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Removing barriers to child care access for low-income parents participating in 

education and training is an important step in supporting the economic well-being of 

these families and creating positive outcomes for their children. This brief summarizes 

an April 2016 discussion of these issues by a diverse group of stakeholders, experts, 

practitioners, and policymakers. Focusing on four areas—research, policies, resources, 

and practice—it highlights some of their ideas to address challenges and identify 

solutions to meet the child care needs of low-income families.  

Introduction 

Removing the barriers that prevent low-income parents in education and training from accessing child 

care is an important step in supporting the economic well-being of these families. Research shows a 

clear association between educational attainment and economic stability and security, and college 

graduates have higher incomes on average than nongraduates. Short-term training can also yield labor 

market returns for program graduates (Carnevale, Rose, and Hanson 2012).
1
 Further, there is evidence 

that improving the economic well-being of low-income parents is one of the best ways to improve the 

lives of their children (Duncan et al. 2011; Milligan and Stabile 2008; Dahl and Lochner 2012). Good 

early childhood care and education can help give children a strong start toward success (Heckman 

2011; Center on the Developing Child 2007; Kilburn and Karoly 2008).  

However, low-income parents can face barriers to accessing child care services that would allow 

them to participate in education and training to improve their employment prospects and give their 
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children that strong start (Adams et al. 2014). This paper is part of the larger Bridging the Gap project, 

funded by the Ford Foundation and Annie E. Casey Foundation, which examines the systems, policies, 

and practices that affect access to child care for this population. We have used our research to develop 

a framework for a broader conversation about strategies to reduce and remove these barriers. See box 

1 for a full project description. 

On April 29, 2016, the Urban Institute hosted a convening, funded by the Ford Foundation, of a 

broad range of stakeholders to discuss this issue and develop an agenda to inform future conversations. 

Participants included representatives from four federal agencies (the Department of Health and Human 

Services, Department of Labor, Department of Education, and Department of Agriculture), the White 

House, national advocacy and membership organizations, state agencies, state membership 

organizations, postsecondary institutions, philanthropists, and community-based organizations and 

other local service providers. A full list of participants is included at the end of this brief. This brief 

summarizes some of the ideas discussed by this diverse group in the areas of research, policies, 

resources, and practices to support the child care needs of low-income parents in education and 

training.  

Understanding Problems and Solutions through Data, 

Research, and Evaluation 

Meeting participants identified three interrelated research strategies needed to better understand and 

support the needs of this population:  

 Better collection of data and use of data.  

 Improved tracking of participants across and beyond program participation.  

 Rigorous research to understand the problem and identify effective or promising strategies.  

Improving the Data 

To understand the problem and begin devising solutions, quality data are needed on these families and 

their child care needs. At the most basic level, improvements are needed in the type and quality of data 

collected. Participants suggested several approaches:  

 Mine existing data from programs that serve families. Workforce program administrators 

should take a closer look at data on single parents accessing the Workforce Innovation and 

Opportunity Act (WIOA) system or the receipt of child care vouchers by those enrolled in 

training (Adams et al. 2014; Spaulding 2015).  

 Collect new program data. Current data are insufficient because of issues of data quality and 

relevance. 
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» Institutions of higher education often do not collect or analyze data on parental status in a 

systematic way. This makes it difficult for each institution to figure out what strategies are 

needed to support their low-income student parents. It also affects the ability of state and 

federal policymakers to design legislation to meet the needs of these students.  

» The WIOA system collects data on single parents but not on parental status generally, so it 

is unable to capture data on low-income, two-parent households. Furthermore, WIOA 

collects data on receipt of supportive services but not on the type of service received (e.g., 

child care versus transportation assistance).  

» Issues with the quality of data on how states meet the child care needs of families receiving 

Temporary Assistance for Needy Families (TANF) make it difficult to assess current 

strategies and develop and target new ones (Hahn et al. 2016).  Furthermore, relatively 

little is known about families who receive child care subsidies to support education and 

training from the Child Care and Development Fund (Adams et al. 2014). 

