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Achievement gaps for low-income Hispanica children, particularly dual language 
learners, exist at kindergarten entry and widen over time.1-3  Improving Hispanic 
families’ use of high-quality ECE can facilitate parental employment and reduce 
gaps in school readiness between Latino and non-Latino children.4 Drawing 
from a recently published synthesis of the research on Hispanic ECE access, 
we highlight some key issues policymakers and providers should consider 
to expand the availability, affordability, and accessibility of early care and 
education (ECE) for young children from low-income Hispanic families.4 

ECE must meet parent’s needs.

• Hispanic parents need ECE with expanded hours. Many center-based 
ECE providers may not adequately meet the needs of families who work 
nonstandard hoursb—that is, roughly speaking, hours outside of the 
traditional 9:00 am to 5:00 pm, Monday to Friday work schedule.5,6 Most 
young Hispanic children with working parents have at least one parent who works nonstandard hours, especially on 
weekends.7 

o Policies that support ECE providers, including home-based and center-based care settings, to expand and 
prioritize care during nonstandard hours can further meet families’ needs.  

o Policies that encourage flexibility in ECE timing and available hours may be particularly useful for Hispanic 
parents with irregular (variable) work schedules, or those enrolled in adult education programs, which often 
take place during evenings and weekends.6,8 

• Hispanic parents need assistance in locating adequate and affordable ECE providers. Research found that in 
a 24-month period, low-income Hispanic parents report conducting fewer searches for ECE than other low-income 
groups.9 The cost of child care is a top concern among this population.10 However, other barriers to ECE programs 
include the belief that other families may have a greater need than their own; a lack of awareness of programs; and 
mistrust, stigma and perceived immigration-related ineligibility.11,12 

o Policies and practices that support ECE searches will increase awareness of ECE options and improve 
enrollment among Latino children. Strategies to support searches include making ECE information available 
in Spanish; increasing available funding for community-based organizations that engage Hispanic families; 
recruiting and employing bilingual ECE providers; and encouraging partnerships and coordination for ECE 
outreach through federal, state, and local health and education organizations.13,14

a  We use “Hispanic” and “Latino” interchangeably throughout the brief. Consistent with the U.S. Census definition, this includes individuals having origins in Mexico, Puerto 
Rico, and Cuba, as well as other “Hispanic, Latino or Spanish” origins.

b  Although the specific work hours that are identified as nonstandard varies in the literature, the term generally refers to work schedules that include late evening, early 
morning, and weekend hours. 
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ECE and employment are intertwined. 

• Expansion of available and affordable high-quality ECE is an investment in the broader economic well-being 
of a community.15 Funding for ECE is not consistent across communities, and a lack of child care options can limit 
parents’ ability to work, particularly for low-income parents. Research on child care deserts (areas with limited 
child care options) reveals that communities lacking in viable child care options also tend to be economically 
disadvantaged.16 Additionally, low-income Hispanic parents need ECE not only for employment, but also to pursue 
educational opportunities to secure their families’ economic well-being and mobility.17 Therefore, investments in 
ECE—at the federal, state, or local level—must co-occur with broader economic investments in communities. 

o State-level policymakers must use community-level data to inform the targeted expansion of ECE into child 
care deserts that constrain parents from entering the workforce.

o Eligibility for child care subsidies often includes a minimum work requirement. More states should allow 
enrollment in job training or education programs to meet that requirement. This can help increase subsidy 
access for low-income Hispanic parents, who often have low levels of education and variable, unpredictable 
work hours.6,7

• Reducing workplace stress is critical for low-income Hispanic workers with families. Estimates using national 
data show that many low‐income working Hispanic parents, particularly immigrants,  report receiving little advance 
notice of their work hours (1 week or less).7 This leads to increased stress among families who face constant pressures 
to schedule child care that accommodates their work schedules, while also providing care and stability for their 
family. 

o Family-friendly workplaces and policies—including family leave, sick and personal days to attend to 
unpredictable family situations, greater worker input in scheduling, and more flexible work schedules—can 
reduce family stress and, in turn, promote children’s health and well-being.18  

Access to ECE is increasing, yet disparities remain. 

