The Early Care and Education
Experiences of Baltimore Families:

Choices, Preferences,
Ghallenges, andNeeds




Acknowledgements

This Study, based on interviews with and surveys of families of young children in Baltimore
City, was funded by members of the Prenatal to Five Impact Collaborative at the Maryland
Philanthropy Network to help inform collective efforts to improve and expand early care and
education in the city. The Fund for Educational Excellence and the Family League of Baltimore
provided project coordination, leadership, and guidance.

Partners in producing this analysis are:

Lead investigators from the School of Education and Human Development at the University of Virginia and
Baltimore Education Research Consortium who directed the project, completed analyses, and prepared
drafts of this report and other presentations of findings for review and discussion.

Strategic Thinking for Social Change whose principal served as a partner in helping to structure analyses
and interpret findings; and

Waldron Strategies, which provided editing and graphic design services.

This is the second in a series of reports supported by project funders and partners. It follows the 2025
Baltimore City Early Care and Education Landscape Analysis: Supply, Demand, Obstacles, and
Opportunities (June, 2025) and will be followed by a further analysis of young children’s early childhood
experiences in Baltimore from birth to age five conducted by linking administrative records of children born in
the City to their early childhood pathways and outcomes.

Project partners gratefully acknowledge the funders who have supported this and the work to
come:

Abell Foundation The Richman Foundation
Baltimore Community Foundation Thalheimer-Eurich Charitable Fund
Marilynn Duker United Way of Central Maryland
Zanvyl and Isabelle Krieger Fund Wright Family Fund

We are also grateful to the many members of the Baltimore City Early Childhood Advisory Council (ECAC)
who supported outreach and recruitment efforts to the families with young children who completed surveys
and participated in interviews and focus groups; reviewed early drafts; and provided extensive feedback and
context.

Finally, we extend our appreciation to the staff and participants of the Asylee Women's Enterprise for their
partnership in supporting outreach to immigrant families and reviewing portions of this report.

While this report has benefited greatly from the guidance, expertise, and contributions of many individuals
and organizations, any errors, omissions, or interpretations are solely the responsibility of the authors.

Please cite as:

Jeon, L., Zhao, X., Chapman, S. L. F.,, & Holleman, M. (2026). The Early Care and Education Experiences of
Baltimore Families: Choices, Preferences, Challenges, and Needs. University of Virginia School of Education
and Human Development and Strategic Thinking for Social Change.


https://ecacbaltimore.org/wp-content/uploads/2025/06/2025-Baltimore-City-ECAC-Landscape-Analysis.pdf
https://ecacbaltimore.org/wp-content/uploads/2025/06/2025-Baltimore-City-ECAC-Landscape-Analysis.pdf
https://ecacbaltimore.org/wp-content/uploads/2025/06/2025-Baltimore-City-ECAC-Landscape-Analysis.pdf

Tahle of Gontents

Acknowledgements

Table of Contents

Executive Summary

Chapter 1. Study Background & Procedures

Study Background

Subgroup Analysis by Income

Subgroup Analysis by Race/Ethnicity

Subgroup Analysis by Special Needs

Subgroup Analysis by Income

Subgroup Analysis by Race/Ethnicity

Subgroup Analysis by Special Needs

Inside Cover

1

3

7

8

Survey Procedures, Participants, and Analyses 8
Interview and Focus Group Procedures, Participants, and Analyses 9
Some Caveats: Sample Characteristics and Interpretation Considerations 13
Chapter 2. Early Care and Education Utilization and Experiences 14
Overall ECE Usage by Survey and Interview Participants 15
Understanding Families’ DeciSions ADOUL PUBIIC PIrE=K ... eeeeeeeeseeesessessess s ssssssesssssesssssessssssssssasssesens 17

18

21

23

Qualitative Insights: Reasons for Using or Not Using Formal ECE 24
Reasons for Choosing PUBIIClY FUNAEA ECE........ e vessesses s sesassse s s ssssss s sssessssassassasssesans 24
Reasons for Not ChooSING FOIMNAI ECE...... et ses st ssssssse s sss s s ssssssesssssssassasssesans 25
Qualitative Insights: Satisfaction with Past/Current ECE Arrangements 26
Satisfied With CUrrent ECE ArTONGEMENTS ...t seessese s sssssssessssessessssasssssssssssassssssssssssssssssssssssssssassanes 26
Dissatisfied with Current ECE AIrTONGEMENTS ...ttt sessessessessssssssesssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssassssssesans 28
Chapter 3. Pre-K Expansion and Family Preferences 30
Awareness of Maryland’'s Commitment to Pre-K Expansion 31
Preferences for ECE Options in a Mixed-Delivery Context 31
33

35

36

Preferences for Public Pre-K Programs 37
Qualitative Insights: Reasons for Using Private vs. Public ECE Programs 38
Key Factors in Choosing ECE Programs 39
Key Factors in Choosing ECE by Income 40
Key Factors in Choosing ECE by Race/Ethnicity 41
Key Factors in Choosing ECE by Special Needs 42
43

Qualitative Insights: Priorities in Choosing ECE

Choices, Preferences, Challenges, and Needs



Chapter 4. Challenges in Accessing Early Childhood Resources

Challenges in Finding ECE

Challenges in Finding ECE by Income
Challenges in Finding ECE by Race/Ethnicity

Challenges in Finding ECE by Special Needs

Qualitative Insights: Challenges and Barriers in Accessing ECE

45
46
47
48
49
50

Cost and Affordability

50

Limited Availability and Long Waitlists

Scheduling and Location Constraints

Communication and Information Barriers

Additional Barriers for Families of Children with Special Needs and Immigrant Families.........ccccceeeeeennne.

Chapter 5. Knowledge of Early Childhood Resources and Outreach Recommendations..............ceeeeeeecnneen.

Families' Knowledge of Early Childhood Resources

Families' Knowledge of Resources by Income

Families' Knowledge of Resources by Race/Ethnicity

Families’ Familiarity with Early Childhood Resources

Families' Familiarity with Early Childhood Resources by Income

Families’ Familiarity with Early Childhood Resources by Race/Ethnicity

Families' Familiarity with Early Childhood Resources by Special Needs

Qualitative Insights: Information Access and Sharing for ECE Resources

Resources Familiarity and Knowledge

How Families Find Information & Trustworthy Resources

Suggestions for Future Information Sharing

Chapter 6. Families’ Perceptions of School Readiness

Family-Perceived School Readiness Skills

Family-Perceived School Readiness Skills by Income

Family-Perceived School Readiness Skills by Race/Ethnicity

Qualitative Insights: Perceptions of School Readiness

Chapter 7. Additional Suggestions and Needs for ECE System Improvement by Families...........ccccueeeruneen.

Improvement of the Overall ECE System

Wellness Resources and Material Support for Families

50
51
51
52

54
55
56
57
58
59
60
60
61
61
61
62

64
65
65
66
67

68
69
71

Support for Parents Who Are Both Educators and Parents

Chapter 8. Recommendations and Next Steps

References

The Early Care and Education Experiences of Baltimore Families

72

73

78



Executive Summary

Baltimore City's early care and education (ECE) system plays a critical role in supporting children’s
development, families’ economic stability, and the city’'s long-term prosperity. This study examines
how well current ECE options align with families’ needs, preferences, and lived realities. Drawing on
a citywide survey of 488 families with children ages 0-5 and in-depth interviews and focus groups
with 50 caregivers of young children, this report identifies strengths in the current system as well as
persistent gaps in access, affordability, and program fit.

Key Findings

Early Care and Education Utilization and Experiences

Families' utilization of ECE varied substantially by income, race and ethnicity, and special needs status,
with the greatest inequities in access emerging during the infant—toddler years and narrowing only when
Head Start and public Pre-K became widely available.

ECE arrangements differed by income, particularly in infancy and toddlerhood: families earning below the city’s
median household income relied heavily on parental and unpaid care, while families with incomes above 300%
of the federal poverty level (FPL) had greater access to licensed centers and paid informal care.

Publicly funded programs, such as Early Head Start, Head Start, and public Pre-K, played a critical role in
expanding access for families below 300% FPL, with participation in these programs declining steadily as
income increased.

Informal care (such as nanny sharing and relying on friends and neighbors) remained a significant
component of the ECE landscape across ages and incomes, especially during the infant-toddler years,
suggesting ongoing gaps in the supply, affordability, and flexibility of formal care options.

Pre-K Expansion and Family Preferences

Eighty-three percent of families surveyed were aware of Maryland's intended Pre-K expansion under the
Blueprint for Maryland's Future. Families expressed support for a mixed-delivery system, in which publicly
funded Pre-K seats are available through both public schools and approved community-based child

care providers. Families also expressed a strong demand for public school-based Pre-K. Even when cost
considerations were hypothetically removed from families’ decision-making, public Pre-K generally remained
the preferred option among various ECE settings. Among the small number of families who did prefer
community-based child care programs, common reasons included program availability, location, hours,
enrollment processes, and aftercare access.

Preferences also varied across groups:
Families with lower incomes prioritized publicly funded programs.
Families with higher incomes preferred a combination of public Pre-K and private child care centers.
Hispanic families showed particularly strong interest in public Pre-K when access barriers were removed.
Black families demonstrated sustained preference for Early Head Start and Head Start.
Families of children with special needs showed stronger interest in caring for their children themselves and

less interest in center-based ECE programs.

These preferences potentially reflect current ECE accessibility and use for families and underscore the
importance of strengthening an inclusive, coordinated mixed-delivery system aligned with Maryland's
Blueprint for the Future.
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Key Factors in Choosing ECE Programs

Across all groups, families prioritized children’s well-being in addition to logistical considerations when
choosing ECE programs. Children's happiness, safety, and nurturing relationships consistently ranked high.

Families emphasized:
Warm teacher—child relationships.
Supportive and inclusive environments.
Effective communication with families.
Individualized attention and tailored support meeting special needs.

Affordability and location.

Challenges in Accessing Early Childhood Resources
Families faced multiple barriers to securing ECE arrangements, including:
High costs.

Limited eligibility for the Child Care Scholarship (Maryland's child care subsidy program, which helps
eligible families pay for ECE programs).

Limited availability of open seats.

Inconvenient locations.

Scheduling mismatches between families’' needs and the operating hours of ECE programs.
Complex application processes and documentation requirements.

Limited aftercare options for programs that operate only during the school day (e.g. public Pre-K
programs).

Barriers were not experienced uniformly. Families of children with special needs faced additional challenges
navigating required evaluations and inclusive placements. Immigrant families reported language,
documentation requirements, and eligibility rules as barriers. Families earning between 101% FPL and 600%
FPL often earned too much to qualify for assistance but struggled to afford private ECE options.

Knowledge of Early Childhood Resources and Outreach

Most families reported knowing where to seek information about ECE and school readiness, but their
confidence in navigating specific ECE options was substantially lower. Knowledge gaps were evident among
Hispanic families and families earning between 101% FPL and 300% FPL. Families relied heavily on trusted
community networks, peer recommendations, and schools for information. Because many families had older
children enrolled, Baltimore City Public Schools could serve as an effective channel for disseminating early
childhood information.

Families’ Perceptions of School Readiness

Families consistently prioritized communication and social-emotional skills as central to their children being
ready for school — over academic or physical skills, though priorities varied by income and by race and
ethnicity. Families who earned less than 300% FPL placed greater emphasis on academic skills. Racial and
ethnic groups also differed in the priority placed on academic and interpersonal development.
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Recommendations & Next Steps

Important progress has been made in Baltimore City in expanding publicly funded ECE programs. However,
families continue to face barriers related to affordability, availability, program hours, geographic access,
inclusive services, and navigating a complex system. Families' strong interest in public Pre-K supports a
long-term commitment to universal access, while varied needs and preferences underscore the importance
of preserving a mixed-delivery system that includes public schools, Head Start, community-based centers,
family child care, and other settings. Continued progress will require coordinated action across Baltimore City
Public Schools, public agencies, ECE providers, community organizations, and state partners.

1. Make Publicly Funded Pre-K Universally Available for 3- and 4-Year-Olds

Baltimore City should work toward guaranteeing access to a high-quality, publicly funded Pre-K option

for every 3- and 4-year-old whose family wishes to enroll, regardless of income, neighborhood, language,
disability, or family circumstances. Expansion should occur across both public schools and qualified
community-based providers, using an equity-centered approach that prioritizes families experiencing the
greatest barriers while building toward universal access. Implementation should preserve meaningful family
choice and ensure that expanded access is accompanied by inclusive services, language support, practical
program hours, and clear enrollment information.

2. Expand Infant, Toddler, and Flexible Care Supply

The greatest access and affordability challenges occur during infancy and toddlerhood, when care is both
expensive and scarce. The city and state should provide targeted grants, incentives, and technical assistance
to expand high-quality infant and toddler slots, particularly in neighborhoods where demand substantially
exceeds supply. Investments should support family child care networks, small-center models, and shared-
services approaches, as well as greater access to Judy Centers and other family-centered support services.
Families using nanny shares or similar arrangements would also benefit from practical guidance on contracts,
safety, and quality.

3. Address Affordability Gaps Across the ECE Continuum

Families with low and moderate incomes often earn too much to qualify for existing assistance but not
enough to afford private ECE. Sliding-scale assistance and other financial support should therefore extend
beyond current eligibility thresholds. The Child Care Scholarship process should also be simplified, with clearer
guidance on eligibility, documentation, and renewal. State partners should reexamine employment- and
activity-based eligibility requirements that prevent families from obtaining care while seeking employment,
education, or training. Outreach about publicly funded options and financial assistance should occur through
trusted community channels.

4. Increase Seat Availability and Coordinate Enroliment

Long waitlists and limited openings prevent many families from securing their preferred ECE arrangements.
Public investments should increase seats in the neighborhoods and age groups with the greatest unmet
demand. At the same time, families need more timely and accurate information about openings and waitlists.
A coordinated enrollment, referral, and waitlist system could reduce duplicative applications and help
connect families to available alternatives. Application, waitlist, enrollment, and neighborhood-level data
should guide decisions about where additional capacity is most needed.

5. Expand Aftercare and Scheduling Flexibility

Program schedules frequently do not align with families’ work, education, and transportation needs. Reliable
and affordable before- and after-care should be available alongside publicly funded Pre-K, and the city
should support extended-day, extended-year, and flexible-hour models across all settings. Partnerships
between schools and community-based providers could help create seamless full-day coverage. Families
should receive clear information about operating hours, aftercare availability, and related costs before
making enrollment decisions.
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6. Improve Geographic Access and Address Transportation Barriers

The location of available programs and transportation options significantly affect whether families can
use ECE options. Neighborhood-level population, enroliment, demand, and transit data should inform
where seats and family support services are expanded. Enroliment and referral processes should assess
transportation barriers and connect families with existing resources when possible. The city should also
explore targeted transportation partnerships or pilot strategies for families who otherwise lack a practical
way to reach an available program.

7. Create a Multilingual, Trusted, and User-Friendly ECE Navigation System

Families often know that ECE resources exist but struggle to identify appropriate programs, understand
eligibility requirements, complete applications, or obtain reliable information. Baltimore City needs a
centralized, user-friendly source of current information about availability, cost, eligibility, hours, location,
language access, after-care, and inclusive services. Online resources should be paired with individualized
assistance from multilingual staff, family service coordinators, and trusted community partners. Schools,
pediatricians, libraries, faith organizations, employers, public agencies, and community organizations should
disseminate consistent information through text messages, email, social media, community events, Spanish-
language media, and parent ambassador networks.

