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Even though children in the United States have higher
poverty rates than adults and the elderly, federal spend-
ing on kids is disproportionately small and has been
shrinking for years. The recession threatened to eat
away further at those investments, prompting the pres-
ident and Congress to temporarily boost funding for
some two dozen federal programs that benefit children.

To support the development of children in low-
income families, we recommend making some of those
provisions permanent. We also propose new investments
in the preschool and postsecondary years when public
spending is at its lowest, while also experimenting with
new initiatives to support low-income children.

P O L I C Y  O P P O R T U N I T I E S  A F T E R  A R R A

Absolute poverty rates are significantly higher for chil-
dren (19.0 percent) than for adults (11.7 percent) or the
elderly (9.7 percent) (DeNavas-Walt, Proctor, and Smith
2009). Because poverty can do the most long-term harm
at young ages (Heckman 2000; Heckman and Masterov
2007) and because children cannot work their way out of
poverty, children have a special practical and moral call-
ing for government attention.

The American Recovery and Reinvestment Act
(ARRA) devoted $153 billion to children and children’s
programs, not including provisions that helped families in
general. The majority of that funding was spent on edu-
cation, mostly helping states avert budget cuts and teacher
layoffs in the wake of the recession. Other investments in
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children support health, nutrition, and tax benefit pro-
grams, among others. About half of ARRA’s funding for
kids was targeted to those in low-income families.

We recommend continuing or expanding some
ARRA provisions, particularly those that protect children
from the effects of a slow recovery. ARRA provisions
mitigating state budget cuts should be supplemented to
maintain funding for education and other priorities.
Policymakers should further consider keeping the child
tax credit expansion and the Making Work Pay credit.
Those two tax credits alone kept an estimated 1.1 million
children out of poverty in 2009, according to the Center
on Budget and Policy Priorities. In addition, we propose
raising the child tax credit for infants birth to age 3 and
better targeting the Making Work Pay credit to low-
income working families.

Upcoming reauthorizations and new initiatives in
the president’s 2010 budget proposal provide opportuni-
ties for boosting investments in low-income children.
Obama’s budget proposal included funding for home
visiting programs to help new families and Promise
Neighborhoods, a comprehensive birth-through-college
program (based on the Harlem Children’s Zone) for
children in the poorest communities. Reauthorizations
for Temporary Assistance for Needy Families and for
the Elementary and Secondary Education Act also offer
chances to shape the policy agenda to help children in
low-income families.

T R A N S I T I O N  P E R I O D S

Public investment in children is lowest during the two
periods when it matters the most: before starting school
(birth to age 4) and after leaving high school (age 17 to
21, roughly). Low-income children are at the greatest
disadvantage during these transitions, which have long-
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term consequences on their education and employ-
ment. Nearly 60 percent of all public spending on chil-
dren is spent on K–12 education—as high as 80
percent in some states (Isaacs et al. 2009). Federal and
state government spending for children birth to age 3
averages about $4,000 per child, a fraction of the
roughly $10,000 spent per child over age 3.

ARRA funding for Early Head Start nearly dou-
bled the program’s size. We consider this a down pay-
ment for the president’s stated goal to quadruple the
program’s size in his first term. In addition to expand-
ing Early Head Start, we suggest targeting the program
to the most disadvantaged communities and opening
up services to more children in those communities,
regardless of income. Currently, eligibility is based on
family income, which can be difficult to track and
which creates rough and arbitrary cutoffs for develop-
mental services. Instead, target communities where
more than 30 percent of children live in poor families.
Also, Early Head Start could be a community hub,
linking families to other social services.

ARRA increased the Child Care Development
Fund by $2 billion, and President Obama’s 2011 budget
request seeks to add another $1.6 billion. Several years
of flat funding eroded the real value of federal child care
investments, so these increases are really steps toward
replacing lost funding. We propose guaranteeing subsi-
dies that cover child care costs over 6 to 10 percent of
earned income for low-income working families with
young children, improving their access to quality care.
To make this work, states should also be required to
develop rating systems for subsidized child care and
better integrate early childhood programs.

For children leaving public school, we recommend
investing in apprenticeships and Career Academies
(schools within schools that combine academic classes
with technical job-related courses) for youth unlikely to
attend college. For college-bound students, we propose

increasing Pell grants and looking into new incentive-
based programs to help students from poor and 
disadvantaged backgrounds complete their degrees.

In the long term, we need to set a national goal of
investing in children from birth to age 21 and promot-
ing developmental equity for low-income children and
youth during these two transition stages when they 
systematically fall behind.

E X P E R I M E N T I N G  W I T H  N E W  I D E A S

To complement these policy actions, we need a new
national research agenda, funding creative new experi-
ments in poverty reduction and education. These exper-
iments can point the way to more effective antipoverty
policies and practices.

Promising initiatives include low-cost early inter-
ventions, such as the Family Check-Up and the
Videotape Interaction Project, that seek to improve
parenting. New York City is already experimenting
with using incentives as an antipoverty strategy
through its conditional cash transfer program. And
social-emotional learning—which promotes social
awareness, decisionmaking, and other behavioral
skills—is already having a positive effect on student
learning in small-scale experiments.
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