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Overview for OPRE Research Brief Series on 
the History of the National Survey of Early 
Care and Education (NSECE) 
Interest in understanding the supply of and 
demand for child care and early education 
(CCEE)a across the United States was 
addressed 30 years ago with the development 
and fielding of two landmark surveys: 1) the 
Profile of Child Care Settings: Early Education 
and Care in the United States in 19901 and 
2) the National Child Care Survey 1990.2 For 
over two decades, these surveys provided 
the only national-level information on the 
characteristics and availability of CCEE, as well 
as families’ use of and preferences for different 
CCEE settings. 

a Child care and early education (CCEE) is a term used when 
referring to programs and workforce providing services 
to children birth through <13 years, which includes most         
home-based providers caring for children birth through age 5 
and school-age children, as well as many child care centers that 
serve both age groups. 

Recent years have seen the development and 
fielding of several national surveys that permit 
a more contemporary perspective on both the 
supply and use of CCEE. Specifically, in 2012, a 
set of four surveys was fielded with nationally 
representative samples of CCEE center-based 
providers, the center-based workforce, home-
based CCEE providers, and U.S. households 
with children under age 13. Collectively, these 
surveys are referred to as the 2012 National 
Survey of Early Care and Education (2012 
NSECE). 

Seven years later, in 2019, a second NSECE 
was fielded. Soon after, with the onset of 
the COVID-19 pandemic in March 2020, 
respondents to the 2019 NSECE center-based 
and home-based provider surveys and the 
center-based workforce surveys were re-
contacted for a special supplement to capture 
the experiences of CCEE providers and staff 
during the first 18 months of the pandemic. 
Data collection for these additional surveys, 
called the NSECE COVID-19 Longitudinal 
Follow-up surveys, was initiated in 2020. In 
addition, plans are currently underway to field 
yet another NSECE in 2024. 

Glossary 
Child care and early education (CCEE): refers to 
caregiving and educational services for children 
from birth to age 13. CCEE refers to services for 
a larger age group than early care and education 
(ECE), which consists of services provided only 
for young children (birth to age 5 who are not 
yet in kindergarten). ECE programs are included 
within the definition of CCEE. 

Center-based provider: an organization providing 
child care and early education services to at 
least one child age five and under, not yet in 
kindergarten, at a single location in a center 
setting (as opposed to a home-based setting). 

Home-based provider: Individuals who provide 
CCEE services at least five hours weekly in a 
home-based setting to children under age 13 who 
are not their own. Listed home-based providers 
are those that appear on state or national lists 
of CCEE providers. Listed home-based providers 
are primarily licensed, registered, or regulated 
providers, but also include other home-based 
providers, such as license-exempt providers. 
Unlisted home-based providers do not appear on 
state or national lists, including family and friends 
who may or may not live in the same household as 
the children they regularly look after. Home-based 
providers may be paid or unpaid. 

Nonstandard-hour CCEE: Nonstandard-hour child 
care and early education (CCEE)—also referred to 
as nontraditional-hour CCEE—includes care in the 
early mornings (before 7 a.m.), in the evenings or 
overnight (after 6 p.m.), and on weekends. 

Auspice and sponsorship: A measure of centers’ 
organizational context, derived from respondents’ 
report of the organization’s auspice (for-profit, 
non-profit, or run by a government agency) and 
sponsorship (non-profit and programs run by a 
government agency can either be independently 
operated or sponsored by another agency such 
as a public school district or a human services 
department). Auspice and sponsorship do not 
take into account types of revenues the center 
receives. 

This research brief series seeks to provide 
documentation of the historical contexts in 
which the different waves of the NSECE were 
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developed and fielded, as well as share important research and methodological advances made 
possible by the NSECE. Included in this series are: 

• A brief providing historical context, motivations for, and contributions of the 2012 NSECE 

• A brief providing historical context, motivations for, and contributions of the 2019 NSECE and 
the NSECE COVID-19 Longitudinal Follow-up 

• A forthcoming brief that will provide historical context, motivations for, and contributions of the 
2024 NSECE 

Our hope is that this research brief series will deepen the field’s understanding of the NSECE 
and inspire individuals to make use of these unique, nationally representative data sets to answer 
important questions about the supply and use of CCEE in the United States to benefit research, 
policy, and practice. 

