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The 5BORO Institute is an innovative, 
action-oriented think tank advancing 
creative solutions to strengthen NYC. 
We exist to help solve NYC’s most 
challenging problems.

We partner with policymakers, 
the private sector, academia, and 
community leaders to bring best 
practices to government and tackle 
complex issues with innovative thinking 
and actionable plans. 
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https://www.nyc.gov/assets/home/downloads/pdf/office-of-the-mayor/2022/Childcare-Plan.pdf
https://www.nyc.gov/assets/home/downloads/pdf/office-of-the-mayor/2022/Childcare-Plan.pdf
https://www.nyc.gov/assets/home/downloads/pdf/office-of-the-mayor/2022/Childcare-Plan.pdf
https://www.nyc.gov/assets/home/downloads/pdf/office-of-the-mayor/2022/Childcare-Plan.pdf
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Executive Summary

Summary of policy ideas

Child care in NYC: A broken market in need of intervention 

New York City’s child care crisis

The case for universal child care

A policy roadmap to build a stronger child care system for our city 

Policy Ideas

1. Shore up the city’s existing child care infrastructure

2. Connect more families to care

3. Expand and simplify access to free and low-cost care

4. Make it easier for child care providers to do business

5. Bolster the child care workforce

6. Create more physical space for child care

7. Bring employers into the conversation

Conclusion

Appendix: Estimating the cost, feasibility, and potential near-term impact of policy 
ideas in this paper

Appendix: City and state child care policy actions, 2022 to present
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In 2022 alone, the city is estimated to have lost

 
in economic activity as a result of parents leaving 
the workforce or downshifting careers to meet 
child care needs.

E X E C U T I V E  S U M M A R Y

Child care in NYC is a broken 
market in need of intervention. 
Families cannot get the care 
they need, child care providers 
are struggling to generate 
enough revenue to sustain their 
businesses, and our workforce 
and economy are suffering. 

$23 billion dollars

https://edc.nyc/sites/default/files/2023-03/Childcare-Toolkit.pdf
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This is hardly a New York City specific problem, 
but the high cost of living and expensive real 
estate make the challenges especially acute here. 

Why is child care so troubled as a sector? There 
are many factors, but the primary collision is 
between two forces:

Families are spending an unmanageable portion of 
their income on child care, while child care providers 
are running businesses with razor-thin margins that are 
primarily dependent upon parent fees as revenue.

There is insufficient care to meet the needs of New 
York City’s families, but the economics and regulatory 
realities prevent new businesses from opening and 
make it challenging for providers to stay afloat. 

At their best, high-quality child care settings 
are a place for young children to learn, thrive, 

and engage with their peers. Child care is 
also an essential service for families in an 
economy that often demands all adults in a 

household pursue outside employment.
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The gaping holes in our child care 
market hurt our city’s economy and our 
future. Without access to affordable, 
reliable child care, young families are 
leaving New York City.

This is leading in particular to an exodus of Black families who 
can no longer afford to raise their children here. 

Losing families hurts our city’s future – there are economic 
impacts, like a decline in public school funding and a 
decreased tax base – but also more fundamental challenges, 
as New York becomes a city for the wealthy and no longer one 
for the middle and working class. 

The economics and operational realities of child care are 
fundamentally broken; supply and demand just don’t match 
up. Correcting the child care market therefore requires 
intervention by government and private forces.

The best policy answer is a system 
that guarantees free or low-cost high-
quality child care for all families. 

https://fiscalpolicy.org/housing-costs-not-taxes-drive-migration-out-of-new-york
https://fiscalpolicy.org/housing-costs-not-taxes-drive-migration-out-of-new-york
https://www.nytimes.com/2023/01/31/nyregion/black-residents-nyc.html


9THE 5BORO INSTITUTE

This would be 
transformational for 
families – affordable, 
accessible child care 
would enable them to 
continue raising their 
children in New York 
City – and would in turn 
have meaningful returns 
for the city’s continued 
economic recovery and 
growth.

Moving toward a future with universal child care will 
require us to think boldly about creating child care 
capacity, expanding and supporting the workforce, 
and helping families find care that meets their needs. 
Our city leaders and private sector partners need to 
dream big and innovate. 
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There is real opportunity to streamline access for 
families through simplified enrollment processes 
and increased outreach; to simplify the regulations 
that child care providers operate under and provide 
more help to these small businesses as they 
navigate the complexities; to invest in child care 
workers; to create more physical space for child 
care businesses through repurposing existing real 
estate, including underutilized public schools, and 
incentivizing new building and development; and to 
enlist employers as more proactive partners.

Investments in 
early childhood 
educators and child 
care facilities are 
especially critical if 
our policy goal is to 
grow the city’s child 
care supply.
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While we plan for a better future, we also need to address the real 
challenges facing us right now. The number of child care providers 
closing their doors has increased since the pandemic. Some of this 
is due to major operational challenges within the city’s bureaucracy, 
exacerbated by the city’s staffing challenges. Even in the midst of a 
budget crisis, the city is leaving hundreds of millions of dollars of state 
funding for child care on the table; the city is not maximizing the revenue 
it could draw down from the state to provide child care to eligible 
families because the dollars are not being maximized. 

This also means that families who could access free or subsidized care 
are not getting it. The city needs to take immediate action to shore up 
its own operations and stabilize the child care sector so that we do not 
compromise the limited safety net we have in place. 

In this paper, we present a set of ideas to save our 
child care system from collapse while fundamentally 
redesigning what it looks like for the future. 

This report includes an overview of the challenges facing our city 
today, followed by a menu of policy ideas, organized thematically and 
with examples of promising practices from other cities around the 
country and world. In the first policy ideas chapter, we will detail the 
issues that the city must address to more immediately shore up its 
existing early care and education services. In sections two through 
seven, we will explore ideas that could make care more accessible for 
families and strengthen our city’s child care infrastructure as we shift 
toward a universal care model.

By amplifying the ideas put forward by child care advocates and 
policy experts and lifting up examples that have worked elsewhere, 
we aim to provide New York City’s policymakers with a menu of 
options that will lead to action and a greater focus on solutions.
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Summary of
Policy Ideas

Shore up the 
city’s existing 
child care 
infrastructure

Connect more 
families to care

• Streamline governance

• Prioritize staffing vacancies in the critical functions that support 
child care

• Implement process improvements and automation for provider 
payments

• Expand the bridge loan program as an emergency stop-gap

• Create meaningful opportunities for child care providers to engage 
in policy-making discussions and decisions

• Increase transparency into public spending and operations

• Reinvigorate the city’s outreach campaign for early care and 
education services

• Create a text list to allow the city to communicate with parents and 
guardians of young children

• Publish and maintain a user-friendly directory of all child care 
programs in the city

• Create a true ‘one-stop’ portal for families to access care 

• Make it easier for families to enroll in care

• Leverage existing partners, like the city’s Child Care Resource 
and Referral Networks and the Department of Education’s Family 
Welcome Centers, to do more

Aligns to recommendation in the Plan for a New New York's 2022 report

Aligns to recommendations in the Mayor's 2022 blueprint for child care

See appendix for an estimation of the cost, feasibility, and potential near-term impact of 
policy ideas in this paper.
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Expand and 
simplify access    
to free and low-
cost care

Expand who is eligible and provide more care to those who need it

• Eliminate the wage floor for subsidized care

• Create allowances for gig workers and others with      
nontraditional income

• Increase access for children regardless of immigration status

• Further raise the income ceiling and minimize the risk that families 
lose access to care

• Decouple authorized hours of care from work hours

• Extend a longer timeline for eligibility

 
Make it easier and faster for eligible families to get care

• Simplify the application for child care

• Integrate data systems to allow families to more easily qualify for 
child care

• Create automatic eligibility for certain vulnerable families

• Enroll families in care faster with presumptive eligibility

• Provide the infrastructure to help families access the care they are 
entitled to

• Further reduce the burden of child care fees

Make it easier 
for child care 
providers to do 
business

Make it easier for providers to obtain and maintain the necessary 
permits to operate 

• Streamline the process to apply for and receive a child care license

• Tailor ongoing monitoring and license renewal based on past 
performance

• Create a new office of licensure specifically focused on home-
based providers

• Leverage community partners to support providers to meet 
licensing requirements

Aligns to recommendation in the Plan for a New New York's 2022 report

Aligns to recommendations in the Mayor's 2022 blueprint for child care
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Bolster the 
child care 
workforce

• Invest in higher wages for child care workers in all roles in  
all settings

• Provide additional benefits to providers beyond compensation: 
health care, child care, pension plans, housing stipends, loan 
forgiveness

• Expand career advancement opportunities for child  
care professionals

• Expand partnerships with higher education partners to grow the 
staff pipeline

• Extend flexibility in certification requirements to support the 
incumbent workforce

• Create training programs and apprenticeships specifically for 
immigrant communities

Ease regulatory burden

• Allow for background check verification to follow child 
care workers.

• Make it easier for providers to operate during nontraditional hours 

• Streamline the process for providers to claim higher rates

• Change outdated provisions to funding rules, like the allowable 
number of absences

Provide more direct operational and business support

• Create bridge grants to allow providers to better  
weather emergencies

• Create shared services hubs for child care providers

• Ensure all resources for child care providers are made available in 
a multitude of languages

Make it easier 
for child care 
providers to 
do business 
(continued)

Aligns to recommendation in the Plan for a New New York's 2022 report

Aligns to recommendations in the Mayor's 2022 blueprint for child care
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Bring employers 
into the 
conversation

Create more 
physical space 
for child care

Steps that government can take

• Incentivize cost sharing by employers

• Partner with labor

• Set an example by providing child care benefits for city employees

 
Steps that employers can take

• Help employees who may be eligible for child care benefits 
navigate the system to access care 

• Offer flexible benefits to meet the diverse child care needs 
of employees

• Expand child care supply for employees

• Take an active role to ensure child care availability matches 
employees’ needs based on their schedule

• Create scheduling consistency for employees

• Make it easier for child care centers to occupy second-floor and 
basement spaces

• Expand flexibility within city zoning to encourage child care center 
development

• Maximize use of the property tax abatement to incentivize 
conversion opportunities

• Create other incentives for developers to allocate space for       
child care

• Create a matchmaking program to connect would-be child care 
operators with physical spaces appropriate for child care that are 
otherwise going unused

• Use modular construction to reduce the costs of building new child 
care programs

• Earmark climate resilience funds for child care program 
construction and renovation

• Repurpose vacant public school space for child care at low or no 
cost to providers

• Encourage the construction of housing stock specifically designed 
for home-based child care providers to live and work

Aligns to recommendation in the Plan for a New New York's 2022 report

Aligns to recommendations in the Mayor's 2022 blueprint for child care
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What do we mean when we say 
“child care”?

For the purposes of this paper, we 
use “child care” to refer to all care 
arrangements for children under 
five, or until they are eligible to 
begin kindergarten. There are many 
different terms used for care during 
this period of a child’s life, including 
day care, nursery school, preschool, 
pre-K, and others. 

We use “child care” to be fully 
inclusive of the full spectrum of 
options, including care provided 
in formal and informal settings. 
The different child care options 
that families in New York City 
utilize are further defined in the 
chapter that follows; most of our 
policy recommendations focus on 
strengthening and expanding the 
formal care options in the city. 

That said, not all parents want or need child care 
outside of the home. This paper focuses on the 
need for affordable and accessible child care to 
be available to all families and examines what it 
will take to expand available care options. In no 
way does 5BORO mean to suggest that a certain 
type of child care is best for all families. In a 
thriving city that must do more to support families 
with young children, parents should have access 
to an array of services that fit within their budget 
as well as the support and information to make 
choices best for themselves. 

On the other hand, the need for child care does 
not magically vanish when a child turns five. 
While elementary school is a free and universally 
available service, children still need supervision 
before and after school, during the many school 
holidays and days off, and over the summer. In 
this policy paper, we focus primarily on children 
from birth to five because gaps in current child 
care infrastructure are so acute. It is worth 
acknowledging though that care for school-
aged children is also a critical policy issue that 
deserves its own attention. 
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https://www.vox.com/the-highlight/23557282/afterschool-education-childcare-expanded-learning
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Child care in 
NYC: a broken 
market in need 
of intervention



18 THE 5BORO INSTITUTE

There are 500,000 children 
under five living in New York City. 
Ensuring they have safe, nurturing 
environments to grow and learn is 
critical to the livelihood of our city. 

At their best, high-quality child care settings2  
stimulate the development of young children 
during the period of their lives when they are 
learning and developing most.

2 Throughout this report, we define “high-quality child care” using the definition articulated by Robin Hood in their recent report, “From Crisis to Opportunity.” 
Under this definition, high quality child care settings are those that: “create a language-rich learning environment that optimizes children’s cognitive, social, 
and emotional development; engage in developmentally appropriate, culturally responsive, and linguistically sustaining practices; use curricula, learning mate-
rials, and resources that encourage respect for diversity as well as respect for children’s racial identities and cultural heritages; foster consistent relationships 
with caring, responsible educators and child care staff who are attuned and appropriately responsive to children’s social-emotional needs; and recognize that 
families are essential to children’s well-being and engages them in an inclusive, supportive way.”

Child care is also an economic necessity; two-
thirds of children under five in the city have all 
parents in the workforce.

In 2022, there was capacity in the licensed child 
care sector to serve just 46 percent of children 
under five in the city (see sidebar, “Where 
do children in New York City go for care”). 
Many advocates and researchers have well-
documented the challenges that families in New 
York have finding accessible and affordable 
child care, and yet it remains both jarring and 
vexing how significant the issues are.

Formal, regulated care in New York City for 
children under five is provided in a mix of 
settings:

• Family child care: child care provided 
in the caregiver’s home for up to eight 
children (six, if all children are under five, 
with no more than two children under two)

• Group family child care: child care 
provided in the caregiver’s home with at 
least one assistant teacher in addition 
to the primary caregiver for up to 16 
children (12, if all children are under five)

• Center-based child care: child care 
provided in a program or facility to 
children from six weeks through five 
years old

• School-based programs: preschool 
services primarily for children from age 
three to five, including the city’s 3-K and 
Pre-K programs

According to the state, in 2022 there were 
887 family child care providers, 5,054 
group family providers, and 2,179 center-
based providers with capacity to serve 
children under five operating in New York 
City. Home-based care makes up the 
majority of providers in New York City; 
there are nearly three times as many family 
and group family child care providers as 
centers. A disproportionate share of infants 
and toddlers are cared for in home-based 
settings. Child care centers account for a 
majority of the total capacity for children 
under five though since each home-based 
site enrolls a relatively small number of 
children. 

Where do children in New York City go for care?

https://d3nz95d6hm31un.cloudfront.net/uploads/2021/07/RobinHood_CrisistoOpportunity-4.pdf
https://d3nz95d6hm31un.cloudfront.net/uploads/2021/07/RobinHood_CrisistoOpportunity-4.pdf
https://d3nz95d6hm31un.cloudfront.net/uploads/2021/07/RobinHood_CrisistoOpportunity-4.pdf
https://static1.squarespace.com/static/53ee4f0be4b015b9c3690d84/t/6501f825b2dff90bf8f27a36/1694627883527/High+Calling%2C+Low+Wages_Melodia_CNYCA.pdf
https://www.nyc.gov/site/doh/services/childcare-types-of-childcare.page
https://www.nyc.gov/site/doh/services/childcare-types-of-childcare.page
https://ocfs.ny.gov/programs/childcare/assets/docs/factsheets/2022-DCCS-Fact-Sheet.pdf
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Research shows that high-quality care can 
be and is offered in all different settings. 
Families may prefer different setting types for 
a variety of reasons, including cultural and 
linguistic preference. Location, cost, and 
schedule are also large motivating factors in 
choosing a provider. Home-based providers 
are often more likely to offer long hours of 
coverage, including for nontraditional hours 
like overnight coverage. Within the city, 
availability of different program types varies 
widely; while less than 5 percent of child 
care capacity in many parts of Manhattan 
is located in home-based settings, more 

than two-thirds of capacity in some parts of 
the Bronx is in home-based settings. New 
York’s home-based providers speak dozens 
of different languages and home-based care 
is especially popular in Spanish-speaking 
communities. Families may also prefer 
different settings as their children age, often 
seeking home-based care or smaller centers 
for their infants and toddlers and potentially 
exploring other options for older children.

Child care providers and capacity in New York City by type

Note: The state also reports on provider numbers and capacity for school-aged child care. This data is excluded from the chart
Source: Office of Children and Family Services, Child care facts and Figures 2022
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https://columbianewsservice.com/2023/12/11/extended-hours-child-care-gives-economic-boost-to-south-bronx-neighborhood/
https://columbianewsservice.com/2023/12/11/extended-hours-child-care-gives-economic-boost-to-south-bronx-neighborhood/
https://static1.squarespace.com/static/53ee4f0be4b015b9c3690d84/t/6501f825b2dff90bf8f27a36/1694627883527/High+Calling%2C+Low+Wages_Melodia_CNYCA.pdf
https://static1.squarespace.com/static/53ee4f0be4b015b9c3690d84/t/6501f825b2dff90bf8f27a36/1694627883527/High+Calling%2C+Low+Wages_Melodia_CNYCA.pdf
https://ocfs.ny.gov/programs/childcare/assets/docs/factsheets/2022-DCCS-Fact-Sheet.pdf
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Child care businesses come in many different 
shapes and sizes. There are some large-
scale for-profit child care businesses in the 
city, including franchises of national child care 
chains. Some child care programs operate 
as part of larger multi-service nonprofit 
organizations, including the city’s robust 
community of neighborhood settlement 
houses. The majority of child care homes 
and centers though are small, independent 
businesses, a mix of for-profit and nonprofit 
organizations. Most are owned by minorities 
and women. Family child care homes and 
centers are licensed and regulated by a mix 
of different city and state agencies, which 
primarily monitor basic health and safety of 
the homes and centers.

The health department formally designates 
an additional set of child care settings as 
“legally exempt” family providers. Legally 
exempt providers can care for up to eight 
children in a home-based setting and are 
largely exempt from regulation because 
most children in their care are related to the 
provider; a maximum of two children can be 
non-relatives. Legally exempt providers must 
register with the state and follow certain 
health and safety guidelines. In 2022, these 
providers had an estimated capacity to 
serve 2,526 non-relative children.

There are many informal care 
arrangements that families utilize as well, 
including paid and unpaid care provided 
by family, friends, or neighbors, and paid 
non-familial caretakers, like nannies, au 
pairs, and babysitters. At all ends of the 
income spectrum, there are reasons why 
parents may prefer these options. 

There is limited to no oversight or 
regulation of these care arrangements 
and limited data available about the 
scale. Census data indicates there are 
over 14,000 nannies working in New York 
City, though reports suggest this is likely 
an undercount given a large portion of 
nannies are paid off the books.

Lastly, there are unregulated child care 
businesses operating outside the legal 
and regulatory frameworks set by the city 
without the appropriate licenses as required 
by state law. There is limited data available 
about how many businesses operate 
like this; while some may be providing a 
high-quality experience, information about 
unlicensed providers often comes to light 
only in the wake of tragic circumstances.

Many families utilize many of these options, 
creating patchwork arrangements to 
ensure they have enough care. That’s 
not to mention the contingency options 
that families are forced to employ when a 
child care program is closed or a child is 
ill. While there are some formal “back-up 
care” options, like child care programs 
that permit children to drop in on a one-off 
basis, for many families, “back-up care” 
means that an adult in the household has 
to miss work.

https://www.unhny.org
https://www.unhny.org
https://www.nyc.gov/site/doh/services/childcare-types-of-childcare.page
https://www.nyc.gov/site/doh/services/childcare-types-of-childcare.page
https://www.nyc.gov/site/doh/services/childcare-types-of-childcare.page
https://static1.squarespace.com/static/53ee4f0be4b015b9c3690d84/t/6501f825b2dff90bf8f27a36/1694627883527/High+Calling%2C+Low+Wages_Melodia_CNYCA.pdf
https://www.nyc.gov/assets/dca/downloads/pdf/workers/Lifting-up-Paid-Care-Work.pdf
https://www.nytimes.com/2020/06/29/parenting/nannies-job-virus.html
https://ocfs.ny.gov/programs/childcare/looking/ccfs-cip.php?TSPD_101_R0=084c043756ab200076206d55c96b314b454bdb4cca8ea11076b52be1f2dce9ca6b724e1980351d6008ef3d3ea0143000151f466e1b592d4084f079c7d0e4119b70c060a897ff53a68a94212c1da82796ed139b670623d0903b86216ce338eaeb
https://ocfs.ny.gov/programs/childcare/looking/ccfs-cip.php?TSPD_101_R0=084c043756ab200076206d55c96b314b454bdb4cca8ea11076b52be1f2dce9ca6b724e1980351d6008ef3d3ea0143000151f466e1b592d4084f079c7d0e4119b70c060a897ff53a68a94212c1da82796ed139b670623d0903b86216ce338eaeb
https://abc7ny.com/baby-dies-death-boy-at-manhattan-daycare-nyc/853548/
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New York City’s child care crisis

There is woefully insufficient child care 
capacity to meet the needs of New York 
families today. Seven out of 10 children 
aged zero to five live in neighborhoods with 
insufficient child care options. Care options are 
especially limited for children under three; in 
almost half of New York City neighborhoods, 
the number of licensed child care seats for 
infants and toddlers covers just over 20 percent 
of the population of children under three. Over 
the last decade, middle-income communities 
in the city have actually lost child care capacity 
for infants and toddlers. Among the few places 
where infant capacity has grown in the city are 
higher-income zip-codes, largely the result of 
high-price private centers that charge as much 
as $40,000 per year. 

Families require care options that the city’s 
current child care infrastructure does not 
provide. Only five percent of licensed daycare 
providers operate between 6 p.m. and 8 a.m, 
despite 780,000 NYC parents — 320,000 

with kids aged five or younger — working 
those hours. Forty percent of parents who are 
employed regularly need care during evenings, 
overnight, or on weekends. Other specific 
needs that families may have — including need 
for care at or near their job site, transportation 
constraints getting to and from child care, 
children with specific developmental or medical 
needs, and specific linguistic requirements — all 
further complicate this puzzle.

Source: Center for New York City Affairs (total capacity in regulated settings, 2022 data); Citizen's Committee for Children (children under 5, 2021 data; 
contracted slots, 2020 data)

Only 5% of licensed 
daycare providers operate 
between 6 p.m. and 8 a.m., 
despite 780,000 NYC 
parents—320,000 with 
kids aged five or younger—
working those hours.

New York City has more than double the number  
of children under five as licensed child care slots

Contracted slots managed by the 
city (including 3-K and Pre-K)

Additional licensed capacity in 
regulated child care settings

Gap of 
270,000 slots

Children under 5 in NYC Slots in regulated Child Care Settings

https://www.robinhood.org/new-robin-hood-report-nycs-child-care-system-in-dire-need-of-reform/
https://d3nz95d6hm31un.cloudfront.net/uploads/2021/07/RobinHood_CrisistoOpportunity-4.pdf
https://raisingnewyork.org/wp-content/uploads/sites/2/2019/12/Capacity-Crisis_NYC.pdf
https://static1.squarespace.com/static/53ee4f0be4b015b9c3690d84/t/599c534ecf81e051ee95ce82/1503417166730/New+York%27s+tale+of+two+child+care+cities.pdf
https://edc.nyc/sites/default/files/2023-02/New-NY-Action-Plan_Making_New_York_Work_for_Everyone.pdf
https://s3.amazonaws.com/media.cccnewyork.org/2023/04/CCC-2023-The-Youngest-New-Yorkers-Full-Publication.pdf
https://static1.squarespace.com/static/53ee4f0be4b015b9c3690d84/t/6501f825b2dff90bf8f27a36/1694627883527/High+Calling%2C+Low+Wages_Melodia_CNYCA.pdf
https://data.cccnewyork.org/
https://edc.nyc/sites/default/files/2023-02/New-NY-Action-Plan_Making_New_York_Work_for_Everyone.pdf
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Working, middle class, and even more 
affluent families struggle to pay for child 
care. Even if families are able to find a provider 
in their neighborhood with availability, the cost 
of care has become astronomical. Child care 
is the largest monthly bill for many New York 
families, and these costs can even exceed 
rent or mortgage costs. A 2022 state survey of 
providers in the city found that the typical rate 
for a year of center-based care was $20,800 
for an infant and $19,240 for a toddler. Home-
based care rates were marginally lower, at 
$16,900 and $15,600, respectively. However, 
the same survey estimated the true cost of 
high-quality care to be much higher, topping 
out at north of $28,000 per year for infants in 
center-based care. Other data and reporting 
suggests New York City families often pay 
much more, with rates upwards of $4,000 a 
month for care in some neighborhoods.

Regardless of how it is calculated, the cost 
of care is slipping beyond most New Yorkers’ 
grasp. According to a New York Times analysis, 
a New York City family would have to make 

more than $300,000 a year to meet the federal 
standard for affordability — which recommends 
that child care take up no more than 7 percent 
of total household income — to pay for just one 
young child’s care. Put another way, 80 percent 
of families in the city cannot afford care for 
even a single child based on this standard. An 
analysis by the Citizens’ Committee for Children 
found that a family with an infant and a toddler 
making the median income for a young family 
would have to spend 43 percent of their income 
on center-based child care (or 36 percent of 
their income on home-based care).

80% of families in the city 
cannot afford care for
even a single child.

Average annual cost by age and setting type

Source: Citizens' Committee for Children of New York, based on data collected in the state's market rate survey; these figures represent the 80th percentile of 
child care costs in New York City in 2022
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https://www.empirestatechildcare.org/research--reports/2019-report-cost-of-child-care-in-new-york
https://ocfs.ny.gov/main/reports/2022-Child-Care-Market-Rate-Survey.pdf
https://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2023-10-18/new-york-us-child-care-prices-rise-above-pre-pandemic-high-as-federal-aid-ends?leadSource=uverify%20wall#xj4y7vzkg
https://www.nytimes.com/2023/09/11/nyregion/child-care-nyc.html
https://s3.amazonaws.com/media.cccnewyork.org/2023/10/CCC-From-Birth-to-Age-12-Child-Care-Affordability-and-Cost-Burden.pdf
https://cccnewyork.org/data-publications/from-birth-to-age-12-child-care-and-out-of-school-care/
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The impacts of our city’s child care crisis 
are felt disproportionately. Nearly half of 
Black and Latinx residents indicate that finding 
child care is a burden, compared to 38 percent 
of White residents. The median cost of infant 
center-based child care in Queens makes up 
nearly 30 percent of a family's total income, 
while in the Bronx, it is nearly 50 percent of the 
median family’s total income.

The lack of affordable care in the city especially 
impacts mothers. Parents, often women, may 
quit their jobs instead of paying for child care. 
Women make up 82 percent of parents who 
miss work for child care related reasons. The 
city estimates that about 375,000 parents (two-
thirds of them women) have chosen or may 
soon choose to leave their jobs or downshift 
their careers because of the combined impact 
of COVID-19 and a lack of affordable child 
care. This has a long-term impact on a family’s 
financial stability; a New York City parent 
making the median income who leaves the 
workforce to care for their child from age birth 
to three will give up $480,000 in lifetime earning 
potential. 

Children suffer, too, without quality early 
care experiences. There is overwhelming 
evidence that the prenatal-to-three period is 
critical for a child’s future development and 
affects their physical, mental, emotional and 
social outcomes over a lifetime. Studies have 
shown that the benefits of high-quality care 
in the earliest years can have a lasting benefit 
on academic outcomes. Many young children 
spend the majority of their waking hours with 
a caregiver outside of their family. These hours 
hold so much potential. And yet, many parents 
place their children in care arrangements that 
are lower quality than they would like because 
it is the only option that meets their needs and 
their budget. Even families with the resources to 
make choices have limited insight into program 
quality across providers. Bouncing between 
child care arrangements – as many children 
do because of the logistical gymnastics their 
parents must engage in – is correlated with 
negative ramifications on their behavior. 

Child care gaps impact everyone, not just 
parents of young children. Nearly 90 percent 
of parents say that child care problems impact 
their time commitment or efforts at work. Even 
before the pandemic, employers nationwide lost 
$13 billion annually in lost productivity because 
of child care gaps. Stories from around the 
country show the reverberating effects when 
child care capacity is lost. As one example the 
closure of a day care center in a Wisconsin 
town meant a dental hygienist had no choice 
but to quit her job, leaving the dentist’s office 
understaffed and community members facing 
longer waits for necessary dental care. 

The city estimates that about 
375,000 parents (two-thirds 
of them women) have chosen 
or may soon choose to 
leave their job or downshift 
their career because of 
the combined impact of 
COVID-19 and a lack of 
affordable child care. 

