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Editor’s note: This brief was originally published by the North Carolina Early Childhood
Foundation on Aug. 19, 2024. It is republished here with permission from the authors.
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North Carolina’s child care system is under-resourced, underfunded
and in trouble.

Introduction

Child care took center stage during the pandemic and economic recovery. However, NC’s
child care system was under strain long before the pandemic, with low wages making it
difficult for providers to keep the staff needed to provide high-quality, reliable care and
working parents struggling to bear the high cost of care.

Amidst a budget deadlock in June 2024, North Carolina passed $67.5 million in funding for
child care. This is LESS THAN A QUARTER of the $300 million deemed necessary by
early childhood education professionals to begin stabilizing the statewide child care crisis. It
stands as a reminder that child care, and more broadly early childhood education, is a
bipartisan issue. Building on this momentum, NCECF sees an opportunity to share
information, advocacy action plans, and policy briefs that empower our community to
strengthen and stabilize North Carolina’s early care and learning system.

77% of North Carolina voters say that access to child care is a serious problem.

86% say that improving the quality and affordability of child care is a good use of
taxpayers’ money.

87% say that acting to fix the child care crisis should be a priority for North Carolina.

SOURCE: NC Chamber Foundation

PROBLEM: Unstable Child Care Systems for NC Families

Federal pandemic relief funds stabilized the system by distributing more than $834 million
to child care facilities across North Carolina, with many providers using those funds to hire
more staff and increase wages. Now, that funding has run out and providers across North
Carolina, along with most states across the nation, are struggling to figure out how to stay
open. In the current failed system there are:

Not enough center- and home-based child care and pre-kindergarten providers to
meet the demand for care.
Care is currently provided at a cost that is both too high for most families to manage
and yet too low for most providers to earn a living wage, which is $21.56 in North
Carolina. 

https://buildthefoundation.org/2020/12/new-report-child-care-crisis-cost-north-carolina-2-4-billion-yearly-before-the-pandemic/
https://ncnewsline.com/2024/06/18/n-c-house-budget-calls-for-135-million-in-childcare-stabilization-grants/
https://ncchamber.com/wp-content/uploads/NC-Chamber-Survey-R5-Findings-Graphic.pdf
https://dashboards.ncdhhs.gov/t/DCDEE/views/ProviderPaymentReport2_14_23/Dashboard1?%3Aembed=y&%3Aiid=2&%3AisGuestRedirectFromVizportal=y
https://www.northcarolinahealthnews.org/2024/05/14/child-care-sites-net-loss-increasing/#:~:text=North%20Carolina%20has%20lost%20almost,trend%20appears%20to%20be%20increasing.
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In North Carolina, the average daycare worker earns $11.69 per hour. This is less
than the average fast food worker.

The average cost of a year of infant-toddler care is $9,480. This is more than the
cost of one year of in-state college tuition.

There continue to be dramatic negative impacts on the state’s child care system. NC
Secretary of DHHS Kody Kinsley recently reported that “300 child care centers in North
Carolina closed [in 2023].” The severity of this issue is echoed in the comments of Ariel
Ford, the outgoing Director of DHHS’s Division of Child Development and Early
Education, “These closures are devastating to children, families, and communities who rely
on child care to nurture their children’s healthy development and learning, allow parents to
work and support their families, and keep local businesses running.” 

These issues don’t just affect children, their parents, and care providers — it also has a
substantial effect on the state’s economic health by shrinking the labor force, particularly
women’s ability to enter and stay in the labor force.

A national survey of 3,600 mothers found that inadequate child care is causing 52%
of them to consider leaving the workforce.

In 2023, the percentage of stay-at-home mothers rose to 25%, a significant
increase from 15% in 2022.

Simply put, “the decision of families [especially single parent families] to participate in the
workforce depends on access and availability of quality child care. child care provides an
important infrastructure that supports working parents as well as the productivity of the
economy.” In North Carolina, only 3.4 percent of families have a stay-at-home parent
that cares for the children full-time. Efforts should be increased to ensure that a range of
options of child care is available at cost levels that all families can afford, and is of a quality
that fosters brain and social emotional development.

When we say that the child care system in North Carolina is unstable we mean:

Few Options for Babies – Infant and toddler care is severely lacking in most
communities and can be almost impossible to find in some rural communities. North
Carolina only has enough infant and toddler care for 1 in 5 children.
Long Waitlists – There aren’t enough child care and preschool seats available for all
the families that need and want to place their children in stable, high-quality home and
center-based care while they are at work or in an educational program. For
example: Buncombe County, in which 69% of families with children under age 6 have
all parents working, has lost approximately 11% of its child care slots since the
pandemic, with availability continuing to decline.