8. Strengthen Inclusive Support Services for Children with Special Needs

Families of children with special needs often experience delays, complicated processes, and difficulty

finding inclusive placements. Evaluation, eligibility, and referral processes for Individualized Family Service
Plans (IFSPs) and Individualized Education Programs (IEPs) should be streamlined, and more family service
coordinators should be available to support families through evaluation, placement, and transitions. Inclusive
options should be expanded across both public schools and community-based settings. Providers also need
sustained professional development, consultation, and resources to implement inclusive practices effectively.

9. Invest in Workforce Stability and Fostering Strong Relationships

Families consistently connect program quality with stable, well-supported educators and nurturing
relationships. Improving compensation, benefits, working conditions, and retention incentives for the ECE
workforce is therefore central to both access and quality. Educators also need coaching, mental health
support, professional growth opportunities, and organizational environments that promote adult and child
well-being. Investments should strengthen culturally and linguistically responsive family engagement and
bilingual staffing. Because many educators struggle to find care for their own children, the city should also
explore reserved slots, priority enrollment, reduced fees, subsidies, or employer-supported child care benefits
for ECE and K—12 staoff.

10. Expand Integrated Data Infrastructure and Establish a Unique Child Identifier

Baltimore City should strengthen its existing data-linking infrastructure to include all publicly funded ECE
programs, including community-based providers participating in mixed delivery. A consistent unique child
identifier, assigned as early as possible and maintained across ECE and K—12 systems, would improve the
city's ability to examine access, continuity, transitions, and outcomes. This work will require expanded data-
sharing agreements, common definitions, governance procedures, and technical support for community
providers without creating undue administrative burdens. Linked data should be used to examine enroliment,
waitlists, attendance, program transitions, and school readiness, while regularly reporting disaggregated
findings and maintaining strong privacy, security, consent, and data-access protections.

Realizing this vision will require coordinated, sustained, and equity-centered action from
public and private leadership and funders and across Baltimore City agencies, Baltimore City
Public Schools, ECE providers, community organizations, and state partners. By expanding
capacity, reducing barriers, strengthening the workforce, and building a more integrated
mixed-delivery and data system, Baltimore can move toward an ECE system in which every
family can access an option that is affordable, high quality, and responsive to their needs.
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Study Background

The economic stability of every community begins with the health and education of its people
(National Academies of Sciences et al., 2023). This study explored potential opportunity gaps
between the existing early care and education (ECE) system in Baltimore City and the needs of
families with young children as reported by families and caregivers themselves.

In this report, we used the term ECE to represent the full array of ECE program options in the city, including
public Pre-K, Head Start, licensed child care centers, home-based programs, and informal care.

This report is a companion piece to the 2025 Baltimore City Early Care and Education Landscape Analysis:
Supply, Demand, Obstacles, and Opportunities that provided a community-level look at the city's population
ages 0 to 5 and early care and education opportunities by geography to examine questions around equity,
access, demand, supply, quality, and outcomes. It will be followed by an update of the 2020 Prenatal to Five
Experiences Report, which looked at individual children born in Baltimore and their pathways to and through
publicly funded services and support up to kindergarten, examining questions of scope and scale and links
between ECE participation and school readiness.

In this study, we found that access to ECE is divided along lines of race, ethnicity, and income in Baltimore.
Understanding families’ preferences for and access to ECE throughout the city is part of developing a
healthier Baltimore.

Addressing gaps is our collective responsibility. Doing so can contribute in meaningful ways to children’s
educational success, the ability of parents to participate in the workforce and pursue their own education and
training, and our city's economic stability and growth.

To complete this report, project partners conducted two sets of data collection: 1) a survey of 488
families and 2) interviews and focus groups with 50 families and caregivers with children ages 0 to 5in
Baltimore City.

Survey Procedures, Participants, and Analyses

An online survey was distributed to families and caregivers with children ages 0 to 5 living in Baltimore City.
Survey questions explored parents’ and caregivers’ background and demographic information, experiences
and considerations of ECE, challenges to accessing early childhood resources, understanding of the current ECE
system in Baltimore City, and suggestions for improving the system.

To distribute the online survey, we first requested help from members of the Baltimore City Early Childhood
Advisory Council (ECAC) to forward recruitment emails to families on our behalf using their networks. The
research team also attended family events to distribute survey flyers in Baltimore City and to provide
information about the study.

Survey and relevant recruitment materials were translated into Spanish, French, and Arabic by a professional
translation service. Participants had the option to select the language they preferred when completing the
survey. Participants also had the option to leave contact information for compensation. A random drawing was
used to select a total of 300 participants to receive a $20 gift card as appreciation for completing the survey.

Table 1 presents the demographic background of survey participants. In total, we received valid survey
responses from 488 families. Among the survey respondents, 20% were parents (parents, stepparents, or
adoptive parents), 6% were grandparents, and 3% were foster parents. Families with one child were the most
common (46%), followed by families with two children (41%). Eight percent of families had three children and
5% had more than three children. Self-reported data from participants indicated that most respondents were
White non-Hispanic (55%), followed by Black/African American (23%), and Hispanic/Latino (9%). Of these,
84% were primarily English-speaking households. Most respondents were either employed (72%) or stay-at-
home caretakers (20%), with 3% looking for work. There were 64% of families that utilized at least one public
assistance or support program for children and families.
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TABLE 1
Survey Participants’ Demographics

American Indian or Alaska Native 10 2
White 266 55
Asian / Native Hawaiian / Pacific Islander 18 4
Black / African American 113 23
Spanish, Hispanic, Latino/a/x, or Chicano/a/x origin A 9
Middle Eastern / North African 3 1
Bi-racial / Multi-racial " 2
Parent/Stepparent/Adoptive Parent 439 90
Grandparent 28 6
Foster Parent 13 3
Stay-at-home caretaker 98 20
Employed 349 72
In school (high school, GED, college, post-college) 4 1
In training program 10 2
Looking for work 17 3
Disabled 1 0.2

Number of children

One 219 46
Two 197 41
Three 37 8
Four 119 4
Five 66 1
Six 1 0.2
0-12 months 264 54
12-18 months 135 28
19-36 months 282 58
36-48 months (3 years old) 282 58
49-60 months (4 years old) 281 58
5 years old 437 90
Older than 5 126 26
. . 0 0 U

At least one service 312 64
WIC 203 42
TANF 82 17
SNAP 153 31
Medicaid 166 34
English 410 84
Spanish 35 7
French 2 0.4
Arabic 2 0.4
Mandarin 1 0.2 J

Note. Percentages were calculated based on the total sample size N of 488.

°Families were allowed to select more than one option, considering that some families have more than one child.

bFamilies were allowed to select more than one option. WIC = Special Supplemental Nutrition Program for Women, Infants, and Children. TANF = Temporary

Assistance for Needy Families. SNAP = Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program.
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To understand how family income and resources contribute to variation in ECE preferences and access, we
conducted subgroup analyses using income thresholds that correspond to the Pre-K expansion priorities in the
Blueprint for Maryland's Future, Maryland's signature effort to improve educational outcomes for all students.

Family income was categorized into four tiers based on multiples of the federal poverty level (Figure 1). To
determine household size, we used the number of children reported as a proxy: families with one child were
classified as 3-person households, and those with more than one child as 4-person households. Although this
was an approximation (as total household size was not directly collected) it provided a reasonable estimate.

The four tiers were:

1. Tier 1A (12% of the survey sample): Below 100% of the Federal Poverty Level
Household income of $29,999 or less, representing families experiencing the greatest financial constraints
among our sample and capturing those eligible for Early Head Start and Head Start programs.

2. Tier 1B (52% of the survey sample): Between 100% and 300% of the Federal Poverty Level
Households earning $30,000—574,999 (for a 3-person household) or $30,000—-$99,999 (for a 4-person
household). This threshold aligned with the Blueprint for Maryland's Future and Baltimore City Public Schools’
public Pre-K priorities, which give preference to families at or below 300% of the FPL. Examining this group
separately preserved important nuances among families who qualify for publicly funded Pre-K yet may have
still faced substantial challenges related to ECE affordability.

3. Tier 2 (28% of the survey sample): Between 300 and 600% of the Federal Poverty Level This
threshold included households earning $75,000—-$149,999 (for a 3-person household) or $100,000—
$199,999 (for a 4-person household). This group of families belonged to the public Pre-K priority 2 group.
Their incomes exceeded the priority 1 threshold, yet families may have encountered meaningful ECE
affordability challenges.

4, Tier 3 (8% of the survey sample): Above 600% of the Federal Poverty Level

This threshold included families earning $150,000 or more (for a 3-person household) or $200,000 or more
(for a 4-person household). This threshold corresponded to families who fell outside Pre-K expansion
priorities and were the least likely to qualify for other financial support related to ECE.

FIGURE 1
Participating Households’ Income Distribution

(O Tier 1A (<100% FPL)
@ ricr 18 (101-300% FPL)
@ rier 2 (301-600% FPL)

‘ Tier 3 (>600% FPL)
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We also conducted subgroup analyses by race and ethnicity to examine whether and how families'
experiences, perceptions, and preferences related to ECE access vary across groups. We compared
responses from White non-Hispanic, Black non-Hispanic, and Hispanic families. Given Baltimore City’s
long-standing racial inequities in housing, neighborhood resources, employment opportunities, and access to
early childhood services (King et al., 2019), examining patterns by race/ethnicity was essential for identifying
potential disparities in ECE choice and barriers to access. These analyses helped illuminate whether certain
groups encountered disproportionate challenges related to affordability, availability, or ECE access and
offered vital insights for Pre-K expansion planning.

Finally, we conducted subgroup analyses comparing families of children with special needs to those without.
ECE access can differ substantially for children requiring additional support. Maryland'’s Blueprint emphasized
inclusive practices and ensuring that all children have equitable access to high-quality ECE. By examining
preferences and perceived barriers within this subgroup, we could identify whether families of children with
special needs encountered unigue challenges.

Interview and Focus Group Procedures, Participants, and Analyses

Interviews and focus groups allowed families to share in-depth experiences that may not have been fully
captured through the survey. We recruited families for interviews and focus groups through multiple channels.
At the end of the online survey, families had the option to express their interest in participating in a follow-

up interview. The research team also collaborated with various partner organizations to schedule focus
groups with families—especially families from groups underrepresented in the survey. Families were able to
participate in focus groups regardless of whether they completed the survey.

Interviews and focus groups were conducted via Zoom or in-person, depending on the needs of
organizations and families. Each interview lasted around 30 minutes, and each focus group included three

to six participants and lasted around one hour. The interviews and focus groups were audio-recorded using
Zoom regardless of the setting and transcribed for coding and data analysis. A $20 gift card was provided to
participants for their participation.

Table 2 presents the demographics of interview participants. A total of 50 participants completed the focus
groups or interviews: 12 in focus groups and 38 in individual one-on-one interviews. Of these, 10 interviews
were conducted in Spanish and then translated into English for coding and data analysis.

Demographically, 40% of interview/focus group participants were Black/African American, 14% were
Hispanic, 22% were White/non-Hispanic, 16% were multiracial, and 8% did not provide race/ethnicity
information. Interviewees were most commonly mothers (n=35), although fathers and grandparents were
also included.

The caregivers interviewed reported having one child (42%), two children (32%), three children (10%) or four
to five children (10%). Household structure consisted of two-parent homes (48%), single-parent homes (26%),
and multigenerational homes (18%).

To synthesize findings from interviews and focus groups, we conducted Applied Thematic Analysis using
qualitative data (Guest, 2011). To begin, two team members independently reviewed the full set of transcripts,
then collaborated to develop an initial set of themes and codes through an in-depth review of five transcripts
(10% of the total). Two senior researchers then drafted an initial codebook with detailed descriptions of each
code and theme, and two other team members reviewed and revised. In the second stage, four team members
worked in pairs to double-code each transcript based on the initial codebook. Each pair met weekly with the
two senior team members to discuss and resolve any coding disagreements. Full consensus on all coded
segments was achieved before moving on to the next round, and the codebook was updated iteratively
throughout this process. In the final stage, coded segments were compared and synthesized inductively to
identify applied analytic themes relevant to the report's research questions. Themes were developed based on
how frequently and consistently they appeared across interviews and focus groups, and their relevance to the
research focus. Representative quotes for each theme are presented throughout the report.
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TABLE 2
Interview and Focus Group Participants’
Demographic Backgrounds

Racial/ethnic groups®

White 1 22
Black / African American 20 40
Spanish, Hispanic, Latino/a/x, or Chicano/a/x origin 7 14
Bi-racial / Multi-racial 8 16

Relationships with children

Mother 35 70
Father 3 6
Grandparent 3 6

Family/household type

Single-parent homes 13 26
Two-parent homes 24 48
Multigenerational homes % 18

Number of children

One 21 42
Two 16 32
Three 5 10
Four 3 6
\ Five 2 4 /

Note: ° Eight percent of interview/focus group participants did not provide race/ethnicity information.
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Some Gaveats: Sample Characteristics and Interpretation Gonsiderations

Findings from this report should be interpreted in light of the demographic characteristics of the study sample.
The survey sample has higher household incomes and a higher proportion of White families compared to the
city population overall. As a result, survey findings may not fully capture the experiences of families facing the
greatest economic constraints or those from historically underrepresented racial and ethnic groups. In addition,
because families were asked about both prior and current ECE experiences, their children’s age or household
income at the time of the survey may not reflect their eligibility at the time of enroliment.

Despite targeted recruitment, the number of Hispanic families in the survey sample remained relatively

small (n = 44), which results in smaller cell sizes for certain subgroup analyses and necessitates caution when
interpreting survey findings for this group. We note that the interview/focus group sample more closely
reflects the city's overall racial and ethnic composition. In particular, Hispanic families were intentionally
oversampled in the qualitative interviews to ensure that their perspectives were represented in greater depth.

Respondents to the survey and interview/focus group were generally high users of ECE, which is expected
given the recruitment strategy, but may overrepresent families who are already more engaged with
formal ECE options compared to the broader population of city families. In addition, because these data
reflect families' reported choices, preferences, and experiences, findings should be interpreted with the
understanding that families may vary in their familiarity with different ECE program types.

Finally, multiple responses were permitted for most survey questions to allow families to accurately reflect

the range of arrangements, preferences, and experiences that applied to them, especially for families with
multiple children. As a result, the total of responses for some items exceeded 100 percent. Responses should be
interpreted as the proportion of respondents selecting each option rather than mutually exclusive categories.
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Early Care and Education Utilization and Experiences

In this chapter, we describe participants’ past and current ECE usage patterns and trends by
age group, income level, race and ethnicity, and special needs. We also provide information
on families’ decisions about using public Pre-K. Survey and interview/focus group data are
synthesized to offer deeper insights.

Overall EGE Usage by Survey and Interview Participants

Most families who completed the survey reported that they were using ECE programs for their children.
About 72% of families reported having one child enrolled in an ECE program, and 22% of families reported
having two children enrolled in ECE programs. On average, families spent about $1,040 monthly on each child
in an ECE program and $1,950 monthly in total per household. Over half of children spent between 20 and 40
hours in ECE programs each week (see Figure 2).