Nearly half of Black and 
Latinx residents indicate 
that finding child care is a 
burden, compared to 38% 
of White residents.

https://newyork.edtrust.org/poll-new-york-city-residents-overwhelmingly-support-government-investment-in-early-childhood-programs/
https://www.dol.gov/agencies/wb/topics/childcare/median-family-income-by-age-care-setting
https://www.dol.gov/agencies/wb/topics/childcare/median-family-income-by-age-care-setting
https://www.americanprogress.org/article/child-care-crisis-keeping-women-workforce/
https://usafacts.org/data-projects/childcare-work-absences
https://usafacts.org/data-projects/childcare-work-absences
https://www.nyc.gov/assets/home/downloads/pdf/office-of-the-mayor/2022/Childcare-Plan.pdf
https://www.nyc.gov/assets/home/downloads/pdf/office-of-the-mayor/2022/Childcare-Plan.pdf
https://www.nyc.gov/assets/home/downloads/pdf/office-of-the-mayor/2022/Childcare-Plan.pdf
https://earlylearningnation.com/2023/08/gold-standard-study-finds-high-quality-care-is-important-in-infancy/
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/25635158/
https://strongnation.s3.amazonaws.com/documents/602/83bb2275-ce07-4d74-bcee-ff6178daf6bd.pdf
https://strongnation.s3.amazonaws.com/documents/602/83bb2275-ce07-4d74-bcee-ff6178daf6bd.pdf
https://hbr.org/2021/04/childcare-is-a-business-issue
https://hbr.org/2021/04/childcare-is-a-business-issue
https://www.edsurge.com/news/2023-11-30-child-care-programs-see-closures-resignations-and-tuition-hikes-after-federal-funding-expires
https://www.edsurge.com/news/2023-11-30-child-care-programs-see-closures-resignations-and-tuition-hikes-after-federal-funding-expires
https://www.washingtonpost.com/opinions/2023/11/06/child-care-cliff-funding-parents-employers/
https://www.nyc.gov/assets/home/downloads/pdf/office-of-the-mayor/2022/Childcare-Plan.pdf
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Without access to desirable, affordable 
child care, families are leaving New York 
City. From 2019 to 2022, Manhattan lost 9.5 
percent of its under-five population. There 
is a growing trend particularly among young 
Black families who are moving elsewhere 
because it is too expensive to raise a family 
here; many families cite child care costs as a 
major factor. The exodus of families will have a 
domino effect: as families leave, public school 
enrollment will drop; funding for schools, which 
is directly linked to enrollment, will decrease; 
concerns about school quality in the wake of 
declining resources will drive more families 
out of the system. The share of New York 
City’s population over 65 is growing, while 
the population under 18 is declining, a trend 
with much larger economic and systemic 
implications. 

Accessible, affordable childhood education 
is one potential strategy to reverse these 
population trends. Over the past decade, the 
city has dramatically expanded the services it 
provides to children under five, at least in part 
as a strategy to keep middle class families 
in the city. This is largely the result of the 
introduction of Pre-K for All, and later, 3-K. 
From 2013 to 2015, the number of children 
enrolled in free pre-K in New York City grew 
from about 19,000 to nearly 70,000 – adding 
more students than the entire public school 
population of Boston. When Eric Adams ran for 
mayor, he spoke about the need to extend the 
city’s care infrastructure to better support the 
city's youngest children. 

However, the city’s existing child care 
system is insufficient to meet the need. The 
city's 3-K program is not currently available to 
all families, and City Hall has rolled back plans 
to expand it. Pre-K for All has never fully met 
the needs of preschoolers with disabilities, and 
there are still over 1,000 3- and 4-year-olds 
who do not have a spot in a program that can 
meet their needs. Many more students enrolled 
in 3-K and Pre-K programs do not receive the 
mandated special education services they are 

entitled to. And while there is no question that 
families in 3-K and Pre-K receive a tremendous 
benefit, most programs only run the length 
of the school day, leaving a gap for working 
parents and potentially sending parents 
scrambling to find care after 3PM, during school 
holidays, and over the summer. Operational 
challenges in the city’s bureaucracy have made 
it challenging for providers operating the city’s 
3-K and Pre-K programs.  

The city provides some free and subsidized 
child care options for infants and toddlers, 
as well as some full-day, year-round services 
for three- and four-year-olds (known as 
‘extended-day’ programs), but the eligibility 
criteria are strict and the process to enroll can 
be burdensome. Estimates vary, though some 
figures suggest only about one in four eligible 
families receive  the benefits they are entitled 
to, likely due to a mix of insufficient capacity, 
administrative burden, and lack of awareness. 
Many existing slots are empty, despite the 
number of families who say they need care, 
likely because of the challenges that families 
face to enroll. (We explore this issue in more 
detail in sections 3 and 4, which focuses 
on “Connecting more families to care” and 
“Expanding and simplifying eligibility for families 
to access free and low-cost care.”)

Pre-K for All has never 
fully met the needs of 
preschoolers with disabilities 
and there are still over 1,000 
3- and 4-year-olds who do 
not have a spot in a program 
that can meet their needs. 

https://nypost.com/2022/07/28/families-with-kids-under-5-led-exodus-from-major-us-cities/
https://nypost.com/2022/07/28/families-with-kids-under-5-led-exodus-from-major-us-cities/
https://www.nytimes.com/2023/01/31/nyregion/black-residents-nyc.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2023/01/31/nyregion/black-residents-nyc.html
https://gothamist.com/news/more-seniors-fewer-kids-in-nyc-state-comptroller
https://gothamist.com/news/more-seniors-fewer-kids-in-nyc-state-comptroller
https://www.theatlantic.com/education/archive/2016/09/bill-de-blasios-prek-crusade/498830/
https://rooseveltinstitute.org/publications/childcare-as-industrial-policy/
https://rooseveltinstitute.org/publications/childcare-as-industrial-policy/
https://www.nytimes.com/2023/10/11/nyregion/nyc-3k-preschool-costs.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2023/10/11/nyregion/nyc-3k-preschool-costs.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2023/01/13/nyregion/budget-slashes-3-k-for-new-york-city-children.html
https://www.chalkbeat.org/newyork/2022/1/20/22892383/pre-k-for-all-special-education-disability/
https://www.nytimes.com/2023/12/12/nyregion/special-education-preschool-nyc.html
https://www.robinhood.org/new-robin-hood-report-nycs-child-care-system-in-dire-need-of-reform/
https://www.robinhood.org/new-robin-hood-report-nycs-child-care-system-in-dire-need-of-reform/
https://www.chalkbeat.org/newyork/2022/1/20/22892383/pre-k-for-all-special-education-disability/
https://www.chalkbeat.org/newyork/2022/1/20/22892383/pre-k-for-all-special-education-disability/
https://www.nytimes.com/2023/12/12/nyregion/special-education-preschool-nyc.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2023/12/12/nyregion/special-education-preschool-nyc.html
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How does publicly-funded child care operate in 
New York City today?

Publicly-funded child care 
in New York reaches over 
100,000 children under five. 
Publicly-funded care is made 
up of a complicated web of 
services, managed by multiple 
governmental entities and 
drawing upon many different 
city, state, and federal funding 
sources. 

The majority of publicly-funded 
care is provided through the 
city’s preschool program, known 
as 3-K and Pre-K. 

3 In regulatory parlance, informal child care providers who receive vouchers are known as “legally exempt” child care providers. They must sub-
mit basic information to the state to receive these funds.

Publicly-funded care includes:

• Child care vouchers: Families 
receiving cash assistance benefits and 
low-income families that meet certain 
income and work requirements may be 
eligible for child care vouchers, which 
can be used to cover the cost of care 
at the setting of the family’s choosing 
for children up to age 13. Families may 
prefer vouchers over other options 
because of the flexibility they offer; 
vouchers can be used with formal 
providers, including center- and home-
based care, and informal providers, 
like family members who provide child 
care services. The share of families 
using vouchers in formal settings has 
increased over the past decade.3 Child 
care vouchers are primarily funded 
by the Child Care and Development 
Block Grant (CCDBG), which is federal 
funding distributed by the state to the 
city. The city and state have invested 
some additional funds to broaden the 
number of eligible families. Families 
may be required to contribute a minimal 
sliding scale fee toward covering the 
cost of care. Vouchers are distributed 
by the NYC Human Resources 
Administration (HRA) and the NYC 
Administration for Children’s Services 
(ACS). In 2022, vouchers supported 
care for 23,313 children under five. The 
Adams Administration has taken steps 
to clear what has historically been a 
waitlist for voucher care and uptake 
among eligible families is rising.

 

http://www.centernyc.org/by-the-numbers
http://www.centernyc.org/by-the-numbers
https://s3.amazonaws.com/media.cccnewyork.org/2023/04/CCC-2023-The-Youngest-New-Yorkers-Full-Publication.pdf
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Source: Citizens’ Committee for Children, “The Youngest New Yorkers"

Publicly funded care in New York City, before and since the onset of the pandemic

91,430

School Year

2019-2020

2021-2022 23,313

35,897

94,444

Contracted Centers, Family Child Care & Schools Vouchers

• Contracted care: The city also uses 
CCDBG money to directly fund several 
thousand child care slots for some 
infants and toddlers at specific child 
care centers and home-based settings. 
Eligible families can access these slots 
through the Department of Education, 
which contracts directly with providers 
to offer these services. Families may be 
required to contribute a minimal sliding 
scale fee toward covering the cost of 
care. In 2022, 3,565 infants and toddlers 
enrolled in contracted care with the vast 
majority in home-based settings.

• 3-K and Pre-K: Since 2014, the city 
has offered free pre-K to every four-year-
old in the city that wants to participate; 
in 2017, the city expanded to begin 
serving some three-year-olds as well. 
Pre-K programs are offered in private 
child care centers that contract with 
the city, in elementary schools, and 
other facilities run by the Department 
of Education known as Pre-K Centers. 
The 3-K program is offered in all of 
these settings, as well as family child 
care homes. (State pre-K regulations 
inhibit family child care providers from 
providing pre-K services). The majority 
of 3-K and Pre-K slots run the length of 
the school day and year; working parents 
must then seek out another form of child 

care to cover the afternoon hours and 
days off from school, if it is available. A 
subset of 3-K and Pre-K slots, known as 
“extended day” slots, include coverage 
for the full working day and through the 
summer for income-eligible families using 
CCDBG funds. In the 2021-22 school 
year, 56,045 children attended Pre-K and 
34,743 children attended 3-K.

• Head Start: Since 1965, the federal 
government has distributed Head Start 
funds directly to child care programs 
to serve 3- and 4-year-olds and their 
families. The program model focuses 
on promoting school readiness among 
low-income children and supporting 
two generations. Early Head Start 
funds services for children from birth 
to three and some prenatal services. 
The program is fully free for income-
eligible families. There are dozens 
of privately-operated Head Start 
programs throughout the city. The city’s 
Department of Education also receives 
Head Start funding, which goes to a 
subset of 3-K and Pre-K providers. 

Though most public policy discourse 
focuses on the programs above, a 
majority of families in New York City pay 
out of pocket for at least some of their             
child care needs.

Total Enrollment

127,327

117,757

https://s3.amazonaws.com/media.cccnewyork.org/2023/04/CCC-2023-The-Youngest-New-Yorkers-Full-Publication.pdf
https://www.schools.nyc.gov/enrollment/enroll-grade-by-grade/infant-and-toddler
https://www.schools.nyc.gov/enrollment/enroll-grade-by-grade/infant-and-toddler
https://s3.amazonaws.com/media.cccnewyork.org/2023/04/CCC-2023-The-Youngest-New-Yorkers-Full-Publication.pdf
https://www.schools.nyc.gov/enrollment/enroll-grade-by-grade/3k
https://www.schools.nyc.gov/enrollment/enroll-grade-by-grade/head-start
https://www.schools.nyc.gov/enrollment/enroll-grade-by-grade/head-start
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Not only families are struggling; child care 
providers are being squeezed, too. Even with 
rising costs for families, margins in child care are 
razor-thin, creating an untenable equation for 
both providers and recipients of care. Providing 
care has gotten more expensive over the past 
several years as providers seek to keep pace with 
rising rents, inflation, regulatory requirements, and 
cost of living for their employees. 

The vast majority of expenses in a child care 
program – nearly 70 percent – are related to 
personnel. The staffing requirements to safely 
operate child care programs leave very little 
wiggle room: a preschool classroom typically 
includes up to 20 children and two adults, 
whereas an infant classroom may only have six 
or eight children to cover this same cost, driving 
up the per-child cost of care.

The business model most child care providers 
have in place only really works if they are fully 
enrolled at all times, because their economic 
margins are so right. Even for popular 
programs, this is rarely the case, with families 
moving in and out of slots at different intervals 
throughout the year. Programs that serve a mix 

of children attending part- and full-time need 
to fit together a complicated jigsaw puzzle to 
maximize capacity. For many private providers 
in the city, it became even harder to maximize 
enrollment after the city introduced 3-K and 
Pre-K and gave families more options for where 
to enroll their preschool-aged children in care. 
As providers lost many of their 3- and 4-year-
olds who had been paying out of pocket for 
care, it negatively impacted their business 
model; infants and toddlers are far more 
expensive to serve on a per-child basis because 
of staffing and facilities requirements. This was 
especially detrimental to home-based providers 
who by design offered a mixed-age model.

The operational challenges inherent to the child 
care sector have led many providers to close 
their doors; in the first year of the pandemic 
alone, nearly 400 child care businesses in the 
city closed permanently. From 2020 to 2022, 
over 3,500 child care programs statewide 
closed; nearly 80 percent of them were home-
based settings, representing a tremendous 
loss to communities. This trend predates the 
pandemic, though it has since accelerated.

Note: The state also reports on provider numbers and capacity for school-aged child care. This data is excluded from the chart.
Source: Office of Children and Family Services, Child Care Facts and Figures 2015-2022

Number of licensed child care providers in NYC over time

5,316

2,283

2,179

1,929

5,054

104
Fewer Day 
Care Centers

Day Care Centers

1,042 
Fewer Family      
Child Care Homes

Family Child Care Homes

262 
Fewer Group Family 
Child Care Homes

Group Family Child Care Homes

887

https://www.chalkbeat.org/2020/3/19/21196072/child-care-providers-are-feeling-an-unprecedented-squeeze-now-they-re-asking-for-help#:~:text=Now%2C%20they%27re%20asking%20for%20help.,-By%20Erica%20Meltzer&text=Many%20child%20care%20providers%20won,cares%20and%20early%20learning%20centers.
https://www.chalkbeat.org/2020/3/19/21196072/child-care-providers-are-feeling-an-unprecedented-squeeze-now-they-re-asking-for-help#:~:text=Now%2C%20they%27re%20asking%20for%20help.,-By%20Erica%20Meltzer&text=Many%20child%20care%20providers%20won,cares%20and%20early%20learning%20centers.
https://www.edsurge.com/news/2022-12-20-how-inflation-is-squeezing-early-childhood-educators
https://raisingnewyork.org/wp-content/uploads/sites/2/2019/12/NY-Cost-of-Quality-Report-Raising-NY.pdf
https://www.americanprogress.org/article/understanding-infant-toddler-child-care-deserts/
https://www.americanprogress.org/article/understanding-infant-toddler-child-care-deserts/
https://www.nyc.gov/assets/home/downloads/pdf/office-of-the-mayor/2022/Childcare-Plan.pdf
https://static1.squarespace.com/static/53ee4f0be4b015b9c3690d84/t/6501f825b2dff90bf8f27a36/1694627883527/High+Calling%2C+Low+Wages_Melodia_CNYCA.pdf
https://ocfs.ny.gov/programs/childcare/assets/docs/factsheets/2022-DCCS-Fact-Sheet.pdf
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Child care workers are in an especially 
precarious position. Despite the share 
of child care budgets going to staff, 25 
percent of child care workers live in poverty, 
perpetuating systemic inequities and fueling 
high turnover in the field. Child care workers are 
disproportionately women and women of color: 
96 percent of the New York State child care 
workforce is female, and 56 percent identify as 
people of color. The median full-time child care 
worker in New York City earns only $25,700, 
a wage that ranks 289th out of 294th among 
occupations, above only cashiers, dishwashers, 
and tour and travel guides. More than half of 
child care workers have household incomes low 
enough that they themselves qualify for a child 
care subsidy and other public benefits. Child 
care workers make far below what experts 
consider a liveable wage for New York City, 
particularly if they have families of their own      
to support.

Depressed wages are driving workers out of 
the sector. The city saw a 20 percent loss 
of child care workers during the pandemic, 

concentrated in the family child care sector, 
which reflects national-level trends. Employment 
in child care nationally is below pre-pandemic 
levels, with 40,000 fewer people in the 
workforce now than in 2019. 

Within the early childhood sector, there are 
significant wage disparities. On average, 
Pre-K teachers in public schools earned the 
equivalent of $27.50 per hour in 2021 with 
health and retirement benefits, while teachers 
in infant and toddler classrooms earned nearly 
half that amount. At the lowest end of the 
pay scale, home-based providers earned the 
equivalent of less than minimum wage - $10.61 
per hour - with no benefits. Home-based 
providers are small business owners whose 
take home pay is determined by the profits 
their day care earns; most have limited ability to 
raise fees any further and so their own income 
suffers. Nearly half of home-based providers 
rely on Medicaid for health insurance. Home-
based providers are much more likely to be 
immigrant women and women of color than 
other workers in the sector.

Source: Center for New York City Affairs, "High calling, Low Wages: Home-based Early Care and Education Providers in New York City"

Average hourly earnings for ECE workers by type of employer
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https://women.nyc/childcare-lab
https://women.nyc/childcare-lab
https://thechildrensagenda.org/wp-content/uploads/2022/08/Child-Care-Closures-Report-FINAL.pdf
https://edc.nyc/sites/default/files/2023-02/New-NY-Action-Plan_Making_New_York_Work_for_Everyone.pdf
https://livingwage.mit.edu/counties/36061
https://livingwage.mit.edu/counties/36061
https://edc.nyc/sites/default/files/2023-02/New-NY-Action-Plan_Making_New_York_Work_for_Everyone.pdf
https://www.americanprogress.org/article/the-child-care-sector-is-still-struggling-to-hire-workers/
https://www.americanprogress.org/article/the-child-care-sector-is-still-struggling-to-hire-workers/
https://static1.squarespace.com/static/53ee4f0be4b015b9c3690d84/t/6501f825b2dff90bf8f27a36/1694627883527/High+Calling%2C+Low+Wages_Melodia_CNYCA.pdf
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Home-based providers in small family child 
care homes face a unique set of challenges, 
typically working as the business operator and 
sole educator. There is no option to take breaks 
during the day or to take time off, and the full 
day with children plus the administrative load 
means providers work extremely long hours. 
“High Calling, Low Wages: Home-Based Early 
Care and Education Providers in New York 
City,” a report from the Center for New York 
City Affairs, delves much more deeply into the 
specific challenges facing providers.

Providers need new revenue sources to 
survive. The COVID-19 pandemic brought new 
federal funding that child care providers could 
use to weather tuition losses, bolster staff pay, 
address issues with their facilities, and invest in 
building the quality of their programs. However, 
those benefits have come to an end. Experts 
predict we will see a continued loss of child 
care capacity following the September 2023 
expiration of $24 billion in federal funding – or 
what many termed the “child care cliff.” The 
Century Foundation estimates the end of this 
funding could mean nearly 6,000 child care 
providers across New York State will close their 
doors permanently, leading to a loss of care for 
over 250,000 children statewide. 

It will take time before we see the full impacts from 
the end of this funding. However, there is early 
evidence that the ramifications could be significant. 
In the two months following the expiration of federal 
funding, 29 percent of families who responded 
to a national survey indicated that their child care 
tuition had increased, and 28 percent of child care 
providers reported they had already cut staff wages 

or had run out of funding to sustain previously 
implemented wage increases. The number of 
Americans nationwide who missed part of a 
week of work because of child care issues nearly 
doubled between September and October 2023. 

Even for providers who receive government 
funding and should therefore have more 
predictable revenue, current subsidy amounts 
are not enough to cover their operating costs. 
Nationally, on average, the true cost of licensed 
child care for an infant is 43 percent more than 
what providers can be reimbursed through the 
child care subsidy program. Providers in New 
York State are reimbursed at a lower rate than 
federal authorities recommend. This means 
that providers are relying upon other income 
streams to cross-subsidize these programs (like 
philanthropy dollars), operating at a deficit, or 
forgoing certain expenses that would otherwise 
enhance quality (like greater staff compensation 
and training). They might also be forced to 
push more costs onto parents who are paying 
fees. For home-based providers, who are self-
employed, low reimbursement rates eat away at 
their net income.

If families cannot pay any more in child care 
fees, but child care providers cannot sustain 
a business on their current revenue, where 
will that leave us?  

Correcting the child care market requires 
intervention by the government. Thankfully, our city 
and state leaders recognize this need. The Adams 
Administration released its blueprint for child care 
and early childhood education in 2022, which 
included new investments and commitments and 
led to the creation of a new Office of Child Care to 
lead strategy and coordinate planning across city 
agencies. Governor Hochul has identified child 
care as a priority and made new investments, 
including expanding the number of families in the 
state eligible for subsidized care. The Plan for a 
New New York, which was jointly released by 
Mayor Adams and Governor Hochul, emphasized 
the importance of child care access, quality, and 
affordability and identified several strategies to 
reach that goal. These are all important steps 
forward. But we need to do more now.

The true cost of licensed child 
care for an infant is 43% more 
than what providers can be 
reimbursed through the child 
care subsidy program.

https://static1.squarespace.com/static/53ee4f0be4b015b9c3690d84/t/6501f825b2dff90bf8f27a36/1694627883527/High+Calling%2C+Low+Wages_Melodia_CNYCA.pdf
https://static1.squarespace.com/static/53ee4f0be4b015b9c3690d84/t/6501f825b2dff90bf8f27a36/1694627883527/High+Calling%2C+Low+Wages_Melodia_CNYCA.pdf
https://static1.squarespace.com/static/53ee4f0be4b015b9c3690d84/t/6501f825b2dff90bf8f27a36/1694627883527/High+Calling%2C+Low+Wages_Melodia_CNYCA.pdf
https://www.nytimes.com/2023/06/21/upshot/child-care-daycare-disruptions.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2023/06/21/upshot/child-care-daycare-disruptions.html
https://tcf.org/content/report/child-care-cliff/
https://tcf.org/content/report/child-care-cliff/
https://www.naeyc.org/sites/default/files/globally-shared/nov_survey_brief.pdf
https://19thnews.org/2023/11/child-care-programs-closures-resignations-tuition-funding/
https://19thnews.org/2023/11/child-care-programs-closures-resignations-tuition-funding/
https://www.americanprogress.org/article/true-cost-high-quality-child-care-across-united-states/
https://www.americanprogress.org/article/true-cost-high-quality-child-care-across-united-states/
https://www.ffyf.org/wp-content/uploads/2023/05/2023_CCDBG-Fact-Sheet_NY.pdf
https://www.ffyf.org/wp-content/uploads/2023/05/2023_CCDBG-Fact-Sheet_NY.pdf
https://www.theatlantic.com/ideas/archive/2022/10/us-child-care-market-broken-expensive/671603/
https://www.theatlantic.com/ideas/archive/2022/10/us-child-care-market-broken-expensive/671603/
https://www.nyc.gov/assets/home/downloads/pdf/office-of-the-mayor/2022/Childcare-Plan.pdf
https://www.nyc.gov/assets/home/downloads/pdf/office-of-the-mayor/2022/Childcare-Plan.pdf
https://www.nyc.gov/office-of-the-mayor/news/105-23/mayor-adams-creation-first-ever-mayor-s-office-child-care-early-childhood
https://www.governor.ny.gov/news/governor-hochul-announces-plan-make-child-care-more-affordable-accessible-and-fair-new-york
https://www.governor.ny.gov/news/governor-hochul-announces-plan-make-child-care-more-affordable-accessible-and-fair-new-york
https://edc.nyc/sites/default/files/2023-02/New-NY-Action-Plan_Making_New_York_Work_for_Everyone.pdf
https://edc.nyc/sites/default/files/2023-02/New-NY-Action-Plan_Making_New_York_Work_for_Everyone.pdf


30 THE 5BORO INSTITUTE

The case for universal child care

New York should strive for a system that guarantees free or low cost child care for all families. 
There is a strong moral and economic case that child care should be a guaranteed right, just like public 
education. The impact on children, their parents, child care providers, and our economy would be profound.

The potential benefits of universal child care

On children: The degree of responsive 
caregiving that children receive as 
infants and toddlers positively affects the 
connections between neurons in the brain. 
There is evidence that universal programs 
are more likely to reach their high-need 
participants than targeted programs, 
meaning that children are potentially more 
likely to enroll and therefore stand to 
benefit. Indeed, research specifically on 
prekindergarten programs has shown that 
universal programs benefit low-income 
children’s learning and development more 
than targeted pre-K programs. There is 
evidence that diverse early childhood 
programs are good for everyone.

On parents: There is an immediate impact 
on parent employment when child care is 
available. A study of NYC’s 3-K program 
found that mothers in districts with greater 
3-K availability were more likely to be fully 
employed. Washington, D.C.’s universal 
preschool program for three- and four-
year olds has driven a 10 percentage point 
increase in maternal employment. And 
research from Europe has shown child 
care is even more powerful than policy 
levers like paid parental leave at increasing 
women’s labor force participation. This has 
tremendous long-term benefits for families’ 
economic survival and mobility. 

On providers: New York City’s rich fabric 
of community-based child care providers 
has been buoyed before by government 
intervention. Many of the providers fighting 
for survival now got their start under a 
federal World War II program to support 
mothers who had to enter the workforce, 
which later became a city-funded system 
of child care under Mayor Lindsay in the 
1970s. Legacy aside, child care providers 
– and especially home-based providers – 
are signs of a vibrant community economy. 
Most are small businesses owned and 
operated by women and people of color. 
Supporting them, and doing so in a 
meaningful way, benefits the very fabric of 
our city. With the guaranteed revenue and 
a more sustainable operating model that 
a well-funded universal child care system 
would bring, providers could afford to pay 
workers a living wage and make tangible 
investments in program quality. 

On our economy: The NYC Economic 
Development Corporation estimates the 
2022 economic impact of parents leaving 
the workforce or downshifting careers 
because of caregiving to be a $23 billion 
decrease in economic impact, a $5.9 billion 
decline in disposable income (and therefore, 
spending) and a $2.2 billion reduction 
in tax revenues. In a moment when the 
city and state are focused on economic 
recovery, flipping that equation could be 
transformative. The long-term gains are 
impressive, too, with studies that project at 
least an $8 return for every dollar spent on 
early care and education.

https://www.naeyc.org/sites/default/files/globally-shared/downloads/PDFs/resources/position-statements/PSLIC98.PDF
https://www.naeyc.org/sites/default/files/globally-shared/downloads/PDFs/resources/position-statements/PSLIC98.PDF
http://ideas4development.org/en/social-protection-universal-provision-is-more-effective-than-poverty-targeting/
https://earlylearningnation.com/2023/02/study-finds-preschool-programs-reserved-for-disadvantaged-children-not-as-effective-as-universal-programs-that-include-higher-income-families/
https://earlylearningnation.com/2023/02/study-finds-preschool-programs-reserved-for-disadvantaged-children-not-as-effective-as-universal-programs-that-include-higher-income-families/
https://tcf.org/content/report/strong-foundations-promoting-diverse-and-inclusive-preschool-settings/
https://tcf.org/content/report/strong-foundations-promoting-diverse-and-inclusive-preschool-settings/
https://tcf.org/content/report/strong-foundations-promoting-diverse-and-inclusive-preschool-settings/
https://www.robinhood.org/wp-content/themes/robinhood/images/poverty-tracker/pdfs/POVERTY_TRACKER_REPORT44.pdf
https://www.robinhood.org/wp-content/themes/robinhood/images/poverty-tracker/pdfs/POVERTY_TRACKER_REPORT44.pdf
https://www.robinhood.org/wp-content/themes/robinhood/images/poverty-tracker/pdfs/POVERTY_TRACKER_REPORT44.pdf
https://www.americanprogress.org/article/effects-universal-preschool-washington-d-c/
https://www.americanprogress.org/article/effects-universal-preschool-washington-d-c/
https://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2022-12-28/why-new-york-s-affordable-child-care-centers-are-closing?sref=BGQFqz7X
https://newyork.edtrust.org/wp-content/uploads/2023/02/Child-Care-Cost-Model-Handout.pdf
https://edc.nyc/sites/default/files/2023-03/Childcare-Toolkit.pdf
https://edc.nyc/sites/default/files/2023-03/Childcare-Toolkit.pdf
https://comptroller.nyc.gov/reports/nyc-under-three-a-plan-to-make-child-care-affordable-for-new-york-city-families/


31THE 5BORO INSTITUTE

Other places show us that a better system 
is possible. While no U.S. state or municipality 
has a fully universal child care program, a 
growing number have universal preschool 
programs for 3- and 4-year-olds and there 
is increasing attention to infant and toddler 
care. New Mexico passed a constitutional 
amendment guaranteeing families the right 
to early care and education and dedicating 
revenue permanently for it. Multnomah County, 
Oregon (home to Portland) recently passed 
new taxes to fund universal preschool which 
included care for infants and toddlers and 
increased wages for child care workers. 

