
But three large gaps still remain:

Capacity. 53 percent of 0-5 year-olds in Massachusetts are currently using formal early
education and care, compared to the 89 percent of parents who say they would enroll their
children in formal care if they could afford it. 

Quality. Low wages for early educators are leading to high turnover and uneven quality. The
median early education teacher earns only $25 an hour ($50,000 per year). It would require an
additional $6 to $12 per hour to achieve parity with new kindergarten teachers.  

Affordability. There are only enough Child Care Financial Assistance (CCFA) subsidies to meet
half the need among low-income families, and higher-income families are struggling to afford
child care as well. 
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 Massachusetts has made substantial new investments in child care and early education. Since 2021, real
(inflation-adjusted) spending has increased by more than 50 percent. These investments have resulted in
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Raising the wages of early educators by $6 per hour, with the state
covering the cost of the wage increase through additional funding
for the Commonwealth Cares for Children program. 
Subsidizing start-up costs associated with capacity expansion. 
Doubling the number of Child Care Financial Assistance subsidies. 
Investing in the professional development of early educators.

This policy brief does three things:
 
Summarizes the results of a recent survey of 1,001
Massachusetts mothers with young children about their child
care preferences. 

Uses those results and other data to estimate the size of the
three gaps. 

Presents a five-year plan to reduce the gaps by: 

These gaps have real consequences for Massachusetts families and the state’s economy. Children miss
out on the classroom interactions and early learning opportunities that lay the foundation for lifelong
success. Parents, particularly mothers, find it difficult to enter the labor market and advance in their
careers. Employers struggle to attract and retain the talent they need to grow.



Current Primary Form of
Child Care

Preferred Option if Child
Care Were Free

Parent care only 28.6% 6.3%

Formal Care 52.8% 88.6%

35.5% 53.4%

8.0% 17.0%

9.3% 18.2%

Informal Care 18.5% 5.1%

4.5% 1.2%

3.2% 0.7%

10.8% 3.2%

What Massachusetts Parents Want 

I recently surveyed 1,001 Massachusetts mothers with children under five about their
child care and early education preferences.   

Currently, only 53 percent of Massachusetts children ages 0–5 are enrolled in formal child
care. My survey finds that this share would rise to 89 percent if families could afford care
Among families currently using formal child care, 68 percent would use more hours if cost
were not a barrier. Parents don’t have widely different preferences; they have widely
different access.   

What this means is that Massachusetts needs a lot more high-quality affordable child
care slots. Even if the state moves aggressively to reduce the capacity gap, there is little
risk of providing more capacity than is needed — it will take time to bring new capacity
online, and the gap between 53 percent and 89 percent is large.  But new child care slots
and financial assistance must increase in tandem. If new slots are created, but parents
can’t afford them, we could see unfilled slots that would give the mistaken perception that
the state has excess capacity.

Source: Liebman, Jeffrey (2026).  How Much Child Care and Early Education Do Massachusetts Parents Want? Rappaport Institute for
Greater Boston Working Paper. August. 
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Since 2021,  Massachusetts spending on early education has increased by more than 50
percent in real terms.

The launch of the Commonwealth Cares for Children (C3) program, currently funded at $475 million per
year, stabilized providers in the aftermath of the Covid-19 crisis and has contributed to a 10 percent
increase in licensed capacity relative to the pre-Covid baseline. 
Higher funding for the Child Care Financial Assistance (CCFA) program has increased the number of
families receiving assistance as well as the percentage of providers participating in the program. 
Funding from the Commonwealth Preschool Partnership Initiative (CPPI) has helped 30 communities
across the state expand access for three- and four-year olds. 
Chapter 70 funding has enabled school districts to expand their pre-K programs. 

Recent Progress

Overall, these investments have made a significant difference:
The percentage of children under 5 enrolled in formal child care has increased from an estimated 48
percent pre-Covid to 53 percent today. 
Since 2020, the number of low-income families receiving financial assistance to pay for child care
through the CCFA program has increased by 16 percent. 
Since 2021, real wages for center-based early educators have increased at a 1.6 percent annual rate.   

Why the Free Market Won’t Solve this Problem 

There are three main reasons why the market left to its own devices will result in both too little care
being provided and the care that is provided being of less than optimal quality. 