FIGURE 2
Hours in ECE Weekly

More than 40 hours 13%
31-40 hours 30%

21-30 hours 25%

11-20 hours ’ 19%

0—-10 hours ’ 14%

0] 5 10 15 20 25 30

In the survey, we asked specific questions about families’ current and past experiences of using various types

of ECE programs by age. Families were able to select more than one option when reporting the types of child

care and preschool programs their children had used during a specified age range, reflecting families’ need to
identify full day, full year coverage.

Table 3 summarizes patterns of ECE usage across three developmental periods: ages 0-2, age 3, and ages
4-5. Given the multiple reporting options, responses do not add to 100%.

Most families with children who were 2 years old or younger used informal child care. Forty six percent of very
young children stayed home with parents, 25% with other family members, and 24% with a babysitter, nanny,
or neighbor.

About 21% of families used Early Head Start programs, and 26% used a private child care center for their
children 2 or younger.

At 3 years old, about 31% of families chose to have their child stay home with parents, 18% with other family
members, and 17% with a babysitter, nanny, or neighbor. Thirty-one percent of families with 3-year-olds
enrolled their children in Head Start programs, 23% enrolled in public Pre-K programs, and 27% in private
child care centers.
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These estimates should be interpreted as parent-reported program use rather than verified enroliment by
program type. This distinction is especially important for children ages 0—3. Formal public Pre-K enrollment

is generally limited for children under age 4 in Baltimore City, and some families may have selected “public
Pre-K" to refer more broadly to school-based early childhood programs and services, such as Judy Centers,
other publicly funded early childhood programs (e.g., Head Start or Early Head Start classrooms located in
or connected to public schools), or other programs they perceived as public. Therefore, reported public Pre-K
participation among children ages 0—3 should be interpreted with caution and understood as reflecting
families' perceptions of program type or funding source rather than confirmed enroliment.

For families with children who were 4 or 5 years old, about half enrolled their children in public Pre-K programs
and 20% chose private child care centers. Thirty percent of families had children who stayed home with
parents, 18% with other family members, and 17% with a babysitter, nanny, or neighbor.

Overall, the pattern of current and past child care usage across different age groups demonstrates how
families transition between ECE arrangements as children developed from infancy through preschool years.
Families were more likely to use informal care arrangements during infancy and toddlerhood and increasingly
shifted toward formal ECE settings as children reached preschool age.

TABLE 3 D-2 years olc ar's ol¢ A-5years olc

ECE Use Across Age

Groups % % %
At home with a parent, stepparent, or 209 46 M 31 82 31
guardian
At home with other family members 113 25 63 18 49 18
Informol care (babysitter, nanny, 110 2% 62 17 45 17
neighborhood care)
Public Pre-K - - 812 232 130 49
Early Head Start/Head Start 97 21 111 31 50 19
Licensed home-based program 55 12 36 10 14 5
Licensed child care center 118 26 95 27 55 20 /

Note: Families were able to select more than one option.
°Public Pre-K at age 3 may mainly refer to Judy Centers or other publicly funded early childhood programs located in public schools.

Among all interview and focus group participants, 58% of families were currently using ECE programs. Of
those who were not currently using ECE, 38% reported using ECE programs in the past. The most popular
ECE programs used were private child-care centers (32%), followed by Early Head Start/Head Start (20%),
and home-based programs (18%). Twelve percent of these families reported using public Pre-K and nanny
sharing (12% for each), and one family reported using Judy Centers.
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Understanding Families’ Decisions About Public Pre-K

Survey participants used a range of ECE options across ages, with public Pre-K becoming the most common
setting by ages 4 to 5, serving nearly half of children (49%) in this age group. To capture the full landscape of
family choice, we asked families who did not select public Pre-K at age 4 to describe their reasons why not,
recognizing that families’ decisions may reflect diverse needs and circumstances.

Table 4 captures these responses. The most common reasons given for not enrolling in public Pre-K were
the sentiment that their child was not yet old enough to attend (25%) or that their child was not ready (25%).
Some families indicated that they were not eligible for public Pre-K (19%). Issues related to program logistics
were also reported, with 21% of families reporting that available program locations were not convenient,

and 16% reporting that either the assigned location or the length of the public Pre-K day did not work for
their family's needs. In addition, some families preferred other child care settings (13%) or chose to keep their
child at home (7%). Several families also shared other reasons in open-ended responses, including difficulties
with children needing an Individualized Family Service Plan, challenges in securing a seat through the lottery
process, application timing, and long waitlists.

TABLE 4
L] L]

Reasons for Not Choosing Public

Pre-K at Age & N ‘ %

/ My child was not old enough to attend 42 25
My child was not ready yet 41 25
The locations of available programs were not convenient 35 21
Our family was not eligible 32 19
The length of Public Pre-K did not work for my family 26 16
The assigned location did not work for my family 26 16
| preferred other child care settings 22 13

\ | preferred to keep my child(ren) home 1 7 /

Note: Families were able to select more than one option.

We asked those who selected the option of “I preferred other child care settings,” to share the reasons for
their preference. The most commonly shared reason was the more flexible schedule and smaller class sizes
offered by private and home-based ECE programs compared to public Pre-K.

Additionally, families in the Tier 1B income group often viewed public Pre-K as a more formal school-like
setting and felt their children were not ready for a larger classroom environment. They wanted their children
to stay closer to their families in early childhood.

Higher-income families were more likely to be concerned about the pedagogical approaches and curriculum
provided in ECE programs, whereas lower-income families often expressed concerns about their children’s
readiness to transition from parental care to more formal learning environments.
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Subgroup Analysis by Income

Table 5 disaggregates patterns of ECE usage by household income levels (Tier 1A at or below 100% FPL, Tier
1B between 101-300% FPL, Tier 2 between 301-600% FPL, and Tier 3 above 600% FPL). The data revealed
consistent and substantial differences in ECE access by income, with notable shifts in utilization patterns as
children grew. (Please keep in mind that respondents were able to select more than one preference, so totals
did not add to 100%.) Families were asked about both prior and current ECE experiences, and therefore, their
children’s age or household income at the time of the survey may not reflect their eligibility at the time of
enrollment.

These trends highlight important inequities in access to ECE opportunities, especially in the earliest years,
and underscore the critical role of public investment in ECE.

TABLE 5
ECE Use by Age and Ages 0-2 (%)

Across Income Groups Tier 1A Tier 1B Tier 2 Tier 3
<100%FPL ~ 101-300% FPL  301-600% FPL  >600% FPL

Stay home with parent/ guardian

At home with other family members

Informal care (babysitter, nanny,
neighbor)

Public Pre-K

Early Head Start / Head Start

Licensed home-based program

Licensed child care center

Age 3 (%)

Tier 1A Tier 1B Tier 2 Tier 3
<100% FPL 101-300% FPL 301-600% FPL >600% FPL

TABLE 5 (CONT)

Stay home with parent/ guardian

At home with other family members

Informal care (babysitter, nanny,
neighbor)

Public Pre-K

Early Head Start / Head Start

Licensed home-based program

Licensed child care center
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Aged (%)

Tier 1A Tier 1B Tier 2 Tier 3
<100% FPL 101-300% FPL 301-600% FPL >600% FPL

TABLE 5 (CONT)

Stay home with parent/ guardian

At home with other family members

Informal care (babysitter, nanny,
neighbor)

Public Pre-K

Early Head Start / Head Start

Licensed home-based program

Licensed child care center

Note: Families were able to select more than one option. Cells that were inconsistent with the typical age or income eligibility requirements
of the program are omitted.
° Public Pre-K at age 3 may mainly refer to Judy Centers or other publicly funded early childhood programs located in public schools.

From birth to age 2, more than half of Income Tier 1A and 1B families reported using home-based care with a
parent or guardian (52% and 53%, respectively). The percentage of care received from other family members
was highest among Income Tier 1B families (27%). Families in Income Tier 3 were nearly twice as likely to use
center-based ECE compared to families in Income Tiers 1B and 2, and nearly 4 times more likely than families
inIncome Tier 1A.

These findings suggest that financial barriers may play a substantial role in families' decisions to keep infants
and toddlers at home rather than enrolling them in formal care settings.

Early Head Start, a free, federally funded program, was helpful for families in Income Tiers 1A and 1B, with
around a guarter of families in this category (24% for Tier 1A and 26% for Tier 1B) enrolling their children in
Early Head Start.

Interestingly, informal care arrangements (such as babysitters, nannies, or neighbors) were highest among
families in Income Tier 2 (32%) and lowest among families in Income Tier 1A (12%). This may suggest that
families in Income Tier 2 have greater financial flexibility to choose care arrangements, yet maly still find full-
time formal care options insufficient, unavailable, unaligned with scheduling needs, or not fully affordable for
their needs.

At age 3, the use of parental care dropped significantly for Income Tier 3 families (4%) and remained high for
the Income Tier 1B families (41%). Public Pre-K and Early Head Start/Head Start became major options for
families in Income Tier 1A (74%).

Enrollment in licensed child care centers remained high among families in Income Tier 3 (61%). Families in
Income Tiers 1A and 1B accessed these programs at substantially lower rates (12% and 20%, respectively).
Income Tier 2 families (at 46%) used these programs more often than families in Income Tiers 1A and 1B, but
not as often as Tier 3 families did.

These patterns reflect both cost barriers and broader structural inequities in supply, especially the limited
availability of affordable, high-quality private program slots in many communities.
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During ages 4 and 5, families’ utilization of public Pre-K programs dramatically increased across income tiers
(52%, 46%, 66%, and 50%, respectively). At the same time, the use of parental care remained relatively high
for families in Income Tier 1B (40%).

Use of licensed child care centers remained stratified: only 4% of Income Tier 1A families used licensed
center-based programs compared with 33% of families in Income Tier 3.

Head Start continued to serve as an important option for Income Tier 1A and 1B families. This pattern was
consistent with program eligibility criteria and demonstrated Head Start’s significant role in filling gaps left by
the limited availability or affordability of private programs.

Informal care arrangements remained relatively stable across Income Tiers 1B, 2, and 3 at ages 4-5, ranging
from 17% to 22%. Even as children approached kindergarten entry, a notable portion of families continued to
utilize informal care settings.

DATA DIGEST

Overall Trends by Income

1. Income-based disparities are largest in the youngest age group (0—2). These early
inequities reflect the high cost and limited supply of infant—toddler care, which disproportionately
restricts access for families with lower incomes.

2. Early Head Start and Head Start are critical components of the ECE system, providing
access to structured learning environments for families who might otherwise be unable to secure
formal care.

3. Public Pre-K significantly expands access to formal ECE at age 4. For many families,
public Pre-K programs narrow income-based disparities in access to formal ECE settings.

4. Income Tiers 1B and 2 (101-600% of FPL) show mixed patterns, sometimes resembling
Tier 1A families (e.g., use of family care) and other times Tier 3 families (e.g., informal or formal paid
care), reflecting their unique position in the ECE market where they may earn too much to qualify
for subsidies but too little to comfortably afford private options.

5. Supporting flexible, family-centered options — including family child care homes and
informal care—remains important, particularly in communities with limited supply or among
families who require non-traditional hours.

Subgroup Analysis by Race/Ethnicity

Table 6 highlights racial and ethnic variation in ECE arrangements from infancy through preschool. Examining
patterns among White, Black, and Hispanic families, disparities in ECE access began early and persist
through the preschool years. We found that Hispanic families relied more on parental care, Black families

on Head Start, and White families on informal or formal private options. These differences reflect broader
structural inequities in affordability, availability, and cultural responsiveness within the ECE system.
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TABLE 6. 0-2yearsold (%) 3yearsold (%)

ECE Use Across
Racial/Ethnic Groups White Black  Hispanic  White Black  Hispanic
(n=238) (n=105) (n=42) (n=185) (n=88) (n=35)
/ Stay home with parent/stepparent/
. 47 41 55 33 27 37
guardian
At home with other family members 27 26 19 20 15 17
Infgrmal care (babysitter, nanny, 31 14 12 2% 7 I
neighbor)
Public Pre-K - - - 32° 102 172
Early Head Start / Head Start 23 24 10 18 55 46
Licensed home-based program 11 15 12 10 13 9
Licensed child care center 28 24 29 33 18 9 /

Note: Families were able to select more than one option.
@ Public Pre-K at age 3 may mainly refer to Judy Centers or other publicly funded early childhood programs located in public schools.

A-5yearsold (%)

TABLE 6. CONT. White Black Hispanic
(n=144) (n=55) (n=24)

/ Stay home with parent/stepparent/guardian 32 29 42
At home with other family members 24 1 4
Informal care (babysitter, nanny, neighbor) 22 9 8
Public Pre-K 49 38 71
Early Head Start / Head Start 22 20 17
Licensed home-based program 6 9 0
Licensed child care center 23 22 4 /

Note: Families were able to select more than one option.
2 Public Pre-K at age 3 may mainly refer to Judy Centers or other publicly funded early childhood programs located in public schools.

Choices, Preferences, Challenges, and Needs



When children were 2 years old or younger, parental care was most common among Hispanic families

(55%), followed by White (47%) and Black families (41%), which may reflect cultural preferences, economic
conditions, and limited local availability of licensed infant—toddler care, which is among the most expensive
and least available setting in ECE (Jessen-Howard et al.,, 2020). Informal care, such as babysitters, nannies,
and neighbors, which provides flexible schedules and options, was more accessible to White families (31%)
compared to Black (14%) and Hispanic families (12%). Black and White families were more connected to Early
Head Start programs compared to Hispanic families, consistent with national literature pointing to enroliment
barriers for Hispanic families, such as language access, documentation concerns, transportation, or limited
slots in Hispanic-serving communities (Johnson et al., 2017).

At age 3, racial and ethnic differences in care arrangements continued to widen. Parental care declined for
all groups, but Hispanic families continued to have the highest rates (37%). White families (32%) accessed
public Pre-K at more than triple the rate of Black families (10%) and nearly double that of Hispanic families
(17%). Note that since this is age 3, “public Pre-K" may refer to Judy Centers in public schools or other publicly
funded ECE programs. Black and Hispanic families were more likely to be enrolled in Head Start, whereas
White families relied more on a combination of private options and public Pre-K. Licensed center-based
participation at age 3 remained highest among White children (33%), lower among Black children (18%), and
lowest among Hispanic children (9%), indicating that access to private preschool programs remained limited
for many families of color.

For children ages 4 to 5, participation in public Pre-K increased significantly across all racial and ethnic
groups. Hispanic families in our sample had the highest participation in public Pre-K (71%) followed by
White (49%) and Black families (38%). This surge among Hispanic families suggests that when cost and
eligibility barriers are removed to ECE (e.g., through public Pre-K offerings), participation increases
substantially. The interview data also indicated that Hispanic families felt more comfortable with using
formal ECE settings when children were older. Meanwhile, licensed child care centers remained a popular
option for White (23%) and Black families (22%). The private center-based option was less commonly used
among Hispanic families (4%). This may reflect financial barriers, cultural preferences for public Pre-K, and
limited supply in Hispanic communities.