Several countries in Western Europe have 
heavily subsidized or free child care. In 
Denmark, parents are guaranteed a child 
care spot and pay a maximum of 25 percent 
of their income (which is still much higher 
than most would recommend, but lower than 
the current reality for many New Yorkers). In 
Germany, parents pay tuition based on their 
income in some municipalities and receive free 
care in others, including in big cities like Berlin 
and Hamburg. In France, parents receive a 
tax credit of up to 85 percent of the cost of 
attending care before beginning free public 
preschool at age 2 or 3. Nordic states offer 
comprehensive public child care options and 
boast labor force participation rates for women 
that are 10-plus percentage points ahead of the 
U.S. Japan recently announced an expansion 
to its publicly-funded child care options as 
part of a broader strategy to make it easier for 
families to raise children given the country’s 
declining birth rate. 

Annual public spending per child on early childhood care
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https://nieer.org/the-state-of-preschool-yearbook-2022
https://nieer.org/the-state-of-preschool-yearbook-2022
https://earlylearningnation.com/2022/05/new-mexico-just-became-the-first-state-to-make-child-care-free-for-nearly-all-families/
https://static1.squarespace.com/static/5b75d96ccc8fedfce4d3c5a8/t/617ff47928e22858736a8a9d/1635775609635/2020+Multnomah+County+case+study.pdf
https://static1.squarespace.com/static/5b75d96ccc8fedfce4d3c5a8/t/617ff47928e22858736a8a9d/1635775609635/2020+Multnomah+County+case+study.pdf
https://www.nytimes.com/2021/10/06/upshot/child-care-biden.html
https://www.japantimes.co.jp/news/2023/12/25/japan/society/nurseries-open-to-all-families/
https://www.nytimes.com/2021/10/06/upshot/child-care-biden.html
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While there is a lot for the U.S. to learn from 
child care policy in other countries, it is worth 
noting that many of these countries with 
publicly funded child care also have more 
expansive paid-family leave frameworks. Paid-
family leave is one very effective strategy to 
dramatically lower the demand for formal infant 
child care. In Sweden, for example, few children 
enter formal child care prior to 18 months 
because of the generous parental leave policies 
in place nationwide. 

Closer to home, Canada is moving toward 
a $10 daily cap in family fees for child care 
programs. The government will heavily 
subsidize the cost of care for families 
nationwide and is spurring the development 
of 250,000 additional child care slots by 
2026 to ensure there is sufficient supply to 
meet growing demand. In the first year of 
implementation, child care fees have already 
been cut in half on average. 

Canada’s plan is modeled on a program 
previously in place in Quebec, which has 
capped the cost of child care for over 20 years 
(see sidebar, “Universal child care in Quebec). 
While the program is not perfect, Quebec has 
the highest maternal workforce participation of 
any Canadian province. British Columbia rolled 
out a similar program in 2018.

In France, parents receive a 
tax credit of up to 85% of the 
cost of attending care before 
beginning free public preschool 
at age 2 or 3. 
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https://www.oecd.org/education/school/37423778.pdf
https://www.nytimes.com/2023/06/26/world/canada/canada-child-care-fees.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2023/06/26/world/canada/canada-child-care-fees.html
https://hechingerreport.org/inside-canadas-50-year-fight-for-national-child-care/
https://hechingerreport.org/inside-canadas-50-year-fight-for-national-child-care/
https://www.theglobeandmail.com/canada/article-canadas-child-care-program-has-slashed-daycare-fees-in-half-on-average/?utm_medium=Referrer:+Social+Network+/+Media&utm_campaign=Shared+Web+Article+Links
https://www.theglobeandmail.com/canada/article-canadas-child-care-program-has-slashed-daycare-fees-in-half-on-average/?utm_medium=Referrer:+Social+Network+/+Media&utm_campaign=Shared+Web+Article+Links
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Universal child care in Quebec 
Quebec first introduced low-fee, universal child 
care in 1996 – making it an outlier at the time 
that has since inspired other public programs 
around the world. The program’s intent was 
to cap child care fees for all children in the 
province at C$5 per day, which have since 
increased to a maximum of C$10. All children 
were immediately eligible, regardless of their 
family’s income or their parents’ work status. 
Following the introduction of the program, the 
use of regulated child care increased among 
families of all income levels. 

The program operates with a mix of publicly-
funded centers and private programs in centers 
and home-based settings. As of 2018, about 
a third of participating children were in one 
of the publicly-funded programs. These sites 
are subject to much more oversight from the 
provincial government. Part of the reason 
for the hybrid approach is that there are not 
enough slots in publicly-funded centers to fully 
cover needs. Since the launch of Quebec’s child 
care program, the number of private child care 
slots has grown by 3,000 percent, whereas the 
number of public slots has increased at a much 
slower rate. 

The program was designed to help parents 
remain in the workforce, and it has had its 
intended effect: Quebec has the highest rate 
of women aged 26 to 44 in the workforce 
in the world. The incremental income taxes 
generated by the larger number of working 
parents in the province more than covers the full 
government cost of the program. 

Quebec’s child care policy exists as part of a 
broader set of policies that support families with 
young children; parents are entitled to 55 weeks 
of paid leave, which also has the benefit of 
decreasing child care needs among residents. 

However, there have been some concerns 
about program quality, with disparate outcomes 
between the higher-quality publicly-funded 
centers and some private programs. This 
has led some researchers to conclude that 
the program actually makes kids worse off. 
Another way to interpret this data is not that the 
program does not work, but that it underscores 
the need to invest in staff wages and support 
for educators to boost quality and to support 
families in choosing high-quality options. We 
believe this is the lesson that New York and 
others could take – that it is important to 
invest in access to early care and education 
for all, and also necessary to put supports and 
guardrails in place to ensure it is implemented 
well. In more recent years, Quebec has invested 
heavily in recruitment, retention, and training for 
staff, with a C$295 million investment in a new 
program launched in 2021 called “Operation 
Workforce.”

As Canada rolls out its nationwide $10-a-day 
child care program, the plan is largely modeled 
on the Quebec approach, but with a dual focus 
on growing child care capacity and quality in a 
multi-year expansion to reach universal scale.
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https://www.vox.com/24002791/child-care-daycare-canada-parenting-children-policy
https://www.vox.com/24002791/child-care-daycare-canada-parenting-children-policy
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Source: Robin Hood, Child Care Now 2022 Voter Poll

NY voters favor an expansion in state investments in child care
Share of voters statewide by affiliation based on responses to a 2022 poll
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New York City conducted a brief, if 
unintentional, experiment into what a universal 
child care model could look like. During the 
early days of the COVID-19 pandemic, essential 
workers could access free child care with no 
income restrictions and minimal barriers to 
entry. This included free care for children under 
five, primarily provided by family child care 
homes and community-based centers. Through 
federal pandemic relief funds distributed as 
grants by the state, child care programs in the 
city were given extra funding to meet health 
and safety requirements, cash infusions for 
staff salaries and one-time bonuses, and more 
flexibility with otherwise stringent regulations. 
Families were able to more seamlessly access 
care, allowing parents to continue their work 
on the frontlines of the pandemic. Providers 
who received grant funding had more breathing 

room, financially, and were able to better 
manage through uncertainty. The COVID-19 
pandemic laid bare how critical child care is to 
families’ survival and parents’ ability to work 
and revealed tremendous inequities facing child 
care workers. At the same time, the pandemic 
also showed us what is possible when the 
government drives more money into the child 
care system.

Universal child care has growing 
political support. A majority of New Yorkers 
across political parties support expanding 
government-funded child care, with support for 
subsidizing care for a greater share of families, 
capping the portion of income that New 
Yorkers spend on child care, and increasing 
wages for child care workers. 

http://Robin Hood, Child Care Now 2022 Voter Poll 
https://www.dccnyinc.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/06/Reopening-Child-Care-Report.Final_.pdf
https://www.dccnyinc.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/06/Reopening-Child-Care-Report.Final_.pdf
https://www.dccnyinc.org/wp-content/uploads/2022/01/Caring-During-a-Crisis-January-2022.pdf
https://www.dccnyinc.org/wp-content/uploads/2022/01/Caring-During-a-Crisis-January-2022.pdf
https://www.robinhood.org/child-care-now-by-more-than-two-to-one-margin-new-poll-shows-overwhelming-support-for-expanding-child-care-through-state-budget/
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Grassroots advocates have helped to drive 
attention to the issue, with coalitions like the 
Campaign for Children, a local coalition that has 
helped drive investments and systems change 
since 2011, and the Empire State Campaign 
for Child Care, which is bringing together 
stakeholders from across the state around a 
cohesive policy agenda to expand child care 
access and support providers. Providers have 
organized with groups like ECE on the Move, 
which has brought over 600 home-based 
providers together to advocate for policy 
change. The newly-formed campaign New 
Yorkers United for Child Care aims specifically 
to organize parents and would-be parents to 
fight for universal child care.

Legislators at both the city and state level4 
have been pushing for a more universal 
system of care, though the introduced bills 
have yet to pass:

• State Senator Jabari Brisport and Assembly 
Member Andrew Hevesi conducted a 
statewide listening tour in 2021 with 
families and child care providers to hear 
more about the challenges in the child care 
system. Based on what they heard, they 
introduced S7595, the Universal Childcare 
Act, which would remove means-testing 
from publicly-provided care and shift to 
new compensation structures for child care 
providers. 

• Also in 2021, State Senator Jessica 
Ramos and Assembly Member Sarah Clark 
introduced the Early Learning Child Care 
Act, which proposed a payroll tax for the 
largest businesses in New York to expand 
free child care to families earning $106,000 
and provide a subsidy to cap child care 
expenses at seven percent of a family’s 
income for those earning up to $250,000. 
While this would not create a fully universal 
child care program, this bill would reach the 
vast majority – 93 percent – of New Yorkers. 

4 See appendix for a comprehensive list of bills related to child care introduced and passed at the city and state level over the past two years

• More recently, City Councilmember Jennifer 
Gutierrez introduced a proposed bill in 
2023 that would require the city to improve 
and expand child care access in the city, 
establishing free child care for all New 
York City residents within four years of 
the bill passing. The bill is expected to be 
reintroduced in the 2024 session. 

The state’s Child Care Availability Task Force 
was convened in 2018 to examine child 
care access, affordability, and quality in the 
state with then-Lieutenant Governor Kathy 
Hochul serving as one of its co-chairs. The 
group published a report in 2021 with its 
final recommendations. The governor signed 
legislation in 2022 to reconvene the task 
force with a mandate to “advise the state in 
developing a framework leading to a phased-in 
rollout of universal child care.”

Universal child care will require significant 
investments, but the cost to our city if we 
do nothing is much (much) higher. A study 
commissioned by the coalition Raising New 
York estimated a total cost of up to $20 billion 
to provide care for every child under five in New 
York State and to pay all child care workers 
a living wage. (About 40 percent of children 
under five in the state live in New York City, 
which would put the cost of universal care for 
just children in the city at nearly half that total 
figure.) The number is high, but comes with 
some caveats: It does not represent a fully new 
investment; currently, the state spends about 
$3.4 billion in state and federal resources on 
care for children under five, excluding COVID-
era relief funding and local investments. The 
$20 billion cost estimate assumes 80 percent 
of all families would take advantage of publicly-
funded care, a fairly high figure; for reference, 
just under 80 percent of children in grades K-12 
attend public school in New York State. 

https://campaignforchildrennyc.com/
https://www.empirestatechildcare.org/
https://www.empirestatechildcare.org/
https://eceonthemove.org/
https://www.united4childcare.org/
https://www.united4childcare.org/
https://www.nysenate.gov/calendar/events/jabari-brisport/september-29-2021/child-care-listening-tour
https://www.nysenate.gov/calendar/events/jabari-brisport/september-29-2021/child-care-listening-tour
https://www.nysenate.gov/legislation/bills/2021/S7595
https://www.nysenate.gov/legislation/bills/2021/S7595
https://www.nysenate.gov/newsroom/press-releases/2021/jessica-ramos/senator-ramos-and-assembly-member-clark-introduce-bill
https://www.nysenate.gov/newsroom/press-releases/2021/jessica-ramos/senator-ramos-and-assembly-member-clark-introduce-bill
https://legistar.council.nyc.gov/LegislationDetail.aspx?ID=6047887&GUID=C1921E9F-10BE-49BE-8534-62D559E78DFD
https://ocfs.ny.gov/programs/childcare/availability/
https://ocfs.ny.gov/reports/childcare/Child-Care-Availability-Task-Force-Report.pdf
https://newyork.edtrust.org/wp-content/uploads/2023/02/Child-Care-Cost-Model-Handout.pdf
https://www.ffyf.org/wp-content/uploads/2023/09/FFYF_NewYork_2023.pdf
https://www.ffyf.org/wp-content/uploads/2023/09/FFYF_NewYork_2023.pdf
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Still, investing as much as another $17 billion 
represents a massive figure, but it is a cost 
the city is already bearing – recall the NYC 
Economic Development Corporation’s estimate 
of a $23 billion annual decrease in economic 
impact to the city because families cannot 
access affordable child care, suggesting that 
universal child care could essentially pay for 
itself with the increase in economic activity. 
Failing to invest in child care will stifle the city’s 
economic recovery and our future development.

There are many strategies the city and state 
could consider to fund a more expansive child 
care program. To raise funds for children’s 
initiatives, other places in the country have 
introduced new taxes on products like 
cannabis, liquid nicotine, and sugary beverages. 
Many states have long used tobacco and lottery 
sales to fund early childhood education. Some 
have implemented new, targeted business, 
property or income taxes, or dedicated portions 
of state or local sales tax to early care and 
education. 

New York’s scale would likely require a multi-
pronged approach to raising sufficient revenue 
for an expanded child care program. For 
example, the New York City Independent 
Budget Office estimated in 2018 that a tax on 
sugar-sweetened beverages could raise $288 

million for the city annually. While this could 
make a dent in child care funding, it would need 
to be implemented in conjunction with broader 
revenue-raising measures. 

New York City leaders should not shy away 
from the cost estimates for universal child care. 
The potential return on investment to the city 
and its business community – not to mention 
to its families, both those here now and those 
who may more proactively choose to raise 
their children here with the added support – is 
worth the upfront expense. We need to be 
bold — anything short of universal care is likely 
still a band-aid, because it will not take aim at 
the structural flaws of the child care market.

A policy roadmap to build a 
stronger child care system for 
our city

While we build toward a better future, 
we need to address critical challenges in 
the infrastructure we have today. At the 
start of Mayor Adams’ term, there was real 
momentum around child care innovation with 
the publication of the child care blueprint, the 
subsequent establishment of the Office of Child 
Care, the prominent mentions of child care in 
the Plan for a New New York, and a significant 
investment from the Robin Hood Foundation. 
The city and state have made new investments 
over the past two years to expand eligibility to 
publicly-funded child care and make it easier 
to access and to incentivize new child care 
supply creation. However, these investments 
have been overshadowed by reports of city-
contracted providers going unpaid and closing 
their doors, families being unable to find care 
that meets their needs, and cuts in funding for 
the city’s popular preschool program. 

A study commissioned by the 
coalition Raising New York 
estimated a total cost of $20 
billion to provide care for every 
child under five in New York 
State and to compensate 
child care workers fairly. 

https://edc.nyc/sites/default/files/2023-03/Childcare-Toolkit.pdf
https://edc.nyc/sites/default/files/2023-03/Childcare-Toolkit.pdf
https://earlysuccess.org/anchorage-care-for-kids-marijuana-tax/
https://www.cpr.org/2023/10/17/vg-2023-colorado-proposition-ii-tobacco-taxes/
https://spp.umd.edu/sites/default/files/2019-07/Taxing Sugary Beverages.pdf
https://static1.squarespace.com/static/5b75d96ccc8fedfce4d3c5a8/t/609d6bd632bdfc6bf78c5bb0/1620929496155/LPIC%2BFinal%2Bpaper.pdf
https://static1.squarespace.com/static/5b75d96ccc8fedfce4d3c5a8/t/609d6bd632bdfc6bf78c5bb0/1620929496155/LPIC%2BFinal%2Bpaper.pdf
https://static1.squarespace.com/static/5b75d96ccc8fedfce4d3c5a8/t/654a47a1eebbef057d65322b/1699366819070/New+Orleans+case+study_FINAL.pdf
https://static1.squarespace.com/static/5b75d96ccc8fedfce4d3c5a8/t/617ff47928e22858736a8a9d/1635775609635/2020+Multnomah+County+case+study.pdf
https://static1.squarespace.com/static/5b75d96ccc8fedfce4d3c5a8/t/6180086af632375b9eb1a6e1/1635780714951/2020+San+Antonio+case+study.pdf
https://ibo.nyc.ny.us/cgi-park3/2018/12/28/revenue-options-broadening-the-tax-on-sales-and-services/
https://newyork.edtrust.org/wp-content/uploads/2023/02/Child-Care-Cost-Model-Handout.pdf
https://newyork.edtrust.org/wp-content/uploads/2023/02/Child-Care-Cost-Model-Handout.pdf
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Families, child care providers, and advocates are 
raising alarms that our current child care system 
is on the brink of collapse. While the city can – 
and should – aim for big and bold policies, the 
city also needs to take critical action to shore up 
its existing early care and education services. 
Bureaucratic complexity and operational 
challenges are hurting providers and families, and 
public funds are going unspent. The safety net 
we have in place is already limited. Our leaders 
must do everything they can to strengthen it. If 
we neglect the child care infrastructure we have 
now, it will drive more providers to closure and 
push more child care workers out of the industry, 
making it even harder to ultimately expand 
capacity to meet the full need that our city has. 

Moving toward a future with universal child 
care will require us to think boldly about 
creating child care capacity, expanding 
and supporting the workforce, and helping 
families find care that meets their needs. 
Our city leaders and private sector partners 
need to dream big and innovate. There is real 
opportunity to streamline access for families 
through simplified enrollment processes and 
increased outreach; to simplify the regulations 
that child care providers operate under and 
provide more help to these small businesses as 
they navigate the complexities; to invest in child 
care workers; to create more physical space 
for child care businesses through repurposing 
existing real estate, including underutilized public 
schools, and incentivizing new building and 
development; and to enlist employers as more 
proactive partners. Investments in early childhood 
educators and child care facilities are especially 
critical if our policy goal is to grow the city’s child 
care supply. 

In this paper, we present a set of ideas to 
save our child care system from collapse 
while fundamentally redesigning what it 
looks like for the future. This report includes a 
menu of policy ideas, organized thematically and 
with examples of promising practices from other 
cities around the country and world. In the first 
policy ideas chapter, we will detail the issues that 
the city must address to more immediately shore 
up its existing early care and education services. In 
sections two through seven, we will explore ideas 
that could make care more accessible for families 
and strengthen our city’s child care infrastructure 
as we shift toward a universal care model.

Our ideas build on those previously put forward 
by elected officials; advocates like the Citizens’ 
Committee for Children, EdTrust-New York, the 
Raising New York coalition, and All Our Kin; child 
care providers and the groups that represent 
them, like the Day Care Council of New York, 
United Neighborhood Houses, and ECE on 
the Move; the labor community representing 
child care workers; community organizers; and 
critical partners in the sector like the Robin 
Hood Foundation. Child care providers and 
advocates have been fighting for a better system 
for decades. And Mayor Adam’s blueprint and 
the Plan for a New New York put forward many 
concrete ideas about how to support the sector. 
In identifying potential policies for the city to 
consider, we looked at all the ideas proposed 
by these groups, as well as emerging ideas and 
evidence from other cities, counties, and states. 
This paper provides a menu of options for policy 
leaders that we hope will lead to action and 
greater focus on solutions.
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Child Care
Policy Ideas

Bring employers into the conversation

Create more physical space for child care

Bolster the child care workforce

Make it easier for child care providers to do business

Expand and simplify access to free and low-cost care

Shore up the city’s existing child care infrastructure

Connect more families to care
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Shore up the 
city’s existing 
child care 
infrastructure
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New York City has a rich history 
of community-based child care 
providers, with some that count 
their roots in the settlement house 
movement of the late 19th century 
and are still operational today. At 
different moments in socio-political 
history, public funds have spurred 
growth in the sector. World War 
II brought new funding for “day 
nurseries” so women could join the 
workforce and the Head Start Act 
of 1965 sent federal funds directly 
into community centers. 

Welfare reform in the 1990s greatly shaped 
how child care funds would be deployed 
to support low-income families engaged in        
the workforce. The city has tinkered over 
time with its own approach to managing and 
supplementing all these funds. In 2012, the 
Bloomberg Administration created EarlyLearn, 
a program managed by the Administration for 
Children's Services (ACS) to bring together 
child care and Head Start-funded services for 
low-income children from birth to five into one 
set of contracts with child care providers. The 
city has also bolstered the supply of federally-
funded child care vouchers to make additional 
families eligible.  

Over the past decade, the city has invested 
significantly in building out care options for 
families under 5. Since Pre-K for All launched in 
2014, hundreds of thousands of families have 
benefited. In addition to launching new services 
like 3-K and Pre-K, the city also took steps to 
streamline management of the vast array of 
early childhood education programs. In 2019, 
the city shifted management of EarlyLearn from 
ACS to the Department of Education (DOE).  

This was intended to create a clearer 
continuum of care from children from birth 
through five and beyond. 

The de Blasio administration committed to 
expanding 3-K to serve all three-year-olds 
who wanted a seat, modeled on the Pre-K 
expansion for four-year-olds. However, 
one big difference is that pre-K is primarily 
funded by state revenue streams dedicated 
to preschool. From its launch, the majority 
of 3-K funding came from the city. The de 
Blasio administration had acknowledged 
that state and federal investment would be 
necessary to scale and sustain the program 
while continuing to grow the city’s investment. 
When pandemic-era federal relief dollars 
started flowing to the city in 2021, de Blasio 
hardened his commitment to universal 3-K and 
started to speed up the expansion. Particularly 
on the heels of COVID-19 school and child 
care closures, the response from families was 
widely positive. But the funding came with an 
expiration date and it put the incoming Adams 
Administration in a precarious position. The 
program expansion has since been halted, 
leaving many families who expected services 
unsure of what to anticipate.

In considering the future of the city’s 3-K 
program, there remains a challenging set of 
logic problems to square. The city says that 
more 3-K services are not necessarily needed 
because there are so many vacancies in 
existing programs, the result of poor planning 
in prior years. At the same time, many families 
that want services say they cannot access 
them near their home or workplace. Children 
with disabilities are still underserved. The slots 
with extended hours, which advocates say are 
the most needed for working families, have 
the highest vacancy rates. Evidence suggests 
this is because eligible families may be less 
likely to know about these options (see chapter 
2) and may struggle to navigate the complex 
processes to qualify (see chapter 3). 

https://www.ibo.nyc.ny.us/iboreports/a-system-in-flux-new-programs-administrative-changes-create-challenges-for-new-york-citys-traditional-subsidized-child-care-programs.html
https://www.politico.com/news/2022/07/12/the-citys-pre-k-expansion-is-heading-toward-a-fiscal-cliff-00044839
https://www.politico.com/news/2022/07/12/the-citys-pre-k-expansion-is-heading-toward-a-fiscal-cliff-00044839
https://www.nytimes.com/2022/09/22/nyregion/prekindergarten-adams-nyc-3k.html
https://www.newamerica.org/the-thread/why-saving-new-york-citys-universal-preschool-matters-for-the-country/
https://www.chalkbeat.org/newyork/2023/3/6/23628009/nyc-preschool-3k-universal-prek-seats-early-childhood/
https://www.chalkbeat.org/newyork/2023/3/6/23628009/nyc-preschool-3k-universal-prek-seats-early-childhood/
https://www.nytimes.com/2023/10/11/nyregion/nyc-3k-preschool-costs.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2023/10/11/nyregion/nyc-3k-preschool-costs.html
https://www.politico.com/news/2023/05/08/fewer-families-enrolled-in-extended-day-3k-pre-k-programs-analysis-00095585
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The city is concerned, rightfully, about public 
spending at the moment with many fiscal 
pressures; the mayor is projecting painful 
budget cuts to come, on top of budget 
reductions that city agencies have already taken 
in the past two years. In the budget reductions 
he presented in November 2023, Mayor Adams 
eliminated another $120 million in funding for 
3-K and Pre-K. These cuts could further reduce 
the services available to families. At the same 
time, the city spent less than half of its child 
care allocation from the state in 2021 and 
2022, leaving hundreds of millions of dollars 
on the table because subsidized slots funded 
with child care dollars were empty. While the 
total funding available in recent years was 
temporarily elevated because of pandemic relief 
funding, possibly making it harder for the city to 
spend down all available resources, the trend in 
underspending predates the pandemic.

Source: NYS Office of Children and Family Services, Child Care Assistance Block Grant Spending By Federal Fiscal Year (FFY)

In the budget reductions he 
presented in November 2023, 
Mayor Adams eliminated 
another $120 million in 
funding for 3-K and Pre-K.
The mayor announced 
in January 2024 that an 
additional $50 million would 
be cut.

New York City's claims versus allocation of state child care funding
Child Care Assistance Block Grant, $ million

Funds claimed Total funds Total funds projection
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https://ocfs.ny.gov/programs/childcare/assets/docs/ccap/Child-Care-Assistance-Block-Grant-Spending.pdf
https://ocfs.ny.gov/programs/childcare/assets/docs/ccap/Child-Care-Assistance-Block-Grant-Spending.pdf
https://www.chalkbeat.org/newyork/2024/01/17/eric-adams-school-funding-cuts-less-than-expected/
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The city’s early care and education system is 
rife with bureaucratic complexity. Some of that 
is the result of state and federal policy and 
funding requirements, which grant roles to 
specific agencies and require specific programs 
to be managed separately. Some of it is an 
inevitability given New York City’s scale. Some 
of it is the result of the city’s own management 
choices. Bureaucracy in and of itself is not the 
problem. The problem is when bureaucratic 
challenges lead to negative effects on families 
and providers. 

One painful example that has played out over 
the past two years are the payment delays 
that early childhood education providers who 
contract with the city have faced. At one point, 
the city owed providers collectively more than 
$400M. Some providers are owed large-
enough sums of money that they have been 
forced to take out personal lines of credit. 
Others have sent direct appeals to families or 
been forced to close their doors. The Adams 
Administration has pointed to problematic 
policies and weak infrastructure they inherited 
from the prior administration. Others, including 
5BORO, have pointed to management issues 
and staff vacancies at DOE as the cause. The 
city must address the payment delays and as 
proposed below, develop processes that allow 
for more expeditious payment moving forward.

The city took some steps in late 2022, 
deploying “rapid response teams” on a short-
term basis to help providers submit approval-
ready invoices. The DOE changed policies 
to allow providers to submit multiple invoices 
for approval at once, whereas they previously 
had to wait to submit them sequentially. 
The administration has released limited data 
about the current state of affairs. Anecdotal 
information from providers suggests that 
payments continue to lag well beyond the 30-
day turnaround time that the administration 
committed to. Some say they are still owed 
payments from fiscal year 2022 more than 
halfway through fiscal year 2024.  

Another example, albeit one starting to show 
some signs of improvement, is the process 
for child care staff to receive background 
checks from the Department of Health and 
Mental Hygiene (DOHMH). Under federal law, 
any staff member who works in a licensed 
child care center or home must complete a 
Comprehensive Background Check every five 
years. If staff members change employers, 
they must complete the process again. The 
city’s health department manages this process 
for providers whether or not they do business 
with the city. Because of backlogs resulting 
largely from regulatory changes, staff were 
waiting months – some outliers even reported 
years – to get the necessary appointment to 
be approved. Employees cannot begin working 
while background checks are being processed, 
leaving them potentially without income. 
Some workers find other jobs before their 
federal background check clears because they 
cannot continue to wait, depleting an already 
decimated workforce. This in turn directly 
impacts families: staffing shortages can lead to 
facilities operating at less than full capacity.

