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Introduction

ñItôs justébeing trustworthy. I can go to work and not call the day care ýve times and say, okay, 
well has he made it home? Has he this, has he that? I donôt know, but sheôs really dependable and 
itôs nice to have somebody dependable.ò
- Parent

ñécommunication with the parent covers so many thingséyou are building the foundation not 
only for that child, but youôre building the foundation for the kind of relationship that parent is 
going to have with their school when their child is older, and then what kind of academic success 
that child is going to have in the futureéò
- Child care provider

ñéfamilies are able to maintain employment or work to further their educations and at the same 
time provide better ýnancial care for their families.  This reduces stress within the family, which in 
turn helps individuals to be better parents to their children and in some cases reduces the risk of 
child abuse and neglect.ò
- Caseworker, Department for Community Based Services (DCBS)

As these quotes indicate, child care provides 
a critical tool for families, children, and 
communities to succeed. Not only does child 
care help keep families in the workforce, but 
it also fosters healthy child development and 
learning. Child care subsidies are speciýcally 
designed to help low-income working families1 
afford a wide range of child care options in order 
to be able to go to work. Research indicates that 
child care subsidies help low-income families 
retain employment, as well as successfully 
transition from cash assistance programs.2 In 
addition, child care subsidies ensure quality 
care and education for children who are more 
likely to enter primary school behind other peers 
due to poverty, family violence, and other risk 
factors, by opening doors for parents to afford 
better quality care.3 Research on the effects 
of quality early care and education is clear 
ï the public receives an economic return on 
the investment through reduced future costs 
in remedial education, incarceration, public 
assistance, and other expenditures.4, 5 State 
policymakers are showing an increased interest 
in the early years of childrenôs lives, recognizing 
that quality early care and education helps 
stimulate the rapidly developing brain 
architecture that is critical during the ýrst three 
years of life. 6 

Policies can inþuence family success by 
encouraging parentsô use of child care 
subsidies. As this report and other research 
indicate, however, state policies and procedures 
regarding child care subsidy administration are 
not using the program to its maximum potential 
to support work and family self-sufýciency. 
Current policies have discouraged parents from 
applying for or retaining child care subsidies 
ï thereby threatening employment stability 
ï as well as discouraged child care providers 
from offering this service to non-private-paying 
clients. Further, the sharp drop in child care 
assistance and other beneýts as income rises 
creates a disincentive for parents to increase 
work earnings. This ýnding indicates that in 
practice, procedures around eligibility and 
co-pays actually contradict the program goal 
of helping families achieve self-sufýciency.  
Substantial work requirements on top of school 
hours similarly discourage working parents from 
striving for higher education (and subsequent 
higher earnings) because of the additional time 
away from their family and challenges in ýnding 
ï and paying for ï child care to cover school 
and work time. Program guidelines and actual 
practices should be continually monitored so 
funding can be used most effectively to achieve 
its intended purposes.  
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Kentucky has þexibility in its planning and 
implementation of child care subsidies. Child 
care subsidies help states comply with welfare 
reform requirements, as well as offer future 
savings that result from children being cared 
for and taught in a safe, nurturing learning 
environment. The Personal Responsibility 
and Work Opportunity Reconciliation Act 
(PRWORA), enacted as part of welfare reform 
efforts in the mid-1990s, requires states to 
move families from receiving cash assistance 
to participating in the workforce. States have 
considerable latitude in subsidy administration, 
especially in terms of eligibility and work 
requirements.7 This gives policymakers the 
opportunity to move more families from welfare 
to work.  

 
To truly understand the impact of Kentuckyôs 
state-speciýc policies, this report goes 
straight to the experiences of people who are 
involved with child care subsidies on a daily 
basis.  It presents the perspectives of more 
than 120 people who took part in this study 
by participating in focus groups, in-depth 
interviews, and/or phone or online hotlines 
during Spring 2007. Research participants 
included parents, relative caregivers, foster 
parents, child care providers, and caseworkers 
representing urban, suburban, and rural 
communities in more than ýfty counties across 
Kentucky. Their experiences are combined with 
national best practices research to illustrate 
policy opportunities unique to the Kentucky 
context. 