DATA DIGEST

Overall Trends by Race/Ethnicity

1. Racial and ethnic disparities begin early and persist. Differences in parental care,
informal care, licensed care, and public programs appear in infancy and remain visible through
kindergarten entry.

2. White families have greater access to private options, including informal paid care and
licensed centers, across nearly all age groups.

3. Black families rely heavily on Head Start, reflecting both eligibility and the critical role the
program plays in providing stable early learning environments.

4, Hispanic families exhibit the highest rates of parental care until ages 4 to 5, when public
Pre-K becomes more accessible and widely used.

5. Public Pre-K substantially increases access for Hispanic families, reducing disparities at
ages 4to 5.

6. Access to licensed center-based programs remains inequitable, especially for families
of color.
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Subgroup Analysis by Special Needs

Table 7 shows that parents of children with special needs were more likely to choose to care for their children at
home across all ages from 0 to 5, compared to families without children with special needs. This was consistent
with existing research indicating that families of children with disabilities may prefer parental care when formal
programs do not fully meet their children’s developmental or support needs (Henly & Adams, 2018).

Among ECE program options, children ages 0 to 3 with special needs were most likely to be enrolled in
Early Head Start/Head Start programs and children with special needs ages 4 to 5 were most likely to be
enrolled in public Pre-K. It is critical to ensure that Early Head Start/Head Start and public Pre-K programs
have sufficient staffing, specialized expertise, and access to supportive services, which will be important for
sustaining this role and providing high-quality, inclusive care.

TABLE 7
ECE Use by Children i e e
(] L]
with Special Needs
6 6 0 8 6

Stay h_ome with parent/stepparent/ 63 36 47 29 " 25
guardian
At home with other family members 17 30 13 20 9 24
Infgrmol care (babysitter, nanny, 18 28 o 20 " 21
neighbor)
Public Pre-K - - 182 272 60 45
Early Head Start / Head Start 20 23 37 29 " 24
Licensed home-based program 13 12 12 9 5) 5)
Licensed child care center 17 32 19 31 12 26 /

Note: Families were able to select more than one option.
@ Public Pre-K at age 3 may mainly refer to Judy Centers or other publicly funded early childhood programs located in public schools.

While most families of children with special needs continued to care for their children at home, many also
shifted toward formal ECE settings as children got older. At age 2 or younger, nearly two-thirds (63%) of
children with special needs stayed home with a parent, compared to 36% of children without special needs.
At age 3, 37% enrolled their children in Head Start, and by ages 4 to 5, 60% transitioned into public Pre-K.
Despite these transitions, over 40% of children with special needs remained at home, versus about 25% of
those without special needs. This suggests potential barriers to accessing non-parental care for children

with special needs, which might be due to concerns about program capacity and inclusion, availability of
specialized support, flexible scheduling for medical appointments, and/or families' preferences driven by trust
and perceived safety.

During interviews, families shared that they often encountered challenges navigating the enroliment process.
For instance, one parent shared that contacting school personnel and seeking timely evaluations for their
child’'s special education eligibility was challenging and caused delays in enroliment.
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DATA DIGEST
Overall Trends by Special Needs

1. Children with special needs are much more likely to remain in parent-only care,
particularly at age 2 or younger, and this reliance remains higher than peers without special needs
through ages 4 to 5.

2. Licensed center-based care is consistently less common for children with special
needs at all ages.

3. Early Head Start/Head Start plays a critical role at age 3 for children with special needs,
serving over one-third (37%), a higher rate than among children without special needs (29%)).

4. Public Pre-K enroliment increases sharply with age for both groups, with especially high
participation among children with special needs by ages 4 to 5 (60% vs. 45%).

5. Families of children with special needs rely less on informal care arrangements, which may
suggest constraints in accessing caregivers equipped to support children with additional needs.

Qualitative Insights: Reasons for Using or Not Using Formal ECE

During the interviews and focus groups, families shared their reasons for selecting specific types of ECE
arrangements, which were linked to the perceived benefits of attending formal ECE programs as well as the
barriers that constrained ECE access.

Reasons for Choosing Publicly Funded ECE

Among families who enrolled their children in publicly funded ECE programs, such as public Pre-K and Early
Head Start/Head Start, the primary reasons included that they believed these programs provided more
professional and structured care and educational opportunities for their children beyond what families felt
they could provide at home. For example, children could "benefit from being in a more structured environment
day-to-day” and “engage with peers and learning.” These benefits may be especially important for families
with children with special needs during the transition period, as one parent shared that:

“I wanted him to get that year of transitioning [in a formal ECE programl..., because he does
have a delay, | wanted him to be able to practice, those procedural things, so that next year,
when he has to start school at the age of 5, he will not have to practice in that...”

—A mother with two children, one of whom is enrolled in a Head Start program and another one who
had experiences with public Pre-K

Similarly, some families described that Early Head Start offered developmental monitoring and support that
was beyond the care they could provide at home. For example, a Hispanic mother described that:

“Early Head Start not only supports children by caring for them, but they also focus on
the children’s motor development. Usually, as a mother, | can’t detect certain things that
happen in babies, like speech or motor problems, and things like that. So, Early Start goes
beyond that, beyond just education.”

—A mother of three children, with experience in Head Start programs
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Reasons for Not Choosing Formal ECE

As for families who did not enroll their children in formal ECE programs, frequent reasons cited included the
high cost and long waitlists of formal ECE programs, and the families’ ineligibility for Child Care Scholarship
vouchers.

Due to these concerns, many Baltimore families sought alternative informal ECE arrangements, such as
nanny sharing. One mother shared that affordability was the major driver for using nanny sharing:

"We decided for the nanny because, we also didn't, like, at the daycare we're at, we

don’t qualify for vouchers, and, there isn't, like, a sibling discount, so we would have been
paying for two of them, and in the daycare ended up being more expensive than if we hired a
nanny.”

—A mother of two children using nanny sharing

Beyond cost, the practical and emotional advantages of nanny sharing were also emphasized, as another
mother shared that using a nanny share allowed her easy access for breastfeeding:

“One of the reasons we chose that [nanny sharing] is that | breastfeed, and so it really gave
me an opportunity to see my kid throughout the day...much less stress for both of us than
pumping and sending bottles.”

—A mother of a child currently using nanny sharing

The advantages of nanny sharing in terms of smaller adult-child ratios were also described by parents, as
nanny sharing most often includes one nanny caring for two children.

Other families chose to care for their children themselves, either because of personal preference or practical
barriers. One parent expressed her concerns about safety and quality of other ECE arrangements, as she
described:

“I was afraid they [children] would be mistreated...| prefer them to be under my care, me,
their mother, so | can supervise what they do and give them good care.”

—A mother of three children, not currently enrolled in ECE programs

However, for some low-income and immigrant families, staying home was not a personal preference but the
result of systemic barriers, including documentation requirements, employment verification, and eligibility
restrictions. Two immigrant mothers described how these barriers forced them to remain unemployed:

“"They asked me for a lot of requirements, and | didn’t have them. Well, | didn’t meet
them. And | could never find someone to take care of my child. All that time | had to be
unemployed taking care of him, because | didn't. | didn’t have anyone to leave them with.”

—A mother of two children, not currently enrolled in ECE programs

“But they ask me if [| have a payroll] check and things like that, and the truth is, | don’t have
that [to be eligible for the childcare scholarship] because | don’t work [without available
childcarel.”

—A mother of one child, not enrolled in ECE programs
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Summary

Overall, these responses suggest that some families trust that formal ECE programs provide more
professional and structured support for their children’'s development beyond what families could provide at
home. At the same time, more attention is needed for families who want to enroll their children in formal ECE
but face various barriers such as affordability, eligibility, and access to information. These challenges are
particularly pronounced for low-income and immigrant families. In addition, given the popularity of nanny
sharing arrangements in Baltimore City, there is a potential opportunity to more closely examine these
informal care models and provide guidance for families using them, as well as strengthen oversight for nanny
sharing platforms and provide support for families who face challenges in accessing nanny sharing. It might
also be worthwhile to consider how some preferred features of nanny sharing, such as a small adult-child
ratio and more affordable costs for families who were ineligible for child care vouchers, might be incorporated
into existing ECE settings to better meet families’ needs.

Qualitative Insights: Satisfaction with Past/Current ECE Arrangements

In interviews and focus groups, families were asked about their satisfaction with their current ECE choices,
including both formal and informal child care arrangements.

Satisfied with Current ECE Arrangements

Among families who expressed satisfaction, participants consistently emphasized features associated with
high-quality care and education. These included opportunities for children to build relationships with peers, a
positive and encouraging learning environment, individualized instruction and attention, clear and consistent
communication between teachers and families, and access to professional support and services, particularly
for children with special needs and for children from Spanish-speaking households.

One consistent theme that emerged across the interviews was families' excitement and pride in observing
their children’s developmental growth after entering formal ECE settings, especially improvements in social
skills and learning readiness. As one parent shared:

"When my son started, he was delayed in speech. He is completely caught up now...he’s just
flourishing, and he’s a social butterfly now, before he wouldn’t go near anyone.”

—A mother of three children using a private ECE program
Similarly, a Spanish-speaking mother described her surprise at her child's rapid learning after entering ECE:

"Well, what shocked me the most is that she arrived without knowing anything, because she
[the daughter] didn’'t even know how to communicate with anyone...and now...I was very
surprised by what she learned.”

—A mother of one child enrolled in a private ECE program

A positive and supportive learning climate emerged as a critical factor shaping families' satisfaction with
their ECE choices. One mother described how teachers were “always very positive” and gave “the kids a lot
of space to try things.” Another parent described her child’'s ECE environment as “very loving,” noting that
“the kids are very friendly, and they'll even engage the parents,” which reflected “the level of comfort and love
expressed in the space.”

For immigrant families, the cultural and linguistic inclusivity of ECE settings was particularly important. One
Hispanic mother highlighted the presence of bilingual social workers and the strong representation of Latino
families in her children’s programs:
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“Both for my 9-year-old son and my current 3-year-old, these centers have social workers,
and they’ve noticed that the influence of the Latino community is quite significant. There are
more Latino children. And there have been social workers who are bilingual.”

—A mother of two children enrolled in a Head Start program

Another key feature associated with families' satisfaction was consistent and positive communication
between teachers and families. Parents valued frequent updates about their children’s experiences, as well as
opportunities for more direct and individualized communication. For example, one parent described having
daily one-on-one conversations with her child’s teacher to share information from child's experiences at
home and discussing strategies with the teacher to support her child's development. These communication
practices were often supported by program-level policies that encouraged family engagement. As one
parent explained:

“Even though | work full-time...it's important to me to be involved in my children’s lives and
to be able to be there for things like that, and so | really like that they have kind of an open-
door policy of, like, welcoming families into the school and getting them involved if you want
to be.”

—A mother of two children with experience in private ECE programs

The infrastructure of ECE was also emphasized by families, especially regarding schedule flexibility for
working parents. One parent described how a home-based child care provider's extended hours were
essential for accommodating her work demands:

"My biggest thing is time, because of what | do for work... Sometimes | gotta be there early,
sometimes | gotta be there late. | absolutely need a flexible daycare provider, and...she [the
child care] was open 12 hours a day. So that was great for me.”

—A mother of one child, with experience in both home-based and public Pre-K

Similarly, families using nanny-sharing emphasized flexibility and opportunities to maintain close parent-child
attachment. One parent who worked from home explained that nanny sharing allowed her to balance work

schedules while maintaining close connection with her child throughout the day. Location convenience for the
ease of drop-off and pick-up was also frequently mentioned as a factor contributing to families' satisfaction.
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Dissatisfied with Current ECE Arrangements

While over half of families reported satisfaction with their current ECE arrangements, some families
expressed dissatisfaction, primarily due to reasons such as high teacher turnover, frequent last-minute
notifications, perceived teacher incompetence, and concerns about children's safety.

Frequent teacher turnover in ECE settings was one of the most emphasized reasons for dissatisfaction, as
families felt it disrupted children’s learning and emotional stability. One parent shared:

“"The things that | don't like are teacher turnover. There's just so much teacher turnover. |
don’t know why itis... I'm sure they don’t get paid a lot, I'm sure there’s lots of other places
that these people could work. But that is the toughest part.”

—A mother of two children with experience in private ECE programs and nanny sharing

Ineffective communication also emerged as a concern for families, particularly when an ECE program's
notification and expectations conflicted with parents’ work schedules. Parents described frustration with
last-minute notifications that required them to arrange alternative child care on short notice. One parent
suggested that emergency situations would be better handled through phone calls rather than emails, as
working parents may not regularly check personal emails during the workday. Another parent emphasized
the need for more advance notice for events requiring parental participation.

Safety concerns were also a factor that led to families’ dissatisfaction. A grandparent and a mother both
expressed uncertainty about the safety of their children’s current ECE settings and suggested strengthening
security measures, such as installing surveillance cameras.

Families also expressed concerns about teachers’ lack of familiarity with their children’s academic and
social-emotional needs. Another family described their decision to switch ECE programs after realizing that
teachers did not understand their child’'s development:

“The [previous] teachers didn’t know anything about her [the daughter]. They didn’t know
what she was doing academically, they didn’t understand her, like, socially, emotionally, they
said she just never talked. We would ask her at home, you know, how was school? She didn’t
really say much either, and we just kind of knew that something wasn’t right,”

—A mother of two children with experience in private ECE programs

Finally, although nanny sharing was frequently described as a strategy to offset the high cost of care, some
interview and focus group participants also expressed notable dissatisfaction with this arrangement. Families
reported difficulty finding a partner family whose schedules, caregiving preferences, and expectations
aligned with their own, as well as deciding which home would host the care. When a family preferred to host
care in their home, they often needed to find a partner family willing to manage daily transportation.

“"We absolutely couldn’t afford a nanny on our own. And even finding a nanny was
complicated. | had to find, like, the one gem of a Facebook group that everybody goes to,
and then figure out how to post in there...It took six weeks to find another family that could
join that needed the same schedule and hours as us, and we just... Because of the nature of
that, we didn't know if we were going to completely lose all child care because we didn’t find
somebody else, because we knew we couldn’t afford to keep the nanny on our own.”

—A mother of one child, currently using nanny sharing
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Proximity was another key constraint, as most families required a partner family living nearby to make the
arrangement feasible. Participants also noted the fragility of nanny-sharing arrangements: if one family
withdrew, the remaining family was left without care and faced the burden of finding a replacement or
securing alternative arrangements.

In addition, families also faced the difficulty of identifying a qualified and trustworthy nanny. One parent
described the challenges of conducting a background check and assessing reliability prior to hiring a nanny.

“And then on the nanny scene. It just feels a little bit like the Wild West... it just feels very old-
fashioned, like, it's all about personal references, it's about vibe, it's about, do you feel like
you trust this person? Are you really going to, like, do a criminal background check? Are you
going to drug test them? No. So you're just going to trust... are you going to put a nanny cam
in your house?”

—A mother of two children enrolled in a private ECE program

Summary

Taken together, families' satisfaction and dissatisfaction with ECE arrangements are primarily shaped by the
socio-emotional climate of the setting, the quality of teacher-child interactions, communication between ECE
programs and families, and the availability of professional support for children with special needs.

Families are most satisfied when they observe meaningful progress in their children’s learning and social
development. Programs that prioritize these features tend to receive higher satisfaction from families.