DOHMH committed to reducing the time 
providers spend dealing with red tape by 
automating the processing system and hiring 
staff to deliver results sooner. Providers can 
now upload paperwork directly to an online 
portal, rather than submitting it to DOHMH 
via email; this should theoretically increase 
processing times and is also a safer way to 
transmit sensitive personal data. DOHMH has 
made emergency hires and pulled in help from 
other parts of the agency to help clear the 
clearance backlog. At a City Council hearing 
in October, DOHMH staff reported the wait 
time was an average of 36 days – a significant 
decrease from what it had been, but still longer 
than the 14 days that City Council members 
proposed should be standard. City Council 
members introduced several bills in 2023 to 
reform and potentially simplify the background 
check process, though none have yet 
advanced.

https://www.bloomberg.com/news/features/2023-05-15/eric-adams-starves-nyc-s-universal-pre-k-program?leadSource=uverify%20wall
https://www.bloomberg.com/news/features/2023-05-15/eric-adams-starves-nyc-s-universal-pre-k-program?leadSource=uverify%20wall
https://www.nytimes.com/2022/11/03/nyregion/child-care-funding-nyc.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2022/11/03/nyregion/child-care-funding-nyc.html
https://www.politico.com/newsletters/weekly-new-york-education/2022/11/07/early-childhood-division-workers-blast-doe-over-scrapped-positions-00065329%20(politico%20-%20permalink)
http://fiveboro.nyc/staffing
https://www.chalkbeat.org/newyork/2022/11/3/23439676/payment-delay-child-care-preschool-nyc/
https://gothamist.com/news/nyc-childcare-centers-still-face-payment-delays-after-education-department-pledged-quick-fix
https://www.amny.com/education/nyc-early-childhood-care-providers-delayed-payments/
https://www.amny.com/education/nyc-early-childhood-care-providers-delayed-payments/
https://www.nyc.gov/site/doh/business/permits-and-licenses/child-care-center-based.page
https://ny.chalkbeat.org/2020/1/21/21121780/background-check-backlog-leaves-nyc-students-without-after-care-special-education-teachers
https://www.idahoaeyc.org/blog/boise-explores-changes-childcare-worker-licensing-relieve-worker-shortage
https://www.idahoaeyc.org/blog/boise-explores-changes-childcare-worker-licensing-relieve-worker-shortage
https://www.nysenate.gov/sites/default/files/childcaretourreport.pdf
https://www.nyc.gov/assets/home/downloads/pdf/office-of-the-mayor/2022/Childcare-Plan.pdf
https://www.nyc.gov/site/doh/business/permits-and-licenses/children-and-adolescents-childcare.page
https://www.nyc.gov/site/doh/business/permits-and-licenses/children-and-adolescents-childcare.page
https://ny.chalkbeat.org/2020/1/21/21121780/background-check-backlog-leaves-nyc-students-without-after-care-special-education-teachers
https://gothamist.com/news/nyc-has-a-backlog-of-140-incomplete-background-checks-of-day-care-workers
https://subscriber.politicopro.com/article/2023/09/council-bill-seeks-to-tighten-background-check-process-for-child-care-providers-00115866
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The city has vast unmet child care demand 
and leaders who want to dream big. We 
applaud this; we believe child care would 
benefit tremendously from innovation and 
new ideas. But we also believe the city has 
important work to do to stabilize its foundation 
before building something shiny and new. 
Otherwise, to extend the metaphor, the whole 
infrastructure risks collapsing.

       Potential solutions 

Many of the policy ideas we explore throughout 
this paper would benefit the existing child care 
system; we dedicate a full chapter to proposed 
solutions to make it easier for families to 
access care. There are, however, a few specific 
proposals that are necessary purely to stabilize 
the sector. 

Streamline governance. Today, there are a 
long list of city agencies that touch child care; 
the four with the most significant roles are ACS, 
DOE, DOHMH, and the Human Resources 
Administration (HRA). Mayor Adams established 
the Office of Child Care in 2022 to lead 
strategy and coordination within the city, foster 
innovation and partnerships, and communicate 
with the public. He brought in a veteran from 
the child care sector to lead the work, though 
she departed after less than a year in the role 
and no replacement appointment has been 
announced. The office has been thinly staffed 
since its inception and the specifics of its 
mandate are not clear. Each of the agencies 

involved in the provision of early care and 
education has different priorities and often 
operate without clear evidence of coordination. 
There is limited accountability for the city to be 
responsive to families and providers.

To address these challenges, there are multiple 
ways the city could approach governance 
for child care. The Office of Child Care could 
be more fully empowered, given clearer 
authority over agency activities and more direct 
operational oversight. Services could be further 
consolidated under one of the city agencies 
with an existing role in the space. The city 
could create a wholly new agency focused 
on all issues related to children from birth to 
five, including child care, and shift the relevant 
programs there. 

There are examples of each approach from 
across the country. San Francisco’s Department 
of Early Learning, a relatively new city agency, 
resulted from the merger of two departments 
that each managed portions of the city’s early 
care and education program; leaders believe 
the new agency will have increased capacity 
and funding and a more holistic perspective. 
Seattle’s Department of Education and Early 
Learning oversees all early care and education 
services, services for children in Seattle’s public 
schools, and postsecondary programming. 
Boston recently established an Office of Child 
Care reporting to its mayor with the explicit goal 
of streamlining access for families. 

Of course, models at work in other cities 
may not apply perfectly to New York’s 
circumstances. The scale and management 
structure of New York’s K-12 education system 
is unique. The way that certain funds flow 
from the state to the city prescribes specific 
roles for each agency, at least under current 
legislation. In the long term, particularly if the 
city takes a more ambitious approach to early 
care and education, the city could benefit from 
a dedicated department focused on managing 
and providing these services to families. Putting 

Dept. of Health and Mental 
Hygiene staff reported that the 
wait time for child care worker 
background checks was now 
an average of 36 days.

https://www.nyc.gov/office-of-the-mayor/news/105-23/mayor-adams-creation-first-ever-mayor-s-office-child-care-early-childhood#:~:text=The%20new%20office%20will%20be,affordable%20early%20education%20and%20care.
https://www.nyc.gov/office-of-the-mayor/news/105-23/mayor-adams-creation-first-ever-mayor-s-office-child-care-early-childhood#:~:text=The%20new%20office%20will%20be,affordable%20early%20education%20and%20care.
https://sfdec.org/
https://sfdec.org/
https://www.seattle.gov/education/about-deel
https://www.seattle.gov/education/about-deel
https://www.bostonglobe.com/2022/02/23/metro/wu-announces-new-office-early-childhood-aimed-streamlining-child-care-process/
https://www.bostonglobe.com/2022/02/23/metro/wu-announces-new-office-early-childhood-aimed-streamlining-child-care-process/
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all of the relevant functions into one agency 
would create a more unified policy approach, 
create clearer accountability for implementation 
and management, and simplify access for 
families and providers. In the meantime, the city 
needs to commit to a comprehensive vision for 
a system of care for children and empower its 
Office of Child Care to lead the charge toward a 
better and more well-organized future.

Prioritize staffing vacancies in the critical 
functions that support child care. We 
already know that the city’s staffing crisis 
has had ramifications for its most vulnerable 
residents. There are multiple staff functions 
supporting child care that deserve attention, 
including personnel at the DOE who oversee 
payments and child care eligibility processing, 
at DOHMH who oversee background checks 
and permitting/licensing, at HRA who process 
child care benefits to families who receive cash 
assistance, and at ACS who process child care 
vouchers and support families in protective 
and preventive care. Many of these teams 
are among the most understaffed functions 
in the city currently; 2022 data from the state 
comptroller shows a 35 percent vacancy rate 
in positions on the early childhood programs 
budget line at the DOE. 

Our staffing report issued in 2023 includes 
detailed recommendations for how the city and 
specific agencies can more expeditiously fill 
these roles.

Implement process improvements and 
automation for provider payments. The 
city’s current payment process for providers 
that contract with the DOE requires providers 
to submit monthly invoices that the DOE 
reconciles based on actual expenses. This 
can be a tedious process with multiple rounds 
of back-and-forth between providers and 
agency staff. Providers’ payments are further 
complicated by the fact that a portion of the 
provider contract is guaranteed and a portion 
is contingent upon enrollment. This is meant to 
minimize waste and to incentivize enrollment, 
but it has unintended consequences; the 
complexity increases the friction in the process 
and makes the process much more labor 
intensive. These process challenges are 
compounded by staff vacancies; providers 
anecdotally report long waits to have their 
documents approved by DOE staff. 

Consistent with the broader commitment 
that the city has made to make it easier 
for nonprofits working with the city to get 
paid on-time, the DOE should take steps to 
automate the process for provider payments. 
More automated approvals could be possible 
particularly because the vast majority of 
providers’ expenditures go toward personnel 
and rent, fixed costs that require frequent cash 
outlays. The process to reconcile enrollments 
and therefore determine payments is part of 
what administration officials have said cause 
delays. This is a technical problem that the city 
should bring in outside experts to help solve if 
needed. 

2022 data from the state 
comptroller shows a 35% 
vacancy rate in positions on 
the early childhood programs 
budget line at the DOE.

http://fiveboro.nyc/staffing
http://fiveboro.nyc/staffing
http://fiveboro.nyc/staffing
https://www.osc.ny.gov/files/reports/osdc/pdf/report-13-2023.pdf
https://fiveboro.nyc/staffing/
https://comptroller.nyc.gov/newsroom/nyc-mayor-eric-adams-and-comptroller-brad-lander-release-five-key-actions-for-a-better-contract-for-new-york/
https://comptroller.nyc.gov/newsroom/nyc-mayor-eric-adams-and-comptroller-brad-lander-release-five-key-actions-for-a-better-contract-for-new-york/
https://www.osc.ny.gov/files/reports/osdc/pdf/report-13-2023.pdf
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Expand the bridge loan program as an 
emergency stop-gap. The city has historically 
maintained an emergency interest-free loan 
fund for nonprofits that contract with the 
city to ensure that in the event of payment 
delays, organizations can still meet payroll, 
rent, and other cash-flow obligations. The 
Fund for the City of New York has served as 
the administrator of this loan program. The 
city could consider steps to ensure a healthy 
balance for the loan program. While not a 
long-term fix, a robust loan program can 
help providers avoid taking on personal debt 
with high interest rates while waiting for city 
payments. Faster contract registration, which 
the Mayor’s Office and Comptroller’s Office have 
named as a shared priority, could also mitigate 
some of the need for bridge loans.

Create meaningful opportunities for child 
care providers to engage in policy-making 
discussions and decisions. There need to 
be ongoing, robust, two-way communications 
channels between policymakers and child 
care providers to ensure that the decisions 
made at City Hall and in city agencies reflect 
the operational realities for those providing 
care in our city. To avoid major challenges like 
what the city has experienced with payments, 
city leaders need formal structures to hear 
from providers about the issues they are 
facing. Formalized advisory groups, listening 
sessions, and other feedback mechanisms 
can forge stronger ties between the sector and 
policymakers and alleviate some of the city’s 
current challenges. 

Increase transparency into public spending 
and operations. When Mayor Adams launched 
his child care blueprint, his administration 
created new metrics within the Mayor’s 
Management Report to track progress against 
the newly-announced initiatives. This kind of 
transparency creates buy-in with the public and 
a sense of accountability for the city government 
to deliver. However, much of the city’s data on 
early childhood programs remains opaque. 
There is no information in the city’s open data 
portal on the early childhood workforce, the 
capacity of city-contracted child care sites, or 
the funding going to these programs. The city 
should take steps to add early childhood data 
into the city’s open data portal, including data 
from the DOE, to create more transparency with 
the public. This kind of visibility can help build 
public confidence in and support for the work 
that the administration is doing. 
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https://comptroller.nyc.gov/newsroom/nyc-mayor-eric-adams-and-comptroller-brad-lander-release-five-key-actions-for-a-better-contract-for-new-york/
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Despite high need, utilization of care 
options funded by the city are down. 
In 2022, 3-K and pre-K enrollment 
relative to capacity stood at 78 
percent and 77 percent, respectively, 
a drop from pre-pandemic levels. 
Extended-day 3-K slots in particular 
are not filling, despite the need for 
care beyond the school day; just 52 
percent were filled as of May 2023. 

Perhaps most puzzling, the city’s contracted 
slots for infants and toddlers were only 36 
percent enrolled in 2022 – a major drop from 
61 percent just a few years prior. New York 
City’s subsidy system, including vouchers and 
contracted care, reached 22,750 infants and 
toddlers in 2019 – just eight percent of all likely-
eligible infants and 29 percent of all likely-eligible 
toddlers. Since 2019, the number has declined 
to less than 14,000.

Research and policy experts suggest a few 
different reasons why publicly-funded programs 
go unfilled and families go without care, even 
when there should be a match. 

First, low-income families who may be eligible 
for free or subsidized child care are often 
unaware that this option exists or how to 
access it. In a survey of New York City families, 
25 percent of parents receiving other income-
based benefits (SNAP, WIC, etc.) did not know 
about subsidized child care. By contrast to the 
child care numbers, SNAP enrolls 89 percent of 
eligible New York families.

The process to enroll in subsidized care can 
be confusing. There are multiple city agencies 
involved: vouchers are administered by ACS 
and HRA, with different families directed to 
each agency depending on circumstances, 
and contracted care is administered by DOE. 
Families must provide detailed personal and 
financial information to qualify. (We will explore 
this issue in more detail in a later chapter.)

Even for families who are aware they are eligible 
and who know how to apply, they may be 
nervous to enroll their children in available care 
options. In their listening tour with families, the 
Citizens’ Committee for Children observed a 
few notable trends. Parents reported feeling 
more comfortable enrolling their child in care 
when the referral for a program comes from 
someone in their network and community. 
Families may be wary of engagement from the 
government, particularly if they have a negative 
history with public services or have concerns 
about their immigration status. Parents also 
reported feeling concerned about health and 
safety in child care programs, especially in the 
wake of COVID-19; more information about 
protocols to keep children safe might help them 
feel more comfortable.

Lastly, there is no single place where families 
can obtain real-time information about all their 
child care options, including licensed programs 
that are not affiliated with the city. There is also 
no single place where an individual (or even a 
researcher!) can compare prices on child care. 
The lack of a centralized infrastructure puts 
increased pressure on child care providers to 
market their services, which requires a skillset 
that many small businesses may not have in-
house and which takes away from critical time 
spent with children. 

When the city launched Pre-K for All, there was 
a massive investment made in family outreach. 
This included widespread marketing, direct 
engagement with families, and focused efforts 
to reach the city’s most vulnerable families. 
The impact from these efforts was clear in the 
enrollment numbers. However, that investment 

In a survey of New York City 
families, 25% of parents 
receiving other income-based 
benefits (SNAP, WIC, etc.) did 
not know about subsidized 
child care. 

https://s3.amazonaws.com/media.cccnewyork.org/2023/04/CCC-2023-The-Youngest-New-Yorkers-Full-Publication.pdf
https://s3.amazonaws.com/media.cccnewyork.org/2023/04/CCC-2023-The-Youngest-New-Yorkers-Full-Publication.pdf
https://www.politico.com/news/2023/05/08/fewer-families-enrolled-in-extended-day-3k-pre-k-programs-analysis-00095585
https://www.politico.com/news/2023/05/08/fewer-families-enrolled-in-extended-day-3k-pre-k-programs-analysis-00095585
https://s3.amazonaws.com/media.cccnewyork.org/2023/04/CCC-2023-The-Youngest-New-Yorkers-Full-Publication.pdf
https://s3.amazonaws.com/media.cccnewyork.org/2023/04/CCC-2023-The-Youngest-New-Yorkers-Full-Publication.pdf
https://s3.amazonaws.com/media.cccnewyork.org/2023/04/CCC-2023-The-Youngest-New-Yorkers-Full-Publication.pdf
https://s3.amazonaws.com/media.cccnewyork.org/2023/04/CCC-2023-The-Youngest-New-Yorkers-Full-Publication.pdf
https://s3.amazonaws.com/media.cccnewyork.org/2023/04/CCC-2023-The-Youngest-New-Yorkers-Full-Publication.pdf
https://s3.amazonaws.com/media.cccnewyork.org/2023/04/CCC-2023-The-Youngest-New-Yorkers-Full-Publication.pdf
https://thechildrensagenda.org/wp-content/uploads/2022/11/Categorical-Eligibility-Policy-Brief.pdf
https://thechildrensagenda.org/wp-content/uploads/2022/11/Categorical-Eligibility-Policy-Brief.pdf
https://s3.amazonaws.com/media.cccnewyork.org/2023/04/CCC-2023-The-Youngest-New-Yorkers-Full-Publication.pdf
https://s3.amazonaws.com/media.cccnewyork.org/2023/04/CCC-2023-The-Youngest-New-Yorkers-Full-Publication.pdf
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has been reduced over time. The city has 
never done the same kind of outreach for its 
contracted infant and toddler care options. 
Council members and child care providers have 
called on the City to expand its outreach efforts 
across all early child care initiatives. 

The city has taken other more recent steps 
though, with focused outreach to families in 
targeted communities to distribute child care 
vouchers. The number of children receiving 
a voucher grew by 230 percent from June 
2022 to September 2023. Moving forward, 
the city has committed to do more outreach in 
homeless shelters, specifically.

In 2022, the Mayor fulfilled a major policy 
promise and launched the MyCity portal, which 
allows an individual to see if they are eligible 
for child care assistance and apply for it in a 
centralized place. This effort is designed to 
streamline the complex bureaucratic process 
of applying for child care subsidies. MyCity 
allows people to answer a series of screening 
questions to determine whether they are eligible 
for child care assistance. The screening process 
also helps determine if MyCity is the appropriate 
place to apply for child care assistance and 
the type of assistance that may best meet 
the family’s needs. Eligible New Yorkers can 
then apply directly for child care vouchers and 
contracted care and track the progress of their 
application. MyCity is a good first step, but 
there are some challenges: it is only effective if 
New Yorkers know it is available, the focus on a 
digital platform may leave some families behind, 
there have been some technical glitches and it 
does not include all program options available 

to families. MyCity is completely separate from 
the city’s 3-K and Pre-K application; families 
that attempt to complete a MyCity application 
and are deemed ineligible are not redirected to 
other services that might be a fit for their needs. 
While MyCity is intended to streamline access 
for families, it may be inadvertently making it 
more complicated. 

For the city to make the case that we need to 
invest more in child care services, we need to 
first fill the capacity we already have available 
and make sure it reaches the New Yorkers who 
need it most.

       Potential solutions

Reinvigorate the city’s outreach campaign 
for early care and education services. The 
city’s previous 3-K and Pre-K campaigns and 
the more recent push to increase voucher 
uptake have all shown results. The city should 
continue to make targeted investments to drive 
up participation in its early care and education 
programs, focusing on the neighborhoods 
where data suggests families are not enrolling 
and providing families with information about all 
their options for care. This could include mass 
and targeted marketing, a media campaign, 
community partnerships, and direct on-the-
ground outreach.

The most effective way to do dedicated 
outreach is with a dedicated team. But, 
bolstering the city’s outreach efforts doesn’t 
necessarily have to mean expanding the 
number of city employees. There are existing 
teams and functions within the city government 
that could be better utilized to promote child 
care opportunities and help with application 
processes, like the Mayor’s Public Engagement 
Unit. There are models from other cities that 
could also be relevant either at scale or to 
target specific NYC neighborhoods. The city 
could give grants to community-based nonprofit 
organizations to run focused, time-bound 
outreach campaigns, as Chicago does. In 
Atlanta, the school district and a nonprofit work 

The number of children 
receiving a voucher grew by 
230% from June 2022 to 
September 2023.

https://www.nydailynews.com/2023/02/15/nyc-council-advocates-blame-adams-administration-for-lower-than-planned-3-k-numbers/
https://www.nydailynews.com/new-york/education/ny-nyc-families-lack-awareness-of-subsidized-child-care-programs-20230323-tros4dj4dzglfcnh2kfbexhrem-story.html
https://www.nydailynews.com/new-york/education/ny-nyc-families-lack-awareness-of-subsidized-child-care-programs-20230323-tros4dj4dzglfcnh2kfbexhrem-story.html
https://subscriber.politicopro.com/article/2023/09/city-officials-insist-progress-in-boosting-new-yorkers-access-to-child-care-00117383
https://mycity.nyc.gov/s/apply?language=en_US&LanguageCode=en_US
https://mycity.nyc.gov/s/screening-flow?language=en_US&LanguageCode=en_US
https://mycity.nyc.gov/s/apply?language=en_US&LanguageCode=en_US
https://www.newamerica.org/new-practice-lab/briefs/family-outreach-for-early-education-enrollment/
https://subscriber.politicopro.com/article/2023/09/city-officials-insist-progress-in-boosting-new-yorkers-access-to-child-care-00117383
https://subscriber.politicopro.com/article/2023/09/city-officials-insist-progress-in-boosting-new-yorkers-access-to-child-care-00117383
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together to recruit community members who 
can serve as trusted voices to their neighbors. 
These early childhood ambassadors, as they 
are known, are trained and paid a stipend to 
promote pre-K in their communities.

However the city chooses to approach 
outreach, it should specifically focus on the 
most vulnerable and hard-to-reach populations 
and invest in targeted supports to help them 
access services. Families who are living in 
shelter, who speak a language other than 
English, and whose children have disabilities 
or other complex needs are just some of those 
who may need more help navigating the city’s 
application processes. Simply putting up more 
advertisements will not reach the families who 
need individualized attention and assistance. 

Create a text list to allow the city to 
communicate with parents and guardians 
of young children. The city could sign every 
parent up at birth for ongoing text-based 
communications about available services. The 
texts would be automated to encourage signup 
for child care assistance through the new online 
MyCity portal after the birth of a baby – with a 
concise overview of the benefits available and 
a link to the MyCity child care page. This would 
initially increase awareness about the availability 
of child care vouchers and subsidies and allow 
the City to continue to share information with 
families related to child care, infant and toddler 
health, and later, pre-kindergarten programs, 
through ongoing text messages.

The vast majority of NYC babies are born in a 
hospital, making it an ideal setting to register 
families and guardians for a City-run text 
message platform. Ideally, information regarding 
the text message platform would be introduced 
after the birth of a child, when a family is 
preparing to leave the hospital. The required 
postpartum discharge could be expanded so 
that it includes an opportunity for families to 
sign-up for the City’s text message platform. 
It could then be reiterated at the 6-week 
postpartum check-up.

Text messages are a non-invasive, highly 
accessible, cost-effective form of outreach. 
Research has shown that, while there is a 
persistent digital divide, smartphones continue 
to be highly prevalent among people with a 
range of incomes and are heavily relied upon 
by those with lower incomes. According to a 
2015 survey of NYC, almost 100 percent of 
respondents reported having a cell phone. 
Unlike apps or other forms of communication, 
text messages require the least of the recipient. 
They can also concisely convey information and 
have been shown across studies to influence 
behavior. They have open rates as high as 
98 percent and can be delivered quickly and 
immediately on a pre-scheduled timeframe. 

In New Orleans, a study showed that applicants 
for benefits eligibility were often derailed at 
the point of providing documentation. Text 
messages encouraging benefits application 
completion produced statistically significant 
results. State pilots have also had success 
targeting populations to sign up for government 
assistance. In years past, information about 
prenatal health was disseminated to mothers 
and caregivers via text based-services run by 
New York State and New York City and improved 
a sense of confidence and competence in child 
care amongst those surveyed.

Publish and maintain a user-friendly 
directory of all child care programs in the 
city. The City Council passed a bill in 2022 that 
would require the city to create a directory of 
child care programs in the city – Introduction 
485-A, sponsored by Council Member Julie 
Menin. The city should move forward in 
implementing this proposal and should take 
care to ensure that any directory includes all 
types of child care offerings in the city and is 
accessible on mobile devices and in multiple 
languages. To be truly useful to families, this 
directory should include more than just the 
basic health department information about 
a child care program; it would ideally include 
information on hours of service, cost, and how 
to get information about potential availability. 

https://regs.health.ny.gov/content/section-40521-perinatal-services
https://www.washingtonpost.com/lifestyle/2020/07/14/many-new-moms-are-cleared-six-weeks-after-birth-postpartum-period-isnt-over/
https://www.washingtonpost.com/lifestyle/2020/07/14/many-new-moms-are-cleared-six-weeks-after-birth-postpartum-period-isnt-over/
https://www.nyc.gov/assets/dca/MobileServicesStudy/Research-Brief.pdf
https://comptroller.nyc.gov/wp-content/uploads/documents/Census_and_The_City_Overcoming_NYC_Digital_Divide_Census.pdf
https://www.nyc.gov/assets/dca/MobileServicesStudy/Research-Brief.pdf
https://www.thriveagency.uk/insights/why-text-messaging-still-has-the-edge-in-health-behaviour-change/
https://www.gartner.com/en/digital-markets/insights/the-future-of-sales-follow-ups-text-messages
https://www.brookings.edu/blog/brown-center-chalkboard/2019/04/16/can-text-messages-help-families-applying-for-early-childhood-education-programs/
https://www.brookings.edu/blog/brown-center-chalkboard/2019/04/16/can-text-messages-help-families-applying-for-early-childhood-education-programs/
https://www.cbpp.org/sites/default/files/6-10-21fa.pdf
https://www.health.ny.gov/press/releases/2013/2013-02-26_text_moms.htm
https://partners.text4baby.org/templates/beez_20/images/HMHB/fact_sheet.pdf
https://council.nyc.gov/press/2022/10/12/2283/
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Create a true ‘one-stop’ portal for families 
to access care. Beyond simply publishing a 
directory, the best next step would be a single 
portal that allows families to apply for care. 
Though MyCity represents a good step in this 
direction, it only includes some programs and 
is primarily useful to families that qualify for 
subsidized care. The City should take steps to 
better integrate MyCity with the DOE’s application 
for 3-K and pre-K. The portal should also include 
information about how to enroll with private child 
care providers, particularly for families that might 
not qualify for publicly-funded care.

Make it easier for families to enroll in 
care. For programs that contract with the DOE 
to provide 3-K and Pre-K services, families 
must complete a centralized application to 
receive placement at a school, child care 
center, or family child care home. This has 
several potential benefits. Families can rank 
multiple programs on a single application, 
rather than completing applications for multiple 
different programs. Families can complete the 
application in whatever manner best meets 
their needs – online, in person, or by phone – 
and with the help of translation services. The 
centralized system allows families to learn about 
many different programs in their area in one 
place, cutting down on the research they might 
otherwise need to do. This can also be a benefit 
to providers as information about their services 
is more widely shared. 

Families and providers have also experienced real 
drawbacks of the centralized approach. Families 
may try to enroll directly with their neighborhood 
provider and be deterred by the seemingly more 
involved process. Providers experience a loss of 
control; they must maintain full enrollment at their 
site – their pay depends upon it – but the process 
sits in the hands of the bureaucracy. 

Many advocates have called for changes to 
this process. The city should explore how 
it could implement a hybrid approach that 
maintains a centralized application, while 
opening up the ability for providers to do direct 
enrollment on site. 

Leverage existing partners, like the 
city’s Child Care Resource and Referral 
Networks and the DOE’s Family Welcome 
Centers, to do more. As part of federal 
child care law, New York State contracts with 
several organizations in each region to serve 
as what are known as Child Care Resource 
and Referral Networks (CCR&Rs). These 
organizations hold a contractual responsibility 
to support families in finding child care options 
in the city, in addition to other responsibilities 
they hold to support child care providers. The 
four contracted organizations in New York City 
– the Day Care Council of New York, the Child 
Development Support Corporation, the Chinese 
American Planning Council, and the Committee 
on Hispanic Children and Families – act as a 
consortium. Collectively their referral services 
helped over 5,000 families find child care in 
2021-22.

The CCR&Rs have access to vast information 
about child care providers in New York City; 
they maintain a database of publicly-funded 
and private programs and they have experience 
counseling families. Government leaders should 
better leverage the CCR&Rs as partners in 
engaging families about their options and 
helping them to enroll in care. 

The DOE maintains 14 physical centers around 
the city – Family Welcome Centers and Family 
Resource Centers –  to support families with 
enrollment and admissions for grades 3-K 
through 12. The DOE should ensure that 
every center has some personnel on-site who 
understand the child care subsidy application 
and can help families navigate its requirements. 
This could particularly benefit families who 
come in to enroll older children in public school 
and can simultaneously receive support to 
access care for their younger children.

https://www.campaignforchildrennyc.com/wp-content/uploads/2021/04/call-to-action-c4c-2021-platform.pdf
https://www.campaignforchildrennyc.com/wp-content/uploads/2021/04/call-to-action-c4c-2021-platform.pdf
https://nyccrr.org/impact-report-fy-21-22/
https://nyccrr.org/impact-report-fy-21-22/
https://www.schools.nyc.gov/enrollment/enrollment-help/family-welcome-centers
https://www.schools.nyc.gov/enrollment/enrollment-help/family-welcome-centers
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We know there is a critical child 
care need in the city, and yet, we 
have vacancies in our publicly 
funded system. As the Citizens’ 
Committee for Children noted 
based on analysis of enrollment 
data and family surveys, “open 
seats suggest families face barriers 
accessing programs, not low 
demand.” 

Many of the barriers that families face accessing 
subsidized care are challenges inherent to a 
means-tested system, rooted in long-standing 
policy, much of it federal, that limits care. 

Most public funding for child care comes 
with very limiting eligibility criteria. Particularly 
since welfare reform in the 1990s, child care 
has been primarily viewed as a work support 
for parents – not a critical early learning 
opportunity for children. This means funding for 
care is doled out in hourly increments, meant 
to match only the exact time frames when 
parents are working. Parents who apply for 
child care subsidies must demonstrate they 
have an appropriate “reason for care” and that 
their income falls within specific thresholds. 
Democrats in the federal government have 
criticized Republicans for seeking to add work 
requirements to other benefit programs, like 
food assistance, but have maintained them 
even in more recent child care proposals.  