Introduction 
This brief provides historical context to explain what motivated the development and fielding of 
the 2012 National Survey of Early Care and Education (2012 NSECE). We identify four sets of key 
factors that made gathering nationally representative data on the supply of and demand for child 
care and early education (CCEE) in recent years extremely important: (1) policy developments; (2) 
demographic changes; (3) emerging research findings and new research questions; and (4) the 
identification of needed methodological improvements. 

While we summarize major developments in these four areas separately, we note that they are 
interrelated. For example, research findings about the lifelong importance of the early years of child 
development contributed to policy change; changes in the demographic composition of the U.S. 
population prompted new research questions; and the need to provide input into policy decisions 
with the strongest possible information made clear the need for improved research methodologies. 

Our summary of important developments in each of these areas suggests that there has been an 
accelerating pace of change which, in turn, motivated the collection of nationally representative 
data on CCEE from both the provider and family perspectives with briefer intervals between 
surveys. 

The 2012 National Survey of Early Care and Education (NSECE) 

The 2012 NSECE is a set of four integrated, nationally representative surveys conducted in 2012. 
These are surveys of: 1) households with children under 13 years of age, 2) home-based providers of 
ECE, 3) center-based providers of ECE, and 4) the center-based provider workforce. Together they 
characterize the supply of and demand for ECE in the United States and permit better understanding 
of how well families’ needs and preferences coordinate with providers’ offerings and constraints. The 
study is funded by the Office of Planning, Research, and Evaluation (OPRE) in the Administration for 
Children and Families (ACF), U.S. Department of Health and Human Services.3 
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Contributors to the 2012 NSECE Surveys 
Below, we summarize the policy developments, demographic changes, emerging research findings, 
and methodological needs identified during the period between 1990 (i.e., when the last national 
surveys of child care supply and demand—the Profile of Child Care Settings and the National Child 
Care Survey—were collected) and the 2012 NSECE. 

Policy developments: 1990 to 2012 
Major policy developments took place between 1990 and 2012 that had important implications for 
CCEE (see Table A1). In 1990, the Child Care and Development Block Grant (CCDBG) Act was enacted, 
launching the program providing subsidies for families with low incomes to pay for child care. Midway 
through this period, in 1996, the Personal Responsibility and Work Opportunity Reconciliation Act 
(PRWORA) was passed changing welfare from an entitlement program through Aid to Families with 
Dependent Children (AFDC) to a program in which receipt of welfare benefits was contingent upon 
work efforts through Temporary Assistance to Needy Families (TANF). PRWORA also consolidated 
CCDBG and welfare-related child care programs, which the U.S. Department of Health and Human 
Services administers as the Child Care and Development Fund (CCDF).4 CCDF provides funding 
for child care subsidies, which are distributed to states through the provisions of the CCDBG Act. 
Across this period there were substantial increases in funding for CCEE not only through child care 
subsidies, but also through funding for the national Head Start Program (in existence since 1965) and 
through state funding for pre-kindergarten (pre-K) programs. This period saw the initiation in 1995 
of the Early Head Start Program for low-income families with infants and toddlers and expectant 
families. There was also growing awareness of the importance of coordination and alignment across 
separately funded CCEE programs. For example, the first Quality Rating and Improvement Systems 
(QRIS) emerged in parts of New Mexico in 1997 and statewide in Oklahoma in 1998. Furthermore, 
the reauthorization of the Head Start program in 2007 included steps toward coordination across 
programs through the appointment of Head Start Collaboration directors. These policy developments 
are displayed in relation to the fielding of major surveys of CCEE between 1990 and 2012 in Figure 1. 
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Figure 1. Timeline for CCEE policy developments, funding increases, and program expansions: 1990 – 2012. 

