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or middle-class families, who earn too
much to qualify for state pre-kindergarten
programs, private early education and
care is among the most onerous
expenses. By providing high-quality, 

voluntary pre-k to all three and four year
olds, policymakers can help these strapped
families while enhancing children’s school
readiness and our nation’s human capital.

F
Average Monthly Expenses for a 

Middle-Class Family of Four with 

Two Young Childrena

Early Education & Care 29%

Food 23%

Rent 20%

Transportation 11%

Healthcare 8%

Other 6%

Savings 3%

Jennifer V. Doctors wrote the individual 
family stories in this report.

Rosalinda Ortega provided research and 
interview assistance for the family stories.

a For states that use family 
income as an eligibility criterion 
for state pre-k programs.



and the cost of living, including early learning and
care, increases, more and more middle-class families
are finding themselves in the “pre-k pinch.” These
families earn too much to qualify for state programs
but not enough to pay for private, quality ones on
their own and face an untenable choice between 
financial security and their children’s school readiness.
Either their children miss out on the critical educa-
tional experiences provided by high-quality programs,
or, in order to afford early learning opportunities, 
parents mortgage the family’s future: unable to 
save, pay down debts, or pursue further education for
themselves. Providing high-quality, voluntary, state-
funded pre-k for all confers an important economic
benefit to these strapped middle-class families while
supporting the school readiness and future success 
of their children.

Especially in times of state and federal budget deficits
and a global economic crisis, policymakers need
sound, research-based guidance on the wisest use 
of public dollars. Few public policy options offer a
guaranteed return as tangible as that of high-quality,
voluntary pre-k. Through a review of the evidence,
both quantitative and anecdotal, this report, “The 
Pre-K Pinch: Early Education and the Middle Class,”
demonstrates that high-quality pre-k benefits all 
children, families, and society; describes the extent to
which middle-class families are struggling to afford
high-quality pre-k; and provides estimates of the 
number of middle-class children left out of pre-k
because of family income. This report then offers 
recommendations for policymakers to aid them in
providing financial relief to middle-class families, 
stimulating our sputtering economy, ensuring the
school readiness of the next generation, and building
our nation’s human capital. While increasing access 
to high-quality state pre-k will not address all of the
economic troubles facing the middle class or the
nation, it is an important and oft-overlooked part 
of the solution. 

Introduction

Across the nation, policymakers are paying increasing
attention to the latest research on early childhood
development – from brain development to cost-
benefit analyses to longitudinal studies – and they 
are coming away with one conclusion: high-quality
pre-kindergarten programs make the most of young
children’s immense learning potential and give them a
foundation for success in school and in life. With the
support of diverse groups of advocates, including 
business leaders and law enforcement officers, states
have increased their investments in state pre-k pro-
grams by almost 37 percent since 2005, and enrollment
has increased by about 28 percent.1 As of 2007, more
than one million three and four year olds attend state
pre-k programs.2

Despite that growth, state pre-k remains – unlike 
K-12 education – a program primarily for low-income
children. Of the 38 states that fund pre-k programs,
20 use family income as an important or the sole 
criterion for eligibility.3 In most of these states, 
families earning more than 200 percent of the federal
poverty threshold ($42,400 for a family of four),4 are
not eligible. One assumption underlying this policy
decision is that such families can afford other kinds 
of early education and care programs.5 Another is that
children from these families don’t need and wouldn’t
benefit significantly from pre-k. Overwhelming 
evidence indicates, however, that neither of these
assumptions is valid, and policymakers who make
them run the risk of compromising the future success
of young children, the financial security of middle-
class families, and the long-term economic health 
of communities and states.

Many children do not have access to this valuable 
educational opportunity, or if they do, it comes at an
alarming cost. Hardworking, middle-class parents
nationwide are suffering a financial “squeeze,” caught
between flat incomes and rising prices. As home values
continue to decline, credit evaporates, wages stagnate,
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Before deciding to extend state pre-k access to middle-
class families, policymakers must be confident that
such programs measurably benefit children from these
families. After all, pre-k is an early education program,
and so, its primary goal is to further the development
of young children. Indeed, research shows that high-
quality pre-k is effective on this score. 

The most rigorous study to date of a state pre-k 
program that includes a substantial number of 
middle-income children shows that high-quality 
pre-k increases all children’s school readiness skills, 
as measured by early literacy, language, and math
assessments, regardless of income level. Research 
by Georgetown University evaluators in Tulsa,
Oklahoma demonstrates that children who did not
qualify for the free- or reduced-price-lunch program
(those from families earning more than 185 percent 
of the federal poverty threshold) make significant
gains in early literacy skills. Children in the study
scored 41 percent and 17 percent higher than children
without a pre-k experience in assessments of letter-
word identification and spelling, respectively.6 A more
recent study, conducted in the United Kingdom by its
Department of Children, Schools and Families, found
that these benefits last beyond kindergarten only if
pre-k programs are of high quality. Specifically, they
found that, regardless of family income, participation
in a highly rated pre-k program is correlated signifi-
cantly to higher math scores at age 10.7

Benefits of Pre-K 
for Middle-Class Children

The fact is that the cut-off point at which a child is
considered middle class, or too affluent for state-funded
pre-k, has no meaningful relationship in research
terms to children’s potential to benefit educationally
and developmentally from such programs. While it is
certainly true that long-term educational outcomes are
correlated with family income, it is not true that all five
year olds from families earning a median income are
optimally prepared to succeed when they enter school.
When children enter kindergarten, the gap in cognitive
development, as measured by early literacy and math
skills, and social and emotional development between
middle-income and upper-income children is just as
large as that between low-income and middle-income 
children.8 For instance, when they enter kindergarten,
about one in three children from middle-income 
families do not know the alphabet as compared with
only one in six children from upper-income families.9

Clearly, to substantially narrow this achievement gap,
both low-income and middle-income children need
access to high-quality early education programs.
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One Family’s Experience: 

A Great Start for the Middle Class

Linda Tandy, a stay-at-home mom, and her husband, a 
delivery-truck driver, remember being in kindergarten: 
playing catch, drawing, learning the ABCs. They remember
first grade and learning to print their letters. So, in light 
of their own education experiences, their middle-class
income, and their family circumstances – a toddler and a
baby on the way – they concluded their son, Geoff, didn’t
needa “formal” pre-k program. 