As is the case with any means-tested program, 
once the lines are drawn for who is eligible, 
there are families just on the other side of that 
line who desperately need care but just miss 
the cut-off. Their income may be too high – or 
through a strange quirk of New York’s eligibility 
criteria, their income may be just too low. Their 
work may not be documented to the state’s 
standards or may be too irregular in hours. 
Small changes in income may impact their 
status. In a statewide listening tour conducted 

by State Senator Jabari Brisport, families 
shared stories about turning down promotions 
or overtime opportunities at work because 
the extra income would have eliminated their 
access to affordable child care. 

Families may also face real or perceived 
barriers beyond their income when it comes to 
accessing care. Their immigration status may 
make them ineligible for programs funded by 
the Child Care and Development Block Grant, 
or they may fear approaching the government 
out of concern for their status. The city’s 
growing population of migrants are struggling to 
find child care. 

New York has taken meaningful steps to 
expand who is eligible for subsidized care. 
Governor Hochul has invested $7.6 billion over 
four years to increase eligibility for free and 
subsidized child care, expanding access to 
families who earn less than 85 percent of the 
state median income, or $99,000 for a family of 
four. This is a significant step forward and will 
allow thousands of additional families to qualify. 
The state also extended the allowable time 
period a family can be determined eligible for 
care from 12 months to 24 months, meaning 
parents do not need to be recertified as 
frequently. 

Governor Hochul has 
invested $7.6 billion over four 
years to increase eligibility 
for free and subsidized child 
care, expanding access to 
families who earn less than 
85% of the state median 
income, or $99,000 for a 
family of four.

https://s3.amazonaws.com/media.cccnewyork.org/2023/04/CCC-2023-The-Youngest-New-Yorkers-Full-Publication.pdf
https://www.clasp.org/wp-content/uploads/2023/06/6.8.2023_Expanding-Access-to-Child-Care-Assistance.pdf
https://nwlc.org/wp-content/uploads/2017/12/final_nwlc_Undervalued2017.pdf
https://nwlc.org/wp-content/uploads/2017/12/final_nwlc_Undervalued2017.pdf
https://prospect.org/health/2023-04-25-democratic-child-care-bill-work-requirements/
https://www.nysenate.gov/sites/default/files/childcaretourreport.pdf
https://gothamist.com/news/migrants-want-to-work-but-face-familiar-nyc-problem-of-finding-childcare
https://gothamist.com/news/migrants-want-to-work-but-face-familiar-nyc-problem-of-finding-childcare
https://www.governor.ny.gov/news/governor-hochul-announces-significant-actions-expand-affordable-child-care-access-statewide
https://www.governor.ny.gov/news/governor-hochul-announces-significant-actions-expand-affordable-child-care-access-statewide
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But even for those who are eligible, the process 
to qualify poses barriers. Parents must provide 
detailed financial information, which can be 
onerous and feel invasive. It often takes many 
parents more than one attempt to get it right 
given the complexities. Families who have a 
negative history with the government because 
of involvement with the child welfare or criminal 
justice system may also feel uncomfortable 
handing over so much personal information to a 
city agency. 

Parents need to demonstrate employment to 
receive care and go through the determination 
process, but paradoxically, they cannot report 
to those very jobs if they do not have care. 
Under state regulation, the city has 30 days 
to process and review a family’s paperwork 
before issuing an eligibility determination. Some 
parents have reported turning down job offers 
because they couldn’t secure care in time. 
Others are forced to take on expenses they 
cannot afford, knit together a patchwork of 
support from family and friends, or seek out 
lower-quality options for care while they wait. 
Some may give up on the subsidy system 
altogether. The city has driven more families to 
apply for care through the launch of MyCity – a 
positive metric – but the surge in interest has 
increased the wait time for care, up to 34-35 
days in September 2023.

On the city’s end, workers are wading through 
literal piles of paper forms – a challenge in any 
environment, and especially one in which the 
city’s social service agencies are understaffed. 
Child care providers are also burdened by this 
process, often serving as the frontline support 
to families as they navigate the paperwork 
requirements. 

Means-testing for child care creates barriers 
to entry, particularly for the most vulnerable 
families, and forces the government to invest 
resources in bureaucratic processes that could 
otherwise go toward care. This is why we must 
move toward a system with universal care. 
However, for as long as this is the system we 
have, we should work to make it as expansive 
as possible.

       Potential solutions

Expand who is eligible and provide more 
care to those who need it.

Eliminate the wage floor for subsidized 
care. As the mayor committed in the child care 
blueprint, the city should continue to call on 
New York State to end the provision in its child 
care subsidy that makes families ineligible if 
their wages are too low. The city estimates up 
to 10,000 families could be impacted if this rule 
were changed.

Create allowances for gig workers and 
other New Yorkers with nontraditional 
income. As the prominence of “gig” work has 
increased, most public benefits systems have 

The city has driven more 
families to apply for care 
through the launch of MyCity 
– a positive metric – but 
the surge in interest has 
increased the wait time for 
care, up to 34-35 days in 
September 2023.

https://www.nysenate.gov/sites/default/files/childcaretourreport.pdf
https://www.nysenate.gov/sites/default/files/childcaretourreport.pdf
https://jacobin.com/2022/02/ny-means-testing-benefits-universal-state-legislature-bill
https://www.nydailynews.com/2023/09/21/surge-in-nyc-child-care-apps-through-mycity-causes-longer-wait-officials/
https://www.nydailynews.com/2023/09/21/surge-in-nyc-child-care-apps-through-mycity-causes-longer-wait-officials/
https://www.nydailynews.com/opinion/ny-oped-ny-child-care-20221127-xdatojdw4jad7hjxv4nk2cxvfe-story.html
https://www.nydailynews.com/opinion/ny-oped-ny-child-care-20221127-xdatojdw4jad7hjxv4nk2cxvfe-story.html
https://fiveboro.nyc/staffing/
https://www.nyc.gov/assets/home/downloads/pdf/office-of-the-mayor/2022/Childcare-Plan.pdf
https://www.governing.com/policy/gig-work-is-hot-public-benefits-systems-need-to-catch-up
https://www.nydailynews.com/2023/09/21/surge-in-nyc-child-care-apps-through-mycity-causes-longer-wait-officials/
https://www.nydailynews.com/2023/09/21/surge-in-nyc-child-care-apps-through-mycity-causes-longer-wait-officials/
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not kept up; across the country, and at home 
here in New York State, gig workers who should 
qualify for food assistance, Medicaid, and 
other benefits struggle to meet the paperwork 
requirements. Qualifying for child care subsidies 
poses a similar issue. There have been private 
sector technology innovations to try and correct 
this issue, but limited action at scale. The city 
and state could take steps within the child care 
subsidy application process to make clear how 
gig workers can demonstrate their eligibility. 
The city could also consider running a targeted 
pilot with its own child care funding to expand 
access to workers in these categories. 

Increase access for children regardless 
of immigration status. Because child care 
programs have historically had restrictions 
based on immigration status, the city launched 
its own voucher program last year for migrant 
families, called Promise NYC, with a $10 million 
commitment in year one and a $16 million 
commitment in year two. Advocates have 
called for more, though, as families are on 
waiting lists and the program does not have a 
guaranteed future.

While expanding available child care options 
adds to the cost New York City is bearing to 
support migrant families, Promise NYC creates 
critical support to allow parents to seek gainful 
employment. Helping migrants get to work 
is an important goal for many policy reasons 
and will ultimately reduce the need for the city 
to provide shelter and other basic necessities 
for migrant families. The city should consider 
making Promise NYC a permanent program 
until the federal and state governments take 
steps to reduce citizenship requirements 
within subsidy programs. Building Promise 
NYC into the baseline budget would ensure its 
sustainability and create greater predictability 
for families, advocates, and providers. It is not 
enough for the city to simply invest in more 
child care options for migrants, though; any 
expansion of the program should be coupled 
with efforts to ensure that families are aware of 
their options and how to enroll in them.

Further raise the income ceiling with 
protections to minimize the risk that 
families lose access to care. Governor 
Hochul’s recent expansion to child care 
eligibility will open the program to over 100,000 
additional families across the state. Given the 
high cost of living in New York City, others have 
proposed an even higher ceiling. The proposed 
Early Learning Child Care Act, introduced in 
2021 by State Senator Ramos and Assembly 
Member Clark, would expand access up to 
400 percent of the federal poverty line, or 
approximately $106,000 for a family of four. 
Families above that threshold could see their 
child care payments capped at seven percent of 
their income. It is estimated that this proposed 
legislation would pull 84,000 families in New 
York State out of poverty by reducing child 
care costs and making it feasible for parents 
to enter the workforce. Former New York City 
Comptroller Scott Stringer put forward a similar 
proposal in his 2019 plan, “NYC Under Three.”

 

New York is already more generous than many 
other states in the nation; federal child care 
funding regulations only require states to serve 
those at or below the federal poverty level. But, 
there are others pushing the envelope further: 
Legislators in Vermont recently passed a law 

The proposed Early Learning 
Child Care Act, introduced 
in 2021 by State Senator 
Ramos and Assembly 
Member Clark, would expand 
access up to 400% of 
the federal poverty line, or 
approximately $106,000 for a 
family of four.

https://www.governing.com/policy/gig-work-is-hot-public-benefits-systems-need-to-catch-up
https://www.politico.com/states/new-york/albany/story/2020/03/18/demands-mount-for-new-york-state-to-extend-benefits-to-gig-economy-workers-1267676
https://www.politico.com/states/new-york/albany/story/2020/03/18/demands-mount-for-new-york-state-to-extend-benefits-to-gig-economy-workers-1267676
https://www.axios.com/2021/09/02/gig-work-snap-benefits-medicaid-unemloyment-steady-income-passport
https://www.axios.com/2021/09/02/gig-work-snap-benefits-medicaid-unemloyment-steady-income-passport
https://www.nyc.gov/office-of-the-mayor/news/909-22/mayor-adams-rolls-out-promise-nyc-provide-childcare-assistance-low-income-families-with
https://citylimits.org/2023/06/29/subsidized-child-care-pilot-for-undocumented-families-renewed-in-city-budget-deal/
https://citylimits.org/2023/06/29/subsidized-child-care-pilot-for-undocumented-families-renewed-in-city-budget-deal/
https://ny.chalkbeat.org/2023/5/18/23729179/promise-nyc-undocumented-immigrants-child-care-toddlers-preschool
https://ny.chalkbeat.org/2023/5/18/23729179/promise-nyc-undocumented-immigrants-child-care-toddlers-preschool
https://fiveboro.nyc/amny-op-ed-its-time-to-be-bold-on-migrants/
https://www.wwnytv.com/2023/01/15/governor-hochul-pushes-more-statewide-childcare/
https://www.wwnytv.com/2023/01/15/governor-hochul-pushes-more-statewide-childcare/
https://citylimits.org/2022/02/24/expanding-child-care-subsidies-would-lift-84k-new-yorkers-out-of-poverty-report-finds/
https://comptroller.nyc.gov/reports/nyc-under-three-a-plan-to-make-child-care-affordable-for-new-york-city-families/
https://hechingerreport.org/broken-system-child-care-subsidies-ensure-low-quality-limit-access/
https://www.newamerica.org/education-policy/edcentral/vermont-set-to-make-historic-investment-in-child-care/
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that will expand eligibility for partial child care 
subsidies up to 575 percent of the federal poverty 
line, meaning a family of four making $172,500 or 
less will be eligible for some benefits. 

Some states, including New Jersey and 
New Hampshire, have made it so that small 
increases in income do not force a family to 
lose their child care benefit. Essentially, the 
income ceiling to qualify for child care is lower 
than the income ceiling that forces families out 
of the program. The city could advocate for the 
state to enact policies like this, and could also 
consider piloting this with city resources. 

Decouple authorized hours of care 
from work hours. Under current child care 
regulation, families that receive subsidies can 
only access care during the precise hours they 
are working. A parent could not even stop at 
the grocery store on their way from work to day 
care pick-up without being in violation of this 
rule. These regulations are especially punishing 
for parents with shifting work schedules who 
may struggle to find suitable care as a result. 

In 2022, the state passed a law that would 
allow parents to access child care beyond 
strictly the hours they are working. However, an 
error in the final bill language rendered it virtually 
useless. The governor had an opportunity to 
sign a new bill that the legislature passed in 
2023, but the legislation did not move beyond 
her desk, despite pushes from advocates and 
city leaders. The governor’s office pointed to a 
cost estimate of $141 million as the reason for 
her veto, though advocates believe the actual 
cost of the bill would be less than a third of that 
figure. Changing this policy in a meaningful way, 
as the city proposed in the Mayor’s blueprint, 
will require the city to continue its state policy 
advocacy in the 2024 legislative session. 

Other states have made moves in this direction; 
for example, Indiana provides parents with 
access to full-time care if they work at least 
25 hours per week. Oregon recently passed 
legislation that more fully decouples subsidy 
eligibility from parents’ working hours. 

Extend a longer timeline for eligibility. New 
laws passed by the state last year will allow 
the city to grant eligibility for some families for 
up to 24 months. The city should continue to 
push for this to be as expansive as possible 
and to make sure the city’s policies extend 
this eligibility extension to all families. Longer 
eligibility windows mean greater continuity of 
care for children, which can be critical to their 
development. 

Make it easier and faster for eligible 
families to get care

Simplify the application for child care. The 
state’s child care application – which the city 
is required to use – requires time-burdened 
families to work through a lengthy and at times, 
confusing, process. Families must complete 
this application to receive any care funded by 
child care dollars, including vouchers provided 
by ACS and infant, toddler, and extended-day 
3-K and Pre-K services provided by DOE. While 
the city has taken important steps to make the 
application accessible online in addition to the 
current paper versions, the digital conversion 
does not simplify or streamline the questions 
being asked. 

The Center for Law and Social Policy has 
outlined recommendations for states to simplify 
their applications, including broadening the list 
of documents parents can provide and requiring 
fewer pieces of personal information. The city 
should advocate for the state to make the 
application easier for families to use. 

Indiana provides parents with 
access to full-time care if 
they work at least 25 hours 
per week.

https://www.startearly.org/app/uploads/pdf/NPT-Continuity-of-Care-Nov-2015.pdf
https://www.nydailynews.com/2023/12/17/hochul-must-make-child-care-work/
https://www.nydailynews.com/2023/12/17/hochul-must-make-child-care-work/
https://www.amny.com/opinion/hochul-child-care-bill/
https://nysfocus.com/2023/12/21/kathy-hochul-child-care-cost-inflation
https://nysfocus.com/2023/12/21/kathy-hochul-child-care-cost-inflation
https://www.startearly.org/app/uploads/pdf/NPT-Continuity-of-Care-Nov-2015.pdf
https://olis.oregonlegislature.gov/liz/2021R1/Downloads/MeasureDocument/HB3073/Enrolled
https://olis.oregonlegislature.gov/liz/2021R1/Downloads/MeasureDocument/HB3073/Enrolled
https://www.startearly.org/app/uploads/pdf/NPT-Continuity-of-Care-Nov-2015.pdf
https://www.clasp.org/blog/family-friendly-applications-are-key-to-equitable-access-in-child-care/
https://www.clasp.org/blog/family-friendly-applications-are-key-to-equitable-access-in-child-care/
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Integrate data systems to allow families to 
more easily qualify for child care. Families 
who are eligible for child care often already 
interface with other government programs, 
like WIC, SNAP, and Medicaid. Based on the 
information that the city and state already have 
in hand, families in certain categories could be 
granted access to care without providing any 
further documentation. 

Connecticut allows information for families 
seeking child care to be verified through SNAP, 
TANF, and medical programs. If a child’s 
information is unavailable through one of those 
systems, parents are then asked to provide 
other information, like a birth certificate. 

Create automatic eligibility for certain 
vulnerable families. There are some 
categories of families that are granted child care 
as a right, including those receiving protective 
and preventive services and most families 
in homeless shelters. New York City could 
consider other groups that might benefit from 
automatic and immediate access to care. The 
Plan for a New New York specifically identified 
SNAP recipients, Medicaid recipients, and 
child care workers as good candidates for 
categorical eligibility.

Enroll families in care faster with 
presumptive eligibility. Presumptive eligibility 
is the idea of granting families access to care 
immediately upon receipt of their subsidy 
application and processing their application 
afterward. This eliminates the waiting period 
for families and allows them to put their child 
into care right away, helping them maintain the 
employment or education activity that entitles 
them to receive care. This also takes pressure 
off the eligibility determination process, easing 
stress on the city’s overtaxed workforce. This 
model requires the city to take on some risk – 
families could ultimately be deemed ineligible 
and the city would theoretically be on the hook 
to pay for care received during that time period 
– but examples from elsewhere suggest the 
costs would be manageable so long as the 
city also addresses underlying challenges that 
families have with the eligibility determination 
process. 

There are robust and successful presumptive 
eligibility programs in place in other jurisdictions 
already, including in Delaware, Montana, 
Wyoming, and most recently, Maryland (see 
sidebar, “Planning for presumptive eligibility in 
Maryland”). Closer to home, families in Monroe 
County, NY – who are subject to the same 
child care regulations as New York City – can 
begin care within 24-48 hours of submitting 
their application. If families do not complete the 
eligibility process within 30 days, or if the final 
determination is that they are ineligible, their 
case will close.

Making changes to the 
child care application to 
make it easier to complete 
and funding application 
assistance for families could 
increase the likelihood that 
families qualify for care – a 
good policy goal unto itself.

https://www.clasp.org/wp-content/uploads/2023/06/6.8.2023_Expanding-Access-to-Child-Care-Assistance.pdf
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Planning for presumptive eligibility in Maryland

In 2022, Maryland passed the Early 
Childhood Development – Child Care 
Scholarship Program – Alterations and 
Study bill (Ch. 525 HB995/SB920). The 
legislation made several changes to the 
state’s child care program, including 
(effective July 2023) a presumptive eligibility 
phase for families. The Center for Law and 
Social Policy (CLASP) completed a study 
ahead of the implementation to consider 
different policy models and consider the 
implications of a presumptive eligibility policy. 

Based on a review of Maryland’s context 
and existing programs in other states, 
CLASP recommended that Maryland award 
families presumptive eligibility for child care 
based on an attestation of their income and 
employment or other eligible activity and 
give families up to 60 days to be determined 
eligible for care after beginning the process.

 

Many in Maryland and elsewhere worry 
that a presumptive eligibility policy would 
create new fiscal liabilities given the number 
of families who would likely be ultimately 
determined ineligible for care. CLASP 
estimated the number of families in Maryland 
who would ultimately be determined 
ineligible would be fewer than 1,000 per 
year and that each would cost the state 
approximately $3,100 for the time they 
were in care. In Maryland – as in New York 
– many families are determined ineligible 
for care not because they are actually 
ineligible, but because they are unable to 
successfully and properly complete the child 
care application. Making changes to the 
child care application to make it easier to 
complete and funding application assistance 
for families could increase the likelihood 
that families qualify for care – a good policy 
goal unto itself. Helping more families 
be determined eligible the first time they 
apply could also reduce the total cost of a 
presumptive eligibility program. 

As of summer 2023, Maryland now grants 
families access to a voucher for child care 
expenses within three days of submitting an 
application through the state’s centralized 
process and assistance for up to 60 days 
while their application is processed.

https://www.clasp.org/publications/report/brief/marylands-presumptive-eligibility-policy-and-other-innovations-for-child-care-assistance/
https://earlychildhood.marylandpublicschools.org/child-care-providers/child-care-scholarship-program
https://earlychildhood.marylandpublicschools.org/child-care-providers/child-care-scholarship-program
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Provide the infrastructure to help families 
access the care they are entitled to. 
Families cite transportation access and cost 
as a barrier to reaching child care, even 
when they have been determined eligible. 
As recommended by CCC, the city could 
proactively work to connect more families 
receiving child care to Fair Fares and other 
transportation subsidies. The city could also 
consider providing free MetroCards to the most 
vulnerable families to provide transit to and 
from their child care location, just as the city 
provides transit to school-aged students who 
are commuting by bus and train. 

Further reduce the burden of child care fees 
by removing co-pays for certain categories 
of families. Federal child care policies dictate 
that most families must pay a sliding scale fee for 
care. New York State capped all co-payments 
for subsidized slots at one percent of family 
income for families above the poverty level. 
The city has also made investments to reduce 
copayments for the lowest income families; over 
the past year, a family of four earning $55,512 
annually saw fees reduced from $55 per week to 
less than $5 per week.

Among states that charge co-pays to families, 
New York already has one of the lowest rates 
for fees, but the city and state could consider 
going even further; New Mexico and New 
Jersey have waived parent co-pays for all 
subsidy-eligible families entirely. New York could 
also consider a more targeted approach. For 
example, Maryland removed child care fees for 
all families who receive certain publicly-funded 
services, including families who use WIC, 
SNAP, SSI, and Section 8 housing vouchers. 
Eliminating parent fees (and backfilling them 
with public funds) also has the positive benefit 
of removing an administrative task for providers. 

Over the past year, a family 
of four earning $55,512 
annually saw fees reduced 
from $55 per week to less 
than $5 per week. 

https://s3.amazonaws.com/media.cccnewyork.org/2023/04/CCC-2023-The-Youngest-New-Yorkers-Full-Publication.pdf
https://www.wwnytv.com/2023/01/15/governor-hochul-pushes-more-statewide-childcare/
https://www.nyc.gov/assets/home/downloads/pdf/office-of-the-mayor/2022/Childcare-Plan.pdf
https://earlysuccess.org/child-care-roadmap-increase-access-and-affordability-for-all-families/
https://www.clasp.org/publications/report/brief/marylands-presumptive-eligibility-policy-and-other-innovations-for-child-care-assistance/
https://www.nyc.gov/assets/home/downloads/pdf/office-of-the-mayor/2022/Childcare-Plan.pdf
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Make it easier 
for child care 
providers to  
do business
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The city has made a commitment 
to support its small businesses, 
and particularly those operated 
by minorities and women. Helping 
child care businesses thrive 
is critical to the city’s broader 
economic goals. 

Child care is one of the most heavily 
regulated sectors. This is for good 
reason – states with more effective 
regulatory structures have a greater 
supply of higher quality programs. 
The downside risks are far too high 
when considering children’s health 
and safety. Safeguards and quality 
standards are needed to protect 
children in licensed care. However, 
the complex web of regulations 
and requirements creates many 
challenges for providers and keeps 
some out of the sector entirely. 

There are nearly a dozen different city and 
state agencies involved in the process to 
obtain or renew a building permit for a child 
care program. Providers are at the whim of the 
bureaucracy to move through these processes. 
This is even more true for providers in publicly-
owned or managed spaces like NYCHA 
facilities, and is especially problematic in the 
context of widespread city workforce vacancies. 
Providers may face a loss of revenue while 
waiting for approval. A lack of coordination 
between city agencies may send providers 
down conflicting paths, making it even more 
expensive and time-consuming for them to 
initiate operations. 

At the same time that providers are working to 
jump through the required hoops, regulators are 
not actually equipped to enforce all the rules in 
place; there have been reports that the state 
is failing to conduct monitoring visits. Some 
providers simply choose not to comply with the 
requirements, which can jeopardize children’s 
health and safety. 

For providers who accept child care subsidies, 
the funding levels are insufficient to run a quality 
program. Raising New York and the Center for 
American Progress worked together in 2019 
to estimate the true cost of providing quality 
child care from birth to five in New York State, 
with calculations done specifically for New York 
City. The gaps they found were staggering – 
the gap between 2019 subsidy levels and the 
true cost of quality care for toddlers per child 
was $18,889 in family child care homes and 
$14,120 in centers.

The challenges of operating a small business 
and meeting all the necessary requirements 
are felt especially by home-based providers, 
where a single person is often responsible 
for every aspect of running the operation and 

The gaps they found were 
staggering – the gap 
between 2019 subsidy levels 
and the true cost of quality 
care for toddlers per child 
was $18,889 in family child 
care homes and $14,120             
in centers.

https://www.naeyc.org/sites/default/files/globally-shared/downloads/PDFs/resources/position-statements/PSLIC98.PDF
https://www.naeyc.org/sites/default/files/globally-shared/downloads/PDFs/resources/position-statements/PSLIC98.PDF
https://www.americanprogress.org/article/understanding-infant-toddler-child-care-deserts/
https://www.americanprogress.org/article/understanding-infant-toddler-child-care-deserts/
https://ny.chalkbeat.org/2021/10/25/22744661/nycha-child-care-unsafe-conditions-nyc
https://ny.chalkbeat.org/2021/10/25/22744661/nycha-child-care-unsafe-conditions-nyc
https://oig.hhs.gov/oas/reports/region2/21602003.pdf
https://oig.hhs.gov/oas/reports/region2/21602003.pdf
https://oig.hhs.gov/oas/reports/region2/21602003.pdf
https://oig.hhs.gov/oas/reports/region2/21602003.pdf
https://raisingnewyork.org/wp-content/uploads/sites/2/2019/12/NY-Cost-of-Quality-Report-Raising-NY.pdf.
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caring for children. In addition to low pay and 
rising operating costs, researchers found that 
family child care providers identify negative 
interactions with public agencies as a primary 
reason they leave the sector entirely.5

If our city leaders want to see an expansion 
of child care capacity, we need to make New 
York City a more supportive place for child care 
operators by making it easier for them to open 
and maintain their businesses, streamlining 
the regulations they must comply with, and 
supporting them as small business owners.

       Potential solutions

Make it easier for providers to obtain and 
maintain the necessary permits to operate. 

Streamline the process to apply for and 
receive a child care license. The city 
could take steps to better coordinate rules 
between the licensing agency (the city’s health 
department and the state’s Office of Children 
and Family Services, depending on the 
provider type) and those agencies responsible 
for building and fire safety and health and 
sanitation codes to reduce overlap and 
contradictions. During the initial roll-out of Pre-K 
for All, the city created a dedicated committee 
to expedite permitting for child care providers. 
This committee brought together point people 
from all the relevant city agencies, including 
the Fire Department, Department of Buildings, 
the Department of Health and Mental Hygiene, 
and others. The group met at least weekly and 
worked in tandem to rapidly address issues 
at child care sites and to speak in one voice 
about what was needed to ensure sites were 
fit to operate. This structure could exist on a 
more permanent basis to support all child care 
providers, not just those who directly contract 
with the city. 

5 Bromer, J., Porter, T., Melvin, S., & Ragonese-Barnes, M. (2021). Family Child Care Educators’ Perspectives on
Leaving, Staying, and Entering the Field: Findings from the Multi-State Study of Family Child Care Decline and
Supply. Herr Research Center, Erikson Institute.
 

Tailor ongoing monitoring protocols and 
license renewal based on provider past 
performance. Differential monitoring strategies, 
whereby programs maintaining strong track 
records and experiencing low turnover in 
personnel receive shortened inspections or are 
eligible for longer-term licenses, can streamline 
government processes – and may also serve as 
incentives to programs for providing 
higher quality.

Child care programs must be relicensed on 
a periodic basis, which creates additional 
processes for government and burden for 
providers. While it is important for the city and 
state to have an opportunity to ensure providers 
are operating in compliance with critical health 
and safety regulations, regular monitoring visits 
from city and state health departments play this 
role. The city could consider shifting to a model 
with permanent licenses for providers with 
provisions that allow for the revocation of the 
license for cause at any time, with inspection 
visits at least annually to determine continued 
compliance. This would potentially require a 
shift in state policy, or at least an allowance 
from the state for the city to pilot this model. 

Alberta, Canada extended its initial child care 
licenses to last for three years, an increase 
from the previous one. After a program renews 
its initial license, the new license will not carry 
any expiration date. Programs were previously 
required to go through a renewal process every 
three years. This change was enacted as part of 
a broader sweeping set of regulation changes in 
2021, which were informed by input from child 
care providers. The province also shifted its 
inspection approach, in which consistently high-
quality providers with a history of few infractions 
will have less frequent inspections based on a 
simplified protocol. 

https://rooseveltinstitute.org/wp-content/uploads/2023/06/RI_Childcare-as-Industrial-Policy-Blueprint_Report_202306.pdf
https://rooseveltinstitute.org/wp-content/uploads/2023/06/RI_Childcare-as-Industrial-Policy-Blueprint_Report_202306.pdf
https://www.naeyc.org/sites/default/files/globally-shared/downloads/PDFs/resources/position-statements/PSLIC98.PDF
https://open.alberta.ca/dataset/7416669c-bc2e-4598-8f9c-0b25dbfc9e4f/resource/9f1c3a1d-31ad-4c05-929f-042033d23381/download/cs-changes-in-child-care-coming-into-effect-february-1-2021.pdf
https://open.alberta.ca/dataset/7416669c-bc2e-4598-8f9c-0b25dbfc9e4f/resource/9f1c3a1d-31ad-4c05-929f-042033d23381/download/cs-changes-in-child-care-coming-into-effect-february-1-2021.pdf
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Create a new office of licensure 
specifically focused on home-based 
providers. Given the unique operating model 
for home-based care, a new and focused 
entity within the city’s Department of Health 
and Mental Hygiene could answer licensing 
questions, help providers move through all the 
necessary process steps, and advocate with 
other city stakeholders on providers’ behalf. 
This recommendation was made by All Our 
Kin, a national non-profit organization that 
offers direct support to home-based educators. 
As they noted in their report, this office could 
be most effective if it were staffed to offer 
support in multiple languages, recognizing the 
multilingual needs of home-based providers. 