*In addition, regarding funding increases, there was a one-time appropriation of $2 billion for CCDBG included in the American Recovery and Reinvestment Act (ARRA) of 
2009. https://www.acf.hhs.gov/sites/default/files/documents/occ/CCDF-ACF-IM-09-01.pdf 

Source: This figure was developed by Audrey Franchett and informed by the authors’ scan of CCEE policy developments. For more information on these developments, 
see Appendix Table A1 of the brief. 

https://www.acf.hhs.gov/sites/default/files/documents/occ/CCDF-ACF-IM-09-01.pdf
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Demographic changes in the United States: 1990 to 2012 
Concurrent with the policy developments noted above, important demographic changes were taking 
place during this period (see Table A2). A trend toward increasing maternal employment and an earlier 
return to employment after childbirth continued, with increases among single mothers in low-incomeb 

families occurring in part in response to welfare reform.5 During this period there was a substantial 
increase in employment during nonstandard hours, spurred on by growth in the service sector of the 
economy.6 The composition of the U.S. population in terms of race and ethnicity was changing, with 
Hispanic people becoming the largest minoritized group.7 There was also an increase in the proportion 
of children who themselves were foreign-born or had a foreign-born parent.8 

b Low-income in this context indicates families below 100% of the federal poverty level (FPL). 

Emerging research findings and new questions: 1990 to 2012 
Research during this period saw a growing understanding of the importance of the earliest years as 
a foundation for development across the life course (see Table A3). For example, research found that 
poverty, especially when experienced during the first five years of life, has detrimental effects on such 
important adult outcomes as earnings, work hours and overall health.9 At the same time, research 
highlighted substantial return on investment and enduring impacts for intensive CCEE programs for 
young children from low income families, such as the Abecedarian and Perry Preschool programs.10 

In addition, looking beyond intensive early childhood programs, multiple studies found associations 
between observed classroom quality and children’s development over the course of a year in a 
range of CCEE settings.11 Of particular importance, studies conducted during this period pointed to 
high-quality CCEE as helping to address the effects of low family income during the early years on 
development.12,13 For example, research indicated that more periods of exposure to high-quality CCEE 
across the first five years of life narrowed disparities in achievement between children from lower and 
higher income families in grades 3-5.14 These important research findings prompted new questions. 
For example, given the emerging evidence of the role of quality in CCEE, to what extent were parents 
making their decisions about the particular CCEE settings they were using based on awareness of 
quality features? How important were other factors involved in child care and early education decision 
making, such as cost and location? Furthermore, did parents even have access to information about 
quality features of CCEE, and if so, how did they use that information? What can we say about the 
access that parents have to CCEE that has characteristics that can better support quality and thereby 
children’s development? Does this vary by family background characteristics? 

Priorities for methodological development: 1990 to 2012 
The research of this period revealed gaps that underscored the need for further methodological 
developments for better understanding both family and provider perspectives on CCEE (see Table 
A4). As one example, existing state and national studies provided little information about home-
based CCEE settings, in part because of methodological challenges in gathering data about these 
settings, especially among those that were not licensed or registered.15 The research also provided 
limited insight into the constraints families were facing in selecting CCEE for their children because 
of perceived limitations to CCEE availability in particular geographical regions. Methodological 
developments were required to address limitations in existing data sources as well. For example, 
existing national CCEE workforce data available through the Census or Bureau of Labor Statistics 
did not make distinctions between different types of CCEE workforce members, making it difficult 
to identify and isolate for analysis, for example, home-based providers from kindergarten teachers. 
Likewise, data did not exist at this time to compare parents’ work schedules with children’s child care 
schedules.16 

Taken together, the policy developments, demographic changes, emerging research findings, and 
identification of gaps in research methodology and data availability made it clear that an updated 
nationally representative picture of CCEE was needed. Ideally, this national picture would provide 
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both parent and provider perspectives and have the capacity to examine the patterns of both supply 
and demand (or search and use) of CCEE within defined geographical areas. In addition, this national 
picture would allow for detailed examinations of CCEE workforce characteristics as well as parent 
work schedules and child care schedules. The confluence of these factors was a key contributor 
toward the launching of the 2012 NSECE.17 

Contributions of the 2012 NSECE: Selected 
Findings from Published Analyses Using 2012 
NSECE Data 
Below we provide selected examples of research findings that have emerged from analyses of 2012 
NSECE survey data. Please see the NSECE Bibliography for further references.c 

c The National Survey of Early Care and Education (NSECE) Bibliography is available on the Research Connections website: https:// 
researchconnections.org/childcare/resources/146221. 