Instead, the Tandys sent Geoff to Sunday school and to 
a twice-monthly early education program. He learned his
letters, could count, and interacted well with other children,
and his parents thought he was ready for kindergarten. But
kindergarten wasn’t the way Linda and her husband
remembered it. “There was a big list of expectations that
were more in line with what I remembered from first
grade,” she says. “As the year progressed, I really didn’t
know if Geoff would make it.”

Things got worse in first grade. “He was behind in writing,
low in reading, and by January, the teacher was talking
retention.” The Tandys couldn’t afford to hire a tutor as the
parents of other “non-pre-k” students did, but they worked
intensively with Geoff on reading, writing, and math.
Though he has progressed through school and will soon
enter the fourth grade, “that fear of being held back still
hangs over him.”

For their second son, Trevor, the Tandys made a different
choice. Because he had a special needs diagnosis, Trevor
qualified for Michigan’s state-funded Great Start Readiness
Program (GSRP). “GSRP was excellent,” says Linda. “He is
now out of first grade and met all the benchmarks despite
being one of the youngest students in the class.”

The Tandys learned the value of quality early education, but
they also know that they were lucky to qualify for GSRP.
“As I look back on all of this, I think, ‘We had the resources
to help Geoff, not the money, but the education and the
time. What happens in homes without those resources and
without an opportunity like GSRP?’ The simple answer is
those kids get retained or worse, they get passed by.”

Middle-income children also face many of the 
same educational challenges as low-income children, 
including high grade-repetition, drop-out, and special
needs-placement rates – precisely the problems that
high-quality pre-k has proven effective in alleviating:

During the 2005-06 school year, more than half of all
dropouts were from middle-income families.10

Among children receiving special education, more
than half come from families earning between $25,000
and $75,000 per year.11

Ten percent of all middle-income children age 16 to
19 have been retained at least once in their school
career, more than double the rate for upper-income
children.12

State education systems simply cannot tackle these
problems when they limit access to high-quality pre-k
to low-income children. 

Moreover, the traditional responses to these challenges,
such as remedial intervention programs, are costly for
schools and taxpayers. Conversely, in the long run,
reducing dropout rates and improving educational
attainment lead to a more skilled workforce, which
raises earnings and increases tax revenues.13 In other
words, expanding access to high-quality pre-k is a
proven strategy for promoting both individual success
and shared prosperity.

•

•

•
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The phrase “middle class” evokes different images for
different people, and that’s no wonder: According to a
study by the Pew Research Center, middle-income
families fall within the earnings range of $51,523 to
$103,046 for a family of four or between 75 percent
and 150 percent of the national median income, esti-
mated to be about $68,000.14 This comprises almost
40 percent of all families in the nation.15 The heads of
these households are social workers, small business
owners, paramedics, and schoolteachers, everyday
Americans who contribute to their communities and
the national economy.

According to census data, about 42 percent of all 
families in the above income range are headed by at
least one person who has a bachelor’s degree or higher.
About 13 percent are single-parent families, for whom
the financial strain is even more severe.16 The average
income of single-parent families, roughly $44,000 per
year, is slightly more than half that of all families.17

Of particular interest to this analysis are the nine 
million American families – about 20 percent of the
middle class – who have at least one child younger
than six.18 For these families, finding affordable, high-
quality early learning and care options is a priority.
Most of these families are likely to be headed by
young parents who are just starting their careers and
are years away from their prime earning period. The
median income for families with at least one or more
children under the age of six is $52,000 per year19 or
more than 20 percent less than the national median
income. Further, because they have only worked a 
relatively short period of time, parents in this group
have limited – if any – savings. 

Who is the Middle Class?

Demographics alone, however, cannot define the
experience of the middle class. To a large extent, 
these Americans share certain perceptions about 
their lives and futures. According to the Pew study,
increasingly, they are feeling financially vulnerable 
and pessimistic. Specifically, the study revealed that
among the middle class: 

Only 41 percent think they are better off than they
were five years ago.
Almost 80 percent believe it is more difficult to main-
tain their standard of living than it was five years ago.
More than half (54 percent) believe they have made no
progress in life or fell backward in the last five years.
Almost 60 percent believe it is harder to get ahead
today than it was 10 years ago, and 68 percent feel that
it is easier to fall behind.
Fifty-three percent have had to cut back on household
spending in the past year, and a similar proportion
report they will have trouble saving for the future.
Twenty-six percent believe it’s likely they will lose
their job or face a pay cut in the coming year.
Almost 20 percent think their children will have a
lower standard of living than they do.

While recent economic crises at home and abroad
have put middle-class families at greater risk, their
anxiety and the financial squeeze in which they find
themselves have been brewing for some time.