• A continued focus on reducing disparities in access to ECE is essential. Increased enrollment in ECE can help 
reduce achievement gaps between Latino and non-Latino children. While national estimates show that low-income 
Hispanic preschool-age children are about as likely as their white peers to participate in ECE, disparities in enrollment 
remain for infants and toddlers.4,19 

o Policies are needed to ensure that ECE opportunities reach more young children. Investments in federal 
programs like the Child Care and Development Fund (CCDF), Head Start and Early Head Start, and state 
and local public preschool programs are expanding access for increasing numbers of children and could be 
expanded further for infants and toddlers. 

o The reauthorization of Child Care Development Block Grants (CCDBG) prioritizes subsidies for certain groups, 
including children who need care during nontraditional and variable hours, infants and toddlers, children 
in rural areas, and children with disabilities and special needs.20 Data suggests the priority groups should 
remain a focus of the CCDGB legislation, scheduled for reauthorization in 2020.  

Continual training of the ECE workforce and support of culturally diverse ECE 
providers increase ECE quality.

• The ECE workforce must work effectively with diverse groups of families. The quality of ECE is highly dependent 
on the resources and training given to ECE providers. Improving the quality of ECE for young children can occur, for 
example, through implementation of evidence-based parenting programs, home visitation, and the provision of 
access to specialists who assist families with children’s health, educational, and developmental needs.21-23 However, 
there are some clear needs for Hispanic families.
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o Research shows that about 1 in 5 ECE centers serve a high proportion of Hispanic children (defined as 
centers where more than 25 percent of the children enrolled are Hispanic).24 As ECE expansion occurs, 
programs that encourage training and certification of providers from culturally diverse and multi-lingual 
backgrounds will ensure that our future ECE workforce keeps pace with the current diversity of our 
immigrant and Hispanic child populations.

o Two areas of training should be prioritized for all ECE providers working with Hispanic populations: 1) 
training in approaches for teaching dual language learners and 2) training in trauma-informed approaches 
to care, including recognition of emotional and behavioral signs of distress among Hispanic children.25,26



4

Near Poverty

References
1. Miller, E. B. (2016). Child care enrollment decisions among dual language learner families: The role of Spanish 

language instruction in the child care setting. Early childhood research quarterly, 36, 223-232. 

2. Ansari, A., Lόpez, M., Manfra, L., Bleiker, C., Dinehart, L. H., Hartman, S. C., et al. (2017). Differential third‐grade 
outcomes associated with attending publicly funded preschool programs for low‐income Latino children. Child 
Development, 88(5), 1743-1756. 

3. National Academies of Sciences Engineering and Medicine. (2017). Promoting the educational success of children and 
youth learning English: Promising futures. Washington, DC: National Academies Press. 

4. Mendez, J., Crosby, D., & Siskind, D. (2018). Access to early care and education for low-income Hispanic children and 
families: A research synthesis. Bethesda, MD: National Research Center on Hispanic Children & Families. from http://
www.hispanicresearchcenter.org/publications/access-to-ece-for-low-income-hispanic-children-and-families-a-research-
synthesis/ 

5. Guzman, L., Hickman, S., Turner, K., & L., G. (2016). Hispanic children’s participation in early care and education: 
Perceptions of care arrangements, and relatives’ availability to provide care. Bethesda, MD: National Research Center 
on Hispanic Children & Families. from http://www.hispanicresearchcenter.org/publications/hispanic-childrens-
participation-in-early-care-and-education-parents-perceptions-of-care-arrangements-and-relatives-availability-to-
provide-care/ 

6. Enchautegui, M., Johnson, M., & Gelatt, J. (2015). Who minds the kids when mom works a nonstandard schedule? 
Washington, DC: Urban Institute. 