https://thesouthernscoopnews.com/latest-news/north-carolinas-childcare-crisis-a-looming-catastrophe
https://u7061146.ct.sendgrid.net/ls/click?upn=4tNED-2FM8iDZJQyQ53jATUdfmxSOpcTqzaA1JaAVY8s0iU-2BlnaH7c0refdI8KUfomWoYHCDH4DwiD1iDwYAyxMZ11sjCKVhaN5S-2B1uMD8LZWqBxCRn-2Fax1SCI7J74P-2B4JLIek9YebWxhzyrd75-2BD4tQ-3D-3Dy4KN_FTF6VMjdZHcGkS8V977-2Bn5lVmAYCLrsmPeWADXOC5nM1EXWVLgGA2AAqzlWfK9jGpqrAOv8kjtg0nqWKvTdtdRnOwLjIhrY0HqOfVJW1stbE0h-2FHgKKWkUTUPivhjVn-2B-2BabZObqFMCw7e37El5-2FyhN8GuGzCibZLhqUtSbd4iOFEjPcfoUwuHDHLUznfauMw3OBAn4Ih5YFU-2F-2FeYvJ1dE0L8j-2BSgQPI849qGHKI3-2BJGQZ8qpevrPiLbVRh1pPVMiHYp8gkR6rkghn3feDVVkWneMsAm58fk-2BWnvUTh9Ue0FpYLcG2vBQge0lyTce4He5wi-2BkUROrZX3ToBc1XqKl90sZyUWTteavIlqoegsf-2FAs-3D
https://u7061146.ct.sendgrid.net/ls/click?upn=4tNED-2FM8iDZJQyQ53jATUdfmxSOpcTqzaA1JaAVY8s0iU-2BlnaH7c0refdI8KUfomWoYHCDH4DwiD1iDwYAyxMZ11sjCKVhaN5S-2B1uMD8LZWqBxCRn-2Fax1SCI7J74P-2B4JLIek9YebWxhzyrd75-2BD4tQ-3D-3Dfu9V_FTF6VMjdZHcGkS8V977-2Bn5lVmAYCLrsmPeWADXOC5nM1EXWVLgGA2AAqzlWfK9jGpqrAOv8kjtg0nqWKvTdtdRnOwLjIhrY0HqOfVJW1stbE0h-2FHgKKWkUTUPivhjVn-2B-2BabZObqFMCw7e37El5-2FyhN8GuGzCibZLhqUtSbd4iOFEjPcfoUwuHDHLUznfauMwJj0iGZv3VGICBNZNfIBwh6jkgvELGmERrkwXC4dHF-2BkHQw5KZOKEs8FAcr-2BA9AzLM0EzuTiLOEhjZ7GhzO6pNqlmf0y-2Bmae5Mrp8WanPLIK8zwA0ZLLJkdaFxMp8yXle3kOTWJ4LUFfKzG8xjnFHdLufgEURonhoxMixv0hMyRs-3D
https://www.conference-board.org/us/committee-economic-development
https://www.magnifymoney.com/blog/news/stay-at-home-parents-study/
https://www.americanprogress.org/article/costly-unavailable-america-lacks-sufficient-child-care-supply-infants-toddlers/
https://www.americanprogress.org/article/costly-unavailable-america-lacks-sufficient-child-care-supply-infants-toddlers/
https://avlwatchdog.org/buncombe-child-care-providers-face-financial-crisis-when-state-grants-evaporate-in-june/
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Low Wages for Providers and Educators – child care providers are experiencing a
labor shortage because wages and benefits are too low to attract and keep staff.In
2021, North Carolina had about 2,000 fewer child care professionals than in 2019.
Too Few Licensed Home-Based Care Providers – Family, friend, and neighbor child
care (also known as informal child care) is a major part of the system. Statewide,only
24% of children under age 6 are enrolled in licensed centers or homes. The reality is
that many families are using informal child care, a segment of the system in need of
greater access to quality enhancement resources.
Rural Areas Are Stretched – Rural communities face unique child care challenges
because the lack of a concentrated population often means that families have to travel
far to reach the nearest child care center. Thirty rural counties have 5 or fewer 4- and
5-star programs serving infants and toddlers.

Stabilizing this system is crucial, our economy will suffer without an influx of funding
now. A new report by the U.S. Chamber of Commerce Foundation, in partnership with the
NC Chamber Foundation and NC Child, estimates that problems with childcare are costing
North Carolina $5.65 billion in lost economic activity.

SOLUTION: Systemic Challenges Require Systems Thinking

To apply systems thinking to child care and early learning, it is important that legislators
understand how this issue affects many different stakeholders: young children, their
parents, parents’ employers, and child care providers and their staff. They also have to
think about the care options that work best for infants and toddlers, the types of care that
meet the developmental needs and are most affordable for two and three years olds, and
how to ensure that as many parents who want it can enroll their children in high quality pre-
kindergarten programs. This requires seeing both the bigger picture and the interconnected
parts. Ed NC has released a detailed article on the types of systemic solutions that are
needed to solve this systemic problem.

The components of a high-quality, stable birth to five early care and learning
system were clearly detailed in the Build Back Better Act. This provides state
legislators with a blueprint for state-level policy guidance at their fingertips.