•

•

•

•

•

• 

•
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The Squeeze

Taking a long view, middle-income families appear to
have fared well until recently. Between 1979 and 2005,
the average income of middle-class families increased
by about 21 percent.20 Since 2000, however, this trend
has been reversing. From 2000 to the present, average
income for these families decreased by 3.3 percent.21

Meanwhile expenses have been going up. In fact, the
year ending July 2008 saw the highest 12-month
increase in the cost of living – 5.6 percent – since 1991.22

Rising expenses coupled with declining incomes not
only mean that families are finding it harder to cover
the basics; they also have less left over for savings.
Today, two-income families with children actually have
less discretionary income than a single-income family
did in the 1970s.23 Not surprisingly, the savings rate
has been declining for two decades. On average,
Americans currently save less than 1 percent of their
income, and they know they should be saving more:
Three-quarters of middle-class families acknowledge
that they are not saving enough for their futures.24

Unfortunately for many families, the corollary to the
inability to save is the inability to pay down debts or
worse, the need to incur more. Today, 76 percent of 
all families – and 84 percent of families with incomes
in the middle 20 percent nationally – have debt.25

Further, not only are more middle-income families in
debt, but that debt has grown at a rate of 160 percent
and now, on average, exceeds their income. For 
example, in 1983, middle-income families owed 
45 cents for every dollar of income, but by 2004, that
ratio had grown to $1.19 per dollar earned.26 One
common, but wrong, assumption is that families at 
all income levels have been living extravagant lifestyles
and purchasing luxury items on credit. The vast
majority of debt, however – more than 70 percent –
is home mortgages. Credit cards account for only 
7 percent of families’ debt.27 All in all, as a report 
by the Brookings Institution concludes: “The data…
refute the notion… that Americans are taking on
mountains of debt in order to support consumer 
buying sprees.”28

All of these forces – stagnating incomes, rising costs 
of living, shrinking savings, and persistent debt –
contribute to the precarious financial lives of middle-
income families who are often one accident, one 
illness, or one layoff away from losing their financial
footing. Bankruptcy rates are increasing,29 and families
with children are more vulnerable than those without.30

Income volatility has also increased. More and more
families are experiencing significant drops in their
income – as much as 50 percent – as a result of unan-
ticipated circumstances.31
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One Family’s Experience:

The Fragile Middle

Amy Greear never expected to be in the situation she
found herself in five years ago. “I had done everything
‘right’ so to speak,” she says. “I graduated with honors
from college, had a job doing something I’d always wanted
to do, married my high-school sweetheart, and owned my
home. I had a good life.”

Not long after her daughter Maggie was born, however,
Amy’s husband developed serious mental health problems,
and her marriage fell apart. She also lost her home in the
divorce. She moved to Tennessee with her daughter to
take a better-paying job, but even then, she says,
“Between rent, a car payment, and just basic expenses,
we were barely making it.” 

In spite of her situation, Amy was committed to ensuring
that Maggie had a high-quality early learning opportunity.
She had hoped to enroll Maggie in a state-funded pre-k 
program, but her income – $26,000 a year – exceeded the
program’s eligibility limit. Even if she had qualified, all the
programs were part day only. “My job was from eight to
five. Pre-k dismissed at two. I would have loved to enroll
her in a school-based pre-k, but without an extended-care
option, that was impossible.”

Instead, Amy enrolled her daughter in a high-quality, full-day,
private child care program and used her entire monthly
child support payments to cover the costs. This made
Amy’s financial circumstances even more precarious. 
“At the time, the program was $105 per week – almost as
much as college tuition,” she says. “There were months
when the child support was late, and I really struggled.”

Amy knows that despite the hardship she was fortunate to
find and afford a high-quality program. “Maggie went to a
great program and was able to read within the first six
weeks of kindergarten,” she says. “It was a difficult time 
in my life, and I know there are other parents who have
experienced similar financial crises trying to do the best 
for their children. I wish there had been help for me. I wish
I had been able to enroll my daughter in a publicly funded
pre-k program with a certified teacher and with the option
of extended care.”

Absent new policies that reverse these trends, middle-
class families will find their safety net increasingly
frayed and tattered. During the first half of this
decade, the proportion of middle-income families who
own assets and savings equal to three months of their
income – a common indicator of financial security –
fell to fewer than one in five.32 One study analyzed
middle-income families’ assets, earnings, education
level, health coverage, and housing expenses and
found that 69 percent of these families “lack the basics
they need to ensure financial security,” with 25 percent
at “high risk” for slipping out of the middle class com-
pletely.33 According to a Brookings Institution report:
“Growing evidence suggests not just that achieving
upward income mobility is becoming rarer, but that
downward mobility may be increasingly common.”34

The Squeeze
continued from page 5
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Recent economic trends and their impacts on the 
middle class have become major topics of concern for
journalists, economists, and political leaders. Much 
of this attention is focused on how the squeeze affects
families’ ability to keep up with the rising price of gas,
healthcare, and groceries. Comparatively little is said
about early learning and care even though, for a family
with two young children, the cost of programs usually
exceeds the cost of any of the above items. Further,
when the subject of education does come up, it’s 
usually regarding the rise in college tuition. Yet, long
before they must afford college, middle-class parents
must find ways to pay for early learning programs 
that support critical cognitive, social, and emotional
development, while also providing for their families
and pursuing their own educational and career goals. 

In most states, these parents do not qualify to enroll
their children in state-funded pre-k programs.35 Only
eight states and the District of Columbia have passed
legislation to extend eligibility for pre-k to all children
whose families want to enroll them, and only
Oklahoma has achieved an enrollment rate greater
than 60 percent of four year olds. For the remaining
30 states with pre-k programs, 20 use family income
on its own or with other “risk factors” to determine
eligibility. In the majority of these states, a family of
four earning a little more than $40,000 a year would
not be able to enroll their children in pre-k.
Furthermore, 12 states currently have no state pre-k
programs; the only statewide, publicly funded early
education program available in these states is Head
Start. Designed as an anti-poverty program, Head
Start’s income eligibility is set at the federal poverty
threshold – $21,200 for a family of four – which is
much lower than the income-eligibility limits for 
most state pre-k programs. In these dozen states, 
middle-class families have even fewer options.