 Collect qualitative data. It is important to collect strong, qualitative data to explore the unique 

and complex challenges facing families and add to our understanding of how families 

experience these challenges. This information can inform strategies and solutions in policy and 

practice and demonstrate why these families should be a priority. 

Tracking Individuals Across and Beyond Programs 

Participants discussed the need for common data collection and measurement across the various 

systems serving low-income parents. One idea was to develop common measures focused on outcomes 

for both parents and children to use across the different programs serving the target population. 

Although there was some concern about adding the burden of data collection to programs receiving 

federal funding, even limited data collection on just a few metrics would go a long way toward 

influencing public policy and practice by increasing understanding of how child care can support 

improved outcomes for families. 

It should also be easier to track parents moving in and out of programs to provide continued 

support and document their success. Integrated data systems are one way to follow the trajectory of 

low-income parents, and communities across the country have used integrated data and data sharing to 

collaborate, support program participants, and assess program outcomes.  

Implementing Rigorous Research and Evaluation 

Although data collection and tracking are essential for effective program management, understanding 

the issues and outcomes of participants in programs requires high-quality research and evaluation. 

Research can include the analysis of datasets, case studies to explore different strategies and examine 

their implementation, and evaluations of the programs using these strategies.  

Participants highlighted the need for evidence linking child care and workforce development to 

outcomes for parents, children, and families. Research involving control or carefully constructed 
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comparison groups would help explore the importance of child care in facilitating positive child and 

parent outcomes and in assessing impacts of strategies connecting child care and workforce 

development. Given the insufficient resources at the federal and state levels to fund child care and 

workforce development/education, there is a need for high-quality cost-benefit studies that explore 

different models and show potential returns relative to the investment required. Finally, with a 

prevalence of boutique programs, evaluations should consider scalability when assessing the 

effectiveness of interventions. 

Effecting Changes in Policies and Systems 

The discussion highlighted the need for changes to policies and systems. This includes promoting 

greater collaboration between the child care system and workforce development and education 

systems, as well as changes to federal policies and state and local implementation within each of the 

different federal systems.  

Promoting Collaboration and Cross-System Strategies  

Low-income parents often must navigate systems that do not necessarily work together. Participants 

discussed two particular issues: 

 Collaboration. There is a critical need to incentivize various agencies and stakeholders to work 

more closely together and to identify policies that present barriers to collaboration. 

Collaboration can be facilitated through integrated data systems and the colocation and cross-

training of frontline staff, as well as by identifying flexibility to draw from different funding 

streams to meet the needs of parents. Further, participants noted the importance of translating 

the increasing amount of collaboration at the federal level down to the state and local levels. 

Federal guidance is needed to ensure that state and local child care, workforce development, 

and postsecondary actors are incentivized to work with one another.  

 Cross-system eligibility. Programs that allow for presumptive eligibility for child care based on 

eligibility for certain education or training programs could improve service delivery for families 

at the local level. If an individual were determined eligible for Pell grants or determined to be 

low income by the WIOA system, they would automatically qualify for child care without having 

to go through a labor- and time-intensive eligibility process. These efforts would require 

systems to collaborate on eligibility and screening processes and identify mechanisms to 

connect them effectively and efficiently for parents.
2
 

Improving Policies and Implementation within Specific Systems 

Opportunities exist within several federal programs to better address child care needs of parents 

seeking education or training. The WIOA system is one way to promote collaboration between child 

care and workforce development systems because WIOA includes cross-agency partnerships between 
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TANF agencies, community colleges, and other workforce development partners as part of its 

administrative structure. Child care could be added as a mandatory partner in American Job Centers. 

Efforts could also be made to make child care resources more accessible while leveraging the 

knowledge of child care partners to make the system more responsive to parents and their needs. 

Participants emphasized the importance of understanding how WIOA is being implemented, whether 

child care needs of low-income parents are being addressed, and what can be learned about policies and 

funding in this area. 