Better leverage community partners who 
can support providers to meet licensing 
requirements. Intermediaries like the five Child 
Care Resource and Referral Networks and All 
Our Kin are trusted by child care providers and 
knowledgeable about the city’s requirements 
and processes. The city could more proactively 
charge these organizations with helping 
providers and would-be providers to navigate 
the steps to obtain and maintain an operating 
license, train these organizations to ensure they 
have up-to-date information to provide relevant 

technical assistance, and provide funding to 
ensure they have the capacity to do it well. 
Small grants to enable these organizations 
to support providers could go a long way 
toward decreasing the loss of time and money 
that providers face trying to navigate these 
processes on their own. These organizations 
could also potentially serve as intermediaries 
between providers and city agencies in 
especially challenging cases. 

Ease regulatory burden.

Allow for background check verification 
to follow child care workers. Background 
checks for staff today are tied to specific 
providers. If a child care worker changes jobs, 
they need to begin the process all over again. 
This is true even if a child care worker moves 
to another program operated by their existing 
employer. These policies are written into state 
regulations; the state’s Child Care Availability 
Task Force – which Governor Kathy Hochul 
co-chaired as lieutenant governor – previously 
recommended allowing for fingerprint portability. 
The city should work with the state to move in 
this direction and create greater flexibility for 
child care staff. 

Other places, like Virginia, have taken steps 
to allow background check portability. This is 
a common-sense measure that could reduce 
the volume of background checks being 
processed by DOHMH and minimize the 
delays that providers and workers face today. 
Greater background check portability would 
benefit child care workers by creating more 
career mobility. It could also benefit child care 
operators with multiple sites, who could more 
easily share substitute teachers across sites 
or move staff between programs as needed. 
For single-site operators, background check 
portability could create some economies 
of scale. For example, it could allow a 
membership organization like the Day Care 
Council to create a substitute teacher pool that 
its members could all access.

Alberta, Canada extended 
its initial child care licenses 
to last for three years, an 
increase from the previous 
one. After a program renews 
its initial license, the new 
license will not carry any 
expiration date.

https://allourkin.org/NYC-Child-Care-Crisis-Recommendations
http://www.centernyc.org/bringing-it-all-home
https://ocfs.ny.gov/programs/childcare/availability/
https://ocfs.ny.gov/programs/childcare/availability/
https://thechildcarenetwork.org/news/background-check-portability-for-child-care-workers
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One primary reason cited for why background 
checks are site-specific is so that DOHMH has 
an employer on record who they can easily 
contact if an issue emerges with a staff member 
– for example, if a staff member is arrested. 
The city could introduce a simple self-service 
process for workers and providers to update a 
child care worker’s employer information with 
DOHMH (such as through the new background 
check web portal) so their employee’s file can 
be kept up to date even without going through 
the whole process anew. Some providers might 
still choose to run their own background checks 
as a personal preference; a more flexible policy 
framework should not prohibit that.

Make it easier for providers to operate 
during nontraditional hours. There is a 
dearth of child care available during evening, 
overnight, and weekend hours, creating 
challenges for parents who need care during 
those hours because of their work schedules. 
The city could create clear guidance for 
providers to help them understand the 
regulations specific to overnight care and take 
steps to make it easier for providers to meet 
those requirements. 

In 2023, the state approved the city’s request 
to increase the rate that providers could receive 
for providing care during nontraditional hours, 
including overnight. The city could do more to 
increase awareness among providers; it could 
benefit providers already working longer hours 
and entice others to extend their hours to meet 
a significant community need.

Streamline the process for providers to 
claim higher rates. Every two years, the state 
sets new per-child rates for providers who offer 
subsidized care. The rate is not automatically 
passed on to the provider; they must engage 
in a lengthy process to be determined eligible 
for the new rate. In the mayor’s blueprint, the 
city committed to streamlining the process 
to increase the number of providers receiving 
the highest-possible rate and to speed up the 
timeline. This is an important goal and one the 
city should work to meet. At the same time, the 
city should push for state legislation that could 
make these increases automatic. 

Change outdated provisions to child care 
funding rules, like the allowable number 
of absences. Child care providers can claim 
subsidy dollars based on student attendance. 
Though providers are granted flexibility to claim 
for a specific number of absences, there are 
still gaps. Particularly in the wake of COVID-19 
when families and providers are more wary of 
sending children into child care settings when 
they are sick, the payment model can create 
risk and uncertainty for providers. The state had 
waivers in place during the pandemic to ensure 
student absences did not jeopardize provider 
funding. However, the state’s policies have 
since reverted back to their pre-pandemic state. 

As laid out in the mayor’s blueprint, the city has 
increased the number of allowable absences 
that it will pay providers for. This shift was 
primarily made to create more stability for 
the sector coming out of the pandemic. The 
number of allowable absences is now quite high 
– up to 80 days per child per year – which gives 
providers more breathing room. 

Shifting ultimately to a model where providers 
are paid based on enrollment, rather than 
attendance, would allow providers greater 
room to plan and budget accordingly. It 
would also better reflect the market dynamics 
of private pay child care, which parents 
typically pay for on a monthly basis. New 
York essentially took this approach during 
COVID-19, by putting a waiver in place that 

In 2023, the state approved 
the city’s request to increase 
the rate that providers could 
receive for providing care 
during nontraditional hours, 
including overnight.

https://ocfs.ny.gov/programs/childcare/plans/New%20York%20City/New%20York%20City2271.pdf
https://www.nyc.gov/assets/home/downloads/pdf/office-of-the-mayor/2022/Childcare-Plan.pdf
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allowed providers to claim for an unlimited 
number of absences. Many other states also 
experimented with this during the pandemic. 
A growing number of states have shifted to a 
more permanent model to base payments on 
enrollment rather than attendance, including 
California, North Dakota, and New Jersey. New 
York’s new ceiling of 80 allowable absences is 
high enough that few providers are likely to ever 
exceed it. Given it would drive limited additional 
cost, the state should consider reframing the 
policy away from attendance-based financing 
altogether to create greater simplicity and 
reduce stress on providers. 

Provide more direct operational and 
business support.

Create bridge grants to allow providers 
to better weather emergencies. Child care 
providers have very limited available cash flow 
given their tight margins and an unexpected 
emergency, like a facilities challenge, can have 
lasting ramifications for their long-term viability. 
There are some loan programs available for 
providers that contract with the city, but their 
allowable use cases are limited and they are 
not available to privately-operating providers. 
The state’s Child Care Availability Task Force 
previously recommended that the state create 
a pool of bridge operating funding grants to 
prevent unnecessary program closures. For 
the past two years, providers have been able 
to access federal COVID-19 relief dollars to fill 
these sorts of gaps. The state distributed over 
a billion dollars to providers in 2021 and 2022 
through two rounds of Child Care Stabilization 
Grants. While this infusion of funding was 
somewhat unprecedented, and providers also 
faced unique operational challenges during 
the pandemic, the grants offer a model. With 
the expiration of the federal funds used for the 
Child Care Stabilization Grants, the city and 
state should consider other smaller pools of 
funding that can be used to provide stability to 
the sector. 

Create shared services hubs for child care 
providers. The Child Care Availability Task 
Force also recommended that the state create 
regional Early Learning Hubs to support child 
care providers with business operations, human 
resources, data analysis, curriculum, mental 
health, developmental screening, and other 
core tasks. These hubs could also create better 
economies of scale for staffing and purchasing. 
Structures like this do exist for home-based 
providers who work with the city, though they 
have some flaws in the current state; the DOE’s 
Family Child Care Networks work directly 
with about 1,500 home-based providers and 
serve as an intermediary between the city and 
providers, offering coaching and administrative 
support and serving as a go-between for 
funding and enrollment. However, the Family 
Child Care Networks have some challenges, 
which the city could address with additional 
funding and a shift toward support and away 
from compliance. There are no parallel offerings 
for center-based or home-based providers who 
work outside of the city-funded system.

The hubs could potentially be funded, at 
least in part, but the city and state’s surplus 
in child care funding. The city should work 
with the state and the city’s CCR&Rs to 
further explore potential models and push this 
recommendation forward.

The state distributed over 
a billion dollars to providers 
in 2021 and 2022 through 
two rounds of Child Care 
Stabilization Grants. 

https://earlysuccess.org/child-care-roadmap-reform-child-care-financing/
https://ocfs.ny.gov/programs/childcare/availability/
https://ocfs.ny.gov/main/contracts/funding/COVID-relief/childcare-stabilization/?TSPD_101_R0=084c043756ab20005a03261acd1a8db35cd709ef37e9a6309d9fff08fb2c2aebebffab9f5b2f0269085b7d0cfc1430009baabdb5f3880219cd3eb3c99f905c1415210c223faa65b4874d3b007be3dee0a265d80399fb77766516414d7005db11
https://ocfs.ny.gov/main/contracts/funding/COVID-relief/childcare-stabilization/?TSPD_101_R0=084c043756ab20005a03261acd1a8db35cd709ef37e9a6309d9fff08fb2c2aebebffab9f5b2f0269085b7d0cfc1430009baabdb5f3880219cd3eb3c99f905c1415210c223faa65b4874d3b007be3dee0a265d80399fb77766516414d7005db11
https://ocfs.ny.gov/programs/childcare/availability/
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Ensure all resources for child care 
providers are made available in a multitude 
of languages. Many child care providers 
primarily speak a language other than English; 
this is especially true for home-based providers 
who often reflect the communities they serve. 
The city takes some steps already to make 
resources available in a variety of languages; 
for example, some of the DOHMH licensing 
documents for child care providers are available 
in 10 languages. 

The city could follow the model of other places 
and make it easier for providers who speak a 
language other than English to contract with 
the city to provide publicly-funded services. For 
example, in Multnomah County, Oregon, child 
care providers can apply to offer county-funded 
pre-K services through an application offered in 
English, Spanish, Russian, Traditional Chinese, 
and Vietnamese. Providers contract with an 
intermediary to receive public funds; their 
contract with the intermediary can be written in 
a language other than English. 
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https://www.nyc.gov/site/doh/business/permits-and-licenses/child-care-family-day-care.page
https://www.nyc.gov/site/doh/business/permits-and-licenses/child-care-family-day-care.page
https://www.multco.us/preschool/pilot-sites-small
https://www.multco.us/preschool/pilot-sites-small
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Unless we meaningfully expand 
the workforce, there is no path 
toward growing the supply of 
early childhood education in the 
city. Even under the status quo 
scenario, the sector is reaching a 
breaking point. Child care workers 
are exiting the field because of poor 
pay and opportunities elsewhere; 
98 percent of occupations in New 
York City pay more than child care. 

Many child care programs have been buoyed 
by long-time employees; the Day Care Council 
of New York found that over 40 percent of child 
care sites have at least one worker who has 
been at their program for 20 or more years. 
But the system is facing an aging incumbent 
workforce and newer child care workers are 
exiting the field at much higher rates, with over 
half of programs reporting that newly-recruited 
teachers leave within five years. Home-based 
providers are closing their doors because they 
are unable to fully compensate themselves for 
the care they provide. Child care supply in the 
city is already being impacted by the staffing 
crisis and the effect will be felt even more 
deeply over time. 

Across New York State, 90 percent of 
community-based child care providers reported 
being short-staffed in a March 2023 survey 
conducted by the Empire State Campaign for 
Child Care and Schuyler Center for Analysis 
and Advocacy. As a result, 776 classrooms in 
child care centers are closed because centers 
cannot find staff, equating to over 28,000 
children across New York State who cannot 
access child care or afterschool services 
because of a lack of staff.

Child care providers alone cannot solve this 
issue. In most cases, they do not have the 
margins to increase wages without pushing 
costs onto parents. Families can only bear 
so much more of an increase in the high fees 
they are already paying. Programs attached to 
larger nonprofit multi-service organizations often 
use outside funding, including philanthropic 
dollars, to increase staff compensation. That 
is not, however, a tenable solution for the 
whole sector. Home-based providers are in an 
especially precarious position — they are often 
running a one-person operation with extremely 
low wages, no benefits, no back-up help, and 
limited ability to take time off. 

We should want child care workers to do 
more than just survive. These educators 
and professionals play a pivotal role in child 
development. Providing them with training and 
boosting their skills is a direct investment in the 
children they serve. Retaining high-quality staff 
is the single best lever to drive program quality. 
However, child care workers lack the time to 
participate in any kind of robust training. Even 
where additional training or certifications are 
linked to potentially greater pay and upward 
career mobility, it can be challenging for 
providers to find the time or pay the costs. 

776 classrooms in child care 
centers are closed because 
centers cannot find staff, 
equating to over 28,000 
children across New York 
State who cannot access 
child care or afterschool 
services because of a lack   
of staff.

https://www.dccnyinc.org/wp-content/uploads/2023/09/The-Enduring-Value-of-the-Early-Childhood-Workforce-9-2023-2.pdf
https://www.dccnyinc.org/wp-content/uploads/2023/09/The-Enduring-Value-of-the-Early-Childhood-Workforce-9-2023-2.pdf
https://www.empirestatechildcare.org/staffing-shortages-and-the-child-care-crisis.html
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The city has historically had major gaps in 
compensation between early childhood 
teachers in public schools and their peers 
with comparable qualifications in center-
based programs that contract with the city. As 
the city expanded its pre-K program, salary 
gaps between educators in community-
based settings and public schools became 
a more pressing issue. The gap drove high 
rates of teacher turnover in community-
based settings, threatening quality and overall 
program stability. In 2019, the city arrived at 
a collective bargaining agreement with DC 37 
that set starting pay for credentialed teachers in 
community-based providers at the same level as 
starting pay for credentialed teachers in public 
schools working under the UFT contract. (DC 37 
currently represents a subset of the workers in 
child care centers that receive public funds.)

This agreement was a tremendous step 
forward, both symbolically and substantively. 
However, there is still not full parity between 
credentialed teachers across settings and the 
agreement made only moderate adjustments 
to pay for non-certified teachers and other 
workers in child care centers. The agreement 
did not grant longevity bonuses to center-
based teachers. This means that over a 25 year 
career, a child care teacher sacrifices $700,000 
in earning power by staying at a community-
based provider rather than moving to a public 
school, where longevity bonuses make up a 
significant part of compensation. Teachers with 
advanced degrees stand to lose even more. 
Other important details remain unresolved, 
like additional compensation for teachers who 
work longer hours or over the summer, and 
parity in health insurance and other benefits. 
Lastly, child care professionals represented by 
other unions or bargaining units, like center 
directors and teachers in specialized programs 
for children with disabilities, did not see similar 
raises and still face major gaps in pay with their 
counterparts in public schools.

The increases in compensation for center-
based teachers only widened the pay gaps 
between early childhood educators in centers 
and in home-based settings. Within the last 
year, the state took some actions to address 
pay for family child care providers that accept 
subsidies by increasing what is known as the 
market rate. Subsidy reimbursement rates at 
the state level are set based on data collected 
in a survey of all providers state-wide on 
the cost to provide care. The market rate is 
somewhat of a flawed measure in and of itself 
because it reflects what families can pay, not 
the true cost to provide care. Historically, New 
York State calculated the reimbursement for 
providers based on the 69th percentile of the 
market rate for providers in New York City. 
In 2022, the state increased the rate to be 
based on the 80th percentile. This was an 
important recognition that the rate was too 
low to sustain high-quality operations, though 
many advocates pushed for an increase to the 
90th percentile. Particularly for home-based 
providers, an increase in the market rate directly 
translates to an increase in wages. 

The government has fewer direct levers to 
impact pay for teachers in private settings. 
However, the infusion of federal pandemic-
era relief dollars for child care that came to 
New York State provided some welcome relief 
for many providers. Many providers reported 
that Child Care Stabilization Grant funds went 
directly into staff wages and bonuses. While 

Over a 25 year career, a 
child care teacher sacrifices 
$700,000 in earning power 
by staying at a community-
based provider rather than 
moving to a public school.

https://static1.squarespace.com/static/53ee4f0be4b015b9c3690d84/t/5e222c2ab457e7527ddc6450/1579297836053/SalaryParity_Parrott_Jan2020_Jan17.pdf
https://static1.squarespace.com/static/53ee4f0be4b015b9c3690d84/t/5e222c2ab457e7527ddc6450/1579297836053/SalaryParity_Parrott_Jan2020_Jan17.pdf
https://thechiefleader.com/stories/csa-files-lawsuit-over-salary-gap-for-directors-in-day-care-centers,916
https://thechiefleader.com/stories/csa-files-lawsuit-over-salary-gap-for-directors-in-day-care-centers,916
https://ocfs.ny.gov/main/policies/external/2022/lcm/22-OCFS-LCM-14.pdf
https://www.empirestatechildcare.org


69THE 5BORO INSTITUTE

the Biden Administration has signaled a desire 
to continue providing these funds, it is unclear 
if there will be traction. Some states have 
put forward new funding measures to make 
the stabilization funds permanent using state 
dollars. New York has not yet announced 
anything of this nature. The Raising New York 
study that determined the cost of universal care 
in New York to be $20 billion used a living wage 
standard; with current wages, universal care 
would cost closer to $15 billion. However, the 
current state of the child care sector suggests 
that without meaningful shifts in compensation, 
the workforce cannot grow any further. A robust 
child care sector for the future is dependent on 
our ability as a city to support the current child 
care workforce and build a stronger pipeline 
for new professionals to enter the field. Without 
early childhood educators, we will ultimately be 
limited in our ability to expand care options for 
families and we risk a nearer-term contraction of 
currently available capacity. 

       Potential solutions

Invest in higher wages for child care 
workers in all roles in all settings. The 
city has an active opportunity to address 
inequities in pay for providers who work in 
publicly-funded child care programs. Despite 
major improvements made in 2019, there 
are still disparities in compensation between 
teachers who lead 3-K and pre-K classrooms 
in contracted centers versus public schools. 
The city could address this in upcoming labor 
negotiations with relevant unions. 

Increasing wages will require public 
investments, however, without a sufficient 
workforce, the city will continue to struggle 
to operate child care programs up to their 
full capacity. To make the case for increased 
investment, the city should look at how many 
publicly-funded classrooms are non-operational 
right now because of a lack of teaching 
capacity. The city should also consider the 
costs to recruit and retrain staff when existing 
staff leave.  

Evidence shows that even moderate 
investments in worker compensation make a 
big difference. A randomized trial in Virginia 
found that providing child care workers 
with retention bonuses of $1,500 halved 
turnover rates from 30 percent to just over 15 
percent. Permanent wage increases are even           
more effective. 

The city only has direct control over wages in 
publicly-funded programs, and raising those 
wages could have unintended consequences 
for private providers, whose staff may leave 
to work in higher wage settings. However, the 
benefits of paying child care workers a living 
wage far outweigh any potential risks. Further, 
the additional competition could lead private 
providers to consider strategies to increase their 
own workers’ compensation. 

The city could also think more expansively 
and invest in child care workers even beyond 
those working in publicly-funded programs. 
Washington, D.C. recently passed a local tax 
on high-income earners to make a significant 
investment in early childhood educators’ 
wages. In 2022 and 2023, the city made one-
time payments between $10,000 and $14,000 
to the city’s over 3,000 child care workers 
working with infants and toddlers. In future 
years, child care programs that opt into a new 
salary scale defined by the city will receive funds 
from the DC’s Early Childhood Educator Pay 
Equity Fund to cover a portion of staff wages. 

A randomized trial in Virginia 
found that providing child 
care workers with retention 
bonuses of $1,500 halved 
turnover rates from 30% to 
just over 15%.

https://www.whitehouse.gov/omb/briefing-room/2023/11/02/state-breakdown-the-biden-harris-administrations-funding-request-would-help-prevent-families-across-the-country-from-losing-child-care/
https://newyork.edtrust.org/wp-content/uploads/2023/02/Child-Care-Cost-Model-Handout.pdf
https://newyork.edtrust.org/wp-content/uploads/2023/02/Child-Care-Cost-Model-Handout.pdf
https://www.americanprogress.org/article/the-child-care-sector-will-continue-to-struggle-hiring-staff-unless-it-creates-good-jobs/
https://www.washingtonpost.com/dc-md-va/2022/02/01/childcare-workers-checks-dc-council/
https://osse.dc.gov/ecepayequity
https://osse.dc.gov/ecepayequity
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Provide additional benefits to providers 
beyond compensation. The city can consider 
other steps to support improved benefits for the 
child care workforce, both in publicly-funded 
and private programs, including health care, 
child care, pension plans, housing stipends, 
and loan forgiveness.

Health care: Many child care workers do 
not have health insurance. While some may 
take advantage of Medicaid today, the wage 
increases that child care workers deserve 
could place them above Medicaid eligibility 
levels if enacted. The city could expand health 
care coverage for child care workers across 
all settings by providing access to free or 
very low-cost insurance plans for those who 
are not eligible for Medicaid or might prefer          
another option. 

In Washington, D.C., employees of licensed 
child care facilities and home-based programs 
and their dependents can access premium-
free health insurance if they live within the 
city. Washington State offers health insurance 
with no premium to employees at licensed 
child care facilities, whether or not they 
receive public funds, and has partnered with a 
nonprofit organization to facilitate enrollment for      
eligible workers. 

Child care: The city could work with the state 
to expand categorical eligibility for child care 
benefits to workers in child care programs. 
This idea was included in the Plan for a New 
New York and is a benefit being tested in other 
states; child care workers in Kentucky were 
recently made automatically eligible for child 
care subsidies, regardless of their household 
income. Arizona, Maine, Oklahoma, Rhode 
Island, and Washington have all done similarly. 

Pension plans: The city could allow small 
independent private providers to opt into a city-
managed pension plan. There is precedent for 
this; the city’s Cultural Institutions Retirement 
System (CIRS) is a pension plan for employees 
of the city’s private cultural institutions. Child 
care providers that contract with the city 

are eligible to enroll their staff in CIRS. CIRS 
operates as a unique partnership between the 
city, private institutions, the Day Care Council 
of New York, and the unions that represent the 
participating workers. The city could consider 
extending this option to all child care providers, 
whether or not they do business with the city. 
This is also an area where the unions that 
represent child care providers could play a 
larger role, with many center-based employees 
represented by DC 37 and many home-based 
providers represented by the United Federation 
of Teachers (under a different contract than 
public school teachers). 

In Nova Scotia, Canada, the provincial 
government recently announced a pension 
package for all early childhood educators 
working in licensed centers and family child 
care homes. As Canada scales up to universal 
child care, these benefits are seen as critical 
to ensuring a sufficient supply of educators to 
meet family demand. 

Housing stipends: With the cost of housing 
continuing to rise, the city could consider 
dedicated housing supports for employees in 
the child care sector whose household income 
falls below a defined threshold. This could 
come in the form of earmarked rental vouchers 
or specific housing stock made available to 
those working in child care.

There are small-scale pilots in place elsewhere 
that New York could learn from and potentially 
enlist philanthropy to support here. In 
Milwaukee, a public-private partnership 
launched a program to build 50 affordable 
homes specifically for purchase by child       
care workers. 

Loan forgiveness: Child care workers who 
earn degrees or certifications often then leave 
child care homes or centers to take jobs 
elsewhere where their degree will translate 
into higher pay, including in the public school 
system. The city could directly fund or work 
with the state to fund a debt forgiveness 
program for early childhood educators who 

https://under3dc.org/healthcareforchildcareworkers/
https://www.wahealthplanfinder.org/us/en/health-coverage/who-can-sign-up/child-care-learn-more.html#:~:text=About%20the%20Program,this%20program%20and%20get%20covered.
https://apps.legislature.ky.gov/law/kar/titles/922/002/160/
https://earlysuccess.org/child-care-roadmap-advancing-the-profession/
https://cirsplans.org/about/
https://cirsplans.org/about/
https://www.cbc.ca/news/canada/nova-scotia/wage-increases-benefits-pension-package-child-care-workers-1.7064933#:~:text=Once%20they%27re%20enrolled%2C%20ECEs,will%20offset%20those%20new%20deductions.
https://urbanmilwaukee.com/2023/05/16/eyes-on-milwaukee-50-new-homes-for-early-childhood-educators/
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remain working in licensed child programs 
for a minimum period of time. In Vermont, the 
recently-created Student Loan Repayment 
Assistance Program for Early Childhood 
Educators provides up to $4,000 annually to 
reduce debt for early childhood educators 
actively working in licensed programs in         
the state. 

Expand career advancement opportunities 
for child care professionals. In the child care 
blueprint, the city committed to a partnership 
with CUNY to recruit new talent and support 
professionals already in the field; this included 
expanded career advising and new opportunities 
for child care workers to gain relevant credentials. 
The city has not provided a public update on 
these new initiatives within its overall reporting on 
the child care blueprint. The city should continue 
to push forward with these new programs 
and take further steps to make professional 
development opportunities accessible for child 
care workers by offering programs at times of 
day they can attend given their work schedules, 
including through virtual and asynchronous 
coursework, and by heavily subsidizing relevant 
degree or certification programs.

Expand partnerships with other higher 
education partners to grow the staff 
pipeline. The city should partner with all 
institutes of higher education in the city, 
including programs run by the State University 
of New York (SUNY) and private colleges 
and universities, to expand the number of 
certification programs for child care workers. 
This should include opportunities relevant to 
both the incumbent child care workforce to 
encourage career advancement and to recruit 
new child care professionals. The city and its 
partners should consider offering coursework in 
multiple languages.

The city could also consider expanding 
opportunities for high school students to gain 
child care credentials within broader career 
and technical education programs. Programs 
like this exist elsewhere in the country and can 
connect high school graduates with immediate 
job opportunities in child care programs. In 
many cases, this can provide high school 
graduates with a meaningful job and income 
while they are pursuing post-secondary 
education.

Extend flexibility in certification 
requirements to support the incumbent 
workforce. State law requires that pre-K 
teachers have their teaching certification, but 
allows uncertified lead teachers in community-
based settings so long as they have a plan in 
place to complete their degree within three 
years, known officially as a “study plan.”  
Despite its intent, the study plan provision has 
not necessarily led to an uptick in teachers 
pursuing their certification. State certification 
requires completing college-level coursework 
and passing multiple state exams. Higher 
education programs are not necessarily offered 
at times that are conducive to participation 
by full-time child care workers, and the costs 
are often prohibitive. In 2019, the Day Care 
Council estimated that 50 percent of teachers 
in community-based programs were on a 
study plan. 

In Vermont, the recently-
created Student Loan 
Repayment Assistance 
Program for Early Childhood 
Educators provides up to 
$4,000 annually to reduce debt 
for early childhood educators 
actively working in licensed 
programs in the state.

https://www.vtaeyc.org/slrap/
https://www.vtaeyc.org/slrap/
https://www.vtaeyc.org/slrap/
https://dmmr.nyc.gov/initiatives/child-care-blueprint
https://dmmr.nyc.gov/initiatives/child-care-blueprint
https://www.cdacouncil.org/storage/documents/Media_Room/HS-Student-Career-Path_010617.pdf
https://teachnyc.net/assets/Study_Plan_FAQ.pdf
https://www.dccnyinc.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/11/DCCNY-Leave-No-Teacher-Behind-Policy-Brief.FINAL_.pdf
https://www.dccnyinc.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/11/DCCNY-Leave-No-Teacher-Behind-Policy-Brief.FINAL_.pdf
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The three-year deadline has not been strictly 
imposed and the state has pushed back the 
deadline for enforcement incrementally over 
time to prevent the crisis that would result if 
half of the existing workforce were deemed 
ineligible to remain in their positions. The city 
has previously advocated for state legislation to 
grant flexibility to the incumbent workforce and 
could again approach this issue, for example 
by looking at ways that years of experience 
can count toward a teacher’s qualifications. 
At the same time, the city should continue 
working on policies and programs to help more 
teachers become certified to bolster their skills, 
knowledge, and earning potential. The Day 
Care Council outlined other policies the city 
and state could consider to specifically help 
more “study plan” teachers become certified, 
including more expansive scholarship programs 
for child care workers, debt forgiveness for 
child care workers who are already carrying 
student loans and thus more reluctant to 
pursue further studies, and awarding college 
credits based on work experience. The City 
could encourage institutes of higher education 
to offer degree programs specifically for study 
plan teachers, like the MSEd program at Bank 
Street specifically for teachers in city-contracted 
early childhood programs. The cohort-based 
program honors the competencies that 
teachers already have; the class schedule and 
fee structure are designed around the needs of 
working early childhood teachers.