How the Squeeze Affects Early Education

One Family’s Experience:

Life on Hold

For Emily Binetti and her husband, finding quality early edu-
cation and care for their three-year-old son, Mark, is a top
priority, but because they don’t qualify for Texas’s state-
funded pre-k, the costs have proven much higher than they
imagined. Emily had hoped to send Mark to a local pre-k
program. She identified a program in a nearby public school
district and planned to buy a house there and move. But
the Binettis earned too much to qualify for the free pro-
gram and would have had to pay to enroll Mark. They could
not afford both a new mortgage and the tuition; so they
were not able to buy a home or send their son to a state
pre-k program. 

Instead, the Binettis stayed in their rental – forgoing home-
ownership – and enrolled Mark in a private, full-day, full-week,
quality early education program at a cost of $700 each
month. To afford this, however, the Binettis now must
share their rental house with Emily’s brother and his girl-
friend. “Our privacy as a family is sacrificed,” Emily says.

The Binettis consider themselves typically middle class: 
Mr. Binetti owns a restaurant franchise; Emily works in
radio. Yet, even with good jobs and respectable salaries,
they have seen their savings diminish and their debt
increase simply because they’re trying to do what’s best for
their son.

Emily believes it’s unfair that only certain families in Texas
get free pre-k. If Mark were eligible for a free program, she
says, they could afford a mortgage and not need to share
their home. And they could afford something even more
precious: another child.

“The most alarming sacrifice,” Emily says, “is our desire to
expand our family. We waited until our 30s to have Mark,
and my biggest fear is that by the time we can afford early
education for two, I will be too old to have another child.

“Never in my wildest dreams,” she says, “would I have
thought that two hard-working, college-educated people
like us would be so financially burdened that the freedom
of having the family we always wanted would be sacrificed
in order to make ends meet.”



What Early Education Can Learn from Higher Education

A free, public K-12 education system for all has often
been hailed as the bedrock of this country’s democracy
and a reflection of its promise of equal opportunity. For
educational opportunities before and after the public
school years, however, our society has typically expected
the middle class to pay its own way.

At the higher education end of the spectrum, the rising
cost of college for the middle class has attracted the
attention of the media and policymakers. As a result, 
a number of bills and initiatives have been introduced
to make public colleges and universities more afford-
able for the middle class.a Private institutions of higher
learning are also implementing policies and directing
resources to ensure that high-achieving, middle-class
children have opportunities for a top-tier university 
education.b Remarkably, largely as a consequence 
of these recent efforts to ease the burden of higher 
education tuition on the middle-class, a college educa-
tion, even at elite institutions, is now less expensive 
for many families than early learning and care:

In the majority of states, the average annual cost of
child care for a four year old exceeds the tuition and
fees for public four-year colleges and universities.c

In 32 states, a family of four earning $80,000 per year
would have a harder time affording one year of child
care for a four year old than paying a year of tuition for
one child at Yale University.d

In every single state in the nation, for families earning
$60,000 per year, one year of child care would cost
more than one year of tuition at Harvard University 
or Yale University.e

If middle-class families with college-age children – 
who presumably have had at least eighteen years to
accumulate savings and assets and have more earning
potential than their counterparts with young children –
need assistance to afford college tuition, then middle-
class families with three and four year olds certainly
could use some relief as well. After all, a family that
spends less on early education can put the savings into
their children’s college funds, reducing the need for
state-financed assistance in the future. State leaders
should look to state-funded pre-k programs as one
promising policy option to help middle-income 
families afford early education today, and perhaps, 
even college in the future.

•

•

•

a See for example: Office of New York State Senator Kenneth P. 
LaValle, "Senator Lavalle Fights to Help Families Afford 
College,"  (Albany: 2008); and Office of the Governor, 
"Governor Outlines Plan for Higher Education Access and 
Affordability,"  (Indianapolis, IN: 2008).

b According to Arian Campo-Flores, "New Financial-Aid Rules 
Offer Middle-Class Relief," Newsweek, Aug. 18, 2008, Stanford
University has eliminated tuition completely for accepted 
applicants from families earning up to $100,000, and Harvard 
University has exempted tuition for students from families earn
ing up to $60,000, instituted a sliding tuition scale for families 
earning between $60,000 and $120,000, and limited tuition to 
10 percent of income for families earning $120,000 to $180,000.

c “Parents and the High Price of Child Care:
2008 Update,” (Washington, DC: NACCRRA, 2008).

d Ibid; and Campo-Flores, “New Financial-Aid Rules Offer 
Middle-Class Relief.”

e Ibid.
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As a result, middle-class families in most states must
pay for private early learning and care programs on
their own, and they are finding it difficult to afford
average, much less high-quality settings. The cost of
such programs has risen faster than inflation for more
than a decade: Between 1996 and 2006, while overall
prices rose by about 30 percent, the cost of early 
education and care increased 60 percent.36 A 2008
report on the cost of child care by the National
Association of Child Care Resource and Referral
Agencies (NACCRRA) shows that, depending on the
state, child care for a four year old can occupy up to
14 percent of the median income of a two-parent fam-
ily. For many families, it ranks as one of the top two or
three most costly household expenditures above food,
healthcare, and even in-state college tuition. 