Regarding the type of thinking and action needed to quicken the pace of change, the figure
to the right shows the six conditions that hold systemic problems in place and
associated systems change tools can be helpful to those trying to stabilize North Carolina’s
early care and learning system.

https://www.commerce.nc.gov/news/the-lead-feed/proposed-policy-solutions-addressing-child-care-shortage#:~:text=As%20LEAD's%20previous%20research%20has,before%20the%20COVID%2D19%20pandemic.
https://www.commerce.nc.gov/news/the-lead-feed/proposed-policy-solutions-addressing-child-care-shortage#:~:text=As%20LEAD's%20previous%20research%20has,before%20the%20COVID%2D19%20pandemic.
https://www.childcareservices.org/
https://ncearlyeducationcoalition.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/04/Availability-Fact-Sheet.pdf
https://ncchamber.com/wp-content/uploads/Untapped_NORTHCAROLINA_053124_DIGITAL.pdf
https://www.ednc.org/how-five-states-alleviate-child-care-crisis-funding-cliff/
https://www.childcareaware.org/our-issues/advocacy/day-on-the-hill-advocacy-toolkit/build-back-better-act/birth-through-five-child-care%E2%80%AF%E2%80%AFearly-learning-entitlement-program%E2%80%AFin-the-build-back-better-act%E2%80%AF/
https://www.fsg.org/resource/water_of_systems_change/
https://www.fsg.org/blog/tools-supporting-systems-thinking-and-change/
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CHANGE AGENTS: CandL Coalition Fostering Systemic Change

During the height of the pandemic when the fragility of the nation’s and North Carolina’s
child care system was highlighted, stakeholders were spurred into initiating the process of
reimagining a statewide “publicly funded system in NC, where early childhood education
(ECE) is a public good and is equitable, culturally responsive, and relevant to parents,
teachers, and providers.” 

North Carolina’s Care and Learning (CandL) Coalition is a key player in creating statewide
systemic change by visioning and advocating for a system that places quality, affordable
child care within reach for all North Carolina’s families, whatever their income or
background.

CandL is a broad tent coalition of parents, providers, and statewide nonprofit and advocacy
organizations who have come together because they realize that true transformation
requires simultaneously working at all three levels of the system. 

https://buildthefoundation.org/initiative/candl/
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CandL stakeholders have placed parents and providers at the center of change because
they recognize that systemic change necessitates transforming the power relationships
among the people who make up the system.

CandL is empowering parents and providers to tell their stories because they recognize that
changing the narrative, how we think and talk about the problem, is a foundational driver of
solving systemic problems.

For example, parents reported a strong desire for home-based providers to be strengthened
by reimbursing them at the same rate as center-based providers because they trust home-
based providers most with the care of their youngest infants.

Utilizing this network of professionals and parents, legislators can chart a path to stability in
our state’s child care system. It’s through strong policy, relationships, and implementation of
model policies that we can best support our state’s families to allow our children to thrive.

ACTION: Taking a Stand for Early Care and Education

While this brief sets the stage of our state’s child care crisis, there is so much more to
understand before we can find a clear path forward. Join us for “Taking a Stand for Early
Care and Education: North Carolina’s Fight for Access, Equity and Fairness” a ten-
part series, exploring a selected set of complex challenges plaguing North Carolina’s child
care and early education system. 

https://buildthefoundation.org/2023/05/candl-listening-sessions-ideal-child-care/
https://docs.google.com/presentation/d/1KpePlF254AOv1N5HtgMvmDBXdr7dz428/edit#slide=id.p8
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Each month, we’ll detail the interconnected threads that contribute to the persistence of the
child care and early learning crisis. Through a detailed examination of data, expert insights,
and advocacy perspectives, we will highlight systemic challenges and present actionable
policy solutions to drive the transformation needed for a stable and equitable system. Join
us as we delve into critical topics laying the groundwork for a robust dialogue on achieving
universal pre-K, enhancing economic health through child care availability, and much more.

Perspective
Early Childhood

Micere Keels
Micere Keels is the Policy and Practice Leader for NCECF, an Associate Professor at the
University of Chicago, and the Founding Director of the Trauma Responsive Educational
Practices Project (TREP Project). For over two decades, Dr. Keels has worked to integrate
mental health promotion interventions into educational systems and structures, from early
childhood centers to high schools. Dr. Keels holds a Bachelor’s degree in Psychological
Sciences from University of Alberta, Master’s degree in Clinical Psychology from Purdue
University, and Doctorate in Human Development and Social Policy from Northwestern
University.

https://www.ednc.org/appearance/perspectives/
https://www.ednc.org/category/early-childhood/
https://www.ednc.org/author/micere-keels/
https://www.trepeducator.org/


8/8

Peyton Upchurch
Peyton Upchurch is a data and policy assistant at the North Carolina Early Childhood
Foundation, working on their Pathways Data Dashboard.

https://www.ednc.org/author/peyton-upchurch/