In contrast, concerns related to safety, teacher turnover, inadequate communication, and limited teacher
engagement contribute to dissatisfaction. Notably, families who chose nanny-sharing and other informal
arrangements consistently emphasize flexibility and alignment with work schedules, as well as opportunities
to maintain close parent-child attachment. At the same time, they share challenges with nanny-sharing,
which needs further attention.
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Pre-K Expansion and Family Preferences

To inform Maryland’s Pre-K expansion under the Blueprint for Maryland’s Future, this
chapter summarizes findings on families’ preferences for ECE options and the key factors
influencing their decisions.

Awareness of Maryland’s Gommitment to Pre-K Expansion

We began by examining families’ awareness of Maryland’'s commitment to Pre-K expansion under the
Blueprint for Maryland's Future through which a mixed-delivery system is intended to offer free Pre-K to
income-eligible 3- and 4-year-olds (Figure 3). Notably, most families (83%) in the survey reported being
aware of the expansion. However, awareness varied across racial and ethnic groups. White families (86%)
were more likely to report awareness compared to Black families (77%) and Hispanic families (72%). These
disparities may suggest the potential gaps in communications among Hispanic and Black families who may
face structural barriers in accessing information within community networks. Awareness did not vary by
income groups or special needs.

FIGURE 3
Awareness of Maryland Pre-K Expansion Program

Preferences for ECE Options in a Mixed-Delivery Context

Under the mixed-delivery system, publicly funded Pre-K seats are available through both public schools

and community-based child care providers. In the survey, families were asked to indicate which ECE
arrangements they would prefer for their children at ages 3 and 4 if all ECE options were free and available

to them, including public Pre-K, Head Start, private child care centers, family child care, and informal care
arrangements (Table 8). It is important to note that the preference percentages do not sum to 100% because
participants could select more than one ECE arrangement. The findings represent the proportion of families
who reported preferences for each ECE arrangement rather than mutually exclusive categories. These
preferences were then compared with families’' current ECE use, described in the previous chapter.

Because public Pre-K is already tuition-free for families who are eligible, these findings should not be
interpreted as showing the effect of making public Pre-K free. Rather, the comparison shows how families
rank various ECE options when cost is removed as a consideration across all types of care. In this hypothetical
scenario, families expressed a strong preference for formal ECE settings across both age groups.
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More than half of families indicated a preference for public Pre-K for 3-year-olds (55%), and nearly two-
thirds preferred public Pre-K for children ages 4 to 5 (65%), percentages which are higher than reported
current use. This pattern suggests that public Pre-K is highly desired by families even when other ECE options
are also described as free and available.

Head Start also emerged as an important component of families’ preferred ECE options, particularly for
3-year-olds. Among families imagining care for a 3-year-old, 43% indicated a preference for Head Start,
compared to the 31% whose children are currently enrolled. Preferences for Head Start were lower for
children ages 4 to 5 (27%) but remained higher than current participation (19%), suggesting continued
interest alongside expanding public Pre-K options.

Families also expressed greater interest in licensed child care centers than is reflected in current use. Forty-
one percent of families preferred licensed centers for 3-year-olds, compared to 27% currently enrolled, and
35% preferred this option for children ages 4 to 5, compared to 20% current use. Preferences for licensed
home-based programs similarly exceeded current participation at both ages.

By contrast, preferences for informal care and home-based parental care were lower than current use,
particularly for children ages 4 to 5. While approximately one-third of families currently cared for their children
at home with a parent or guardian, fewer families identified this arrangement as their preferred option when
free access to other programs was assumed.

Taken together, these findings indicate that families’ current ECE arrangements may not fully reflect their
preferred choices, and that affordability and access constraints likely shape observed patterns of current
use. Under conditions of full free access, families showed strong interest in a mixed-delivery system offered
by public Pre-K, Head Start, and licensed private center-based and home-based programs. This suggests
the importance of expanding availability and reducing barriers across various ECE settings.

TABLE 8
Preferences for ECE Dreferences if Al Free (% : a (%
Options if Programs
were Free zJe DIU 20 olle Je olle 20 olle
At home.W|th a parent, stepparent, 20 2% 21 21
or guardian
At home with other family members 19 17 18 18
Infgrmcl care (babysitter, nanny, 19 14 17 17
neighborhood care)
Public Pre-K 552 65 232 49
Head Start 43 27 31 19
Licensed home-based program 17 14 10 5
\ Licensed child care center 41 35 27 20 /

Note: Families were able to select more than one option.
Public Pre-K at age 3 may mainly refer to Judy Centers or other publicly funded early childhood programs located in public schools.

The disparities between current use and expressed preferences suggest that families' current reliance on
prenatal/home-based or informal care is significantly influenced by the availability and affordability of formal

ECE settings.
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DATA DIGEST

Key Differences in Preferred Options and Actual Use

1. Preference data show much higher demand for public Pre-K than actual enroliment reflects.

2. Informal care is relied on more in reality than preferred,suggesting it currently fills
gaps in cost, hours, or availability. Parents' preference for informal care declines when cost
barriers are removed.

3. Licensed center-based and home-based care are more preferred than currently
utilized, pointing to affordability and supply barriers.

4, Parental or family care is used more often than preferred, indicating constrained access to
high-quality formal care.

A strong mixed-delivery system needs to expand access, maintain multiple high-quality options,
and ensure equitable pathways, especially for families who currently rely on less-preferred
arrangements due to structural barriers.

Subgroup Analysis by Income

Families' preferred ECE options varied by income levels when cost was hypothetically not a constraint
(Table 9). For 3-year-olds, Income Tier 1A families showed strong preferences for publicly supported options,
including public Pre-K (49%) and Head Start (72%), whereas Income Tier 3 families preferred public Pre-K
(74%) and private child care centers (60%). Income Tiers 1B and 2 families were more likely than other tiers to
prefer home-based care with parents (36% and 32%, respectively) or other family members (23% and 20%),
suggesting a stronger inclination toward family-based arrangements. However, public Pre-K was the most
popular option for both Tier 1B and Tier 2 families (52% and 57%).

By ages 4 to 5, preferences across income tiers became more strongly oriented toward public Pre-K,
particularly among Income Tiers 1A and 3, where the majority of families preferred this option (72% and 91%,
respectively). Despite this pattern, Income Tier 3 families continued to show strong interest in licensed child
care centers (51%), indicating a desire for choice within a mixed-delivery system even at older ages.

When cost was hypothetically removed as a constraint, across both age groups, preferences for licensed
private child care -- center-based and home-based -- were stronger than current use among Income Tiers
1A and 1B, suggesting that cost may limit families' ability to choose their preferred arrangements.

Overall, these findings indicate that family preferences under conditions of full free access reflected both
strong demand for public Pre-K and sustained interest in diverse ECE settings across income levels.
Supporting a well-coordinated mixed-delivery system that includes public Pre-K, Head Start, and licensed
private programs will be critical to meeting families' varied needs and preferences as Maryland continues to
implement the Blueprint for the Future.
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TABLE 9
Families’ Preferences Age 3 (%)
for ECE Options by S —
Tier 1A Tier 1B Tier 2 Tier 3

Income Levels
<100% FPL 101-300% FPL 301-600% FPL >600% FPL

Stay home with parent/ guardian

At home with other family members

Informal care (babysitter, nanny,
neighbor)

Public Pre-K

Early Head / Head Start

Licensed home-based program

Licensed child care center

Age 4 (%)
Tier 3

TABLE 9 CONT. Tier 1A Tier 1B Tier 2
<100% FPL 101-300% FPL 301-600% FPL >600% FPL

Stay home with parent/ guardian

At home with other family members

Informal care (babysitter, nanny,
neighbor)

Public Pre-K

Early Head / Head Start

Licensed home-based program

Licensed child care center

Note: Families were able to select more than one option.
o Public Pre-K at age 3 may mainly refer to Judy Centers or other publicly funded early childhood programs located in public schools.
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Subgroup Analysis by Race/Ethnicity

Families' preferred ECE options also varied by racial and ethnic groups when all ECE options were described
as free and available (see Table 10). Across all racial and ethnic groups, public Pre-K emerged as the
preferred ECE option, underscoring its broad appeal to families even when other ECE arrangements were
also presented as no-cost options.

In particular, Hispanic families demonstrated a strong preference for public Pre-K at age 4 (68%). Because
public Pre-K is already tuition-free for families who are eligible, this gap should not be interpreted as
reflecting tuition cost barriers to public Pre-K. Rather, the difference between reported preferences and
current use suggests that factors other than tuition cost may shape families' ability to use their preferred
ECE arrangement. However, because this study did not directly examine the specific reasons for this gap, the
finding should be interpreted as descriptive and as an area for further investigation.

Head Start remained an especially preferred option for Black families at both ages. Nearly two-thirds of
Black families preferred Head Start for 3-year-olds (62%), and a significant portion continued to prefer
Head Start for 4-year-olds (44%). This pattern highlighted the continued value families place on Head Start’s
comprehensive services and community-based approach, even as public Pre-K options expanded.

In addition to public Pre-K, White families were more likely than Black and Hispanic families to prefer licensed
private child care centers at both age 3 (43%) and age 4 (40%). While Black families also showed relatively
high preferences for licensed centers at age 3 (42%), preferences declined by age 4 (29%). Hispanic families
were less likely than other groups to express a preference for licensed private centers at both ages, which
may reflect differences in access or program availability in their communities.

Across racial and ethnic groups, preferences for home-based and informal care were generally lower than
preferences for formal ECE settings, particularly by age 4, reinforcing families' interest in structured ECE
environments when cost is not a limiting factor.

Overall, these findings suggest that families across racial and ethnic groups share a strong interest in public
Pre-K, while also valuing different options to cover the full day. Aligning program availability, geographic
access, and enrollment processes with families’ preferences, particularly for Hispanic and Black families, will
be essential to ensuring equitable participation as Maryland continues to expand early learning opportunities
under the Blueprint for the Future.

TABLE 10

Families’ Preferences for 0 0

ECE Options by Racial/ Age 3 (/°) Aged (/0)

Ethnic Groups White Black Hispanic  White Black  Hispanic

At home with a parent, stepparent, or 34 21 28 28 23 14
guardian

At home with other family members 21 13 19 20 10 16
Informol care (babysitter, nanny, 55 7 16 18 6 "
neighborhood care)

Public Pre-K 582 5ila 442 60 70 68
Head Start 35 62 47 21 44 16
Licensed home-based program 17 20 12 15 16 16

\ Licensed child care center 43 42 33 40 29 21 /

Note: Families were able to select more than one option.
? Public Pre-K at age 3 may mainly refer to Judy Centers or other publicly funded early childhood programs located in public schools.
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Subgroup Analysis by Special Needs

Table 11 presents the preferences of families by whether their child has special needs, under the assumption
that cost was not a constraint. At age 3, families with children with special needs (43%) were more likely

than those of children without special needs (28%) to prefer their children stay home with parents. Although
preferences for home-based parental care declined by age 4 for both groups, families of children with special
needs continued to show slightly greater preference for home-based arrangements.

The findings suggested that families’ preferred ECE options varied by children’s special needs status and age.
Although Head Start represented an important source of past and current care for families of children with
special needs, public Pre-K appeared to be the most frequently selected preferred option among families

of children with special needs. Preferences for public Pre-K increased with age and were similar across both
groups by age 4. The differences between families' current ECE use and stated preferences suggest that
families' choices may reflect a range of considerations, including program availability, eligibility, children’s
needs, and family circumstances. These findings underscore the importance of maintaining a range of high-
quality, inclusive ECE options within the mixed-delivery system so that families can access programs that
best align with their needs and preferences.

TABLE 11
ou®
Families’ Preferences \de 2 (% \de 4 (%
° L) D

for ECE Options by

speCiaI Needs D y " J]e D : -C ¢ : D ; C- e D t -C ec :
At home with a porer?t, 43 23 28 22
stepparent, or guardian
At home with other family 13 23 12 20
members
Infgrmol care (babysitter, nanny, 12 23 o 16
neighborhood care)
Public Pre-K 492 582 65 64
Head Start 34 48 21 30
Licensed home-based program 19 17 17 13
Licensed child care center 22 53 26 40

. /

Note: Families were able to select more than one option.
@ public Pre-K at age 3 may mainly refer to Judy Centers or other publicly funded early childhood programs located in public schools.
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DATA DIGEST

Family Preferences by Income, Race/Ethnicity, and Special Needs

1. Across all families, public Pre-K is the most preferred ECE option even when cost was
not a constraint to other settings. Preferences for public Pre-K increase by age and converge
across income levels, racial/ethnic groups, and special needs status.

2. Preferences for other ECE settings vary by income level, with lower-income families
showing stronger interest in publicly funded options such as public Pre-K and Head Start,
while higher-income families express greater preference for licensed private child care centers
alongside public Pre-K.

3. Preferences also differ by race and ethnicity, even as public Pre-K remains the top
choice across groups. Hispanic families show a particularly strong preference for public Pre-K
at age 4, while Black families demonstrate sustained interest in Head Start. White families are
more likely than Black and Hispanic families to prefer private, licensed center-based care.

4. Families of children with special needs express different preference patterns,
including greater reliance on home-based parental care at younger ages and lower preference for
private center-based ECE programs. Public Pre-K is the preferred option for families regardless of
special needs status, particularly by age 4.

Overall, gaps between families’ preferred and current ECE arrangements suggest that access
barriers may shape enrollment patterns, underscoring the importance of expanding inclusive,
geographically accessible, and well-coordinated options across public Pre-K, Head Start, and
licensed private providers as Baltimore City continues implementing the Blueprint for the Future.

Preferences for Public Pre-K Programs

While many families indicated their preferences for public Pre-K, we also aimed to better understand families
who preferred other ECE arrangements to inform the ongoing implementation of Pre-K expansion under the
Blueprint for Maryland's Future. We asked parents and families about their eligibility and willingness to enroll
their children in public Pre-K. Among survey participants, 78% reported that their child was eligible for public
Pre-K. Among those who were or might be eligible, over 90% expressed plans to enroll their children in public
Pre-K programs in Baltimore City. This finding was aligned with families’ reported preferences for publicly
funded ECE programs.

For the small number of families who did not want to enroll their child in public Pre-K program (n = 32), we
asked the reasons why. Table 12 presents the frequency of reasons they selected. Frequently mentioned
reasons include the inconvenience of locations of available public Pre-K programs and the length of public
Pre-K schedule. Some families also felt that their child was not ready for public Pre-K setting or preferred to
keep their child home for longer.

There were 13 families who indicated a preference for other child care settings (e.g., private ECE programs)
even if they were eligible for public Pre-K. In the open-ended responses, common reasons cited included
curriculum differences and preferences for smaller, trusted, or familiar settings. Some parents perceived the
public Pre-K program as “overly rigorous and emphasize rule following and achievement” and “lack of time
playing outside,” which hindered their interests in enrolling their children.
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TABLE 12

Reasons for not choosing Public Pre-K N ‘ %
f My child was not old enough to attend 42 25
Our family was not eligible 32 19
The assigned location did not work for my family 26 14
The locations of available programs were not convenient 35 21
The length of Public Pre-K did not work for my family 26 14
My child was not ready yet 41 25
| preferred other child care settings 22 13
| preferred to keep my child(ren) home 1 7
\ Other reasons 22 13 Y,

Qualitative Insights: Reasons for Using Private vs. Public ECE Programs

In interviews and focus groups, families were asked whether they would enroll their children in Baltimore City
Pre-K, assuming that they were eligible. Most families expressed their interest in using public Pre-K, primarily
because of its greater affordability compared to private ECE options. Some parents also described a sense
of safety in using public programs, as they trusted in government efforts to ensure children’s safety:

“l believe the kids will be safe. And since it's what government is doing, and of course the
government will make sure that kids are well taken care of, and they are in good hands.”