For families with two young children, the added cost
of care for an infant or toddler raises the burden to 
as much as 32 percent of the state median income. 
In most parts of the country, this would be the second-
highest expense for a family behind only mortgage
payments, and all this is just for average quality pro-
grams. Child care at an accredited center – a rough
measure of higher quality – can cost an additional 
6 percent to 27 percent.37 The challenge to afford
early learning and care has become so severe that
Citibank is working with a loan company, I Pay 
Child Care, to offer affordable loans to families 
seeking to pay for private pre-k and child care.38

The consequence of these limited options is that some
families sacrifice financial security, stretching budgets
to the limit to afford high-quality programs. Others
settle for low-cost, low-quality child care, make 
informal arrangements like having extended family

members care for young children, or sometimes, 
give up jobs and crucial income to stay home and 
provide care themselves. Indeed, national data show
that families earning between $30,000 and $40,000 a
year are less likely to enroll their children in center- 
or school-based early learning and care programs than
families living in poverty. Even children from families
earning $40,000 to $60,000 are no more likely to 
participate in these programs than poor children. 
Only at family-income levels above $60,000 does 
the enrollment rate increase.39

Public-opinion surveys indicate that these enrollment
trends do not reflect a lack of interest in early education
among middle-income families. A 2008 national survey
of registered voters found that, of all income groups,
middle-income families are among the most supportive
of publicly funded, voluntary pre-k programs for all
children. In the survey, more than half of middle-
income voters believe that local and state governments
are not doing enough to increase access to early edu-
cation. (See Figure 1.) Further, the majority of those 
earning between $50,000 and $100,000 per year 
support government investments to increase the 
availability of high-quality pre-k for all families. (See
Figure 2.) When asked whether they would be willing
to pay more taxes to increase federal investment in 
pre-k, more than 60 percent of these voters said yes.40

How the Squeeze Affects Early Education
continued from page 7

Between 1996 and 2006, while 
overall prices rose by about 
30 percent, the cost of early 
education and care increased 
60 percent. 
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Given their high level of interest in early education,
the relatively low enrollment rate among middle-income
families likely has more to do with issues of access and
affordability than anything else. Findings from a RAND
Corporation study of early education in the nation’s
most populous state, California, support this conclu-
sion. In California, families of four earning more than
about $50,000 are not eligible for the state pre-k 
program and not surprisingly, the enrollment rate in
center-based early education programs drops off right at
that income level. Of all the income groups examined,
families earning $50,000 to $70,000 were the least
likely to enroll their children in these programs.41

This would not be as urgent a problem if the quality
of the alternatives was high, but research shows that
the typical child care arrangement – either in centers
or family homes – leaves much to be desired. Research
conducted by the National Institute of Child Health
and Human Development found that the quality of
most child care settings is either fair (53 percent) or
poor (8 percent).42 Another review of the literature by
the National Research Council found that “about 10
to 20 percent of arrangements fall below thresholds of
even adequate care.”43 Recent reports by NACCRRA
showed that states are either setting a very low bar for
quality in child care centers and family child care
homes, providing weak oversight systems, or both.44

These findings lend credence to a recent study that
found cognitive gains achieved by children in pre-k
tend to be greater than those achieved by children in
center-based care.45

Figure 1: 

Government Not Meeting Expectations

Overall, do you think that state and local governments are doing too much, 
about the right amount, or too little to make sure that all parents have access 
to affordable pre-kindergarten programs for their young children?

80%

60%

40%

20%

0%

Too much About the Too little Not Sure
right amount

7 5 6

23

56
60

53

16

31

14
19

10

All Voters

Household Income of $75k – $100k

Household Income of $50k – $75k

How the Squeeze Affects Early Education
continued from page 9
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Figure 2: 

Super-Majority Wants Pre-K For All

Do you think that state and local governments should or
should not fund voluntary pre-kindergarten for all families, 
just as they do now for kindergarten through twelfth grade?

80%

60%

40%

20%

0%

67

28

71

22

64

31

All Voters

Yes, should fund No, should not fund
pre-k for all pre-k for all

Household Income of $75k – $100k

Household Income of $50k – $75k

Using the education of center directors and teachers
as a key measure of quality, this situation may not
improve any time soon. From 1983 to 2004, the 
percentage of center-based early education administra-
tors and teachers who had at least a bachelor’s degree
decreased from 47 percent to 30 percent. During that
same period, those with at most a high school diploma
increased from 18 percent to 26 percent.46 Given 
this declining educational attainment by child care
professionals and the link between teacher-education
level and program effectiveness, families will continue
to have difficulty finding quality settings for their
young children, absent a focused effort to expand
accessible, quality early education programs. 

One Family’s Experience:

Can’t Afford to Work

Kara Gore and her husband Raymond, both college educated
and both pursuing advanced degrees, have two children,
Madeleine and Grayson. Raymond is a schoolteacher, and,
until Grayson was born, Kara worked for Texas’s child care
licensing agency. As young parents, the couple has struggled
to find quality, affordable early learning and care environ-
ments. Their combined income is too high to qualify for
state-funded pre-k or federal Head Start programs but too
low to afford high-quality, private programs, which cost at
least $1,000 a month for two children. 

Kara saw that their neighbors were sending their children to
low-quality child care programs because that was all they
could afford. “This trend to ‘settle’ for poorer-quality, cheaper
care and education is quite the norm in our middle-class part
of town,” she says, but this was a choice the Gores were
unwilling to make. With Madeleine, Kara was able to rely 
on the help of her family who lived 45 miles away. After
Grayson’s birth, however, Kara made the “very difficult 
decision to stop working.” 

Even after that decision, the Gores still earned too much to
qualify for public pre-k, but without two incomes, they also
couldn’t make ends meet. So Kara started a small, home-
based business. “This was our only option,” she says, “but
the constant pressure to make $20,000 per year from my
small business and maintain the role of primary caregiver
for my children has been exhausting.”