At a glance: Kentuckyôs young children

Of the 310,306 Kentucky children ages 0 through 5 in 2005:
ü 62 percent (191,000 c hildren) had all ava ilable pa rents in the

workforce
ü 24 percent lived in poverty
ü 48 percent lived in low-income f amilies (earning less t han 2 00 percen t

of federal poverty level), and ne arly half (48 percent) of these ch ildren
had a parent who was emp loyed f ull-time

ü 18,583  part icipated in Head Start or Early Head Start
ü 21,460  part icipated in the Kentucky Preschool Program
ü 24,135  part icipated in subs idized ch ild care (Child Care and

Development Fund)

Sour ces: Annie E. Casey Foundation KIDS COU NT State-Level Data Online. Available at
http://www.kidscoun t.org . Accessed July 200 7.
National Center for Children in P overty (20 07). Kentucky Early Childhoo d Profile. Available at
http://www.nccp.org. Accessed July 200 7.



Successes and Challenges 
of the Subsidy Program for 
Kentucky Families

Kentucky families described the ways child 
care subsidies affected their lives, including 
supporting stable employment and stimulating 
childrenôs learning and healthy development. 
The unintended consequences of subsidy 
policies, however, hindered many families from 
improving their economic well-being through 
pursuit of education or increased earnings. 
Child care providers and caseworkers echoed 
the challenges these policies present to hard-
working parents and the impact they have 
observed working with children and families.

Todayôs Kentucky Families

As with families across the country, the 
characteristics of Kentucky families are 
changing. While most mothers stayed home 
with their children ýfty years ago, today the 
reverse is true. Two-earner or single working-
parent households make up two-thirds of 
families in the United States, and research 
indicates an increased tension between work 
and family.8 The percent of women in the 
workforce with a child under age 6 grew from 
39 percent in 1975 to 63 percent in 2005.9 
And while more parents are working, it is 
increasingly difýcult to make ends meet. Seven 
percent (50,022 children) of Kentucky children 
with a parent working full-time, year-round still 
live in poverty.10 

ñI think they need to have something for 
working parents. Both of them. They never get 
help. Mother and father both work, and they 
donôt even consider theméin [our county], 
everybody works. Thereôs no way they can 
get any [child care assistance] because both 
parents work.ò

- Child care provider

ñI basically work with all types of families. 
P&P referrals, KTAP referrals or transitioning 
ï trying to get back in the workforce. I have 
a lot of single moms that are going back to 
collegeéThereôs a lot of variety.ò

- Caseworker, Child Care Assistance Program 
 

ñé[Iôm] seeing an increase in single 
fatherséò

- Caseworker, Child Care Assistance Program

Families with strong support networks can rely 
on relatives, friends, and neighbors to help 
assemble child care arrangements, though 
study participants indicated that even these 
historic sources of help with child care are 
dwindling. 

ñMost grandparents are working now. The 
ones that I have, their grandparents are 
working, parents are working, so itôs not like 
we can leave them with Grandma now.ò

- Child care provider

ñ[Y]ears ago thatôs what happened. You left 
them with a relative. But, nowéeveryone has 
to work.ò

 - Child care provider

Responses from families, child care providers, 
and caseworkers in Kentucky mirror research 
ýndings that indicate parents with ñthe most 
successful arrangementsò have a spouse, 
partner, and/or relatives to help with child care 
in a þexible yet reliable manner.11 These support 
networks, however, are not common for many 
families with young children.

