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The High Cost of Child Care:
State Funding for Pre-K Would Benefit Montana Families

State funding for pre-Kindergarten is an opportunity to strengthen our state’s economy and help
Montana’s hard working families.

The cost of high-quality child care is a significant obstacle for many working families. Nearly two-
thirds of children in Montana under age six have all parents in the labor force.! Many parents face
frustrating choices: pay an excessive portion of

their income in child care costs, choose lower- At a Glance: Child Care in Montana
quality care, or quit their jobs. For families o Cost of child care for four-year-old: $7,518
working hard to build an economically secure e Median family income: $58,087

future, none of these choices are good options. e Percent of family’s income to send one four-

Quality, state-funded pre-K programs can help year-old _to Childcare:. 13%
offset some of the child care costs that Montana | ® Average income for single mother: $26,610

families struggle to afford. Today, Montana is * Percent of single mother’s income to send
one of only eight states that does not provide one four-year-old to childcare: 28%

any state funding to help pay for pre-K ¢ Income for family of three to qualify for child
classroom programs. Such programs have long care subsidies: below $27,468

been proven to provide children with
significant educational and social benefits, and at the same time, they enable parents to work.
Quality pre-K can also save the state millions of dollars by reducing the number of children who
have special education needs, and in the long run, by lowering incarceration rates.2

High costs of child care

The average annual cost for a family to place an infant in a child care in Montana is $8,475; and for
a four-year-old, $7,518.3 The cost of child care is even greater than a year of tuition at a Montana
university, over a thousand dollars more per year for care of a four year old.* For many families,
child care costs exceed all other expenses except for housing. >

Montana’s median family income is $58,087 a year; therefore a typical family would spend nearly
13% of its yearly pay for one four-year-old to attend child care.¢ The steep cost of child care,
combined with a median income lower than the national average, make Montana the 11t
least affordable state for families with a four-year-old in child care.’

Greater cost burden for low-income and single parents

For some families, the costs are even harder to bear. One in five families with children under five
live in poverty in Montana; for a family of four that means making less than $23,850 a year.8.°
Additionally, over half of families with children under five headed by single mothers live in
poverty.19 Not only do single parents have only one income out of which to pay child care costs,
but their incomes are often much lower. The average income for a single mother is $26,610,
compared to $39,367 for a single father.!! For many low-income and single parent families, having
a parent stay home to care for children is a financial impossibility.
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For some Montana families, federally subsidized child care is an option.!2 Through the Best
Beginnings scholarship program, a family of three making less than $27,468 a year - less than half
of the state median income - qualifies for a subsidy.13 An average of 4,619 Montana children
benefitted from these subsidies in 2013.14 Nearly 90% of these children came from single-parent
households.15 But these subsidies are not available to many Montana families that need assistance
with pre-K costs. Many families have incomes too low to afford child care yet too high to qualify
for a subsidy.

Benefits of pre-K add up

The high cost of child care can prevent parents from seeking a job or keeping one. Parents with
more than one child can find the costs of quality child care exceed their earnings, causing them to
leave their jobs. This departure can significantly reduce the lifetime earnings of a parent, and also
increase the likelihood of needing some form of public assistance, such as food stamps. 16
Alternatively, parents might make the undesirable compromise of leaving their kids in
substandard or unsafe child care situations.1” A state investment in pre-K would increase safe and
enriching options for working families.

Conclusion

For these reasons, it is clear that pre-K would be a worthy investment of resources in Montana.
Pre-K will pay dividends today and long into the future. Parents will be able to do more to help
their families, and their children will have a better chance of being full participants in a growing
economy for years to come. Montana should move forward with state funded pre-K and invest in
our children, our state, and our families.
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