And Kara knows that, even as a stay-at-home mom, she
can’t give her children the same opportunities to learn and
engage with peers as they would have in a high-quality 
pre-k program. “As a mother,” she says, “I am concerned
that my children will not be prepared academically for 
public school and will have lower social skills than those
children who were able to participate in pre-k.

“Like so many educated, hardworking, middle-class 
families who earn at once too much and not enough, our
children may miss out on a positive early start in learning.
All children should have the same chance to experience
quality education during their impressionable early years.”
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Figure 3: 

Estimates of Children in Middle-Class Families Struggling to Afford Early Education and Care
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in State

40%

30%

20%

10%

0%

42
39

35

30

26
23 22 21

19
15

14 14 13 13
11 11

9 9

5

N/A

Source: The data used to create these figures were derived
from the sources cited under Appendix Tables 1 and 2.

State-Level Analysis

How many middle-income families struggle to afford
even average-quality early learning and care programs
because they earn too much to enroll their children 
in a state pre-k or federal Head Start program? To
answer this question, this analysis examines census 
and household-expenditure data from states that use
family income as one criterion for determining pre-k
eligibility and calculates the estimated income needed
to maintain a modest, middle-class standard of living
in those states.47 From these figures, then, it is possible
to estimate the number of three and four year olds
caught in the pre-k pinch because their families’
incomes exceed state pre-k eligibility thresholds 
but are insufficient to afford average, private early
education and care programs.48

In states that use family income as one criterion to
determine eligibility for pre-k, families must earn
between about $56,000 (Arkansas) and $94,500
(Massachusetts), or 265 percent to almost 450 percent
of the federal poverty threshold, to afford a middle-class
standard of living. (See Appendix Table 1.) In other
words, families in most of these states would need to
earn from 1.3 times (e.g., Arkansas, Ohio) to more
than three times the pre-k income-eligibility level
(e.g., Delaware, Oregon, Washington) to afford an
average early education and care program on their

own. Any less than that – absent an increase in
income-eligibility levels – and they would have great
difficulty paying for such programs.

Across these states, about 700,000 three and four year
olds from middle-income families are caught in the
pre-k pinch, ranging on a state-by-state basis from
more than 6,000 children in Arkansas to nearly
132,000 in California.49 ( See Appendix Table 2.)
Delaware, Oregon, and Washington have pre-k
income-eligibility levels below $24,000 per year, and
more than one-third of all three and four year olds 
in these states are from families stretching to afford
early learning and care programs. By contrast, in
Pennsylvania, which has the nation’s highest income-
eligibility level for pre-k – $63,600 annually – 5 percent
of three and four year olds are from families con-
fronting the pre-k pinch.50 (See Figures 3 and 4.)

This analysis of middle-income-family budgets also
shows that the cost of early education and care for two
young children exceeds all other household expenses
in almost all these states. In California, Colorado,
Kansas, Maryland, Massachusetts, Nebraska,
Pennsylvania, and Washington, early learning and 
care accounts for 30 percent or more of these families’
monthly expenditures. Furthermore, because these



Figure 4: 

Income Eligibility for State Pre-K vs. Minimum Income Needed to Support Middle-Class Family of Four
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family-budget estimates are rather conservative, most
families already have few if any discretionary expenses
and so would be hard pressed to find areas where they
can cut back. Thus, families are left with the very 
difficult choice of cutting back further on essential
expenses such as healthcare, food, and clothing or 
settling for sub-par early learning and care programs.

Conversely, were states to expand their pre-k programs
to serve the middle class, these families could reap annual
savings ranging from $4,475 in Arkansas to more than
$10,000 in Massachusetts.51 These are substantial savings
that could help families pay down debt or save for a
home, for children’s college education, or for emergen-
cies such as a health crisis. It is no wonder then that
economists and community developers are increasingly
looking at the expansion of publicly funded pre-k to all
children as viable economic stimulus strategies.52
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The Pre-K Wilderness and the Middle Class

Twelve states currently offer no state-funded pre-k 
program. Therefore, in these states, the federal Head
Start program, which is targeted to poor children and 
has an income-eligibility threshold lower than all but 
two state pre-k programs, is the only publicly funded 
early education option available statewide. As a result,
middle-class families in these states are more likely to
find themselves in the pre-k pinch than their peers in
states offering even limited pre-k access. Specifically,
the proportion of three and four year olds in these
families ranges from 30 percent (North Dakota) to as
much as 47 percent (Hawaii and Idaho).

Figure B: 

Income Eligibility for Head Start vs. Minimum Income Needed to Support Middle-Class Family of Four

Figure A: 

Estimates of Children in Middle-Class Families

Struggling to Afford Early Education and Care
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Source: The data used to create these figures were derived from 
the sources cited under Appendix Tables 1 and 2.
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Maximum Income for Head Start Eligibility
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Recommendations

Middle-class families and their children benefit from
voluntary, high-quality, state-funded pre-k programs,
but they need greater access to them. This need is
made even starker by the recent upheaval in the
financial markets and the global economy. The 
question is not why states should make middle-class
children – and eventually all children – eligible for
voluntary pre-k; it’s how. Below are a number of
actions for states to take and for the federal govern-
ment to support in order to make this happen. 