First, without help, lower-income families will not be able to afford care, and children in those
families will not have the level of early education and care that society wants every child to have. 

Second, the inability to borrow against future earnings means that families who are not low
income in a lifetime sense, but who are financially strapped early in their careers, may end up
spending too little on early education and care. 

Third, because enrollment is unpredictable, providers face substantial uninsurable risk of unfilled
slots that discourages them from adding capacity

But despite the recent budget increases, government spends on average $23,000 per child each year
to educate Massachusetts children in grades K-12, but only $4,000 per child under 5 — which is why
we have the capacity gap, quality gap, and affordability gap. 

Moreover, some components of state early education spending have been level funded in the most
recent budgets. With inflation running at approximately 3 percent per year, level funding represents a
3 percent reduction in real resources. 

For further discussion of budget trends and the economic rationale for government action, see Liebman, Jeffrey (2024). An Economic
Analysis of the Child Care and Early Education Market in Massachusetts. Rappaport Institute for Greater Boston Working Paper. October. 3
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My survey finds that 89 percent of Massachusetts mothers would use formal
early education and care if they could afford it. Today, 53 percent of children are
enrolled in formal care, so there is a 36 percentage-point gap between what
families want and what is currently available. 
 
Families want a significant amount of care. 68 percent of families currently
using care would use more hours if care were free. The median family currently
using formal care would use 35 hours per week. The median family not currently
using formal childcare would use 25 hours of care per week if they could afford
it. 

The Capacity Gap

48%

89%

53%

2019 2026
Children enrolled in formal
early education and care

Target if child care were
affordable

36
percentage
point gap 

Formal Early Education and Care Enrollment, Current vs. Desired
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It is not enough to provide additional child care slots; the slots need to be high quality. Research
from Quebec and Tennessee shows that jurisdictions that have expanded early education
availability without paying sufficient attention to quality have actually hurt children. And most of the
research that shows substantial benefits from early education are studies of high-quality programs. 

The quality of adult-child interactions is the strongest predictor of children’s learning and
development in early care and education. Two features that are consistently associated with higher
quality adult-child interactions are class size — with smaller class sizes and lower child-teacher
ratios linked to higher-quality interactions — and the skill of teachers in fostering warm, responsive,
and educationally rich relationships with children. 

Massachusetts fares well on class size, requiring some of the lowest child–teacher ratios in the
country. However, because of low wage levels, many Massachusetts providers struggle to recruit
and retain early educators, with annual turnover rates commonly estimated to be around 25
percent. These workforce challenges lead to uneven quality and diminish the incentive for early
educators to invest in their own professional development. 

The foundation of any serious effort to improve quality is raising the wages of early educators.
Today the median lead teacher in child care centers earns $25 an hour ($50,000 a year). Based on
analysis of wage trends in the occupations that child care workers most commonly work in before
and after being employed in early education, it is my judgement that wages would need to rise by at
least $6 per hour to stabilize the workforce. This would result in annual earnings of $62,000 which
would match the median annual salary in Massachusetts for a first year kindergarten teacher. This
pay increase would not, however, result in wage parity, since early educators work 12 months per
year, whereas K-12 teachers work 10 months per year.  Wage parity would require an increase of
$12 per hour. 

The Quality Gap

Current and Target Wages for Early Educators
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Policymakers in Massachusetts have primarily focused child care subsidies on the 33 percent of
children who live in families with incomes below 50 percent of the state median income (i.e.,
income below $82,978 for a family of four). Currently, there are enough subsidies (35,000) to reach
29 percent of children ages 0-5 in that income range. This is up from 30,000 children receiving
subsidies just before Covid. Even with this shortfall, 60 percent of children in this income range are
enrolled in formal care, because there are other sources of subsidized care including public pre-K,
Head Start, and philanthropically-funded child care slots. Given that 84 percent of families with
incomes below $80,000 in my survey wanted to be using formal care, and many who are currently
using care want more hours, it would require a doubling of subsidies to fully meet the need of
families in this income range.  

The subsidies should be phased in to match the timing of when new capacity comes on line so that
families don’t receive subsidies they can’t use because providers lack open slots.   