Examples of findings that have the potential to inform policy 
Use of CCEE by U.S. families with young children is extensive and the cost of care for those who pay 
for it is high. For example, 50 percent of infants and toddlers and 63 percent of 3- to 5-year-olds were 
in regular nonparental care in 2012.18 Among those that paid for nonparental care, low- and moderate-
incomed households paid 21 percent and 18 percent of family income, respectively.19 These findings are 
important given policy recommendations that families should spend no more than 7 percent of their 
income on CCEE. An important example is the final set of regulations for CCDF, released in 2016, 
which established “a new Federal benchmark for affordable family copayments of seven percent of 
family income.”20,21 Findings from the NSECE illuminate the differences between the policy goal and 
existing circumstances for families. 

d In this report, low-income households had incomes between 100-199% of the federal poverty level (FPL) and moderate-income 
households had incomes between 200-299% FPL. 

The number of centers and the percentage of centers receiving public funding have increased over 
time. Specifically, research indicates that there were “71,690 centers nationally in 1990 compared 
to 120,046 centers in 2012, representing a 67 percent increase over time” (p.98). In addition, “the 
percentage of centers receiving some public funding grew from about half (53%) to approximately 
three quarters (74%) between 1990 and 2012” (p.98).22 As noted earlier, the period between 1990 and 
2012 was one of substantial expansion in funding for CCEE, including increased funding to families for 
child care subsidies, funding for the federal Head Start program, and state funding for pre-K. Findings 
from the NSECE are helping to track where public investments are going. 

States’ child care subsidy policies may influence the quality of care in centers. An analysis of the 
2012 NSECE found that “an increase of $100 in a state’s maximum monthly subsidy reimbursement 
rate for 4-year-olds in center-based care corresponded to a 30 percent increase in the likelihood that 
centers participating in the subsidy system met two out of three proxy quality measures” (p. 2).23 

These researchers found similar patterns when examining the association between differential subsidy 
reimbursement payments according to QRIS level in states’ tiered reimbursement systems and centers’ 
proxy quality measures. However, the authors note that, “Merely having a tiered reimbursement policy 
may not be sufficient unless the difference between payments in the lowest and highest tiers provides 
sufficient financial incentive for higher-cost providers to join the program and for existing providers to 
make and sustain costly investments in quality improvement” (p.13).24 

https://researchconnections.org/childcare/resources/146221
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Examples of findings that can increase our understanding of CCEE 
in key demographic subgroups 
Findings from analyses of 2012 NSECE data 
are challenging assumptions that low-income 
Hispanic families use center-based CCEE at 
lower rates than other low-income households 
and prefer home-based care more than do 
White or Black families. Participation in center-
based care by low-income children was similar 
for Hispanic 3 to 5-year-old children (61% for 
those from immigrant households; 55% for those 
from U.S.-born households) as for White (57%) 
and Black children (also 57%) in 2012.25 Hispanic 
3 to 5-year-olds from low-income households 
who were in CCEE were also as likely as White 
and Black children to be in home-based care 
(35% of Hispanic 3- to 5-year-olds in immigrant 
households and 43% for those in U.S- born 
households; 45% of White children and 41% of 
Black children). Furthermore, Hispanic parents 
rated center-based care similarly to White and 
Black parents in terms of preparing children 
for school and teaching them to get along with 
others.26 

Both family structure and parent work schedules contribute to our understanding of young children’s 
experiences of CCEE during nonstandard hours. For example, work schedules of partners could 
involve one partner working standard hours and one working nonstandard hours, minimizing the time 
a young child needs nonparental care. Indeed, analyses of the 2012 NSECE found strong associations 
between work schedules and care arrangements for single-mother households but limited associations 
in two-partner households.27,28 Analyses of 2012 NSECE data also indicate substantial differences in the 
availability of care during nonstandard hours by type of CCEE. Only 8 percent of centers provided any 
care during nonstandard hours compared to 34 percent for listed home-based providers, 63 percent 
for unlisted paid home-based providers, and 82 percent for home-based providers who were both 
unpaid and unlisted.29 