Create a phase-in plan for a gradual expansion of
pre-k to all children beginning with the most
vulnerable children and families, and moving to
include those in the middle class.
Such a plan should be achievable both in terms of
funding and infrastructure including supply of quali-
fied teachers and facilities. States can also consider
phasing in eligibility for pre-k to all children within 
a community or school district, starting with the
areas of greatest need. Need can be defined by the
socioeconomic status of the community (e.g., con-
centration of families with a certain level of income),
the supply of high-quality early education programs
relative to the population of young children, and/or
the performance of school systems as measured by
standardized test scores. For example, in 2006, the
Illinois legislature passed the Preschool For All
Children Act, which set the goal of providing volun-
tary pre-k for all three and four year olds by 2011.
The bill gave top priority for new funding to pro-
grams serving children identified as at-risk of school
failure. Second priority goes to programs that serve
families who earn up to 400 percent of the federal
poverty threshold (approximately $80,000 for a family
of four). To support this phase-in plan, the state also
developed the Illinois Early Childhood Asset Map, a
tool decision makers use to assess the distribution of
pre-k and early education programs across the state
based on community demographics.

Use factors other than family income to 
define eligibility.
Certain groups of young children may stand to 
benefit more from high-quality pre-k than the general
population in ways that have little relation to family
income. For instance, pre-k can provide much-needed
stability for children whose parents are on active 
military duty or those from single-parent households.
Research also shows that high-quality pre-k especially
benefits English language learners and children whose
parents have lower educational attainment. States can
incrementally increase access to these groups as they
phase in eligibility to all children. In the past two
years, for example, the Texas pre-k program, which
does prioritize low-income children, has extended 
eligibility to children in foster care and children 
from military families.

Fund programs adequately to serve eligible 
populations.
For middle-class families, a pre-k-for-all statute 
or high family-income threshold is meaningless if
funding is inadequate to provide a pre-k opportunity
for their children. For example, among states that 
use family income as a pre-k eligibility criterion,
California has one of the nation’s highest limits:
Families earning up to 228 percent of the federal
poverty threshold (equivalent to 75 percent of the
state median income), or close to $50,000 in 2006, 
are eligible. A RAND Corporation study, however,
showed that as of 2006, California served only 53 
percent of eligible four year olds and 25 percent of 
eligible three year olds, and these figures include state
pre-k, Head Start, and other child development 
programs serving this age group.53

1.

2.

3.
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Create full-day programs that meet the needs 
of working families.
About one in five middle-income families have to
rely on multiple providers in order to cobble together
a full day of education and care for their young chil-
dren.54 Even if middle-class families are eligible for
pre-k, they may still face considerable challenges and
stress if programs only last part of a working day.
These families must find affordable, quality child
care for the remaining hours as well as transportation
between programs. States should promote – through
training, regulation, and, if necessary, legislation –
collaborations among schools, child care, and Head
Start to ensure pre-k is part of full-day, quality 
education and care programs. For instance, the
Wisconsin Department of Public Instruction has
hired and trained collaboration coaches to help 
different programs, including state pre-k, child care,
and Head Start, work together to develop “commu-
nity approaches” that extend the services provided 
by pre-k programs.55 Since 2004, these efforts have
more than doubled the number of collaborations 
to 85 communities across the state.

Establish high quality before making substantial
program expansions.
Research shows that pre-k programs provide maximum
benefit for children when they are high quality. Key 
elements of high-quality programs include: small class
sizes, low child-adult ratios, appropriate curricula that
address all areas of child development (e.g., cognitive,
social, emotional, and physical), teachers with college
degrees and training in early childhood, and professional
development opportunities for pre-k teachers and class-
room aides. Insisting upon such standards creates 
a classroom environment that supports nurturing, 
effective teacher-student interactions. Developing a
high-quality program also requires policies and invest-
ments that build capacity, such as expanding access 
to quality teacher-preparation programs in colleges 
and universities, providing additional resources for
community-based pre-k programs, and ensuring avail-
ability of appropriate pre-k facilities. For instance, over
time, Alabama has increased quality standards for its
pre-k program, which now meets all 10 quality bench-
marks identified by the National Institute for Early
Education Research (NIEER), including a teacher with
a bachelor’s degree and certification in early education,
an assistant with at least a child development associate
(CDA) credential, and a child-adult ratio of no more
than 10 to one. In addition to instituting these policies,
the state’s Office of School Readiness is also working
with the T.E.A.C.H. program and investing $300,000 of
its own resources to increase the supply of highly quali-
fied pre-k teachers by providing college scholarships 
to early childhood professionals. 

4. 5.
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Conclusion

High-quality pre-k for all children is not a panacea that
will solve all the economic troubles of the middle class
or address all the developmental needs of their children.
As this analysis shows, however, the financial, social, and
educational benefits can be significant and are often
ignored. In order to realize these benefits, leaders at all
levels – from neighborhood associations to the White
House – must begin to see early childhood programs,
including pre-k, in a different light. For too long, these
programs have been considered necessary only for the
disadvantaged, as “safety nets” for families unable to
provide a high-quality environment for their young
children. Yet, lessons from decades of research and
experience tell a different story: High-quality pre-k 
programs benefit all children and families regardless of
income. These programs provide children with unique
and critical educational and social experiences at a key
point in their development. They also contribute to
middle-class parents’ sense of security about their 
children’s school readiness and their families’ financial
circumstances. Our nation’s middle-class families –
especially those with young children  – should not have
to live on a high wire. They need a solid foundation,
financially and educationally on which to build prosper-
ity in their homes and communities. Providing volun-
tary, affordable, high-quality pre-k for all children is
critical to building that foundation – for children, for
families, and for society.

Extend eligibility for voluntary pre-k to three
year olds.
Middle-class parents who believe that their three
year olds can benefit from an early education 
experience should have the choice to enroll them 
in a high-quality, state pre-k program. The savings
they reap as a result can make a world of difference
to their family budget. Importantly, research also
shows that children achieve significantly greater 
cognitive gains when they participate in two years 
of pre-k rather than one.56

Commission state-specific analyses on the 
pre-k pinch.
State leaders should apply the model used in this
analysis to derive more precise cost-of-living data
and estimates of middle-class family budgets for 
their states. They may also choose to consider family
expenses other than or in addition to those used in
this analysis, such as a mortgage or debt payments, 
or to consider additional family types such as single-
parent households. Similarly, they should acquire
more state-level data on populations of children at
various income levels who don’t qualify for state-
funded pre-k programs to determine with more 
certainty the extent of their state’s problem. 