—A mother of two children, not currently enrolled in ECE programs

Families who preferred private ECE options often described their application and enrollment processes as
easier to navigate than the centralized public Pre-K application system. For some families, the number of
choices and the lack of guaranteed placement at a neighborhood school made the public Pre-K process feel
confusing and overwhelming. As one parent explained:

“That process [of public Pre-K application]...was a little daunting and overwhelming,
because they've changed it recently, so it wasn't just, kind of to your local school. It was
pre-K programs throughout the city that you could choose to be at, so that just didn’t quite
sit right with me...and just navigating it *

—A mother of two children, currently using a private ECE program

Families also emphasized the importance of care arrangements that aligned with parents’ work schedules.
Although public Pre-K itself may be available, uncertainty about aftercare could make it impractical for
working families. Private ECE programs were sometimes viewed as offering more reliable or flexible full-day
schedules. One parent shared:

“Public Pre-K students are not guaranteed spots in the aftercare, which is critical. If
| don’'t have aftercare, | can’t take off work at 2.30 to pick up my kid.”

—A mother of one child, with experience in private and home-based ECE programs
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Families also perceived private programs as having smaller class sizes and more individualized attention,
which they believed could better support their children’s learning and developmental needs. One parent
described switching from public Pre-K to a private program because of concerns about classroom size:

“l just felt like going to Pre-K the class would have been overcrowded. And at least here [at
the private program] she’'d get the attention, the one-on-one, like, if she's struggling in this
areq, they can focus on that.”

—A mother of one child with experience in both public Pre-K and private ECE programs

Other factors that affected families’ decisions in enrolling their children in public and private ECE programs
included their preference to enroll siblings in the same school and trust in their current ECE programs. One
parent explained that:

“If it worked out for us that we were able to get a spot in the same school where they were
that would be really valuable. We also have heard pretty good things about the specific
Pre-K classroom in the school where we would hope to get a spot. There is a possibility
that if we got a spot in another nearby Pre-K that we would consider it, but | think we would
possibly be less inclined to do it if it wasn't at the same school as our other kids.”

—A mother of four children, currently using a private ECE program

Key Factors in Ghoosing EGE Programs

When asked to identify the most important factors when choosing ECE programs for their children, Baltimore
families in this sample prioritized children’s experiences and relationships within programs (Table 13).
Children's happiness and well-being emerged as most important, with nearly three-quarters of families (71%)
rating it as “very important,” followed closely by health and safety (69%).

Relational and environmental aspects of quality care were also highly valued. Approximately two-thirds

of families rated teacher-child relationships (64%), the physical environment (63%), and teacher—parent
relationships (61%) as very important. About 57% of families emphasized the importance of preparing
children for kindergarten. Together, these findings suggest that families placed greater emphasis on
nurturing, supportive, and developmentally appropriate environments than on logistical considerations alone.

Practical factors such as location and transportation (58%) and programs’ ability to meet children’s special
needs (57%) were stillimportant to many families. Notably, cost and affordability were rated as very important
by just over half of families (53%). Similarly, staff education and credentials (55%) and Maryland EXCELS quality
ratings (51%) played an important role in families’ decision-making. Fewer families rated scheduling options,
staff or student demographics, or recommendations from others as very important factors.

Open-ended responses further reinforced families' emphasis on program quality and fit. Parents highlighted the
importance of curriculum and pedagogical approaches (e.g., play-based learning or science and technology
exposure), child-centered practices, smaller class sizes, and culturally diverse and inclusive environments. These
qualitative insights aligned with the quantitative findings and underscored that, for many Baltimore families,
perceptions of children’s well-being and day-to-day experiences were of highest importance.

Choices, Preferences, Challenges, and Needs



TABLE 13
Important Factors in Dt ve pmewhs :

Choosing ECE Programs nortant (% nortant (% nortant (%

/ Child’'s happiness & well-being 7 18 71
Health & safety 8 19 69
Teacher—child relationships 10 22 64
Physical environment (cleanliness, space) 11 22 63
Teacher—parent relationships 8 26 61
Locations (distance, transportation) 12 26 58
Preparing children for school readiness 1 26 57
Meeting child’s special needs 12 26 57
Staoff education/credentials 1 29 55
Cost/affordability 11 32 53
Maryland EXCELS ratings 11 33 51
Teaching staff shares language/culture 16 32 48
Full-day/after-school option 17 31 47
Student & staff demographics 14 38 44
Referred by families/friends/agencies 17 36 42
Receipt of subsidy 24 28 43

\ Part-day option 31 27 38 /

Key Factors in Choosing ECE by Income

Across all income levels, families consistently prioritized children’s experiences within programs over logistical
considerations. Children’s happiness and well-being and health and safety were the most frequently rated
"very important” factors across all income tiers (Table 14). Some variation emerged by income in the relative
emphasis placed on specific aspects of program quality. Families in Income Tiers 1A and 1B were more likely
to prioritize staff education and credentials, highlighting the importance of program gquality and professional
expertise. Families in Income Tier 1B ranked children’s school readiness among their top priorities, reflecting a
stronger emphasis on early learning and preparation for kindergarten. Families in Income Tier 1B also placed
high importance on teacher-parent relationships, while the three other tiers placed higher importance on
teacher-child relationships and the physical environment. Families in Income Tier 3 ranked full-day/after-
school care as one of the most important factors, likely reflecting a strong emphasis on aligning program
schedules with family work and daily routines.
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TABLE 14
Top Five Important Factors in Choosing ECE Programs by Income Levels

Tier 1A

Tier 3
>600% FPL

Tier 2
301-600% FPL

Tier 1B

<100% FPL 101-300% FPL

Child's happiness &
well-being

Child's happiness &

Health & safety well-being

Health & safety

Child's happiness &
well-being

Child's happiness &

Health & safety e HaEE

Health & safety

Teacher—child
relationships

Teacher—parent

Physical environment . K
relationships

Physical environment

Teacher—child Preparing for school . . Teacher—child

. K . Physical environment . .
relationships readiness relationships
Staff education/ Staff education/ Teacher—parent Full-day/after-school
credentials credentials relationships care

J

Key Factors in Choosing ECE by Race/Ethnicity

Table 15 shows that children’s happiness and well-being was still the top-ranked factor across White, Black,
and Hispanic families. White and Black families emphasized the importance of teacher-child relationships,
while Hispanic families rated physical environment, such as the cleanliness and space, as one of their top
three priorities. Health and safety also ranked among the top priorities for all racial and ethnic groups, though
its relative position varied. In addition, differences emerged in how families emphasized specific dimensions
of program quality. Teacher-parent relationships were also important for White and Hispanic families. Overall,
these patterns suggested that while families across racial and ethnic groups share common priorities related
to children’s well-being and safety, they may differ in the specific aspects of ECE quality they value most.

TABLE 15
Top Five Important Factors in Choosing ECE Programs by Racial/Ethnic Groups

\"(=19%
Important (%)

Very
Important (%)

Very

White Important (%)

Hispanic

Child's Child's Child's
happiness & 65 happiness & 85 happiness & 89
well-being well-being well-being
Health & 65 Teqc.her—clzhlld 84 Health & 86
safety relationships safety
Physical
Teac.her—c.hlld 61 Health & 80 enV|ronent 71
relationships safety (cleanliness,
space)
Preparing
Teacher— children Teacher—
parent 59 for school 79 parent 61
relationships readiness/ relationships
curriculum
::\B/Iisrg::rlnent Z:\iii:'f:rlnent gt/
. 56 . 79 Teacher-child 56
(cleanliness, (cleanliness, . .
relationships
space) space) J
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Key Factors in Choosing ECE by Special Needs

Table 16 compares the top five factors families considered when choosing ECE programs for children with and
without special needs. For both groups, children’s happiness and well-being and health and safety ranked
among the most important factors, though their relative ordering differed. Families of children with special
needs placed greater emphasis on the physical environment (e.g., cleanliness and space) and on programs’
ability to meet their child's specific developmental or support needs. In contrast, families without children with
special needs were more likely to prioritize teacher-child relationships and practical considerations such as
location and transportation. Teacher—parent relationships were consistently important across both groups,
appearing in the top five regardless of special needs status.

TABLE 16
Top Five Important Factors in Choosing ECE Programs for Children
with Special Needs

Without Special

0,
Needs Very Important (%)

Rank With Special Needs Very Important (%)

Cllel's Rerpli=ss & 80 Health & safety 69

well-being
Health & safety 75 il hcpplness & 68
well-being
Physical environment Teacher—child
. 72 . . 67
(cleanliness, space) relationships

Meeting child's special . .
9 P Locations (distance/

needs (e.g., disability 67 ey v 63

spectrum)
Teacher—parent Teacher—parent

. . 64 . . 63
relationships relationships /

DATA DIGEST

Key Factors in Choosing ECE Programs

1. Quality matters more than cost alone. Across income levels, racial and ethnic groups, and
special needs status, families consistently prioritize children’s happiness and well-being and health
and safety over logistical factors such as cost and location.

2. Families emphasize different aspects of quality depending on context. Priorities vary
modestly by income, race and ethnicity, and special needs status: some families emphasize
staff credentials or school readiness, others focus on teacher—child relationships, physical
environments, or programs’ ability to meet children’s special needs.

3. Relational environments are consistently valued. Across all groups, families highlight the
importance of positive relationships between teachers and children, as well as teachers and parents.

Overall, the findings show that investments in relational and environmental quality would align with
family priorities.
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Qualitative Insights: Priorities in Ghoosing EGE

Families also discussed their priorities when choosing ECE during interviews and focus groups. These priorities
were closely aligned with survey findings, with children’s safety and happiness consistently described as the
most foundational considerations in ECE choices. Parents emphasized the importance of strong security
systems in ECE, including “safety guardrails,” "emergency alert systems,” policies specifying that “only families
can pick up children,” and controlled building access through “buzz-in systems.” In addition to physical safety,
families also emphasized the importance of a “comfortable,” “loving,” and “caring” environment that supports
children’s emotional well-being.

The quality of education was also emphasized by families. Parents wanted to send their children to ECE
settings "where they receive not only child care but also educational support.” Multiple families described the
importance of providing play-based curriculum, especially for young children. As one parent explained:

“l also feel like at such a young age, it really needs to be about having fun and experiences,
so that's play-based learning. And... and then | would say academics, but that’s, you know,
definitely down on the list.”

—A mother of two children, currently using a private ECE program

In addition, the opportunity for science learning and appropriate technology exposure was prioritized by
some families. They believed that technology should be used intentionally and developmentally appropriately
to promote children’s readiness for school and “broaden their horizons with learning”.

At the same time, families emphasized the need to control screen time for young children at ECE. As one
parent put it: “But he's very young, at least not today. He hasn’'t seen any screens. So, the screen thing is
something very important to me...his learning doesn’t depend on screens.”

Families also prioritized teachers’ qualifications and professional attitudes, particularly educators’ passion
for child development and genuine care for children. One parent described how a teacher's enthusiasm
shaped her perception of program quality:

"It became immediately clear that she [the teacher] was just incredibly passionate about
her work... she was somebody who really, really cared about kids, and about her work, and
was just fascinated by child development and everything.”

—A mother of two children enrolled in public Pre-K

While the quality of ECE was emphasized, affordability was the most fundamental factor that most families
prioritized when choosing ECE. Many parents described the challenge of balancing quality with cost, particularly
for low-income families with limited options. One parent explained that although she valued curriculum quality,
inclusivity, and specialized support services, she pointed out that “all those things... it's more money.” Similarly,
animmigrant parent who was still struggling with navigating the ECE system described:

“It can really depend on how much they charge before | take the child, because if it's
something is so expensive, | cannot afford, so | just go with something that | can.”

—A mother of two children, not currently enrolled in ECE programs
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Language environment also emerged as a critical priority for immigrant families, particularly those families
who did not speak English at home. Families emphasized the importance of communication between children
and teachers to support both learning and emotional comfort. One mother described her frustration when
her child struggled to understand instruction due to language barriers:

“There’s something that has hit me hard since | arrived [in Baltimorel. It's been very hard for
me here, and that is that children don’t have the ability to communicate with their teachers,
with their caregivers, because they're people who only speak one language....She [her
daughter] told me: ‘'l don’t want to go to school because | don't understand my teacher.” So
that was very frustrating.”

—A mother of two children, not currently enrolled in ECE programs

Finally, ECE program hours and locations were frequently mentioned by families, especially for employed
parents who needed to consider the commute time and transportation. Some parents who did not have
access to vehicles preferred ECE within walking distance. As for working parents, the alignment between ECE
operating hours and work schedules was prioritized, as one parent shared:

“The hours of operation is a big barrier, because there’'s no before and after care for these
programs... In order to have ajob...It's very difficult to work around those hours.”

—A mother of five children with experience in Head Start programs

Summary

Overall, families describe children's safety and happiness as central considerations when making ECE
decisions. Many families view these factors as foundational to children’s development and well-being.
Families also emphasize the quality of care and education, including play-based learning, opportunities to
engage with STEM and technology, and committed teachers. Affordability is an important consideration,
particularly for families with fewer financial resources and immigrant families. Some non-English-speaking
immigrant families also describe ECE as an opportunity to support their children’'s communication skills.
Program hours and location are also important, especially for working parents.

Taken together, these findings suggest that families consider multiple dimensions of ECE when making
decisions, including safety, happiness, quality, affordability, accessibility, and fit with family needs. These
findings point to the importance of continuing to strengthen ECE options in Baltimore City in ways that are
responsive to families’ varied priorities and circumstances.
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Challengesin Accessing Early Childhood Resources

This chapter describes the challenges families face in finding ECE arrangements, drawing from
both the survey and interview/focus group data. These findings provide insights into opportunities
for reducing inequity and strengthening the current ECE systems in Baltimore City.

Challenges in Finding EGE

In the survey, more than one-third of families (34%) described their experiences finding ECE arrangements as
difficult or very difficult. Table 17 presents the rank order of challenges that families encountered during this
process. Most common challenges were related to the suitability of ECE programs for children’s needs and
families' schedules (48%), which may be particularly important for working parents. Affordability (46%) and
limited availability of open seats (39%) were also commonly cited barriers to securing ECE arrangements.
Open-ended responses reinforced these findings and highlighted how affordability challenges can affect
families. A parent noted, “we aren't low-income, but we aren't wealthy so we didn't qualify for financial
assistance and also had a hard time finding care we could afford.”