While the CCEE workforce is more racially diverse than K-12 teaching staff,30 there are racial and 
ethnic disparities within the CCEE workforce in wages and positions held. Analyses of 2012 NSECE 
data indicate that “controlling for educational attainment, African American early educators earn 
$0.78 less per hour than White early educators” (p. 3).31 The analyses of 2012 NSECE data conducted 
by these researchers indicate that while approximately two thirds of center-based teaching staff work 
in the position of teacher (head or lead teacher) and approximately one third work in supporting 
teaching roles (assistant teacher or aide), Hispanic teachers are less likely than White or African 
American teachers to be working as lead teachers and more likely to be working as assistants or aides. 
Nationally, those working with infants and toddlers earn less than those working with older preschool-
age children. This “wage penalty” for working with the youngest children affects African American 
early educators disproportionately, with 43 percent of all center-based early educators overall working 
with infants and toddlers but 53 percent of African American early educators working with the 
youngest children. 
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Examples of findings that extend our understanding of the 
characteristics of CCEE that can facilitate quality and thereby 
children’s development 
The professional development (PD) of members of the workforce is one aspect of CCEE settings 
that can facilitate the delivery of quality CCEE, and through quality, support children’s development. 
A newly developed approach to measuring families’ access to CCEE (described further in later parts 
of this brief) includes indicators of the PD of teachers and caregivers as markers of access to CCEE 
that support children’s development. Findings from the 2012 NSECE point to variation in important 
aspects of the previous and ongoing professional development of members of the workforce, both 
by type of setting and ages of children with whom the members of the workforce are working. For 
example, analyses of 2012 NSECE data indicate that while the initial education levels and reported 
career orientation of staff in centers and listed home-based child care appear to differ, their ongoing 
participation in professional development activities appears to be similar.32 For example, 53 percent of 
center staff have completed a college degree (an associate or bachelor’s degree or higher) compared 
to 30 percent of listed home-based providers. Yet approximately three quarters in each group 
indicated participation in the last 12 months in a professional development workshop (84% and 75% 
for center staff and listed home-based providers respectively), 32 percent and 30 percent respectively 
reported participating in college coursework in the past 12 months, and 29 percent and 34 percent 
respectively had worked with a coach, mentor, or consultant in the past 12 months. While 50 percent 
of the center staff who had participated in professional development activities in the past 12 months 
reported receiving financial support for their participation, the parallel figure for listed home-based 
providers was only 15 percent. 

There are also differences in the professional development experiences of those working with 
preschool-age children and those working with infants and toddlers. While 45 percent of those 
working solely with children three to five years of age had a four-year college degree,33 only 19 percent 
of those working solely with infants and toddlers had such a degree.34 While 28 percent of those 
working with the youngest children had only a high school diploma or less, the parallel figure for those 
working with 3- to 5-year-olds was 13 percent. Furthermore, even though participation in ongoing 
professional development among infant-toddler staff was prevalent, the formats were not often 
intensive. Of those who participated in some form of professional development in the past 12 months, 
over half (54%) reported attending a single-session workshop whereas only 21 percent reported 
receiving coaching, mentoring, or consultation. Given that the earliest years are now understood to 
provide an important foundation for lifelong development,35 these findings suggest the potential 
importance of providing further attention to the professional development of those working with 
infants and toddlers. 

Rates of young children’s expulsion from center-based CCEE programs are lower in centers that 
have specialists on staff and/or help families access and pay for comprehensive services. In the 
2012 NSECE, 9 percent of child care centers reported denying services to children due to behavioral 
issues within the past three months.36 Recent expulsions were significantly lower when centers 
helped children and families access specific types of comprehensive services. For example, whereas 
8.3 percent of centers that helped with access to therapeutic services had expelled a child in the 
past three months, 11.5 percent that did not help families access therapeutic services had expelled 
a child. The parallel figures were 7.4 percent vs. 11 percent for helping families gain access to social 
services for parents, 8.3 percent vs. 11.2 percent for health screenings, 8.2 percent vs. 12.5 percent 
for developmental assessments, and 7.4 percent vs. 11.7 percent for counseling services. Centers that 
helped families and children access all five of these comprehensive services were approximately 
half as likely to have expelled a child in the past three months (5.8% vs 11.5%). When centers helped 
families access and pay for comprehensive services, they were much less likely to expel children: 2.8 
percent of such centers had recently expelled a child compared to more than 11 percent of centers 
that neither helped families access nor pay for support services. In addition, centers that did not have 
specialists on staff were nearly twice as likely as those that did have such specialists to have recently 
expelled a child due to behavioral issues (10.3% vs. 5.9%). Centers that provided staff both with 
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funding for college courses or other off-site professional development training and mentors, coaches 
or consultants had significantly lower rates of recent expulsion than centers that did not provide such 
staff support (6.7% vs. 10.4%). Finally, centers with Head Start funding or with predominantly public 
funding had lower rates of recent expulsion than centers with other funding sources, and nonprofit 
and government-run centers had lower rates of recent expulsion compared to for-profit centers. 