7. Crosby, D., & Mendez, M. (2017). How common are nonstandard work schedules among low-income Hispanic parents 
of young children? Bethesda, MD: National Research Center on Hispanic Children & Families. from http://www.
hispanicresearchcenter.org/publications/how-common-are-nonstandard-work-schedules-among-low-income-
hispanic-parents-of-young-children/

8. Hill, Z., Genettian, L., Mendez, D., Crosby, D., & Guzman, L. (2018). A descriptive profile of state Child Care 
Development Fund policies in 10 states with high populations of Hispanic children. Manuscript in preparation. Early 
Childhood Research Quarterly. 

9. Mendez, J. L., & Crosby, D. (2018). Why and how do low-income Hispanic families search for early care and 
education (ECE)? Bethesda, MD: National Research Center on Hispanic Children & Families. from http://www.
hispanicresearchcenter.org/publications/why-and-how-do-low-income-hispanic-families-search-for-early-care-and-
education-ece/

10. Child Care Aware. (2017). Parents and the high cost of child care: 2017 report. Arlington, VA: Child Care Aware. 

11. Alvira-Hammond, M., & Gennetian, L. (2015). How Hispanic parents perceive their need and eligibility for public 
assistance. Bethesda, MD: National Research Center on Hispanic Children & Families. from http://www.
hispanicresearchcenter.org/publications/how-hispanic-parents-perceive-their-need-and-eligibility-for-public-
assistance/ 

12. Vesely, C. K., Goodman, R. D., Ewaida, M., & Kearney, K. B. (2015). A better life? Immigrant mothers’ experiences 
building economic security. Journal of Family and Economic Issues, 36(4), 514-530. 

13. López, M., Grindal, T., Zanoni, W., & Goerge, R. (2017). Hispanic children’s participation in early care and education: A 
look at utilization patterns of Chicago’s publicly funded programs. Bethesda, MD: National Research Center on Hispanic 
Children & Families. 

14. Yoshikawa, H., Kholoptseva, J., & Suárez-Orozco, C. (2013). The role of public policies and community-based 
organizations in the developmental consequences of parent undocumented status. Social Policy Report, 27(3), 1-17. 
from http://www.srcd.org/sites/default/files/documents/spr_27_3.pdf 

15. Sandstrom, H., & Chaudry, A. (2012). ‘You have to choose your childcare to fit your work’: Childcare decision-making 
among low-income working families. Journal of Children and Poverty, 18(2), 89-119. 

16. Dobbins, D., Tercha, J., McCready, M., & Liu, A. (2016). Child care deserts: Developing solutions to child care supply and 
demand. Arlington, VA: Child Care Aware of America. 

17. Ryan, C. L., & Bauman, K. (2016). Education attainment in the United States: 2015. Washington, DC: U.S. Census Bureau. 

http://www.hispanicresearchcenter.org/publications/access-to-ece-for-low-income-hispanic-children-and-families-a-research-synthesis/
http://www.hispanicresearchcenter.org/publications/access-to-ece-for-low-income-hispanic-children-and-families-a-research-synthesis/
http://www.hispanicresearchcenter.org/publications/access-to-ece-for-low-income-hispanic-children-and-families-a-research-synthesis/
http://www.srcd.org/sites/default/files/documents/spr_27_3.pdf


5

18. Karberg, E., Cabrera, N., Fagan, J., Scott, M., & Guzman, L. (2017). Family stability and instability among low-income 
Hispanic mothers with young children. Bethesda, MD: National Research Center on Hispanic Children & Families. from 
http://www.hispanicresearchcenter.org/publications/family-stability-and-instability-among-low-income-hispanic-
mothers-with-young-children/