TABLE 17

Challenges in ECE Arrangement f

/Hod trouble finding choices to suit my child’s needs 48
Had trouble finding choices to suit my schedule 48
Most care was too expensive 46
Most programs were already filled 39
Had trouble finding good quality care 39
Friends or relatives who can provide child care were unavailable 30
Programs were too far away 29
| did not know where to begin looking 24
My child was too young for programs 16

\Other problems 3 /

Note: Families were able to select more than one option.
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Challenges in Finding ECE by Income

Table 18 shows that while the overall pattern of challenges in securing ECE arrangements was broadly
consistent across income tiers, the relative emphasis of specific barriers varied by income level. Families in
Income Tiers 1A, 1B, and 2 were more likely to report difficulty finding ECE options that suited their child's
needs and their family’'s schedules, highlighting challenges related to program fit and flexibility.

Families in Income Tier 3 most frequently cited limited availability and concerns about finding quality care as
their top challenges. Families in Income Tier 1A listed affordability as the top concern, while families in Income
Tier 1B ranked this concern lower than program fit and flexibility. Interestingly, families in Income Tier 2 also
ranked affordability as the top concern. Although these families earned above 300% FPL, the eligibility or
priority thresholds for many publicly funded ECE opportunities, they still reported difficulty balancing the cost
of care and program availability. Families in this income tier may have earned too much to qualify for some
public programs, yet not enough to afford private care. Even families in Income Tier 3 reported high costs as
a challenge, showing affordability as widespread concern.

Together, these findings suggest that barriers to ECE access and affordability were experienced differently
across income tiers. As a result, the city may benefit from more targeted, tiered strategies that address distinct
needs related to affordability, scheduling flexibility, program availability, and quality across income levels.

TABLE 18
Challenges in ECE Arrangements by Income Levels

. Tier 1B Tier 2
Tier 1A o o 0 o
<100% FPL 101-300% %o 301-600% %
» FPL FPL
Had trouble juieka:
Most care was finding choices MISEIE EEITS programs
1 . 48 . 52 was too 52 were 66
too expensive to suit my .
. expensive already
child’'s needs .
filled
Had trouble Had trouble ch trouble Had trouble
finding choices finding choices Uil findin
p) = 38 - 52 | choices 44 9 63
to suit my to suit my . good
. to suit my .
child’s needs schedule quality care
schedule
::gr:rogt?;?ces Had trouble Mr?trcms Most care
3 " 38 | finding good 45 | Prog 38 | wastoo 63
UDELAL i) uality care il CllEery expensive
schedule a Y filled P
Friends/ Had trouble
relatives who finding
Most Most care was could provide choices
4 programs were 34 . 40 . 35 A 50
. too expensive childcare to suit
already filled =T
were my child’s
unavailable needs
Most Had trouble
Programs rograms Had trouble finding
5 were too far 30 s 37 finding good 32 choices 50
were already R .
away . quality care to suit my
filled
schedule /
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Challenges in Finding ECE by Race/Ethnicity

While families across racial and ethnic groups experienced similar types of challenges in securing ECE
arrangements, the relative importance of these challenges differed by group (Table 19). White and Hispanic
families most commonly reported difficulty finding care that met their children’s needs and accommodated
their family schedules. Hispanic families were also more likely to report limited availability of informal care
from friends or relatives, indicating additional constraints beyond formal ECE options.

In contrast, Black families most frequently identified affordability as the primary barrier to accessing ECE,
followed by challenges related to program fit for children’s needs and scheduling. Across all racial and
ethnic groups, limited availability of open seats and difficulty finding high-quality care were also commonly
cited. Together, these findings suggest that while families face overlapping barriers to ECE access, targeted
strategies may be needed to address distinct challenges related to affordability, flexibility, and informal care
availability across racial and ethnic groups.

TABLE 19
Challenges in ECE Arrangements by Racial/Ethnic Groups

Hispanic

- Had trouble
Had trouble finding . .
. . Most care was too finding choices
choices to suit my 48 . 60 . . 52
. expensive to suit my child’s
child's needs
needs
- Had trouble
Had trouble finding . . Had trouble
. . finding choices . .
choices to suit my 48 . . 44 finding choices to 52
to suit my child’s .
schedule suit my schedule
needs
Friends or
Most programs ntsleligiellsl relatives who can
prog . 41 finding choices to 44 . . 43
were already filled . provide child care
suit my schedule .
were unavailable
Had trouble finding Most programs Most care was
. 41 . 40 . 38
good quality care were already filled too expensive
Had trouble
Most care was too L Most programs
. 40 finding good 36 pod . 31
expensive . were already filled
quality care J

Note: Families were able to select more than one option.
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Challenges in Finding ECE by Special Needs

Table 20 presents the challenges families faced in securing ECE arrangements, comparing families
with and without children with special needs. Families of children with special needs most frequently
reported difficulty finding care that could adequately support their child's needs and accommodate
their family schedules, with more than half identifying each as a barrier. They also commonly cited
challenges related to finding good-quality care, affordability, and limited availability of open seats.

In contrast, families without children with special needs most often identified affordability as the
primary barrier to accessing ECE, followed by difficulty finding options that fit their schedules. Limited
availability of open seats, challenges in identifying good-quality care, and distance to programs were
also frequently reported. Overall, these findings suggested that while families shared some common
barriers, families of children with special needs faced additional challenges related to program fit and
targeted support.

TABLE 20
Challenges in ECE Arrangements by Special Needs

With Special Needs Without Special Needs

Lack of care options to support child’'s needs Care was too expensive

Lack of care options to fit schedule 55 Lack of care options to fit schedule 43
Trouble finding good-quality care 46 Programs already full 38
Care was too expensive 42 Trouble finding good-quality care 34
Programs already full 39 Programs too far away 29 /

Note: Families were able to select more than one option.

DATA DIGEST

Challenges in Finding ECE

1. Families face system-level barriers indicating limited supply and fit. Common challenges
include program fit for children’s needs, scheduling constraints, affordability, and limited availability.

2. Challenges vary by income. Income Tiers 1A, 1B, and 2 families report greater difficulty finding
care that fits children’'s needs and schedules, while Income Tier 3 families most often cite limited
availability and quality concerns. Both Income Tier 1A and 2 rank high cost as their top challenge,
perhaps because Tier 2 families earn above public eligibility thresholds.

3. Challenges also differ by race and ethnicity. White and Hispanic families emphasize
program fit and scheduling, Hispanic families report limited informal care, and Black families most
frequently identify affordability as the primary barrier.

»

Families of children with special needs face additional access barriers. These families
are more likely to report difficulty finding care that can support their child’'s needs and fit family
schedules, highlighting gaps in inclusive ECE options.

Overall, these findings point to the need for targeted ECE policies that address affordability,
flexibility, and inclusive program capacity rather than one-size-fits-all solutions.
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Qualitative Insights: Ghallenges and Barriers in Accessing EGE

Families described multiple challenges and barriers in identifying appropriate ECE options during the
interviews and focus groups. Cost and limited availability were the most frequently mentioned barriers,
followed by the misalignment between operation hours and parents’ work schedules, location constraints,
difficulties in communication, complicated application processes, and limited accommodation for children
with special needs and immigrant families.

Cost and Affordability

Difficulties in finding affordable ECE were experienced by families across income levels. Low-income families
described that “child care is like a house payment,” which was a heavy financial burden for them. While Child
Care Scholarships are available for some private ECE programs, some families couldn't afford even the
application fees for these programs, with one parent sharing that “it could be like a struggle for some parents
to even come up with the application fee.” Additionally, families living in marginalized communities found that
finding affordable aftercare with a safe environment was difficult:

“l can’t even afford to send them to aftercare... | would prefer a setting like house setting,
but...then the decent areas where | would feel safe sending them to | can’t afford it.”

—A grandmother caring for two children, not currently using ECE programs

Families who were not eligible for Child Care Scholarship also described falling into a “coverage gap,” where
they earned too much to qualify for assistance, but still struggled to find affordable ECE. One parent shared:

"We don't qualify for a lot of the vouchers, and | understand it should go to people that need
it more. But it ends up, like, we're in this space where we actually still need it, even if we don't
really meet the guidelines.”

—A mother of two children, currently using a home-based ECE program

In some cases, the high cost of child care harmed some parents’' employment status. Several families,
particularly immigrant families, described their experiences of quitting jobs because their earnings could not
cover child care expenses:

“I'm losing my first job and second job because of child care. Yeah, because | have to, if |
want to pay, what | make a day will not [be sufficient to] pay for child care.”

—A mother of two children, currently enrolled in a private ECE program

Notably, families with a relatively higher income also had affordability concerns, with one mother sharing, “I
make six figures, | still feel broke paying for child care, so | can’t imagine someone who's making 50, 60K, and
trying to cover child care.” The strains of high child care costs existed across socioeconomic groups.

Limited Availability and Long Waitlists

In addition to the high cost, the limited availability of spots in ECE was another major barrier for families.
Families described long waitlists, particularly for infant and toddler care options. Several parents shared that
they were advised to contact ECE and place their children on waiting lists even before their children were
born. This was especially stressful for mothers who needed child care shortly after parental leave ended.
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Scheduling and Location Constraints

Many families also emphasized the challenges related to ECE operation hours and locations, particularly for
working parents who tried to balance their employment and child care responsibilities. One parent described
her challenges in finding child care close to her house or workplace:

“I needed someone | could entrust my children with... the one | got was far from where |
stay...| looked for a place close to my house or close to my workplace, but | couldn’t get
any then, due to the one | got was far and it was expensive so that made me look for family
caregiver.”

—A mother of two with experience in home-based ECE programs

Similarly, another participant reported that she had to change her job or reduce hours to align with her child's
care schedule.

As a result of the constraints of affordability and location, and limited infant-toddler ECE options, some
families turned to the option with more flexibility: nanny sharing. One parent shared that:

“"When we were originally looking, one of the barriers was just the existence of infant
care. It's a lot harder to find infant care... So just finding somebody who had space...we
interviewed nannies.”

—A mother of one child with experience in private ECE programs and nanny sharing

Similarly, another parent shared that she considered both nanny sharing and child care support from family
members, given the difficulties in finding ECE programs that fit her schedule needs:

“"The schedule availability that we were looking for was difficult, and...the only places, really,
that we found that could accommodate that kind of a schedule were very expensive, so...
we've kind of made do for years with a combination of myself being part-time, my mother-
in-law helping, a nanny share for a little while.”

—A mother of one child with experience in nanny sharing, home-based, and private ECE programs

Communication and Information Barriers

Furthermore, families experienced difficulties in navigating the ECE system and obtaining relevant
information. In particular, challenges in receiving timely responses from ECE programs were described. One
parent shared the frustration with the limited communication channels with programs:

“"We initially reached out to, [organization name], which was closer to us. And they never got
back with us. They didn’t have a telephone number for us to call. Well, we called a number,
and they said, no, they'll be in contact with you via email. Signed up several times, never got
aresponse or anything about that, so that was... crappy.”

—A grandfather caring for one child, currently enrolled in a Head Start program
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Another parent reported the unclear and complicated enrollment procedures:

"l just feel like the processes should be a little easier... You're filling out six forms...and they're
sending you forms back, and | just feel like... you're giving up a whole bunch of stuff and time
for something that's not really a guarantee.”

—A mother of one child, not currently enrolled in ECE programs

Additional Barriers for Families of Children with Special Needs and Immigrant Families

Families of children with special needs faced additional barriers. One mother with a prematurely born baby
shared her challenges in finding an ECE option that can accommodate her child's medical appointments and
therapy needs:

“So my daughter, was born very prematurely, so she had a lot of medical needs, a lot

of appointments, doctor’s visits, but then also for a really long time, a lot of therapy
appointments.... And so, having a part-time option [for ECE arrangements]...| went down to
part-time at work in order to be able to accommodate those appointments for her, and so
we really needed something, but | have to do kind of full days [for ECE arrangements], so,
like, | work... had two days a week off to try to accommodate her appointments, so we were
hoping to try to find something where we could have care just the days that | work... which is
kind of difficult.”

—A mother of one child who had experience using public Pre-K and nanny sharing

As for immigrant families, they often experienced overlapping barriers related to cost, documentation
requirements, and eligibility criteria for Child Care Scholarship. Many of them struggled to maintain their
employment status to be eligible for a Child Care Scholarship or other formal child care support. A single
mother without a job shared her experiences of being rejected for Child Care Scholarship application:

“l have been submitting [applications] since April. It has been difficult, they keep on asking
me for different things.... | keep on submitting, | keep getting denied, | keep on applying.
No, they just said that | have to present my salary with receipts...I| cannot because... | no
working."”

“"They rejected an application from April... They said [the approved training program that the
participant attended] needs to...bring another letter that says that | am already working,
like, but | can’'t work with the baby. | need to give the baby in the child care. They said no, the
[training program] should bring a pay slip...I have not started, how can | present a receipt of
my pay?”

—A mother of one child, not currently enrolled in ECE programs
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Likewise, another immigrant mother shared that she had no income and was managing child care

on her own while her husband was not in the United States. Without additional caregiving or financial
support, she was unable to seek a job, which in turn prevented her from meeting the employment
requirements needed to qualify for the Child Care Scholarship, even during the program'’s grace period:

“I don't have ajob. | haven't been working because I've been taking care of my son
because his father was sent back to his country, to Mexico. And | was left with my
children. And the truth is, | don’t have the resources, which is like paying for the child’'s
expenses.”

—A mother of four children, not currently enrolled in ECE programs

Summary

Overall, the insights from families' interviews and focus groups suggest that most of the barriers

to accessing ECE are more systemic rather than individual. These barriers affect families across
socioeconomic status, and are particularly acute for low-income families, families of children with
special needs, and immigrant families. Some efforts that can be taken to support these families
include expanding affordable infant-toddler child care slots and simplifying the application
procedures for Child Care Scholarships and ECE enrollment. In addition, strengthening the
communication and support for families living in marginalized communities and immigrant families
can help them better navigate the ECE system; otherwise, they may need to rely on ECE options that
do not meet their children’'s developmental and safety needs.
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Knowledge of Early Ghildhood Resources and Outreach
Recommendations

This chapter describes families’ knowledge of ECE options, school readiness, program quality
ratings, and early childhood resources in Baltimore City. In addition, it presents the ways families
seek information about early childhood services and resources, including the channels they
used and their preferred methods for receiving outreach and support for ECE arrangements.
These findings can provide actionable strategies for how early childhood resources can be more
effectively disseminated to reach more families.

Families’ Knowledge of Early Ghildhood Resources

Parents and families reported their knowledge of child care options, school readiness, and child development
resources avdilable to them (Table 21). A large majority of families agreed or strongly agreed that they

knew where to go if they had questions about child care options (71%) or their child's development (69%). In
addition, many of them felt they understood school readiness (70%) and had the resources and means to
support their children’s school readiness (69%).

About 65% of families were confident about their knowledge of different child care options in their
communities. However, only 20% of families selected “strongly agree” and over 25% of them selected
"neutral” for this statement. Additionally, 69% of families reported that they understand the child care quality
rating system in Baltimore (Maryland EXCELS).

TABLE 21

Families’ Knowledge

of ECE and School g isagree 7\ Naran (@ N
Readiness Disagree (7 | ; ' \dree (7

/

| am aware of different
child care options in my 0 10 25 45 20
communities.

If  have questions about child
care options, | know where 0 17 22 39 22
to go.