Examples of findings that were made possible by methodological 
steps taken in the 2012 NSECE 
Analyses of the 2012 NSECE provide the first inclusive nationally representative estimates of 
home-based CCEE for young children. The sampling approach used in the NSECE for the first time 
encompassed all individuals regularly providing home-based care. Two sources were used: “state and 
national lists of ECE [early care and education] providers, and a nationally representative sample 
of households screened for individuals providing home-based care for children not their own for at 
least five hours per week” (p. 1).37 This approach made it possible to describe all regular nonparental 
care in home-based settings, either in the provider’s home or the child’s; whether paid or unpaid; 
whether or not the provider was included on a list such as a state or national list of licensed, regulated, 
license-exempt or registered providers; and whether or not the child had a previous relationship with 
the provider (such as with a grandparent or a neighbor). The 2012 NSECE sampling approach thus 
provided nationally representative estimates of important subgroups of home-based CCEE providers. 
For example, “approximately 118,000 listed home-based providers cared for 750,000 young children 
(birth through five and not yet in school)” (p. 2); “nearly a million (919,000) unlisted paid providers 
cared for over 2.3 million young children” (p. 2); and “over 2.7 million unlisted unpaid providers cared 
for over four million young children, with almost none caring for a child with whom they had no prior 
relationship” (p.2).38 

Findings from the 2012 NSECE provide increased understanding of families’ access, and limitations 
in access, to CCEE. Recent conceptual work has provided the field with a multifaceted definition 
of access to child care and early education: “Parents, with reasonable effort and affordability, can 
enroll their child in an arrangement that supports the child’s development and meets the parents’ 
needs” (p. 5).39 The methodological breakthroughs of the 2012 NSECE have made it possible to 
operationalize the separate facets of the new access framework. For example, regarding reasonable 
effort, analyses indicate that parents of infants and toddlers had more difficulty locating CCEE than 
parents of preschool-aged children in 2012, with half of families nationally living in areas where there 
were 4.3 infants and toddlers for every slot in that age group but two preschool-age children or fewer 
for every slot.40 Considering affordability, analyses indicate limited access to low-price or free CCEE 
for low-income families. More specifically, half of families lived in areas with at least 50 infants and 
toddlers from low-income families for every CCEE slot priced at $5,000 or below annually. From the 
perspective of meetings parents’ needs, analyses indicate that access to care during nonstandard 
hours was generally low in 2012, and from the perspective of supporting the child’s development, 
analyses show that there was greater access to programs in which teachers had a Child Development 
Associate (CDA) credential or state certification than a college degree.41 

Findings from the 2012 NSECE indicate how common a search for CCEE is among parents with 
young children, and highlight the primary reasons for search. More extensive measures of parental 
search for CCEE were included in the 2012 NSECE household survey such as questions focusing on 
the frequency of search, reasons for search, and characteristics of CCEE asked about in the search 
process. Findings indicate that nearly half of all parents with a child between birth and age five had 
searched for CCEE in the past two years, with nearly two thirds of these considering more than one 
provider.42 Primary reasons for a search were a change in parental employment (more often cited as a 
reason by parents of an infant or toddler) or to find a better environment for the child’s development 
(more often cited by parents of a preschool-age child). For households that considered more than one 
provider, the characteristics of care they asked about most often in the search were fees, type of care, 
and hours of care. Analyses also revealed differences in search patterns by family income. 
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Conclusion 
This brief explores the policy developments, demographic shifts, emerging research findings, and 
needs for methodological development since 1990 that motivated the design and fielding of a 
new, nationally representative study of the supply and use of CCEE in 2012. The methodological 
innovations in the 2012 NSECE and subsequent analyses of the 2012 NSECE by researchers have 
already contributed in important ways to tracking and informing the rapidly evolving CCEE field. The 
examples in this brief illustrate how the 2012 NSECE data can inform policy, expand our understanding 
of the experience of CCEE across demographic subgroups, and further our understanding of the 
early childhood contexts supporting young children’s development in the United States into the 21st 
Century. 