ñAnd weôre ýnding that, I donôt know about 
the other centers, but used to be you would 
see more single mothers. Weôre getting a large 
number of single fathers now. Itôs not just the 
single mother households or grandparents.ò

 - Child care provider

While the majority of Kentucky children (70 
percent) live in households headed by married 
couples, nearly one quarter of Kentucky children 
live with single mothers, and that number has 
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increased in recent years.12  An additional 
57,000 Kentucky children (six percent) live in 
single-father households.13 Kentucky ranks 
12th among states for the rate of children being 
raised by grandparents (5 percent).14

 
Using Subsidies to Support 
Successful Employment

In all families, unstable child care 
arrangements, including after school 
child care, can contribute to depression, 
anxiety, absenteeism, and decreased 
productivity.15 Low-wage workers tend to 
have jobs with less þexibility than other 
workers; a sudden need to take time off 
work can have severe consequences for 
family employment, and, subsequently, 
retention of child care subsidies.16  In 
addition, the rigidity of low-income 
employeesô work schedules, coupled 
with fragile child care arrangements 
and limited family resources, can create 
stress and anxiety harmful to their 
children and increase the risk of abuse or 
neglect.17

ñChild care assistance helps families become 
and stay more self-sufýcient.  It encourages 
parents to maintain employment by allowing 
more of parentsô wages to go toward the 
ýnancial support of the family rather than just 
working to pay for child care.ò

- Caseworker, DCBS
 

ñIt is very hard to work and worry about your 
children.  I have resigned from several good 
jobs for this reason.  Iéleft [a good job] when 
I could not ýnd reliable and safe child care 
for my children.  If my children were younger, 
I would not take my children to the centers 
in the area that currently take [child care 
subsidies].ò

- Caseworker, DCBS

ñYou have to worry about it all the time. 
Whoôs going to take care of your child.ò

- Parent

ñ[I]n the fall I donôt know where Iôm gonna 
put her because I just donôt trust day cares 
around here. I really donôt. Iôve heard so many 
stories about a lot of day cares.ò

- Parent

Most of the focus group participants reported 
being able to focus on work without worrying 
about their children because they felt a strong 
sense of trust in the child care. A report on 
successful corporate programs to support low-
income workers highlighted one successful 
program, Bank of Americaôs Child Care Plus, 
ýnding that participating employees were 
twice as likely to remain employed with the 
company and had less anxiety about child care 
arrangements. The program, which subsidizes 
child care costs for employees at the low end 
of the salary range, was created in 1989 to 
ñaddress the strong link between absenteeism 
and child care needs.ò18 

Non-Traditional Hours

Todayôs parents work longer hours and are 
more likely to work non-standard hours 
such as nights and weekends.19 Night and 
evening shifts, as well as the þuctuating work 
schedules of temporary work or other low-
income positions, add to the challenge of ýnding 
safe, quality child care.20 Some caseworkers 
indicated that their communities had only a few 
child care providers for second and/or third shift 
and questioned the quality of those providers.

ñMost of the problems that I have with 
some of the clients is going to workéa lot 
of times theyôll be working for temporary 
services and most of the jobs they have is 
either ýrst, second, or third shifts and they 
have a problem, then, with day careé[or 
for] weekend work and they have a problem 
getting day care for weekendséò

- Caseworker, DCBS

ñI always fear that there are children that are 
left at home that we donôt get a call about, 
nightlyémany parents want to work, but they 



canôt because of the fact that thereôs no day 
care or the day care may close at 11:00 [PM] 
and you get off at 10:30 [PM] and they tell 
youéto work overéI worry about that with 
younger kids and the need for us, as parents, 
to be working.ò

- Caseworker, DCBS 

Of Kentucky child care providers who 
responded to the most recent statewide Market 
Rate Survey, only 6.9 percent reported that 
they offer child care on weekends, though 
numbers are reportedly lower in practice and 
vary by region.21 Regionally, that ýgure ranges 
from a mere 1.4 percent in the Barren River 
Area Development District (ADD) to a high of 
30.6 percent of providers in Cumberland Valley 
ADD.22 

States encourage providers to ýll the need 
for child care during non-traditional work 
hours through tax incentives and increased 
reimbursement, as well as offering staff training 
to increase the quality of child care offered at 
night and on weekends.23 Kentucky does well 
as one of nine states offering a differentiated 
reimbursement rate to compensate providers 
for the higher costs of serving families during 
non-traditional or extended hours.24 Licensed 
and certiýed child care providers in Kentucky 
currently receive an extra $1 per child per day 
for serving children who receive subsidies 
between 6 PM and 6 AM or on weekends.25 
This incentive, however, is the smallest 
payment compared to other states offering 
enhancements beyond their respective base 
rates.26 Missouri provides an additional 15 
percent of the rate for serving children at night 
or on weekends.27 West Virginia offers a daily 
incentive of $4 per child to encourage providers 
to serve families during non-traditional hours.28 

Policy Opportunity: Support child care
providers who help meet the needs of low-
income working families by increasing
incentives for providers who serve families
during nights and/or weekends.