This process will provide an initial picture of a 
state’s pre-k pinch, but shifts in the cost of everyday
expenses, employment patterns, and family-income
levels occur frequently, and states must either invest
in research capacity to keep up or risk operating
from outdated data and leaving families behind. Also,
inherent in income-based eligibility requirements are
the administrative costs of ensuring that only the 
targeted group is served. The need to maintain and
manage systems that restrict enrollment can become
burdensome.57 To alleviate these demands and ensure
middle-class access to high-quality state pre-k pro-
grams, policymakers should pursue a strategy to
phase in pre-k for all children.

6.

7.
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Table 1: 

Expense and Income Estimates for a Middle-Class Family of Four in States with Income-Based Pre-K Eligibilitya
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Minimum income for 

middle-class family 

(Percent of federal 

poverty threshold)

Stateb
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Arkansas

California

Colorado

Delaware

Kansas

Kentucky

Louisiana

Maryland

Massachusetts

Michigane

Nebraska

North Carolina

Ohio

Oregon

Pennsylvania

South Carolina

Tennessee

Texas

Washington

$ 65,200 (308 %)

$ 56,200 (265 %)
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Table 2: 

Estimates of Children in Middle-Class Families Struggling to Afford Early Education and Carea
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a Because the income and population estimates presented in this table
are based on national surveys, they are intended only to provide state-
level policymakers and advocates with a broad sense of the pre-k pinch
experienced by the middle class.

b If a state has more than one state-funded pre-k program, the larger 
one was used in the analysis. These states include Kansas, Louisiana,
and South Carolina. 

c Some of the states allow programs to enroll a proportion of children
who are from families earning above the pre-k-eligibility level. In
California, Delaware and Washington, 10 percent of enrolled children
can be from families that earn more than the maximum income-eligibility
level. Pre-k programs in North Carolina and Oregon allow 20 percent of
enrolled children to be from families that earn more than the maximum
income-eligibility level. In most cases, however, most of the enrolled
children are from families at or below the income-eligibility level. 

d The estimates of children whose families earn above the pre-k eligibility
level and below the minimum annual income necessary include three
and four year olds. These estimates are derived from the Current
Population Survey Table Creator (http://www.census.gov/hhes/www/
cpstc/cps_table_creator.html) and represent a three-year average
between 2005 and 2007. When the exact income cut-off points are not
available in the table creator, a narrower range of income was used to
produce a more conservative estimate. Some income-ineligible children
may qualify for state-funded pre-k if they meet other risk factors, and in
some states, they may qualify for child care subsidies. Also, in Arizona,
Delaware, Kansas, Louisiana, Maryland, North Carolina, South Carolina,
and Tennessee, three year olds are not eligible for state pre-k.
Therefore, the analysis for these states underestimates the number of
three year olds who live in families that are struggling to pay for early
education programs. 

e Due to the limited range between the income-eligibility threshold for
state pre-k and the minimum income necessary for a middle-class family
in Michigan, this analysis is unable to provide an estimate of children
from families in this income range. 

Table 2: Estimates of Children in Middle-Class Families

Struggling to Afford Early Education and Care
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c U.S. Department of Agriculture, Center for Nutrition Policy and
Promotion. “Official USDA Food Plans: Cost of Food at Home at Four
Levels, U.S. Average, June 2008.” Alexandria, VA: 2008,
http://www.cnpp.usda.gov/Publications/FoodPlans/2008/CostofFoodJu
n08.pdf.

d U.S. Department of Labor, Bureau of Labor Statistics. “Consumer
Expenditure Survey: Tables 1984 through 2006.” Washington, DC:
2006, http://www.bls.gov/cex/tables.htm. (Calculated for families earn-
ing between $40,000 and $49,999 annually, adjusted to 2008 dollars)

e “Parents and the High Price of Child Care: 2008 Update,”
(Washington, DC: NACCRRA, 2008).

f U.S. Department of Health and Human Services, Agency for
Healthcare Research and Quality. “Average Total Employee
Contribution (in Dollars) Per Enrolled Employee for Family Coverage at
Private-Sector Establishments That Offer Health Insurance by Firm
Size and State: United States, 2006,” (Table II.D.2). In Medical
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.ahrq.gov/mepsweb/data_stats/summ_tables/insr/state/series_2/2006/t
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g –, “Medical Expenditure Panel Survey.” Rockville, MD: 2005,
http://www.meps.ahrq.gov/mepsweb/data_stats/MEPSnetHC.jsp.
(adjusted to 2008 dollars). Methodology adapted from: S. Allegretto
and Y. Fungard, “Family Budget Technical Documentation,”
(Washington, DC: Economic Policy Institute, 2005).

h U.S. Department of Transportation, Center for Transportation Analysis.
“National Household Travel Survey,” Oak Ridge National Laboratory.
2001, http://nhts.ornl.gov/index.shtml. Cost per mile driven from: 
U.S. Department of the Treasury, Internal Revenue Service. “IRS
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http://www.irs.gov/newsroom/article/0,,id=176030,00.html.
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j “Internet TAXSIM Version 8.0,” National Bureau of Economic
Research, http://www.nber.org/~taxsim/taxsim-calc8/index.html.
(Includes state, federal, and payroll taxes)

Table 1: Expense and Income Estimates for a 
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Income-Based Pre-K Eligibility 
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