
Focusing on Early Opportunities
Improving our child care subsidy system.

Make sure the earliest environments 
are good ones. 

Building prosperity for tomorrow’s Texas starts with 

building up our children for success. Science now 

shows that the environments where children first begin 

learning, including the child care settings where many 

spend a good part of their day, determine that success 

in ways not previously well understood. Unfortunately, 

the current child care system in Texas designed to 

provide child care services for low-income families 

can stand in the way of high-quality early education. 

Reimbursing child care services at a better rate would 

spur growth in the number of high-quality child care 

centers willing to serve low-income kids through our 

state’s child care subsidy system; increase the number 

of children enrolling in high quality centers; and lead 

to more young Texans entering kindergarten ready 

for school and success. The impact of an enhanced 

rate would grow if linked to an incentive system that 

considers quality measures. 

What to Know:

•  A child’s environment and early experiences 

shape the brain’s architecture. When positive, 

they have been shown to set a critical foundation 

for future learning, behavior, and health.1 But when 

an early environment that a child spends time in is 

negative, it can increase levels of a stress hormone 

found to be harmful to the developing brain’s 

architecture. This, in turn, can make it harder for 

kids later on to learn language and mathematical, 

reasoning, and memory skills.2 

•  Texas makes an investment in its child care system 

but could be even more strategic to ensure those 

dollars 1) provide care during the day so low-

income parents can work and contribute to the 

economy; and 2) prepare at-risk children for success 

in the K-12 system. Economists have found that 

society gets the greatest returns on investments 

when low-income kids, from birth to age five, have 

opportunities that prime them for later learning.3 

Texas limits these investments now and doesn’t do 

enough to align services in the early years with what 

we know builds state prosperity later on.

•  The child care subsidy system refers to Texas’ 

statewide child care assistance program for low-

income working families who need affordable 

child care options. Providers who participate in the 

program—child care centers, homes, and friend-

family-neighbor care—agree to care for the children 

of low-income working families at a discounted rate. 

When we get child development right, it is a foundation for community and 
economic development. The environments in children’s early years play a crucial 
role in the ongoing process of building young minds. That is why high quality child 
care has such a far-reaching impact on kids, communities, and schools alike.
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• Providers are reimbursed through one of 28 local Texas Workforce 

Development Boards, which govern local child care subsidies and receive 

state support. Funded primarily through federal dollars, the subsidy 

system also includes state and local dollars.  

•  Children are missing out on high quality child care because of current 

subsidy rates.4 States should reimburse providers at the 75th percentile 

of market rate to ensure quality options for children, according to the 

federal government, but none of Texas’ local workforce boards are 

meeting this recommendation.5 In some areas, the reimbursement rate is 

below half of the recommended rate, leading to fewer high quality child 

care options for families.6 

•  Nearly 30% of Texas’ children, ages birth through age five, are growing 

up in poverty, and most of them have parents who work, so they need a 

child care subsidy.7  The subsidy system serves roughly 110,000 children 

per year, and there is always a waiting list for families that need care.8 

•  Poor children are the most likely to arrive at kindergarten behind 

their peers, requiring immediate interventions in the K-12 system, 
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such as special education referrals, assistance from teaching specialists, and retention in early grade levels.9 These 

interventions cost Texas millions of dollars, but improving early child development environments could save these 

expenses by helping more children enter kindergarten school-ready.

•  The research is clear that children attending high quality early learning environments promote school success 

and life success, thus decreasing costs for schools and society.10 A 2006 study conducted a cost-benefit analysis 

of investing in Texas’ current early learning programs. The study found a 350% return on investment with savings 

realized through fewer children being referred to special education, fewer children being retained in school, more 

children graduating high school, and more Texans entering college.11 

How to Make it Happen:  

•  Improve the child care subsidy system and increase reimbursement rates to ensure more children who qualify for 

subsidies receive high quality early learning, school readiness preparation, and social emotional development. 