Participants suggested that TANF policies often do not reflect the needs of parents, and the design 

of TANF can make it difficult for them to get the support they need (Hahn et al. 2016). TANF recipients 

tend to be undereducated and need strong education and training supports, but TANF resources 

available for training are often limited as funding is used for several other purposes. There was 

discussion about the need to revisit TANF, its requirements, and its use of resources to better 

understand how families’ needs are being met and to identify strategies to more effectively support 

parents’ education, training, and child care needs.  

It is also important to take a closer look at how states implement the Child Care and Development 

Fund (CCDF), a block grant with significant state discretion, for parents in education and training. 

Participants highlighted states with restricted access to child care vouchers connected to certain types 

of training, an individual’s performance in training, whether training can or cannot be paired with work, 

and other restrictions (Adams et al. 2014). The newly reauthorized CCDF presents an opportunity to 

revisit some of these policies, but there is also concern that legislation may lead to parents in education 

and training becoming an even lower priority (Adams and Heller 2015) or may limit access in other ways 

(Hahn et al. 2016). Sound implementation of the new law and improvements to existing policies will 

require support and guidance from federal policymakers and advocacy groups focused on this 

population. 

There are also ways to improve services for parents enrolled in postsecondary education systems. 

These systems and institutions must be incentivized to serve low-income parents and provide them 

with supportive services to help them succeed. There was interest in exploring ways to improve Pell 

grants for low-income parents, such as allowing year-round attendance (including summer) to 

accelerate completion of degrees and certificates.  

Resources, Tools, and Technical Assistance  

The child care, workforce development, and postsecondary education systems are complex and difficult 

to navigate and involve multiple stakeholders, funding streams, policies, and programs (Adams et al. 

2014). Stakeholders approach this issue from different vantage points and often lack a big-picture 

understanding of the issues. Strategies are needed to help policymakers, philanthropy, practitioners 

and other stakeholders more effectively bridge the gap between child care and education and training.  
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Maximizing Available Financial Resources 

The cost of providing child care, education, and training is high (Adams et al. 2015), and a lack of 

resources leaves practitioners with the arduous task of bringing together funding from a range of 

sources to meet the needs of low-income parents. Robust information is needed on available sources of 

funding and strategies for braiding this funding together. Participants also discussed the need to 

identify additional resources in places such as college budgets or from taxes on businesses that pay low 

wages.  

Resources for Policymakers and Practitioners 

Supporting the child care needs of parents in education and training requires support for those 

developing and implementing relevant policies and programs. Participants offered four suggestions: 

 On the policy side, mapping the programs that are affecting the population could help identify 

promising approaches that could be replicated or adopted by others. This work has already 

begun through analyses of federal programs and state and local policies and initiatives by the 

Bridging the Gap project and the Aspen Institute’s Ascend Initiative, which focuses on two-

generation strategies. But further work is needed to map programs, funding streams, resources, 

program metrics, and program requirements so that those working at the local level or with 

low-income parents have a full picture of the policy context. Mapping also makes it possible to 

identify points of intersection and conflict between child care and workforce development or 

postsecondary education. Participants underscored the need to better understand how these 

programs and supports play out in postsecondary education contexts in particular.  

 Beyond policy mapping, colleges and American Job Centers need help understanding how to 

better meet the child care needs of their students or clients. Supports are needed to link 

institutions with local child care services that can connect parents with available programs and 

providers. 

 Developing models of collaboration and service could provide guidance to direct service 

providers on how to better meet the needs of parents. They identified the need for resources 

that could be used by practitioners and policymakers. 

 A community of practice could provide opportunities for collaboration and communication 

across the silos of workforce development and postsecondary education systems, TANF, 

WIOA, child care, and other areas.  

Creating Information Resources for Parents 

It is the job of policymakers and programs to help parents navigate these complex systems. One way to 

do this is through consumer education, which can help support parents when resources for more robust 

individual guidance and support are insufficient. One participant suggested state and local child care 

agencies should work with providers to develop targeted resource tools for parents to find and access 
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child care assistance. The newly reauthorized CCDF has a strong emphasis on consumer education for 

child care, so now may be a particularly opportune time where state agencies are open to developing 

targeted tools and strategies. Meeting participants identified the need to educate parents about career 

options and relevant training so they could better utilize scarce child care resources to support their 

time in training. Child care resource and referral agencies should be aware of the availability of such 

information in local communities through, for example, the WIOA system, which includes provisions 

about the availability of labor market information.  