More recently, Massachusetts policymakers have raised concerns about families with incomes
between 50 percent and 85 percent of state median income (SMI). These families have a lower
utilization rate of formal child care than both lower income families, who receive most of the
subsidies, and higher income families, who can more easily afford care on their own.  In response,
the state has raised the income threshold for income-eligible CCFA from 50% to 85% of SMI, with
families earning below 50% of SMI given priority.

In the short term, during which it is important to align capacity expansion with subsidy expansion, it
makes sense to continue to focus income-based subsidy dollars on those with the greatest need,
especially since research suggests that the gains from high quality early education are most
pronounced for low-income children.

The Affordability Gap

Number of Children Receiving Child Care Financial Assistance
Subsidies, Ages 0 – 5
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Achieving this requires four actions: 

1. Increase early educator wages by $6 per hour. Wage increases need to be the first step of the reform to make
sure that quality does not suffer as capacity is expanded. Higher wages will also make it easier to recruit
teachers to staff the new classrooms. The state would pay for the wage increases through an expansion of
the Commonwealth Cares for Children (C3) program. The wage increases would be combined with a wage
floor of $31.00 per hour for lead teachers, to ensure that the subsidies paid to providers actually reach the
teachers.  To cover incremental payroll taxes and fringe, the amount paid to providers would be 12 percent
more than the direct wage increases. Starting in year three, a further $3.00 per hour bonus would be available
to teachers who meet new credentialing requirements. 

2.Subsidize start-up costs associated with capacity expansion. Because it is hard to predict enrollment, adding
classrooms creates financial risk for providers. The Commonwealth should absorb some of this risk by paying
a one-time bonus of $7,133 (approximately one-third of the cost of providing care) to providers who add
capacity per additional full-time child enrolled. This means that even if a provider can fill only two-thirds of the
slots in a new classroom during the first year of the expansion, the provider will still break even. The number
of subsidies provided under this provision should be capped at 10,000 per year to provide budget certainty for
the state, and there should be separate caps for single-site and multi-site providers so that the state’s early
education supply base remains diversified.  The state could also use some of this budget line item to help
providers pay for construction and renovation costs of new space. 

3.Double the number of children receiving Child Care Financial Assistance. The state should increase the
number of CCFA subsidies from 35,000 to 70,000, so as to fully meet the need among the 33 percent of
families with incomes below 50 percent of state median income. This increase should be phased in linearly
over five-years to align with the expansion of child care capacity. If capacity comes on line without additional
assistance for families to afford care, there could be unused capacity. If subsidies expand faster than
capacity, there will be waiting lists and unused subsidies. Families at higher income levels are also struggling
to afford care. This overall proposal will benefit them because the funding for higher teacher wages will
provide improved quality at current prices, and the expansion in capacity will make care easier to find. Once
the state has fully met the need among lower-income families, it can consider expanding income-based
subsidies to higher-income groups. Such further expansions will cost more per additional child enrolled in
care because more of the dollars will go to reducing costs for those currently enrolled in care rather than
enabling additional families to use care. By starting with the lowest income families now, the state will
maximize the increase in enrollment per dollar spent and focus demand-side subsidies on the children for
whom the evidence is strongest that high quality early education yields long-term gains. 

4.Build a professional development ecosystem for early educators. In conjunction with higher wages, the state
should have greater expectations for early educator training and professional development. Funding the
ecosystem of training, coaching, and credentialing necessary to support its quality goals is an essential
complement to these higher expectations. With an early educator workforce of 41,000, an investment of $43
million per year would allow 20 percent of the workforce to receive $5,000 worth of training each year. In
practice, there would be a mix of lower-cost and higher-cost activities, and additional early educator workforce
investments would also continue to occur outside the Department of Early Education and Care budget (e.g.,
through the budget for community colleges).    

A Five-Year Plan

7

Adding capacity cannot happen overnight. It takes time to identify and renovate space and to recruit and train teachers.
Over the past two years, Massachusetts has increased enrollment in formal early education and care by approximately
3,000 children per year. With additional resources and focused effort, it should be possible to increase enrollment by
7,500 children per year, an expansion of 37,500 over five years. 

The table on the next page shows that such an expansion would increase system capacity from 200,000 children today
to 237,500 in 2030-2031. 65 percent of children ages 0-5 would be enrolled in formal care, up from 53 percent today. 
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Budget Estimate
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The table below provides budget estimates for this 5-year plan. Raising early educator wages
by $6 an hour immediately and then allowing teachers to earn up to another $3.00 per hour if
they achieve advanced credentialling would cost $562 million in year one, with the amount
rising to $753 in year five.