Create training programs and 
apprenticeships specifically for immigrant 
communities. Immigrants play a tremendous 
role in New York City’s child care workforce, 
both in center-based programs and particularly 
in home-based care. This can allow child care 
programs to offer services in languages and 
with cultural customs that make families feel 
most comfortable and welcome. Child care 
work can also provide immigrant families with 
work opportunities in a field that is relatively 
easy to enter. 

As the city continues to welcome large waves 
of migrant families, 5BORO believes we need 
to be bolder about work authorization and 
finding strategies to bring migrants into the 
city’s workforce. Creating training programs 
and apprenticeship opportunities in child care 
specifically for migrant workers could benefit 
these workers and their families, as well as the 
many programs that face staff vacancies and 
would welcome workers who bring diverse 
linguistic skills and potentially relevant work 
experience from their home countries.

5BORO believes we need 
to be bolder about work 
authorization and finding 
strategies to bring migrants 
into the city’s workforce.

https://www.dccnyinc.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/11/DCCNY-Leave-No-Teacher-Behind-Policy-Brief.FINAL_.pdf
https://www.dccnyinc.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/11/DCCNY-Leave-No-Teacher-Behind-Policy-Brief.FINAL_.pdf
https://graduate.bankstreet.edu/academics/academic-programs/early-childhood-general-education-advanced-standing/
https://graduate.bankstreet.edu/academics/academic-programs/early-childhood-general-education-advanced-standing/
https://graduate.bankstreet.edu/academics/academic-programs/early-childhood-general-education-advanced-standing/
https://fiveboro.nyc/amny-op-ed-its-time-to-be-bold-on-migrants/
https://fiveboro.nyc/amny-op-ed-its-time-to-be-bold-on-migrants/
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Spotlight: Supporting migrant families in Long Island City

Early Starters International (ESI), an 
international nonprofit, works in emergency 
situations and with vulnerable communities 
globally to provide care and support to 
young children. After war broke out in 
Ukraine, ESI established early childhood 
safe spaces in bordering countries to 
provide children from birth through age eight 
with a safe place to go during the day after 
their families had been displaced. 

In July 2023, ESI opened its first site in the 
U.S. inside the former Mayflower Boutique 
Hotel in Queens that now houses migrant 
families. The site provides a safe space 
to more than two dozen children residing 
at the Mayflower, which is being used 
as a shelter managed by the nonprofit 
Community Mediation Services The 
emergency early childhood safe space at 
the Mayflower is the only one of its kind in 
the city’s shelter system for migrant families. 
Daily, children aged 2-4 are engaged in a 
structured, supportive environment from 
10AM-4PM. The program is staffed by 
mothers who are living at the hotel; they 
receive a job training incentive and ongoing 
training from ESI and its educational 
partners, like Sesame Workshop and 
Columbia University, on topics such as how 
to support children with the trauma they 
have faced in their home countries and 
on their journey to the United States. This 
practical training is supporting these women 
as they build the skills to gain full-time 
employment in the child care sector in the 
future.

Since its opening, more than 50 children 
have participated in the program, which 
allows their parents to seek work, 
participate in job training, or take other 
steps to help support their families. 
Shelter staff and participating families have 
observed the benefits of the program to 
the young children, many of whom arrived 
at the shelter in emotional distress and are 
now thriving in the safe space environment 
with supportive adults and their peers. 
Many children have been participating since 
they arrived at the Mayflower; others have 
been able to enroll in services outside of 
the Mayflower like the city’s 3-K and pre-K 
program with help from city liaisons and 
shelter staff. The collaboration between 
ESI and Community Mediation Services 
is a big contributor to the program’s 
success; Community Mediation Services 
is considering how to bring ESI into other 
spaces where it operates shelters in the city.

Though still a small pilot, ESI’s work at the 
Mayflower could provide inspiration for 
broader policies and programming in a 
few ways: first, as a strategy to establish 
emergency care in situations where there is 
an influx of young children, such as in other 
emergency shelters for migrants or following 
natural disasters; second, as a model for 
training new arrivals to work in child care 
programs; and third, as an example of 
how private philanthropy can help fund 
demonstration projects in child care that 
can later be expanded upon with public 
investment.

http://earlystarters.org
https://mediatenyc.org
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Create more 
physical space 
for child care
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High real estate costs impact 
every sector in New York City. The 
challenge is even more acute for 
child care providers because of the 
strict requirements they face related 
to facilities. 

One of the most challenging – 
and expensive – regulations is the 
requirement around where within 
a building child care programs can 
operate. According to the city’s 
health code, child care programs 
can only inhabit certain parts of 
buildings; code requires child 
care sites serving children under 
24 months to be located on the 
ground floor, which is often the 
most expensive part of a larger 
building. 

Additionally, there are complicated space use 
requirements that providers must meet to be 
permitted to operate; for example, there are 
strict regulations about the number and size of 
bathrooms in child care centers and centers are 
required to allot at least 30 square feet of wall-
to-wall classroom space per child. 

Child care providers often lack the resources 
to retrofit existing spaces for their needs. They 
also rarely have the expertise in-house – few 
talented early childhood professionals are 
also zoning and construction experts. On the 
supply side, given the limited revenue potential 
for child care centers, developers have limited 
incentive to create new spaces specifically for 
this purpose.

Home-based providers face a unique set of 
facilities-related challenges; their home is both 
their residence and their place of business. Just 
3 percent of New York City’s home-based child 

care providers own their home outright; nearly 
80 percent are renters and the remainder have 
a mortgage. With low income on average, a 
majority of home-based providers are severely 
rent-burdened. 

The city and state have taken some, if limited, 
steps to open up physical space for child 
care. With pandemic-era funding, New York 
State solicited proposals from child care 
providers to open new programs in “child care 
deserts.” The first round of funding supported 
170 providers in NYC to expand capacity. 
Though this will make an important dent in 
supply in some communities, the funding was 
limited and there was limited nuance in the 
state’s measurement of need. In 2022, the 
city advocated for and the state passed a 
tax abatement for residential and commercial 
property owners to convert properties into 
child care sites. If this abatement is maximized, 
it could lead to 11,000 new child care slots. At 
the end of 2023, Governor Hochul announced 
$50M in capital grants for construction of new 
child care capacity. These investments will 
all support providers and property owners, 
but represent a drop in the bucket relative to 
overall need and do not necessarily take aim at 
the core facilities challenges. 

For the city to move toward a more universal 
system of child care, we need to think creatively 
about how to create more physical space         
for care.

 

At the end of 2023, Governor 
Hochul announced $50M in 
capital grants for construction 
of new child care capacity.

https://www.nyc.gov/assets/doh/downloads/pdf/dc/leasing-space-child-care-centers-faq.pdf
https://www.nyc.gov/assets/doh/downloads/pdf/dc/leasing-space-child-care-centers-faq.pdf
https://www.nyc.gov/assets/doh/downloads/pdf/dc/leasing-space-child-care-centers-faq.pdf
https://www.nyc.gov/assets/doh/downloads/pdf/dc/group-child-care-center-compliance-guide.pdf
https://www.governor.ny.gov/news/governor-hochul-announces-30-million-expand-child-care-programs-underserved-areas-new-york
https://www.nyc.gov/assets/home/downloads/pdf/office-of-the-mayor/2022/Childcare-Plan.pdf
https://www.governor.ny.gov/news/governor-hochul-announces-100-million-commitment-address-critical-shortage-child-care-supply
https://www.governor.ny.gov/news/governor-hochul-announces-100-million-commitment-address-critical-shortage-child-care-supply
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       Potential solutions

Make it easier for child care programs 
to occupy second-floor and basement 
spaces. Child care regulations restrict providers 
to the ground floor for children under 24 
months and to the first three floors of a building 
for older children. There are safety measures 
that providers can take that allow them more 
flexibility, but these are not well publicized 
or understood. These untapped spaces are 
likely more affordable and less competitive, 
with second floor commercial spaces in the 
city commanding rents 27 percent lower than 
ground floor spaces on average. 

The Plan for a New New York’s 2022 report 
included a strategy to address this, noting that 
“The Departments of Fire, Buildings, and Health 
and Mental Hygiene will develop additional 
guidance on siting child care, including on 
higher floors and basements, to help property 
owners market their space and child care 
providers open new programs.” The city should 
move to expeditiously release this guidance to 
unlock new spaces for child care. 

Expand flexibility within city zoning to 
encourage child care site development. 
New York City already has flexible zoning 
that permits child care centers to be built 
as-of right in most parts of the city, including 
residential zones and most commercial zones. 
As community facilities, child care centers 
are permitted in parts of the city where other 
businesses are not. This already puts New 
York on the forefront; other cities, like Austin 
and Seattle, are currently pushing forward 
zoning changes to allow this kind of as-of-right 
development. 

There are just a few smaller quirks to zoning law 
that could be amended to better support child 
care development. For example, zoning rules 
in some parts of the city restrict ground floor 

spaces to a particular set of use cases, which 
do not include child care. Given that child care 
centers primarily operate in ground floor spaces, 
this essentially prevents child care centers from 
being built in these corridors. This includes areas 
like Downtown Brooklyn that were once primarily 
business districts, but are increasingly more 
residential. The Department of City Planning is 
already pursuing zoning changes to make child 
care an allowable use for ground floor space in 
these neighborhoods. The city should work to 
push this change forward; once it is enacted, 
the city should consider proactive outreach to 
encourage the siting of child care centers in 
these spaces with a focus on centers that would 
accept subsidies and offer affordable care. 

Maximize use of the property tax 
abatement to incentivize conversion 
opportunities. Under the city’s new tax 
program, property owners who create a new 
child care site or increase the number of 
seats at an existing site may be eligible for 
an abatement covering up to $225,000 of 
construction costs. For the 2023 tax year, the 
city approved 19 properties, which it estimates 
will generate 1,900 new child care slots – a 
small fraction of the 11,000 projected with the 
launch of this abatement.

For the 2023 tax year, the 
city approved 19 properties, 
which it estimates will 
generate 1,900 new child 
care slots – a small fraction of 
the 11,000 projected with the 
launch of this abatement. 

https://edc.nyc/sites/default/files/2023-02/New-NY-Action-Plan_Making_New_York_Work_for_Everyone.pdf
https://edc.nyc/sites/default/files/2023-02/New-NY-Action-Plan_Making_New_York_Work_for_Everyone.pdf
https://edc.nyc/sites/default/files/2023-02/New-NY-Action-Plan_Making_New_York_Work_for_Everyone.pdf
https://council.seattle.gov/2020/08/17/councilmember-strauss-childcare-near-you-ordinance-passes/
https://dmmr.nyc.gov/initiatives/child-care-blueprint
https://dmmr.nyc.gov/initiatives/child-care-blueprint
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Given that funds have already been allocated 
for this program, the city should take measures 
to maximize the use of this opportunity 
as quickly as possible. This could include 
partnering with real estate associations and 
trade groups to market the opportunity to 
property owners, setting up information 
sessions for property owners across the 
five boroughs, and doing direct outreach to 
property owners in neighborhoods with acute 
child care needs. 

However, outreach alone is unlikely to solve 
the issue. The incentive, calculated on a price-
per-square-foot, is too low to be meaningful 
for most property owners given the costs 
associated with a conversion. The city should 
consider increasing the per-square-foot funding 
to an amount more in-line with the true costs 
of conversion. The current offering includes 
a higher rate in child care deserts than other 
neighborhoods and any adjustments should 
maintain this structure. To maximize the impact 
of the investment, the city should consider 
strategies to require that the resulting seats are 
affordable to families.

Create other incentives for developers to 
allocate space for child care. Beyond the tax 
abatement available for property owners, the 
city could consider other carrots to encourage 
developers to build out new space for child 
care. For example, in San Francisco, the city 
allows developers who include child care in new 
structures to build higher or denser than they 
might otherwise be permitted to do.

Create a matchmaking program to 
connect would-be child care operators 
with physical spaces appropriate for child 
care that are otherwise going unused. As 
the city grapples with commercial vacancies, 
some of these spaces might be a more natural 
fit for child care than others. Vacant high rises 

are unlikely to be good candidates without 
expensive retrofits, and they are more likely to 
be concentrated in business areas with less 
demand for child care. However, there may be 
more niche types of facilities that would be a 
good fit for lower cost child care conversions. 

For example, there are many vacant therapists’ 
offices across Manhattan, most of which 
are on the ground floor and already have 
multiple rooms, which could be retrofitted into 
classrooms. As recommended in the Plan for a 
New New York, the city could create a platform 
or clearinghouse for property owners to share 
information on spaces that could be easily 
repurposed as child care to allow providers to 
easily assess nontraditional options that could 
be a good fit.

Use modular construction to reduce the 
costs of building new child care programs. 
The city could encourage experimentation 
with new, less expensive forms of construction 
to expand child care capacity. The city could 
engage in this kind of construction work itself 
to redevelop underutilized public buildings or 
create incentives for private developers to test 
new models. 

Legislators in Vancouver have proposed using 
modular construction to quickly build low-cost 
child care centers on public land. The centers 
would be part of a broader development, which 
would include affordable housing, some of 
which may be prioritized for child care workers.

Earmark climate resilience funds for child 
care program construction and renovation. 
The city could dedicate government funding 
specifically to update child care facilities to be 
more resilient to climate change, potentially by 
leveraging state and/or federal funds dedicated 
to these purposes – a strategy recommended 
by the U.S. Early Years Climate Action Task 
Force. This could be particularly relevant 

https://sfgov.org/youthcommission/sites/default/files/FileCenter/Documents/53653-DocB%20150793.pdf
https://www.curbed.com/2023/04/post-pandemic-market-therapist-offices.html
https://www.curbed.com/2023/04/post-pandemic-market-therapist-offices.html
https://vancouversun.com/opinion/columnists/vancouver-prefab-daycare-centres-workforce-housing
https://static1.squarespace.com/static/5936b0c92994cab8bfe601d4/t/65270f7b227fd506035b8bb7/1697058690416/U.S.+Early+Years+Climate+Action+Plan_Oct+2023.pdf
https://static1.squarespace.com/static/5936b0c92994cab8bfe601d4/t/65270f7b227fd506035b8bb7/1697058690416/U.S.+Early+Years+Climate+Action+Plan_Oct+2023.pdf
https://static1.squarespace.com/static/5936b0c92994cab8bfe601d4/t/65270f7b227fd506035b8bb7/1697058690416/U.S.+Early+Years+Climate+Action+Plan_Oct+2023.pdf
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for home-based providers and other small 
businesses operating in high-risk flood zones. 
As we continue to see more extreme weather, 
risk to child care systems grows without 
preventative measures; after the damages 
wrought by Hurricane Harvey, for example, 
Houston lost 5,000 child care slots because of 
damage to facilities.

Repurpose vacant public school space 
for child care at low or no cost to 
providers. Much attention in the city is paid 
to overcrowded public school buildings, 
particularly as new mandates like the state’s 
class-size reduction law come into play. 
However, there are school buildings across 
the five boroughs where declining enrollment 
and shifting population trends leave pockets 
of unused space6 that could potentially be 
repurposed for child care. 

For example, P.S. 4 and Icahn Charter School 
6 share a building at 1701 Fulton Avenue in the 
Crotona Park section of the Bronx. Based on the 
city’s calculations, the building has capacity for 
890 students; according to the city’s most recent 
data, the two schools had a combined 386 
students, or 43 percent utilization. Meanwhile, 
there are over 2000 children under 2 in the 
school’s zip code with unmet child care needs.

Over the past nearly decade, the city has 
carved out a tremendous amount of space 
within its public elementary schools to create 
capacity for 3-K and Pre-K. These classrooms 
are staffed and managed as part of the schools 
where they are located. To meet the city’s 
broader need for child care, the city could 
consider leasing space inside public schools 
to private child care operators to focus on 
meeting the vast demand for infant and toddler 
care. These spaces could be leased at a very 
minimal cost to ensure the sites remain viable 
for providers and affordable for families.

6 The city reports annually on school building utilization as calculated by enrollment and capacity data. Of the 1327 school buildings and annex sites with data from 
2023 in the report, 124 had utilization rates under 50 percent, meaning less than half of the measured classroom space in the building is being used by current stu-
dents. 384 buildings had at least 200 unfilled seats when comparing reported enrollment to total building capacity. Of course, the data is nuanced and every building 
has its own story; some may not be operable at full capacity for facilities reasons; others may have space repurposed or earmarked for other important city needs. 
Over 400 buildings are operating at over 100 percent of their capacity. Still, there is some untapped capacity among the city’s vast building portfolio.

The city could start by identifying a small 
number of school building sites with excess 
capacity in neighborhoods where there is child 
care need. There would be some need to 
retrofit the spaces to be permitted as child care 
sites; some sites will be better candidates than 
others based on specific building conditions. 
Schools and child care centers are governed 
by entirely separate portions of health code, 
so there would need to be a thoughtful 
reconciliation. The state Office of Children and 
Family Services and the city’s Department of 
Health and Mental Hygiene would need to be 
brought in to support, and ideally to consider 
what flexibilities might be possible within current 
regulations to enable the pilot project to get off 
the ground. The city could make the spaces 
available through a competitive procurement 
and could make certain programmatic 
requirements of providers as a precondition 
for using the space. The city could consider 
whether to prioritize providers who receive 
public funds for the spaces, though there are 
trade-offs to this approach given the stringent 
eligibility requirements for those slots. 

There is likely to be pushback from school staff 
and families at the prospect of losing real estate 
within their buildings. The city could consider 
ways to make the program a benefit to the 
school community, such as by requiring that 
providers prioritize slots at on-site child care 
programs for siblings of students at the school 
and children of school-based employees. 

There is some precedent for the city to allocate 
space for child care in its public schools. 
FirstStepNYC is a child care program for 
children as young as six weeks, privately 
operated by SCO Family of Services and 
physically located inside a public school in 
Brownsville.

https://www.texastribune.org/2017/11/27/texas-child-care-centers-storm/
https://ny.chalkbeat.org/2023/9/26/23891718/nyc-class-size-law-working-group-recommendations
https://nyccrr.org/mapping-new-york-citys-child-care-needs/
https://data.cityofnewyork.us/Education/Enrollment-Capacity-And-Utilization-Reports/gkd7-3vk7/about_data
https://sco.org/first-step-nyc/
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The program serves income-eligible children at 
reduced or no cost because it receives public 
child care dollars. The city also directly operates 
child care sites inside over 30 high schools to 
serve high school students who are parents 
through the LYFE program. 

Using excess public school capacity for child 
care could be a win-win-win solution: make use 
of underutilized public buildings, create more 
affordable child care options, and keep young 
families in the city who will likely go on to use 
the public school system.

Encourage the construction of housing 
stock specifically designed for home-
based child care providers to live and 
work. Development can feel like a zero-sum 
game, with the need for housing pitted against 
the need for other city services. However, the 
city’s goal to create more affordable housing 
could go hand-in-hand with a goal to create 
more child care capacity with a focus on child 
care providers who operate services out of 
their home. There are pilot projects underway 
in other parts of the country to create this 
type of capacity. For example, Mission Driven 
Finance, an impact investment firm, uses a 
mix of private and public capital to purchase, 
renovate and then rent homes to child care 
providers to live and operate their business. 
Their program, called Care Access Real Estate 
(CARE), is currently operating in Clark County, 
Nevada, where they will effectively double the 
supply of home-based child care slots by the 
end of 2024 with the acquisition and renovation 
of 40 properties. They are also developing 
properties in San Diego. The physical spaces 
are appropriately outfitted for child care and 
are supported by what the organization calls a 
“child-care friendly landlord.”   

Using excess public school 
capacity for child care could 
be a win-win-win solution.

https://lyfenyc.org
https://www.missiondrivenfinance.com/invest/early-care-education/care-investment-trust/
https://www.missiondrivenfinance.com/invest/early-care-education/care-investment-trust/
https://19thnews.org/2023/07/hostile-housing-landscape-solutions-home-based-child-care/
https://19thnews.org/2023/07/hostile-housing-landscape-solutions-home-based-child-care/
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It is in employers’ best interest 
to make sure their workers have 
reliable child care for their own 
bottom line and for employee 
retention.

According to a statewide poll 
conducted in the fall of 2020, a 
majority of business leaders believe 
investment in access to child care 
for children ages birth-to-3 would 
have a positive business impact 
for them. Recent research shows 
that 79 percent of mothers and 61 
percent of fathers say expanding 
employer-provided child care 
benefits is a top priority. 

It makes good business sense, too – it is 
estimated that even if New York City companies 
cover the entire cost of center-based child 
care for their workers, they may expect a 300 
percent return on investment (ROI). And it’s 
not just parents who benefit when companies 
provide child care benefits. It can lead to 
improvements in overall morale and makes 
it more likely that parents are able to meet 
expectations. 

While some have celebrated that the push 
toward hybrid and remote work, as well as more 
flexible work schedules, may ease some of the 
child care burden for families, it does not replace 
the need for care for at least some hours of the 
day and week. And, not all professions carry 
that kind of flexibility – particularly not for many 
working class jobs that require employees to be 
present at their worksite. 

The idea that employers carry some 
responsibility for their workers’ child care needs 
is gaining traction across the country. For 
example, provisions of recent federal legislation 

will require manufacturers to meet child care 
needs to win federal funds. However, federal 
tax credits for employers have not pushed the 
needle. A Bureau of Labor Statistics survey 
found that about 11 percent of civilian workers 
had access to employer-provided child care 
in 2021 and that number was reduced for 
lower-paid workers. Data shows the Federal 
45F Tax Credit for Employer-Provided care is 
rarely claimed. Businesses are often confused 
about what they get credits for and think they 
must build when they can actually connect 
employees with existing providers. 

New York has one of the most robust business 
tax incentive programs for child care in the 
nation. Building on its existing investments, 
the state announced a new $25 million annual 
Child Care Creation and Expansion Tax Credit 
for businesses who make new child care 
seats available and provide them for free or 
at reduced cost to their employees. The state 
is piloting an employer-sponsored child care 
program in three to-be-named geographies 
where participating employers, the state and 
employees will split the cost of child care, 
if the family is at an eligible income level. 
The state also plans to create a statewide 
business navigator program to help businesses 
interested in helping support the child care 
needs of their employees. The city announced 
its own tax credit as part of the mayor’s 
child care blueprint, with $25M available to 
businesses that provide free or subsidized care 
to their employees. 

A Bureau of Labor Statistics 
survey found that about 11% 
of civilian workers had access 
to employer-provided child 
care in 2021.

https://www.robinhood.org/child-care-now-poll-finds-new-york-business-leaders-overwhelmingly-support-expanding-child-care-subsidies-through-the-state-budget/
https://women.nyc/sites/default/files/2023-03/Childcare-Toolkit.pdf
https://women.nyc/sites/default/files/2023-03/Childcare-Toolkit.pdf
https://f.hubspotusercontent40.net/hubfs/7061949/Vivvi%20Whitepaper_Human%20Problems%20Need%20Human%20Solutions.pdf?__hstc=111372315.e69d656ac54c43536ae72d6cda62fa20.1628558347111.1636054084769.1636058985352.6&__hssc=111372315.2.1636058985352&__hsfp=2238041096
https://f.hubspotusercontent40.net/hubfs/7061949/Vivvi%20Whitepaper_Human%20Problems%20Need%20Human%20Solutions.pdf?__hstc=111372315.e69d656ac54c43536ae72d6cda62fa20.1628558347111.1636054084769.1636058985352.6&__hssc=111372315.2.1636058985352&__hsfp=2238041096
https://www.nytimes.com/2023/03/03/briefing/child-care-mandate-chips-bill-biden.html
https://crsreports.congress.gov/product/pdf/IF/IF12379
https://crsreports.congress.gov/product/pdf/IF/IF12379
https://crsreports.congress.gov/product/pdf/IF/IF12379
https://www.governor.ny.gov/news/governor-hochul-announces-100-million-commitment-address-critical-shortage-child-care-supply
https://www.governor.ny.gov/news/governor-hochul-announces-significant-actions-expand-affordable-child-care-access-statewide
https://www.governor.ny.gov/news/governor-hochul-announces-significant-actions-expand-affordable-child-care-access-statewide
https://www.governor.ny.gov/news/governor-hochul-announces-significant-actions-expand-affordable-child-care-access-statewide
https://www.nyc.gov/assets/home/downloads/pdf/office-of-the-mayor/2022/Childcare-Plan.pdf
https://www.nyc.gov/assets/home/downloads/pdf/office-of-the-mayor/2022/Childcare-Plan.pdf
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Closely linking employment to child care is a 
proposition that makes some experts nervous. 
It ties workers to a specific job and creates 
great personal risk for them if they lose their 
job. Employer-provided child care is typically 
a benefit for higher-wage workers, increasing 
already-existing inequities between who can 
access quality child care and who cannot. 
Moving too far in this direction risks replicating 
all the negative aspects to our approach as a 
country with employer-provided health care. 
Some critics would argue that leaning too 
much into employer-provided child care will 
take necessary pressure off of the federal 
government in particular to invest more. 
Another critique is that money invested in tax 
credits for businesses does not necessarily 
translate into affordable care for families; 
businesses may not take the credit at all and 
there is no guarantee the care offered will be 
accessible. With the same investment, the 
government could provide funding directly to 
families or child care providers with more of a 
guarantee around the outcome. This is not to 
say that employers should be let off the hook 
either, but any policy solutions should come with 
guardrails to ensure families ultimately benefit.

If we successfully move toward a model of 
universal child care in New York City, the role 
of employers would necessarily shift. Still, there 
are meaningful steps that employers can be 
taking right now to support their employees and 
therefore support their business needs, as well 
as continued steps the city can take to spur 
action from employers. 

       Potential solutions

Steps that government can take

Incentivize cost sharing by employers. New 
York’s soon-to-be-launched pilot program will 
help bring employers to the table financially. 
This is a good step toward promoting child care 
funding as part of a comprehensive employee 
benefits’ package. New York City should lobby 
the state to have an area or borough of the 

city included in the pilot program. If this state 
intends to ultimately scale the initiative, there is 
benefit to testing and refining the project in the 
city first. 

There are several examples from around the 
country of this kind of approach. Kentucky 
recently passed a law establishing the 
Employee Child Care Assistance Partnership 
(ECCAP) Program, which will incentivize 
employers to contribute toward the child 
care costs of their employees through a state 
matching program. Businesses can opt-in to 
this program and the size of the match depends 
on the employee’s income relative to state 
median household income.

In Michigan, the MI Grand Rapids Tri-Share 
Child Care Program splits the cost of child 
care between an eligible employee, their 
employer, and the State of Michigan. Each 
party contributes one-third of the cost with 
coordination of every kind being provided 
regionally by a facilitator hub. 

Partner with labor. In the city’s 2023 collective 
bargaining agreement with DC 37, the city’s 
largest union, it established a first-of-its-kind 
child care fund. DC 37 will establish a trust to 
provide support for members’ child care needs 
and the city will contribute $3M annually to the 
fund. This holds the potential to be a meaningful 
benefit for all union members, and especially 
those at the lower end of DC 37’s pay scale. 
(The recent bargaining agreement set minimum 
salaries for unionized workers at $18 an hour.)

DC 37 will establish a trust to 
provide support for members’ 
child care needs and the city 
will contribute $3M annually 
to the fund.

https://slate.com/human-interest/2023/12/child-care-centers-shortage-reasons-bright-horizons.html
https://www.wsj.com/articles/a-crisis-over-child-care-is-holding-back-companies-and-blue-collar-workers-a951147b
https://www.wsj.com/articles/a-crisis-over-child-care-is-holding-back-companies-and-blue-collar-workers-a951147b
https://kynect.ky.gov/benefits/s/eccap-program?language=en_US#:~:text=HB%20499%20establishes%20the%20Employee,care%20costs%20of%20their%20employees.
https://kynect.ky.gov/benefits/s/eccap-program?language=en_US#:~:text=HB%20499%20establishes%20the%20Employee,care%20costs%20of%20their%20employees.
https://www.childcarenetwork.org/trishare
https://www.nyc.gov/office-of-the-mayor/news/120-23/mayor-adams-dc-37-tentative-contract-agreement-providing-fair-wage-increases-and#/0
https://www.nyc.gov/office-of-the-mayor/news/120-23/mayor-adams-dc-37-tentative-contract-agreement-providing-fair-wage-increases-and#/0
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Though little information has been shared 
publicly about the details of the program yet, if 
it is successful it has the potential to serve as a 
model for other public sector unions in the city 
– and could be an example for private sector 
unions to mimic as well. 

Set an example by providing child care 
benefits for city employees. New York 
City is one of the largest employers in the 
city with over 300,000 people working for 
city government. As the city has struggled 
to maintain its workforce and seen a rise in 
vacancies, current, former, and prospective 
employees have cited the strict requirements 
for reporting to a job site or office coupled with 
their challenges in finding child care to be a 
deterrent from city service.   And while the city 
is encouraging private employers to take a 
stronger hand in providing child care options 
for their workers, the city has not done anything 
like this for its own workforce at scale. 