Parents Pursuing Education 

Families receive child care subsidies for a 
number of reasons (see Figure 1). While 
employment (without education) is the most 
common reason, eleven percent of Kentucky 
families receive CCDF-subsidized child 
care because of some type of training or 
education. Parents must work 20 hours per 
week in addition to time in school, studying, 
and practicum or training activities to receive 
this assistance. Focus group participants 
recognized why the state wanted them to 
work; however, they reported many factors that 
complicated their ability to do so. The hours 
employers assign for part-time workers þuctuate 
considerably, resulting in unstable income ï and 
eligibility ï for parents with child care subsidies. 
In addition, families have to juggle child care 
arrangements for additional hours; and high 
numbers of work and school hours keep parents 
away from their children that much more. Each 
of these factors impacts the ability of parents to 
achieve higher levels of education. 

ñHow can you go to school full time, trying to 
better your life for yourself and your children, 
and then try to work twenty hours a week, and 
youôre devastated because youôre exhausted 
and you donôt see your childrenéò

- Child care provider

ñStudents who go to school full time and have 
to work twenty hours per week to get child 
care help are stressed. It affects the quality of 
family life, especially if they are single parents. 
It contradicts our efforts in preventing child 
abuse, supporting parents to be self supporting 
and keeping families stable enough to be off 
welfare for life.ò

- Staff member, Resource and 
Referral Agency

ñItôs terribleéWe have to work twenty hours 
to keep the [child care assistance]. Iôm going 
to school full-time, and a lot of places have a 
hard time working with those hours, and theyôll 
drop you below twenty hours. And you have 
to be careful of that or you lose your [child 
care assistance]. And I canôt afford to pay for 
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day care if I canôt get the hourséI just went to 
work for _______ not too long agoébut they 
dropped my hours next week to 17. So, Iôm 
going to run into it all over again.ò

- Parent

Kentucky currently sends mixed signals to 
parents working to improve their education. 
On the one hand, Kentucky is one of the top 
two states in the number of years or semesters 
it allows parents to complete school and still 
qualify for child care subsidies.29 On the other 
hand, Kentuckyôs work/education requirements 
to access that education, however, are stricter 
than in most states ï Kentucky is one of only 
eight states requiring parents to work 20 
hours each week while attending school in 
order to receive child care subsidies.30 These 
requirements make it difýcult for Kentucky 
parents to remain in school and ultimately 
attain a degree that could yield greater ýnancial 
stability for their family. 

Maintaining Movement toward Self-
Sufýciency as Beneýts Decrease

The best public assistance programs ñreward 
progress in the workforce,ò31 meaning as family 
earnings grow, beneýts and taxes are structured 
so families actually get to keep more. In many 
programs, however, including child care 
subsidies, families face a ñbeneýt taxò as they 
strive to achieve self-sufýciency.32 One CCAP 
staff member described families going ñback to 
square oneò as their wages increased. Study 
participants in Kentucky were concerned about 
familiesô rapid loss of beneýts as family income 
increased. 

Source: Child Care Bureau, Administration for Children and Families, U.S. Department of Health and Human Services (2007). FFY 
2005 CCDF Tables. Available at http://www.acf.hhs.gov. Accessed July 2007.

Policy Opportunity: Decrease work hours
required for parents pursuing education to
receive child care subsidies, so parents can
succeed in education, employment, and
family responsibilities.

Figure 1. Average monthly percent of Kentucky families receiving child care assistance by 
reason for assistance, FFY 2005   