Practitioner Strategies 

Through the Bridging the Gap project, we have learned of innovative strategies across the country that 

are supporting the child care needs of low-income parents in education and training (Adams, Derrick-

Mills, and Heller 2016). This meeting allowed for discussion of those strategies and revealed other key 

areas of practice ripe for innovation:  

 Opportunities for improvement in workforce development programs, particularly those that 

have emerged under WIOA. WIOA offers priority of service for disadvantaged individuals, 

including single parents. The new law may help make this population a priority and create an 

appetite for cross-agency collaboration and facilitation of services to certain subpopulations, 

like low-income parents who are also young adults. As local areas implement the new law, there 

may be openings to push local systems to do a better job of serving the child care needs of low-

income parents who look to the workforce system for assistance.  

 The possibility of using SNAP’s Employment and Training program as a relatively flexible 

source of funding.  

 Multiple federal initiatives trying to transform postsecondary education to better meet the 

needs of a diverse student body and potential employers. These initiatives may present more 

opportunities to promote alignment and coordination between the WIOA and postsecondary 

education systems. For example, services such as American Job Centers may be colocated onto 

community college campuses as a way of helping students access training or supportive service 

resources. Policymakers, funders, and practitioners should continue to explore cohort models 

as one way to align child care with education and training.  

Participants recommended strategies for practitioners to build more lasting connections with 

families to help them work with the various systems as they transition through education and training 

programs into employment. Parents need strong advice and guidance to navigate the difficult tradeoffs 

and decisions they face along with issues like child care access, finances, employment, mental health 

needs, and so on. Each of these areas requires different expertise, and parents are unlikely to receive all 

the help they need from any one staff member at any one program. This speaks to the need for 

collaboration and communication within and across programs.  
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Future Directions and Next Steps 

Supporting child care access for low-income parents who seek to participate in education and training 

requires the navigation of a complex set of domains, policies and programs. Working together, the 

diverse group that convened as part of the Bridging the Gap project provided important insights into 

key strategies in the areas of research, policy, resources, and practice for those working on these issues. 

Their ideas are a useful contribution to the growing body of work around how we can better meet the 

needs of this population and underscore the value of seeking diverse perspectives to solve these 

challenges. 
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BOX 1 

Bridging the Gap: The Intersection of Workforce Development and Child Care 

With the support of the Ford Foundation and the Annie E. Casey Foundation, the Urban Institute is 
conducting a phased set of studies examining the intersection of child care and workforce development 
systems, policies, and practices, and the implications of that intersection for low-income, low-skill 
parents seeking education and training. Our publications and projects focus on four areas and are listed 
below:  

1. Exploring and documenting challenges 

 An overview of the child care and workforce development systems, their intersection, and 

implications for policy, available in a report (Adams, Spaulding, and Heller 2015a) and policy 

brief (Adams, Spaulding, and Heller 2015b). 

 An analysis of low-income parents and their participation in education and training efforts 

(Eyster, Callan, and Adams 2014).  

 An analysis of low-income student parents who are employed (Spaulding, Derrick-Mills, and 

Callan 2016). 

2. Supporting the development of effective policies  

 An overview of Child Care and Development Fund state eligibility policies and services for 

families in education and training (Adams et al. 2014).  

 An examination of the implications of the reauthorized Child Care and Development Fund for 

parents seeking education and training (Adams and Heller 2015). 

 An overview of the implications of new provisions in the Workforce Innovation and 

Opportunity Act (WIOA) for families needing child care to participate (Spaulding 2015).  

 An overview of challenges and opportunities around supporting the child care and workforce 

development needs of TANF families (Hahn et al. 2016). 

3. Supporting the development of effective practices 

 A presentation of four collaborations between workforce/post-secondary organizations and 

child care support organizations (Derrick-Mills, Adams, and Heller 2016).  