Other briefs in this series will make clear that the pace of change in the contexts surrounding CCEE 
have continued to accelerate, with substantial developments occurring since 2012 in the areas of 
policy and national demographic patterns. In addition, the research literature on CCEE and early 
childhood has continued to expand with a clear focus on families’ perspectives on CCEE, CCEE 
quality, and the CCEE workforce. Furthermore, changes in work environments and work culture 
since the COVID-19 pandemic present compelling reasons to make further improvements in research 
methodology. With all of this accelerating pace of change in the U.S., the 2019 NSECE and the NSECE 
COVID-19 Longitudinal Follow-up take on increasing importance, as do plans for a 2024 NSECE. 
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Appendix 
Table A1. Policy developments in CCEE: 1990 to 2012 

Head Start 

• Establishment of the Early Head Start program in 1995, including home as 
well as center-based models.43 

• Reauthorizations in 1998 and 2007 with 1998 reauthorization including 
expansion to full-day, full-year services. 

• The 2007 reauthorization, Improving Head Start for School Readiness Act of 
2007, included multiple provisions to strengthen quality such as alignment 
of Head Start school readiness goals with state early learning standards, 
increased qualifications for the Head Start teaching workforce, increased 
program monitoring, development of the Designation Renewal System for 
Head Start grants, and redesign of the training and technical assistance 
system.44 

• Head Start Child Development and Early Learning Framework for 3- to 
5-year-olds, issued in 2010, outlined what preschool-age children should 
know and be able to do in different developmental domains.45 

• Major increases in Head Start funding from $1.55 billion in 1990 to nearly $8 
billion in 2012.46 

Pre-K 

• Growth in state funded pre-K programs from 28 states in 199147 to 40 states 
in 2012.48 

• State expenditures for pre-K more than doubled, reaching $5.1 billion in 
2012.49 

CCDF funding 
for center-based 
and home-based 
community child 

care 

• Enactment of the Child Care Development Block Grant (CCDBG) Act in 1990 
to provide child care subsidies to low-income families.50 

• Enactment of the Personal Responsibility and Work Opportunity 
Reconciliation Act (PRWORA) in 1996, consolidating CCDBG and welfare-
related child care programs.51 

• Substantial federal funding increases for child care subsidies: From $1.27 
billion in 1992 to $5.2 billion in 2012.52 

• In addition, the American Recovery and Reinvestment Act of 2009 
(ARRA) (Public Law 111-5) included $2 billion in supplemental Child 
Care Development Fund (CCDF) Discretionary Funds as a one-time 
appropriation. This funding provided “Lead Agencies with an opportunity to 
expand CCDF assistance by serving additional children and families, and to 
adopt policies…supportive of families hurt by the economic situation.”53 
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Early childhood 
systems 

• Increased use of “early care and education” or “ECE” terminology (recently 
updated to be “child care and early education” or “CCEE”) to emphasize 
focus on both education and care.54 

• Emerging focus on addressing “silos” in CCEE delivery, moving away from 
a program-focused discussion of CCEE and toward a comprehensive CCEE 
strategy. 

• Growing emphasis on quality of care for providers serving children with a 
child care subsidy. 

• Quality Rating and Improvement Systems (QRIS) began to provide a 
common platform across types of CCEE (First QRIS in 1997; 32 by 2012).55 

• Growth in QRIS participation by eligible programs within states 

Table A2. Demographic changes: 1990 to 2012 

Labor force 
participation 

• Labor force participation of mothers whose youngest child was under age 
6 increased from 58.2% in 199056 to 64.8% in 2012.57 

• Mothers reentered the labor force more quickly after the birth of a child. 
This was especially the case among single mothers.58 

• The economic boom that started in the mid-1990s, coupled with welfare 
reform, drew large numbers of low-income parents, especially single 
parents, into the labor force. Between 1994 and 2004 the percentage 
of single parents who were employed increased from 59% to 74%. This 
increase was particularly pronounced for single mothers with lower levels 
of education. 