19. Crosby, D., & Mendez, J. (2016). Hispanic children’s participation in early care and education: Amount and timing of 
hours by household nativity status, race/ethnicity, and child age. Bethesda, MD: National Research Center on Hispanic 
Children & Families. from http://www.hispanicresearchcenter.org/publications/hispanic-childrens-participation-in-
early-care-and-education-amount-and-timing-of-hours-by-household-nativity-status-raceethnicity-and-child-age/ 

20. Urban Institute. (2018). Who might face barriers to accessing quality child care? Washington, DC: Urban Institute. 

21. National Academies of Sciences Engineering and Medicine. (2017). Exploring early childhood care and education 
levers to improve population health: A workshop. New York City, NY: National Academies of Sciences Engineering and 
Medicine. 

22. Mendez, J., Westerberg, D. (2012). Implementation of a culturally adapted treatment to reduce barriers for Latino 
parents. Culture Diversity Ethnic Minority Psychology, 18, 363-372. 

23. Supplee, L., Jordan, E., Maxwell, K., & Perkins, V. (2018). Sharing research and innovation across home visiting and early 
care and education can better serve programs. Bethesda, MD: Child Trends. 

24. Mendez, J., Crosby, D., Guzman, L., & López, M. (2017). Centers serving high percentages of young Hispanic children 
compare favorably to other centers on key predictors of quality. Bethesda, MD: National Research Center on Hispanic 
Children & Families. from http://www.hispanicresearchcenter.org/publications/promising-features-of-hispanic-
serving-early-care-and-education-programs/

25. Bartlett, J. D., & Ramos-Olazagasti, M. A. (2018). Supporting children and parents affected by the trauma of separation. 
Bethesda, MD: National Research Center on Hispanic Children & Families. from http://www.hispanicresearchcenter.
org/publications/supporting-children-and-parents-affected-by-the-trauma-of-separation/

26. McNamara, K. (2016). Dual language learners in Head Start: The promise and pitfalls of new reforms. Washington, DC: 
Migration Policy Institute. 



6

 

HispanicResearchCenter.orgWe welcome your feedback! Email us  
at Info@HispanicResearchCenter.org.

Acknowledgements
The author thanks Heather Sandstrom and the Steering Committee of the National Research Center on Hispanic Children 
& Families for their feedback on earlier drafts of this brief. Additionally, we thank Claudia Vega, Sharon Glick, and Emily 
Cantrell for their research assistance at multiple stages of this project.

About the Author
Julia Mendez, Ph.D., is a co-investigator of the National Research Center on Hispanic Children & Families, co-leading 
the research area on early care and education. She is a professor of psychology in the Department of Psychology at the 
University of North Carolina at Greensboro. Her research focuses on risk and resilience among ethnically and culturally 
diverse children and families, with an emphasis on parent-child interactions and parent engagement in early care and 
education programs.

About the Center
The National Research Center on Hispanic Children & Families is a hub of research to help programs and policy bet-
ter serve low-income Hispanics across three priority areas—poverty reduction and economic self-sufficiency, healthy 
marriage and responsible fatherhood, and early care and education. The Center was established in 2013 by a five-year 
cooperative agreement from the Office of Planning, Research and Evaluation within the Administration for Children and 
Families in the U.S. Department of Health and Human Services to Child Trends, in partnership with Abt Associates and 
New York University, University of North Carolina at Greensboro, and University of Maryland, College Park. The National 
Research Center on Hispanic Children & Families is supported by grant #90PH0025 from the Office of Planning, Research 
and Evaluation, Administration for Children and Families, U.S. Department of Health and Human Services. The contents 
are solely the responsibility of the National Research Center on Hispanic Children & Families and do not necessarily repre-
sent the official views of the Office of Planning, Research and Evaluation, the Administration for Children and Families, or 
the U.S. Department of Health and Human Services. 

Copyright 2018 by the National Research Center on Hispanic Children & Families.


	_Hlk525283325
	_GoBack