 An overview of programmatic strategies that can support low-income parents seeking 

education and training (Adams, Derrick-Mills, and Heller 2016)  

4. Supporting collaboration and dialogue 

 An online discussion among practitioners working to bridge the gap between child care and 

education and training.
a
 

a Teresa Derrick-Mills, Karon Rosa, Vanessa Freytag, Ricardo Estrada, Linda Chappel, and Tonya Williams, “Bridging the Gap 
between Child Care and Workforce Development,” Urban Institute, February 8–10 2016, 
http://www.urban.org/debates/bridging-gap-between-child-care-and-workforce-development. 

http://www.urban.org/research/publication/supporting-parents-who-work-and-go-school-portrait-low-income-students-who-are-employed
http://www.urban.org/research/publication/supporting-parents-who-work-and-go-school-portrait-low-income-students-who-are-employed
http://www.urban.org/debates/bridging-gap-between-child-care-and-workforce-development
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US Department of Health and Human Services 
 
Tracy Gruber 
Director 
Office of Child Care  
Senior Advisor 
Intergenerational Poverty Initiative  
Utah Department of Workforce Services 
  



F U T U R E  S T E P S  T O  B R I D G E  T H E  G A P  1 1   
 

Patrick Hain 
Program Associate 
Center for Community and Economic 
Opportunity 
Annie E. Casey Foundation 
 
Josephine Alexander Hamilton  
Senior Education Program Specialist  
Federal TRIO Programs  
Office of Postsecondary Education  
US Department of Education  
 
Jon Heymann 
CEO and Executive Director 
Jacksonville Children's Commission  
 
Moira Johnston 
Director 
Office of Employment and Training 
Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program 
Food and Nutrition Service 
US Department of Agriculture 
 
Allie Kimmel 
Education Policy Advisor 
Senate HELP Committee Minority Staff 
 
Minh Lê 
Program Specialist 
Office of Child Care 
Administration for Children and Families 
US Department of Health and Human Services 
 
Mike Leach 
Director 
Center for Student Success 
Arkansas Community Colleges 
 
Bruce Liggett 
Director 
Maricopa County Human Services Department 
 
Jennifer Lockwood-Shabat 
President and CEO 
Washington Area Women's Foundation 
 
Thomas Major 
Corporate Counsel 
Lumina Foundation 
 
 
 

Chad Maisel 
Advisor 
White House Rural Council 
 
Amy K. Matsui 
Senior Counsel 
Director of Government Relations 
National Women’s Law Center 
 
Rebecca Putzer 
Director of Coordinated Family Services 
Jeremiah Program 
 
Hannah Matthews 
Director 
Child Care and Early Education 
CLASP 
 
Sharon McGroder 
Program Director  
Economic, Human Services & Workforce 
Division 
National Governors Association 
 
Carol Mizoguchi 
Family Program Specialist 
Office of Family Assistance 
Administration for Children and Families 
US Department of Health and Human Services 
 
Anne Mosle 
Vice President 
Aspen Institute 
Executive Director 
Ascend at the Aspen Institute 
 
Jesse O’Connell 
Strategy Officer 
Lumina Foundation 
 
Ron Painter 
CEO and President 
National Association of Workforce Boards 
 
Nisha Patel 
Executive Director 
US Partnership on Mobility from Poverty 
Urban Institute  
 
Deborah Povich 
Manager 
Working Poor Families Project 



 1 2  F U T U R E  S T E P S  T O  B R I D G E  T H E  G A P  
 

Eva Rios-Lleverino 
Director of Operations 
Capital IDEA  
 
Tonja Rucker 
Program Director 
Early Childhood Success 
Institute for Youth, Education and Families 
National League of Cities 
 
Shannon L. Rudisill 
Associate Deputy Assistant Secretary 
Office of Early Childhood Development  
Administration for Children and Families 
US Department of Health and Human Services 
 
Laura Scherler 
Director 
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Notes 

1. “Earnings and Unemployment Rates by Educational Attainment,” Bureau of Labor Statistics, last updated 
March 15, 2016, http://www.bls.gov/emp/ep_table_001.htm. 

2. For information on presumptive eligibility for child care and other systems, see Adams and Matthews (2013). 
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