Adding 7,500 additional CCFA slots each year would cost $107 million in the first year and
$615 million in year five.  The plan also includes $71 million per year to cover the start-up
costs of adding new capacity and $43 million per year in additional investments in
professional development.

In total, this plan would cost $784 million in the first year, and $1.5 billion in the fifth year, for
an average of $1.1 billion per year. It would be reasonable to expect 20 percent of the cost of
this initiative to be offset by the additional tax revenue and reduced transfer payment spending
that will occur as parents with better access to child care increase their labor supply. So the
net cost would average $896 million per year.   

System
Capacity

Total Children
Ages 0-5

Fraction in
Formal Care

Wage
Subsidies
(millions)

Additional
CCFA Slots
(millions)

Start-up
Costs

(millions)

Professional
Development

(millions)

Total
Cost

(millions)
Net Cost
(millions)

Current 200,000 374,500 0.53

Year 1 207,500 373,189 0.56 562 107 71 43 784 627

Year 2 215,000 371,883 0.58 582 222 74 44 922 738

Year 3 222,500 370,581 0.60 636 344 76 46 1102 882

Year 4 230,000 369,284 0.62 693 475 79 48 1294 1036

Year 5 237,500 367,992 0.65 753 615 82 49 1498 1199

Offering high-quality early education and care to every child in the Commonwealth is
essential to closing opportunity gaps that begin before kindergarten. It will allow more
parents — especially mothers — to work and advance in their careers.  And it will help
Massachusetts employers recruit and retain the workers they need. With a focused
effort over the next five years, we can turn early education from a barrier facing families
into a cornerstone of the state’s economic future. 

Conclusion
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1 The number of young children in early education and care is at a minimum in September when most 5 year-olds
start kindergarten and then increases over the year through August as new children are born and start enrolling in
care. Whenever possible, I use data from February of each year in describing trends because February is the
approximate midpoint between September and August and tracks annual averages well.

2 These real wage calculations use average hourly wages from the state’s EEC Key Performance Indicator
Dashboard and adjust them for inflation using the CPI. Caronongan and Hyland (2026) find that wages have kept
up with, but not exceeded, inflation over this time period when they calculate wage growth using only centers
observed at multiple time periods. This pattern of findings suggests that the composition of centers (or the
composition of centers reporting data) has shifted toward centers that pay higher wages. 

3 See Baker, Michael, Jonathan Gruber, and Kevin Milligan (2019), "The Long-Run Impacts of a Universal Child Care
Program," American Economic Journal: Economic Policy 11 (3): 1–26  and Durkin, K., Lipsey, M. W., Farran, D. C., &
Wiesen, S. E. (2022), “Effects of a statewide pre-kindergarten program on children’s achievement and behavior
through sixth grade,” Developmental Psychology, 58(3), 470–484.

4 See Mashburn, A. J., Pianta, R. C., Hamre, B. K., Downer, J. T., Barbarin, O. A., Bryant, D., ... & Howes, C. (2008),
“Measures of classroom quality in prekindergarten and children’s development of academic, language, and social
skills,” Child Development, 79(3), 732-749 and Hanno, E. C., Gonzalez, K. E., Jones, S. M., & Lesaux, N. K. (2021),
“Linking features of structural and process quality across the landscape of early education and care,” AERA Open, 7,
23328584211044519.

5 See Shonkoff, J. P., & Phillips, D. A. (Eds.) (2000), "Child Care and Early Education" in From Neurons to
Neighborhoods: The Science of Early Childhood Development, Chapter 11: 314–317, National Academies Press.

6 The wage floor could potentially vary by geographic region of the state.

7 Because some providers exit every year, adding 7,500 net new slots each year will require that approximately
10,000 new slots be added. 
     
8 These estimates assume annual inflation of 2.5 percent, annual real wage increases of 1 percent, and that 11
percent of early educators receive the credential bonus in year 3, 22 percent receive it in year 4, and 33 percent
receive it in year 5. 

9 These estimates assume that the cost per CCFA slot grows at 3.5 percent a year. 
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conclusions, and recommendations are solely those of the author.
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