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EXCERPTS

I am writing this article, nine months pregnant, as my 3-year-old is dancing around the room singing and my 5-year-old is trying to learn to

read over Zoom. Parents across the country are attempting to work from home while homeschooling and caring for their children full time.

Many families can’t afford to pay for care they’re not receiving, and in March 30% of 6,000 childcare centers surveyed said they wouldn’t

survive a closure of two weeks without significant public investment. The American childcare system was already a failed market, and now

COVID-19 is pushing it toward collapse.

The question of when America will go back to work has dominated the public discourse, but whenever that happens, who will watch our

children?

In spite of the relatively high cost of quality care—often out of reach for working families—childcare centers operate on razor-thin profit

margins and many pay their staff at or near minimum wage. More than half of childcare workers rely on public assistance for their financial

survival and many can’t afford safe childcare for their own children.

The COVID-19 pandemic has both exacerbated our childcare crisis and pushed many states and municipalities to consider implementing

emergency universal childcare policies to support our essential workers. Arizona announced a free childcare program for the children of

first responders and essential health care and public-sector workers during the COVID-19 outbreak. Maryland and Louisiana are helping

their essential workers by providing free and subsidized childcare, respectively.

These aren’t acts of goodwill, they are economic Hail Marys: Americans lose $57 billion each year in lost earnings, productivity and revenue

because of the lack of childcare.

The childcare industry requested $50 billion in stimulus relief to help it survive the pandemic, but the $2 trillion CARES Act included only

$3.5 billion in grants to states through the Child Care and Development Block Grant Program and $750 million for Head Start programs. In

contrast, it included $61 billion in relief for the U.S. airline industry, despite airline CEOs earning millions of dollars a year and spending

billions on stock buybacks.

Childcare is the backbone of our economy, and it’s time our government invested in it the way we subsidize K-12 public education.

There have been two times in American history where we came close to having government-supported childcare. During World War II, an

amendment to the Lanham Act established 3,000 subsidized childcare centers to enable mothers to go to work and join the war effort. A

federal legislator argued, “You cannot have a contented mother working in a war factory if she is worrying about her children and you

cannot have children running wild in the streets without a bad effect on the coming generations.” One can argue the same today—just

replace “mother” with “parent” and “war factory” with “hospital, grocery store, restaurant, bus or train.”
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