvania,” said Mar-
shaWeinraub, Ph.D., LauraH. Carnell
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Professor of Psychology at Temple Uni-
versity.

Some family characteristics are re-
lated to the type of early care and educa-
tion children are enrolled in. For example:

¢ Parentswith higher levels of educa
tion are more likely to have their chil-
dren in educational programs or cen-
ters outside the home.

¢  Wealthier families are more likely to
use education programs or center-
based care.

¢ Familiesin small townsand rural ar-
eas tend to rely more on family care.

Most early childhood arrangements
have been stable — the survey shows that
only 7% of families made changes in chil-
dren’s educational arrangementsin the
last year.

But relatively few Pennsylvania chil-
dren attend programs that emphasize early
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childhood education. Only 44% of pre-
school-age children attend an educa-
tional early childhood program of any
kind.

Poor and minority 3- and 4-year-
old children are even less likely to at-
tend center-based or educational early
childhood programs.

Perceived Quality

In the eyes of more than two-thirds
of Pennsylvania parents, the child care
or early education program they employ
does an excellent job enhancing their
child’s socia and cognitive develop-
ment. Few rated their provider “not very
good” or “very bad.”

Researchers caution, however, that
parents tend to overestimate the quality
of their child care or early education
setting.

Thereis strong evidence that this
is the case among Pennsylvania parents.
UCPC researchers report that 80% of
the early childhood care and education
programs across the state had quality
scores ranging from mediocre/adequate
to poor — levels not likely to produce the
full benefits of an early childhood edu-
cation. Characteristics of high-quality
programs include well-educated teach-
ers with early childhood training, anin-
tensive educational approach, high stan-
dards, low child-teacher ratios, and
other factors.

Cost and Affordability

One factor influencing access to
quality early childhood servicesisthe
cost of the programs. Thisis especially
true for low-income families.

Costs of these services cover a
wide range. The UCPC family survey
reports, for example, that the average
cost for the in-home care — the least ex-
pensive option —is $2.46 an hour,

while care provided at a center aver-
ages $3.40/hour. The average monthly
expenditure per family for early child-
hood care or education is $336.

The survey also offersaglimpse
of why many lower-income families
find it difficult to pay for early child-
hood services on their own. Families
whose earnings fall below $25,000 a
year must devote 5%-18% of their in-
come on child care and education.
Families earning more than $100,000
pay between 1% and 5% of their in-
come on early childhood services.

Only 14% of all families receive
some financial assistance— afigure
lower than the percent of families be-
low the federal poverty line. Also,
only about one-half of the families
who were eligible for government sub-
sidies were actually using them.

Asaresult, low-income children
are less likely to get the kind of quality
services that help promote school readi-
ness.

Public Support

UCPC researchers also report wide
public support for early childhood serv-
ices and for government getting in-
volved in widening accessto child care
and early education.

Some 56% of the parents surveyed
felt the government should play arolein
helping children become school ready.

And 88% said they support spend-
ing tax dollars on early care and educa-
tion. This sentiment was consistently
expressed by parents with children age 6
or younger throughout Pennsylvania,
regardless of neighborhood or family
characteristics.
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