• There was an expansion in jobs in the service industry, for which hours 
of employment often fall outside of traditional hours or involve changing 
schedules. 

Family structure • Between 1990 and 2012 there was an increase in the number of children 
living with a single mother.59 

Composition of 
U.S. population 

• Hispanic people became the largest minoritized group, surpassing African 
Americans in 2002.60 

• In 2007, one in five children were foreign-born or had a parent who was 
foreign-born. It was estimated that by 2010, at least 25% of US children 
would be children of immigrants. 
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Income 
disparities 

• Child poverty rates for children under the age of 18 varied across this period 

• According to analyses using the Official Poverty Rate, child poverty 
reached a high of 23% in 1993, then declined to a low of 16% in 2000, but 
increased again to 22% in 2010.61 

• Focusing specifically on young children, according to analyses using the 
Official Poverty Rate, in 2012 26% of children under 5 lived in families with 
incomes below the federal poverty level.62 

• The Supplemental Poverty Measure differs from the Official Poverty 
Measure in that it takes into account the impact of federal assistance and 
makes adjustments for such factors as geographical differences in housing 
costs. According to analyses conducted by Child Trends using Historical 
Supplemental Poverty Measure Data from the Columbia University Center 
on Poverty and Social Policy, anchored in 2012 Supplemental Poverty 
measure poverty thresholds, child poverty was at a high of 28% in 1993, a 
low of 17% in 2009, and then increased to 18% in 2012.63 

Table A3. Key findings and emerging research questions: 1990 to 2012 

Key research 
findings 

• Return on investment was greater when investments were made in the 
early years rather than later in children’s development. 

• Evidence continued to grow linking quality in CCEE with children’s 
developmental outcomes, both from: 

• Studies of intensive multi-year programs evaluated through randomized 
control trials, and 

• Studies linking growth in children’s development over the course of 
a year in CCEE to specific facets of quality in correlational designs 
controlling for selection to the extent possible.64 

Emerging 
research 
questions 

• How do parents make decisions about ECE? 

• The processes parents follow in deciding on CCEE for their young 
children were unclear given gaps in measures. 

• What aspects of quality are specific to home-based care? 

• Rubrics for understanding quality fit center-based care but did not 
explore factors specific to home-based care. 

• How does the physical and psychological health of members of the CCEE 
workforce affect quality and children’s development? 

• Well-being and stress of the CCEE workforce emerged as important 
issues but with limited exploration. 

• How do providers blend sources of public and private funding? 

• While there was acknowledgment that providers blend funding from 
public and private sources there was limited understanding of how the 
funds were blended. 

• What proportion of income are families spending on CCEE? 

• How often does this proportion exceed recommended levels? 

• Why are suspension and expulsion in CCEE settings so high and what 
factors can help deter them? 

• Initial findings identified a pattern of suspensions and expulsions 
from CCEE with disparities by race and gender. Research was only 
starting to explore underlying factors (such as access to mental health 
consultation).65 
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Table A4. Identification of needed next steps in research methodology: 1990 to 2012 

Need for 
further steps in 

sampling 

Taking into account policy developments, demographic changes and research 
questions, the following next steps were identified as needed in survey sampling 
for the 2012 National Survey of Early Care and Education (NSECE).66 

• The need to better capture the local nature of child care supply and demand. 

• The need for a nationally representative sample of all kinds of home-based 
providers, including both unlisted and listed providers. 

• The need for a nationally representative sample not just of center-based care 
but of staff working directly with children in centers. 

Need for 
further steps in 
measurement 

Taking into account policy developments, demographic changes and research 
questions, work was identified as needed for NSECE 2012 in developing 
measures of:67 

• Supports for quality in CCEE programs. 

• Blended funding at the program level. 

• Definitions and categories for types and subtypes of CCEE, with key 
distinctions for home-based providers. 

• Participation in multiple CCEE arrangements. 

• Parental preferences for CCEE. 

• Processes parents followed in the most recent search for CCEE for a specific 
child. 

• Unmet demand for CCEE (rather than relying on surveys of parents currently 
using CCEE). 

• Detailed data on cost of care for each child-provider pair. 

• Detailed information on parents’ employment-related activities (in small time 
intervals and for all parents in household). 
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