The city could consider how to expand 
uptake of child care vouchers among city 
workers who might be eligible, especially as 
the income threshold is rising. The city could 
also consider creating child care capacity on 
site at city offices for specific categories of 
employees based on income or job function. 
There are examples of this practice around 
the country and at all levels of government. 
In 2019, the U.S. House of Representatives 
opened a child care center just for employees 
of the legislative body in an attempt to better 
retain staff. Staff were otherwise struggling to 
find affordable options that met the needs of 
their working hours.

Individual city departments could experiment with 
launching child care offerings to meet the specific 
needs of their employees, For example, in San 
Diego, the police department has established 
its own child care center with costs subsidized 
by the government and private philanthropy to 
try and entice more women to join the force. St. 
Louis is exploring a similar model.

The city could also consider offering child care 
allowances or other benefits to defray the 
cost for families, along the lines of what the 
city’s Economic Development Corporation has 
included in its child care toolkit for employers.

Steps that employers can take

Help employees who may be eligible for 
child care benefits navigate the system to 
access care. Especially as the city and state 
increase eligibility for publicly-funded care, 
employers can serve as a key link for parents 
by ensuring they are aware of care options 
and understand if they might be eligible and 
how to apply. Employers could partner with 
the city to train human resources professionals 
and benefits managers so they are equipped 
to help their employees access care. This is 
a win-win for employers and the city: the city 
has already allocated the public funds for care 
and employers can help their workers take 
better advantage of them, gaining access to 
affordable care.

Offer flexible benefits to meet the diverse 
child care needs of employees. Over 80 
percent of both men and women report that 
child care benefits would be an important factor 
in considering whether to stay with their current 
employer. A majority of parents would leave 
their current job for another with equivalent 
salary if the other job offered child care benefits 
– a marker of how valuable these options are. 

Over 80% of both men 
and women report that 
child care benefits would 
be an important factor in 
considering whether to stay 
with their current employer.

https://www.npr.org/2019/01/01/681239353/lawmakers-hope-new-house-day-care-will-keep-staff-on-capitol-hill
https://www.stltoday.com/news/local/crime-courts/st-louis-county-aims-to-be-2nd-police-department-in-us-with-subsidized-day-care/article_1e9ada90-9abf-11ee-b4f5-eb7cea29c4a1.html
https://www.stltoday.com/news/local/crime-courts/st-louis-county-aims-to-be-2nd-police-department-in-us-with-subsidized-day-care/article_1e9ada90-9abf-11ee-b4f5-eb7cea29c4a1.html
https://edc.nyc/sites/default/files/2023-03/Childcare-Toolkit.pdf
https://f.hubspotusercontent40.net/hubfs/7061949/Vivvi%20Whitepaper_Human%20Problems%20Need%20Human%20Solutions.pdf?__hstc=111372315.e69d656ac54c43536ae72d6cda62fa20.1628558347111.1636054084769.1636058985352.6&__hssc=111372315.2.1636058985352&__hsfp=2238041096
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Whether companies offer child care benefits 
and what those benefits look like varies widely. 
Some benefits might include on-site child 
care, access to child care slots with specific 
providers, flexible spending accounts for child 
care, direct stipends for care, and specific 
options for back-up care. For school-aged 
children, employers might offer care benefits 
specific to school holidays and summer. Rather 
than offering a one-size-fits-all approach, 
employers should consider collecting data 
on employee needs and tailoring benefits 
to match what their workforce needs. The 
NYC Economic Development Corporation 
has put together a set of tools for employers, 
including guidance on how to collect data from 
employees, sample survey tools, and resources 
to tailor and roll out benefits accordingly. 

Expand child care supply for employees. 
Employers can take an active step toward 
growing the physical capacity for child care in 
the city, through on-site or off-site child care 
opportunities for employees.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Providing child care to employees on site 
can be the most resource intensive option 
for employers, but the return on investment 
is meaningful. When on-site child care is 
affordable and perceived as good quality, it 
has tremendous value to employees and offers 
one of the highest returns on investment for 
employers. Patagonia, which has famously 
long offered on-site child care, found that 
offering subsidized on-site care essentially 
paid for itself between tax benefits, increased 
employee retention, and increased employee 

engagement. Employee turnover at Patagonia 
is lower among new parents than the general 
employee pool. Certainly, the retention rates 
at Patagonia outpace national trend data: 
according to company leaders, 100 percent 
of new moms return to their job after parental 
leave; nationally, 25 to 30 percent of new moms 
never return to their previous job.

On-site child care does not make sense in all 
cases. Employers could partner with off-site 
child care providers to reserve or prioritize 
slots for employees. Employers can also take 
an active role in defraying the cost by paying 
a portion of the cost of care directly to the 
providers so that employers receive a lower rate 
than the general public. To make sure there is 
sufficient supply available, employers may need 
to compensate providers directly to ensure they 
do not experience a loss in income for holding 
these slots aside. 

As one example of this practice, Imagine 
Learning Kids, a private multi-site provider 
in the city, operates a site called Mt. Sinai 
Kids on the Upper East Side. The site 
predominantly serves the children of Mt. Sinai 
Hospital employees and medical students and 
offers a discounted rate to them. The site is 
directly across the street from the hospital and 
offers hours of care that meet the needs of 
hospital employees. 

Take an active role to ensure child care 
availability matches employees’ needs 
based on their schedule. For workers whose 
schedules include nontraditional hours for 
child care (evenings, overnight, weekends), the 
options may be limited or nonexistent. Only five 
percent of licensed daycare providers operate 
between 6 p.m. and 8 a.m, despite 780,000 
NYC parents — 320,000 with kids aged five 
or younger — working those hours. Employers 
can intervene to shift the markets’ offerings 
so that employees have a safe, affordable, 
convenient option for care during the hours they 
need to be working. 

Nationally, 25 to 30% of new 
moms never return to their 
previous job.

https://edc.nyc/sites/default/files/2023-03/Childcare-Toolkit.pdf
https://iwpr.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/10/IFC_Tackling-Childcare_Business-Case-for-Employer-Supported-Childcare.pdf
https://www.fastcompany.com/3062792/patagonias-ceo-explains-how-to-make-onsite-child-care-pay-for-itself
https://www.fastcompany.com/3062792/patagonias-ceo-explains-how-to-make-onsite-child-care-pay-for-itself
https://imagineelc.com/mt-sinai-kids/
https://imagineelc.com/mt-sinai-kids/
https://edc.nyc/sites/default/files/2023-02/New-NY-Action-Plan_Making_New_York_Work_for_Everyone.pdf
https://edc.nyc/sites/default/files/2023-02/New-NY-Action-Plan_Making_New_York_Work_for_Everyone.pdf
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In Boston, a union-backed coalition, with 
help from the city, launched a pilot program 
to provide child care in the early morning for 
workers in industries like construction that do 
not have standard work hours. Participating 
child care providers receive a stipend for 
adjusting their schedule. 

Nontraditional Employment for Women (NEW), 
a nonprofit in New York City that provides job 
training for women to enter trade careers, 
launched a pilot in partnership with Building 
and Construction Trades Council of Greater NY 
and national labor groups to provide child care 
funding to new graduates of its training program 
with a particular focus on nontraditional hours 
to meet the needs of the construction sector.  
 

Create scheduling consistency for 
employees. Fluctuating hours – often the 
norm in the service industry and for lower-wage 
workers – create challenges for all employees, 
not just parents. For working parents, this 
unpredictability can further exacerbate their 
ability to find care. Shifting schedules make 
it harder for parents to find child care options 
that meet their needs and negatively impacts 
their ability to qualify for child care benefits. 
There is ongoing policy advocacy work to push 
employers toward greater consistency and 
predictability in scheduling, and New York City 
has passed some worker protections in recent 
years. As employers weigh policy changes to 
their scheduling practices, the fact that workers 
could seek more reliable child care as a result 
only increases the return on investment in 
making these shifts. 

https://commonwealthmagazine.org/education/pilot-program-will-offer-early-morning-childcare-in-boston/
https://www.new-nyc.org
https://www.theatlantic.com/family/archive/2023/03/covid-child-tax-credit-low-income-working-parents/673528/
https://www.theatlantic.com/family/archive/2023/03/covid-child-tax-credit-low-income-working-parents/673528/
https://www.theatlantic.com/family/archive/2023/03/covid-child-tax-credit-low-income-working-parents/673528/
https://www.nyc.gov/assets/dca/downloads/pdf/workers/Retail-FairWorkweek-Notice-English.pdf
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The child care crisis nationally is reaching 
a boiling point with news stories weekly 
about program closures and child care 
workers leaving the industry, parents 
exiting the workforce or taking on extra 
work just to pay for care, and families 
making untenable sacrifices. 

C O N C L U S I O N

New York City and State 
have demonstrated a 
willingness to invest 
in child care, but we 
must go much further 
and take the additional 
steps necessary to make 
care significantly more 
affordable and accessible 
for families – and more 
sustainable for child   
care providers.

In this paper, we have outlined a set of 
ideas that city leaders can take to support 
the existing child care infrastructure and 
build the foundation for a future system 
with universally available care. While the 
list of policy proposals is long, bolstering 
family outreach and considering creative 
reuse of public facilities for child care are 
good places to begin making a meaningful 
improvement in our child care system. 
Solving the child care crisis in New York 
will require engagement and action from 
all stakeholders, though it must start with 
leadership and investment from those in 
power. Our city’s future depends on it.

https://19thnews.org/2023/08/child-care-centers-closing-pandemic-era-funding-communities/
https://www.washingtonpost.com/dc-md-va/2023/10/28/wisconsin-child-care-workers-funding/
https://www.washingtonpost.com/dc-md-va/2023/10/28/wisconsin-child-care-workers-funding/
https://www.newsweek.com/stay-home-parent-leaving-jobs-rising-childcare-costs-1854693#:~:text=According%20to%20a%20BabyCenter%20survey,due%20to%20the%20rising%20costs.
https://www.newsweek.com/stay-home-parent-leaving-jobs-rising-childcare-costs-1854693#:~:text=According%20to%20a%20BabyCenter%20survey,due%20to%20the%20rising%20costs.
https://www.kuow.org/stories/the-second-shift-child-care-crisis-forces-families-into-grueling-schedules
https://www.kuow.org/stories/the-second-shift-child-care-crisis-forces-families-into-grueling-schedules
https://www.kuow.org/stories/the-second-shift-child-care-crisis-forces-families-into-grueling-schedules
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Cost to 
the city7

Feasibility to 
implement8 

Requires 
state 

action9 

Highest 
potential for 
near-term 
impact10 

Shore up the city’s 
existing child care 
infrastructure

Streamline governance $$

Prioritize staffing vacancies in the critical functions 
that support child care

$

Implement process improvements and automation for 
provider payments

$

Expand the bridge loan program as an emergency 
stop-gap

$$

Create meaningful opportunities for child care 
providers to engage in policy-making discussions  
and decisions

$

Increase transparency into public spending  
and operations

$

Connect more 
families to care

Reinvigorate the city’s outreach campaign for early 
care and education services

$

Create a text list to allow the city to communicate with 
parents and guardians of young children

$

Publish and maintain a user-friendly directory of all 
child care programs in the city

$

Create a true ‘one-stop’ portal for families to  
access care $$

Expand the pathways for families to enroll in city-
funded care $

Leverage existing partners, like the city’s Child Care 
Resource and Referral Networks and the Department 
of Education’s Family Welcome Centers, to do more

$

A P P E N D I X :  E S T I M A T I N G  T H E  C O S T, 
F E A S I B I L I T Y,  A N D  P O T E N T I A L  N E A R - T E R M 
I M PA C T  O F  P O L I C Y  I D E A S  I N  T H I S  PA P E R

7 Cost estimated at a very high level, with ranges of: - = no or very low cost; $ = under $5M; $$ = $5-25M; $$$ = more than $25M. Where costs have been 
estimated by others, they are noted. For some policy ideas included in this report, the potential cost range is very wide depending on implementation approach
8 Key:     = easiest to implement,           = most challenging to implement. Feasibility to implement ranked based on several factors, including: Is there precedent 
for this or existing policies or initiatives this could be modeled after? Is this fully within the mayor’s control to implement? Does this require engagement 
from multiple city agencies? Does this require city and/or state law change? Is there existing momentum in the legislature to address this? Does this require 
involvement from other stakeholders through a formal process (e.g., collective bargaining)? Would implementing this policy require significant structural 
changes?
9 Policy ideas indicated with a diamond      are those that require state legislative or regulatory action to implement. Some additional ideas might benefit from 
state involvement, though it is not necessary a prerequisite
10 Policy ideas indicated with a check-mark      are those that we estimate could immediately deliver impact if implemented, with impact defined as significantly 
more families able to access affordable care and meaningful impact to providers’ operating model
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Cost to 
the city7

Feasibility to 
implement8 

Requires 
state 

action9 

Highest 
potential for 
near-term 
impact10 

Expand and 
simplify access to 
free and low-cost 
care

Eliminate the wage floor for subsidized care $11     

Create allowances for gig workers and others with 
nontraditional income

$$12    

Increase access for children regardless of  
immigration status13 $$$    

Further raise the income ceiling and minimize the risk 
that families lose access to care

$$$14      

Decouple authorized hours of care from work hours $$$15      

Extend a longer timeline for eligibility $    

Simplify the application for child care $      

Integrate data systems to allow families to more easily 
qualify for child care

$16      

Create automatic eligibility for certain  
vulnerable families

$17      

Enroll families in care faster with presumptive eligibility $$$      

Provide the infrastructure to help families access the 
care they are entitled to

$    

Further reduce the burden of child care fees $    

Make it easier 
for child care 
providers to do 
business

Streamline the process to apply for and receive a 
child care license

$     

Tailor ongoing monitoring and license renewal based 
on past performance

$     

Create a new office of licensure specifically focused 
on home-based providers

$    

Leverage community partners to support providers to 
meet licensing requirements

$   

Allow for background check verification to follow child 
care workers $      

Make it easier for providers to operate during 
nontraditional hours

$     

Streamline the process for providers to claim  
higher rates

$     

Change outdated provisions to funding rules, like the 
allowable number of absences

$     

Create bridge grants to allow providers to better 
weather emergencies

$$    

Create shared services hubs for child care providers $    

Ensure all resources for child care providers are made 
available in a multitude of languages

$    

11 This could be cost neutral given the city and state currently underspend federal child care funds. If uptake is significant, cost would rise
12 This could be implemented as a city pilot with a to-be-determined level of cost, or could be implemented more holistically through state legislation
13 This assumes the continuation of a city-run program like Promise NYC, not broader state policy change
14 This could represent a lower net-new cost given that the city and state currently underspend federal child care funds. If uptake is significant, cost would rise
15 The Governor’s office projected a cost of $140M annually to implement this policy change, though advocates estimate it would cost about a third of  
that amount.
16 Cost reflected would be for data systems work; added cost to serve children would be minimal since these families likely already qualify for care
17 Cost reflected would be for data systems work; added cost to serve children would be minimal since these families likely already qualify for care
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Cost to    
the city7 

Feasibility to 
implement8 

Requires 
state 

action9 

Highest 
potential for 
near-term 
impact10 

Bolster the child 
care workforce

Invest in higher wages for child care workers in all 
roles in all settings $$$  

Provide additional benefits to providers beyond 
compensation: health care, child care, pension plans, 
housing stipends, loan forgiveness

$ - $$$  

Expand career advancement opportunities for child 
care professionals $

Expand partnerships with higher education partners 
to grow the staff pipeline $  

Extend flexibility in certification requirements to 
support the incumbent workforce $   

Create training programs and apprenticeships 
specifically for immigrant communities $  

Create more 
physical space for 
child care

Make it easier for child care centers to occupy 
second-floor and basement spaces -   

Expand flexibility within city zoning to encourage child 
care center development -  

Maximize use of the property tax abatement to 
incentivize conversion opportunities -  

Create other incentives for developers to allocate 
space for child care

$$  

Create a matchmaking program to connect would-be 
child care operators with physical spaces appropriate 
for child care that are otherwise going unused

$  

Use modular construction to reduce the costs of 
building new child care programs

$  

Earmark climate resilience funds for child care 
program construction and renovation

-  

Repurpose vacant public school space for child care 
at low or no cost to providers

$$   

Encourage the construction of housing stock 
specifically designed for home-based child care 
providers to live and work

$  

Bring employers 
into the 
conversation:  
Steps that 
government can 
take18

Incentivize cost sharing by employers $$$19  

Partner with labor $$20   

Set an example by providing child care benefits for 
city employees $$$   

18 Policy ideas for employers are not included in this chart as it is otherwise focused on the cost and effort required of the City
19 This could be tested as a smaller-scale pilot to start
20 The city will contribute $3M to DC 37’s child care trust fund as part of the most recent collective bargaining agreement; this cost estimate assumes 
partnering with up to 8 additional unions at the same scale 
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A P P E N D I X :  C I T Y  A N D  S T A T E  C H I L D  C A R E 
P O L I C Y  A C T I O N S ,  2 0 2 2  T O  P R E S E N T

City legislation

The charts below include city and state legislation and city and state budget investments in child care 
since 2022. These lists include all major activities, though may not be wholly comprehensive of all policy 
activity related to child care.

Legislation Sponsors Description Status

Intro. 242-A Councilmember  
Jennifer Gutierrez

Requires the creation of a Marshall Plan 
for Moms Task Force to study and develop 
recommendations to support working parents, 
and caregivers

Signed into law by Mayor 
Adams, Nov. 2022

Intro. 485-A Councilmember Julie Menin Requires the city to create and maintain an online 
directory of child care programs in the city

Signed into law by Mayor 
Adams, Nov. 2022

Intro. 486-A Councilmember Julie Menin Establishes a child care advisory board Signed into law by Mayor 
Adams, Nov. 2022

Intro. 487-A Councilmember Julie Menin Requires the city to create and maintain an online 
portal regarding child care subsidies

Signed into law by Mayor 
Adams, Nov. 2022

Intro. 488-A Councilmember Julie Menin Requires the city to establish a three-year child 
care grant pilot program by July 1, 2023

Signed into law by Mayor 
Adams, Nov. 2022

Intro. 489-A Councilmember Julie Menin Requires the city to develop guidance for real 
estate properties regarding facilities requirements 
for child care programs

Signed into law by Mayor 
Adams, Nov. 2022

Intro. 0941 Councilmember Jennifer 
Gutierrez

Would create an Office of Child Care charged 
with improving and expanding child care across 
the city and establishing free child care for all city 
residents within four years

Introduced in 2023; public 
hearing held, Sept. 2023

Intro. 1159 Councilmember Shaun Abreu Would require DOHMH to consult with DOE 
when compiling background checks for current 
or prospective child care workers and to leverage 
previously-completed DOE background checks 
where they exist

Introduced in 2023; public 
hearing held, Oct. 2023

Intro. 1160 Councilmember Shaun Abreu Would require DOHMH to complete background 
checks for child care workers and volunteers 
within 14 days and to report annually on 
background check processes

Introduced in 2023; public 
hearing held, Oct. 2023

Intro. 1189 Councilmember Shaun Abreu Would prohibit DOHMH from requiring a 
background check for a child care worker or 
volunteer if DOHMH has conducted a background 
check on the individual within the past five years

Introduced in 2023

https://legistar.council.nyc.gov/LegislationDetail.aspx?ID=5570458&GUID=9F5B83BD-861F-4F98-A7BB-27A0A98E29EA&Options=&Search=
https://legistar.council.nyc.gov/LegislationDetail.aspx?ID=5669059&GUID=EDFDB283-E6A8-4180-BFE9-CB8212189841&Options=&Search=
https://legistar.council.nyc.gov/LegislationDetail.aspx?ID=5669064&GUID=B075F343-FE23-45FB-A2C3-6329C9FF5111&Options=&Search=
https://legistar.council.nyc.gov/LegislationDetail.aspx?ID=5669058&GUID=F9CABCC2-315A-40E4-93AE-FD7B08F703B7&Options=&Search=
https://legistar.council.nyc.gov/LegislationDetail.aspx?ID=5669060&GUID=267F5413-3A6F-40B8-81DA-E723F58F7D93&Options=&Search=
https://legistar.council.nyc.gov/LegislationDetail.aspx?ID=5669061&GUID=AD987467-D8D9-41AE-BD3A-12E67E2D8CE0&Options=&Search=
https://legistar.council.nyc.gov/LegislationDetail.aspx?ID=6047887&GUID=C1921E9F-10BE-49BE-8534-62D559E78DFD
https://legistar.council.nyc.gov/LegislationDetail.aspx?ID=6350324&GUID=AE2980AB-AEBC-4113-B388-28154EE10EAA
https://legistar.council.nyc.gov/LegislationDetail.aspx?ID=6350333&GUID=16839E52-B63C-4A75-A80A-7C6D277702A8
https://legistar.council.nyc.gov/LegislationDetail.aspx?ID=6365347&GUID=967025F8-BC8A-411C-BB01-B8DF2FB1F489
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New city investments in child care driven by the Mayor’s Office

State legislation

Legislation Sponsors Description Status

Universal Child 
Care Act 
(S3245, A4815)

Senator Jabari Brisport, Would create a task force charged with planning 
for and implementing a statewide universal child 
care program over four years with no means-
testing, increased  compensation for child 
care workers, and investments in child care 
infrastructure

First introduced in 2021; 
reintroduced in 2023

Early Learning 
Child Care Act 
(S4883 / A8625)

Assembly Member Andrew 
Hevesi

Would institute a payroll tax for the largest 
businesses in New York to expand free child 
care to families earning $106,000 and provide 
a subsidy to cap child care expenses at seven 
percent of a family’s income for those earning up 
to $250,000, reaching 93 percent of New Yorkers. 
The bill would also address child care worker 
compensation.

First introduced in 2021; 
reintroduced in 2023

S7846 / A8740 Senator Jabari Brisport, 
Assembly Member Andrew 
Hevesi

Modifies the focus of the state’s Child Care 
Availability Task Force to advise the state on how 
to implement a universal child care plan

Signed into law by Governor 
Hochul in February 2022

S5327A  / 
A4986A

Senator Jabari Brisport, 
Assembly Member Andrew 
Hevesi

Would decouple child care subsidy eligibility from 
work hours

Passed by the Senate and 
Assembly in June 2023; 
vetoed by Governor Hochul in 
December 2023

S4924 / A1303 Senator Jessica Ramos, 
Assembly Member Sarah Clark

Would remove the minimum wage requirement for 
child care assistance eligibility

Previously introduced in 
2021; reintroduced in Jan. 
2023. Has advanced out of 
committee in the Senate

Budget cycle or plan Description of new investments21

Blueprint for Child Care and Early Childhood 
Education, June 2022

• Promise NYC, a program to provide child care vouchers to undocumented 
immigrants ($10M)

• Property tax abatement for child care conversions ($25M)

• Business income tax credit for employers that provide free or subsidized child care 
($25M)

Initiatives included in the FY2024 city budget, 
July 1, 2023 - June 30, 2024

• Continuation and expansion of Promise NYC ($16M)

 21 Includes initiatives not otherwise addressed in city or state legislation

https://www.nysenate.gov/legislation/bills/2023/S3245
https://www.nysenate.gov/legislation/bills/2023/A4815
https://www.nysenate.gov/legislation/bills/2023/S4883
https://www.nysenate.gov/legislation/bills/2021/A8625
https://www.nysenate.gov/legislation/bills/2021/S7846
https://www.nysenate.gov/legislation/bills/2021/A8740
https://www.nysenate.gov/legislation/bills/2023/S5327/amendment/A
https://www.nysenate.gov/legislation/bills/2023/A4986/amendment/A
https://www.nysenate.gov/legislation/bills/2023/S4924
https://www.nysenate.gov/legislation/bills/2023/A1303
https://www.nyc.gov/assets/home/downloads/pdf/office-of-the-mayor/2022/Childcare-Plan.pdf
https://www.nyc.gov/assets/home/downloads/pdf/office-of-the-mayor/2022/Childcare-Plan.pdf
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New state investments in child care driven by the Governor’s office

Budget cycle or plan Description of new investments

Initiatives included in the FY2023 state budget,
July 1, 2022 - June 30, 2023

• Increase in the income threshold for child care subsidies from up to 200 percent 
of the Federal poverty level to up to 300 percent of the Federal poverty level, to be 
phased in over three years

• Provider stabilization grants, primarily focused on child care worker wages 
($343M)

• Capital grants program for expenses related to design, construction, improvement, 
and furnishing of new or existing child care facilities ($50M)

• Increased market rate for child care subsidies to 80th percentile

• Funding for a child care center at every CUNY and SUNY campus ($15.6M)

• Child care  access for farm workers ($13.5M)

Initiatives included in the FY2024 state budget,
July 1, 2023 - June 30, 2024

• Expansion of the Empire State Child Credit to include children under four 
($179M)

• Continued expansion of child care eligibility, raising income ceiling to 85 percent 
of the state median income (or $93,200 for a family of four)

• Limiting child care fees for subsidy-receiving families to 1 percent of the total 
family income above the poverty line

• Increase in allowable absences for child care subsidy recipients from 24 to 80 
days annually

• State tax credit to businesses that expand child care options to families ($25M 
over two years)

• Workforce Retention Program to provide retention and recruitment incentives to 
child care workers ($500M)

• Employer-Sponsored Child Care Pilot Program, a cost-sharing program wherein 
employers, the state, and families will split the cost of child care in three to-be-
named locations ($4.8M)

• Statewide business navigator program to help businesses support the child 
care needs of their employees ($1M)

• Statewide electronic child care assistance application

• Streamlined access to child care benefits for recipients of other public benefits

Additional investments for FY202422 • Grants for the construction of new child care centers or the expansion of 
existing centers ($50M)

• Business tax credits for eligible businesses that create or expand infant and 
toddler child care seats for their employees ($50M)

 22 Includes investments announced in December 2023

https://www.governor.ny.gov/news/governor-hochul-announces-historic-investment-child-care-part-fy-2023-budget
https://www.governor.ny.gov/programs/fy-2024-new-york-state-budget
https://www.governor.ny.gov/news/governor-hochul-announces-100-million-commitment-address-critical-shortage-child-care-supply
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https://allourkin.org/NYC-Child-Care-Crisis-Recommendations
https://allourkin.org/NYC-Child-Care-Crisis-Recommendations
https://allourkin.org/NYC-Child-Care-Crisis-Recommendations
https://allourkin.org/NYC-Child-Care-Crisis-Recommendations
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https://cscce.berkeley.edu/publications/fact-sheet/how-legislators-can-make-a-difference/
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https://s3.amazonaws.com/media.cccnewyork.org/2023/04/CCC-2023-The-Youngest-New-Yorkers-Full-Publication.pdf
https://s3.amazonaws.com/media.cccnewyork.org/2023/04/CCC-2023-The-Youngest-New-Yorkers-Full-Publication.pdf
https://s3.amazonaws.com/media.cccnewyork.org/2023/10/CCC-From-Birth-to-Age-12-Child-Care-Affordability-and-Cost-Burden.pdf
https://s3.amazonaws.com/media.cccnewyork.org/2023/10/CCC-From-Birth-to-Age-12-Child-Care-Affordability-and-Cost-Burden.pdf
https://s3.amazonaws.com/media.cccnewyork.org/2023/10/CCC-From-Birth-to-Age-12-Child-Care-Affordability-and-Cost-Burden.pdf
https://newyork.edtrust.org/wp-content/uploads/2023/02/Child-Care-Cost-Model-Handout.pdf
https://newyork.edtrust.org/wp-content/uploads/2023/02/Child-Care-Cost-Model-Handout.pdf
https://comptroller.nyc.gov/reports/nyc-under-three-a-plan-to-make-child-care-affordable-for-new-york-city-families/
https://comptroller.nyc.gov/reports/nyc-under-three-a-plan-to-make-child-care-affordable-for-new-york-city-families/
https://comptroller.nyc.gov/reports/nyc-under-three-a-plan-to-make-child-care-affordable-for-new-york-city-families/
http://www.centernyc.org/salary-parity-in-nyc
http://www.centernyc.org/salary-parity-in-nyc
http://www.centernyc.org/salary-parity-in-nyc
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https://ocfs.ny.gov/reports/childcare/Child-Care-Availability-Task-Force-Report.pdf?TSPD_101_R0=084c043756ab200004c790b5d89bb2264107413d7f7bb925aab48044778cb7befcb795ac91813b6308ba6be33a14300073300551919c845e0946353d55e24408124517e847a989f83fecb95d7e2447dc070ab573b9823bef43b23c2fcf4dd049
https://ocfs.ny.gov/reports/childcare/Child-Care-Availability-Task-Force-Report.pdf?TSPD_101_R0=084c043756ab200004c790b5d89bb2264107413d7f7bb925aab48044778cb7befcb795ac91813b6308ba6be33a14300073300551919c845e0946353d55e24408124517e847a989f83fecb95d7e2447dc070ab573b9823bef43b23c2fcf4dd049
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