If | have questions about my
child’'s development, | know 0 12 19 43 26
where to go.

| understand what it means to
be school-ready for my child.

| feel that | have the resources
and means to get my child 0 10 20 39 31
school-ready.

| understand what child care
quality rating is, such as 0 10 21 43 26

EXCELS.
- J

Note: Families were asked to indicate to what extent they agree with these statements. Percentages are presented. No participants
selected “Strongly disagree.”
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Families’ Knowledge of Resources by Income

Table 22 presents the notable differences in families’ knowledge of child care options and school readiness
across income tiers. Families in Income Tier 3 reported higher levels of knowledge about child care options
and school readiness compared to families in other income tiers. For instance, 94% of these families agreed
that they were aware of different child care options in their communities, compared to 79% in Income Tier 2,
58% in Income Tier 1B, and 48% in Income Tier 1A. Interestingly, families in Income Tiers 1B, 2, and 3 were less
likely to report understanding of children’s school readiness than families in Income Tier 1A. While families

in Income Tier 1A were the most likely to report understanding of children’s school readiness, they were the
least likely to feel that they had the resources and means to get their children school-ready.

TABLE 22

Families’ Knowledge of Agree/Strongly Agree (%)

ECE and School Readiness : : : .
by Income Levels Tier 1A Tier 1B Tier 2 Tier 3

<100% FPL 101-300% FPL  301-600% FPL >600% FPL

! am aware of <;I|fferent child care options 48 58 70 o
in my communities.
If hgve questions about child care 43 57 72 74
options, | know where to go.
If  have questions about my child’s 63 64 77 74
development, | know where to go.
| understand whgt it means to be school- 85 63 75 74
ready for my child.
| feel that | hqve the resources and means 56 64 70 o4
to get my child school-ready.
| understand what child care quality rating
. 72

\ is, such as EXCELS. 8 8 &Y /

Families’ Knowledge of Resources by Race/Ethnicity

Families' knowledge of ECE and school readiness varied by race and ethnicity (Table 23). In particular, Hispanic
families reported lower levels of knowledge about child care options, school readiness, and quality rating
compared to other families. Only 39% of Hispanic families were confident about their awareness of different
child care options in their communities, whereas 71% of White families and 63% of Black families reported their
awareness of different child care options. Additionally, Hispanic families had fewer channels to ask questions
about child care options and their child's development, with only about 40% of them reporting that they knew
where to go when they had child care questions. In contrast, over 60% of White and Black families were aware
of where to go when questions arose. This finding may be related to the lack of formal resources and support in
Hispanic communities or the limited channels to share this information with Hispanic families.
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TABLE 23 \oree/Strondly Adree (©
Families’ Knowledge of ECE and School
Readiness by Racial/Ethnic Groups -

/ | am aware of different child care options in my communities. 71 63 39
If | have questions about child care options, | know where to go. 64 62 43
If | have questions about my child’'s development, | know where to go. 71 74 41
| understand what it means to be school-ready for my child. 71 78 59
:’:]i:;hot | have the resources and means to get my child school- 74 68 52
\ | understand what child care quality rating is, such as EXCELS. 71 70 57 /

Families’ Knowledge of Resources by Special Needs

We conducted subgroup analysis for families with and without children with special needs. Overall, there were
no significant differences between these two groups. They reported similar levels of knowledge of ECE options,
school readiness, and program ratings, which were consistent with the patterns observed in the full sample.

Families’ Familiarity with Early Childhood Resources

To ensure families' awareness and access to needed resources, we dimed to understand to what extent
families were familiar with the local early childhood and family resources in Baltimore City, including Judy
Centers, LOCATE, B'more for Healthy Babies, Maryland Family Network, Baltimore City Childcare Resource
Center, The Family Tree, and Maryland Coalition of Families (Table 24). Most families (over 70%) reported
being somewhat familiar or familiar with these listed resources. However, nearly 30% of them were not familiar
with these sources of information and support. In the interviews, while several parents mentioned that they
had used LOCATE to search for ECE options, many of them shared that they were not fully aware of these
different types of early childhood resources and organizations.

These findings suggest that while substantial resources exist to help families navigate ECE systems in
Baltimore City, more efforts are needed to strengthen families' awareness of the availability of these
resources and reduce information gaps.
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TABLE 24

Families’ Familiarity with
Local Early Childhood
Resources and Programs

/ Judy Centers 30 35 35
LOCATE: Child Care 28 33 39
B'more for Healthy Babies 30 35 36
Maryland Family Network 27 36 38
Baltimore City Child Care Resource Center 30 35 36
The Family Tree 33 37 31

\ Maryland Coalition of Families 33 33 35

Note: Families were asked to indicate to what extent they are familiar with these resources and information.

Early Ghildhood Resources Information

Judy Center Early Learning Hubs

Judy Center Early Learning Hubs are not child care
centers; instead, they serve as comprehensive hubs
where families can engage in learning experiences
with their children from prenatal stages through
age 5 and access support services. Using a
multigenerational approach, Judy Centers focus on
families and children.

LOCATE: Child Care

LOCATE: Child Care is a free and confidential
referral service that will help families find

child care. The program is affiliated with all of
Maryland'’s regulated child care providers. Their
referral options include: Child care, Center-based
care facilities, private kindergartens, private
nursery schools, Head Start programs, school-
age and after-school programs.

Maryland Family Network

Maryland Family Network (MFN) is the statewide
coordinating entity for the Maryland Child Care
Resource Network. Through MFN, families and
child care providers across Maryland connect to
resources that support high-quality, aoffordable,
and accessible child care. In addition to running
referral services such as LOCATE: Child Care, MFN
provides training, quality improvement support,
and policy advocacy aimed at strengthening
early childhood care and education statewide.

The Early Care and Education Experiences of Baltimore Families

The Family Tree

The Family Tree is a nonprofit organization that,
among other services, hosts the Baltimore City
Child Care Resource Center.

Baltimore City Child Care Resource Center

Baltimore City Child Care Resource Center
serves as the hub for issues relating to the care
and education of young children in the City of
Baltimore.

B’more for Healthy Babies

The B'more for Healthy Babies initiative works to
strengthen policy, systems, healthcare services,
and community support for women and families
throughout the life course and address the social,
economic, and racial inequities that affect health.
Their vision is that all Baltimore's Babies are born
at a healthy weight, full term, and ready to thrive
in healthy families and communities.

Maryland Coalition of Families

The Maryland Coalition of Families offers family
peer support to people and families who have a
loved one experiencing mental health, substance
use, or problem gambling challenges.



https://earlychildhood.marylandpublicschools.org/families/judy-center-early-learning-hubs
https://www.marylandfamilynetwork.org/for-parents/locate-child-care
https://www.marylandfamilynetwork.org/for-parents/locate-child-care
https://www.familytreemd.org/about/
https://www.familytreemd.org/bcccrc/
https://www.healthybabiesbaltimore.com/about
https://www.mdcoalition.org/what-we-do/the-mcf-difference/

Families’ Familiarity with Early Childhood Resources by Income

Table 25 demonstrates information gaps across income tiers. While Judy Centers are primarily located within
Title | schools and communities with higher rates of economic disadvantages, families in Income Tiers 2 and

3 (47% and 49%, respectively) reported the highest familiarity with Judy Centers compared to families in
Income Tiers 1A (22%) and 1B (30%). In addition, compared to other income groups, Income Tier 3 families
were more likely to be familiar with the LOCATE: Child Care and Income Tiers 2 and 3 families were more likely
to be familiar with Maryland Family Network, which help families navigate ECE systems and financial support
in Baltimore City. This suggested that families who had the most need for early childhood resources could

be least aware of them. Some organizations, however, could have better reach to these families: families in
Income Tier 1A reported greater familiarity with Baltimore City Child Care Resource Center and families in
Income Tier 1B were more familiar with Maryland Coalition of Families.

TABLE 25
Families’ Familiarity with Early Childhood Resources by Income Levels

Tier 1A Tier 1B Tier 2 Tier 3
=100% FPL (%) 101-300% FPL (%) 301-600% FPL (%) >600% FPL (%)

Resource (Familiar %)

Judy Centers 22 30 47 49
LOCATE: Child Care 44 38 38 51
B'more for Healthy Babies 40 34 38 32
Maryland Family Network 26 31 52 51

Baltimore City Child Care

Resource Center 47 39 33 12
The Family Tree 15 36 31 20
ll*:/Iaanrq\i/llier\d Coalition of - 40 . y

- y,

Families’ Familiarity with Early Childhood Resources by Race/Ethnicity

Families' familiarity with local early childhood resources also varied across racial and ethnic groups (Table
26). More White families reported familiarity with the listed resources compared to Black and Hispanic
families. For example, 45% of White families were familiar with LOCATE: Child Care, compared to 36% of Black
families and 19% of Hispanic families reporting familiarity. In addition, 43% of White families were familiar with
Judy Centers, while 27% of Black families and 23% Hispanic families reported familiarity.

Across the full set of resources in the survey, Hispanic families were least likely to report familiarity, with the
notable exception of the Maryland Coalition of Families. This suggests that their outreach approach may
be especially effective in engaging Hispanic families and would be worth examining as a potential model for
improving dissemination efforts across the ECE system.

In the interviews and focus groups, Hispanic families and immigrant families were most likely to discuss
the lack of channels to seek early childhood information and resources. This could be related to the
unequal access to information across communities, language barriers, and different levels of trust in
public agencies and institutions.
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TABLE 26
Families’ Familiarity with Early Childhood Resources by Racial/Ethnic
Groups

Resource (Familiar %) White (%) Black (%) Hispanic (%)
Judy Centers 43 27 23
LOCATE: Child Care 45 36 19
B'more for Healthy Babies 35 38 26
Maryland Family Network 40 36 23
Baltimore City Child Care Resource Center 37 39 23
The Family Tree 37 24 19
Maryland Coalition of Families 40 24 40
\_ J

Families’ Familiarity with Early Childhood Resources by Special Needs

Table 27 presents comparisons of families’ familiarity with early childhood resources between families with
and without children with special needs. Across all seven resources, families with special needs children
consistently reported higher familiarity with these resources compared to families without special needs
children. In particular, 49% of families with special needs reported familiarity with the Maryland Coalition of
Families, compared to 27% of families without special needs. Likewise, 48% of families with special needs
reported familiarity with the Baltimore City Child Care Resource Center, while only 29% of families without
special needs reported familiarity. This could be related to the fact that these organizations directly provided
disability-related services, and families of children with special needs were more likely to actively seek or be
referred to these specialized resource networks.

TABLE 27
Families’ Familiarity with Early Childhood Resources by Special Needs

Resource (Familiar %) Witn::;dql With:l:teségeciql
Judy Centers 42 32
LOCATE: Child Care 44 36
B'more for Healthy Babies 43 32
Maryland Family Network 43 34
Baltimore City Child Care Resource Center 48 29
The Family Tree 37 27
\Moryland Coalition of Families 49 27 /
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DATA DIGEST

Awareness of Early Childhood Resources and ECE Options

1. Most families feel generally informed but lack confidence in navigating specific
options. While about 70% of families report knowing where to go with questions about child care,
child development, and school readiness, far fewer feel strongly confident about understanding
the full range of child care options in their communities.

2. Knowledge gaps vary by income. Income Tier 3 families consistently report greater
knowledge of child care options, access to school readiness resources, and quality ratings. While
families in Income Tier 1A are the most likely to report understanding children’s school readiness,
they are the least likely to feel that they have access to school-readiness resources.

3. Hispanic families report substantially lower knowledge and familiarity with resources.
Compared to White and Black families, Hispanic families are less likely to report knowing where to
seek information about child care, child development, and quality ratings, and are least familiar
with most early childhood resources.

4, Awareness of early childhood resources remains uneven across families. Although most
families report some familiarity with local resources, nearly one-third are not familiar with key
organizations such as Judy Centers, LOCATE: Child Care, and the Family Tree, indicating missed
opportunities to connect families to existing support.

5. Some outreach models appear more effective for specific populations. The Maryland
Coadlition of Families is a notable exception in reaching Hispanic families and families of children
with special needs, suggesting that its outreach strategies may offer useful lessons for improving
culturally responsive and targeted dissemination across the ECE system.

Qualitative Insights: Information Access and Sharing of EGE Resources

Resources Familiarity and Knowledge

Although nearly half of the families who participated in the interviews and focus groups reported being
somewhat familiar with available ECE resources, many described limited clarity about where to find reliable
information or how to identify ECE options that aligned with their needs. For example, several participants
described their knowledge of Maryland EXCELS ratings as vague, “I'm not entirely sure,” "l know they have
stars,” or "I'm kind of familiar with it.” Others reported even lower levels of awareness, sharing that they “didn’t
even look at [ECE] ratings” or had “no idea how this works.” Their uncertainty about ECE knowledge and
resources could suggest gaps in the accessibility of ECE information.

How Families Find Information & Trustworthy Resources

To better understand how ECE resources and information can be effectively disseminated to families, we asked
participants how they typically search for and access information about ECE resources. Families described four
primary pathways for finding ECE information: 1) online sources, including websites and social media platforms;
2) informal networks, such as conversations with friends, family members, neighbors, and other community
members, particularly those with young children; 3) information shared through public agencies and nonprofit
organizations; and 4) direct outreach to ECE programs, including phone calls and in—-person visits.

Online Sources

Many families searched for ECE information either through Google search or social media platforms, including
YouTube, Facebook, and WhatsApp groups. Families frequently mentioned their use of Facebook parenting
groups to find ECE resources or to look for nannies. Others would go to the official website of Baltimore City
Public Schools and the Mayor's Office website.
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Informal Networks

Families also shared their preferences for using informal networks. Many of them relied on their friends
and neighbors for information, especially those who also had young children. Some of them mentioned the
potential difficulties parents may face when using the internet, as one parent shared:

"Word of mouth has worked best for me... because I'm not very technological. But | feel like
all those apps have been really stressful for me. So mostly, | always use word of mouth like
asking one person or another and they’ll guide me.”

—A mother of two, currently enrolled in public Pre-K

Some parents also mentioned asking co-workers, while others mentioned reaching out to community
organizations and churches.
Public Agencies and Nonprofit Organizations

Public agencies and nonprofit organizations were also frequently mentioned platforms that families used

to seek child care information resources, especially Baltimore's public libraries, Maryland Family Network,
and Family Tree. Other parents also mentioned that some resource fairs hosted within their community
were helpful. Participants described their use of the Maryland EXCELS and LOCATE websites to find ECE
programs and options that might meet their needs. In addition, the ECE flyers that were distributed at their
workplaces or other places in their communities were helpful for some parents. One parent shared her
appreciation of the collaboration between the nonprofit organization LOCATE and their employer when she
tried to find a nanny:

"Trying to figure out how to hire a nanny, thank God for the nonprofit LOCATE, my work
at the time had a contract with them to assist any employee for free, and so, | was able to
call them and get a list of three- to-five-day child care that fit our needs, whether it was
cost, location, type of facility, or childcare. But also they provided information on how to
effectively evaluate facilities and what to look for in childcare. And that was so incredibly
helpful.”

—A mother of one, currently using a nanny share

Suggestions for Future Information Sharing

When asked the best way to share information with families about ECE programs and support, families
suggested three main channels: 1) social media, 2) personal messages, and 3) community events/displays,
which were consistent with what they usually used to search ECE-related information.

For information sharing on social media platforms, families frequently mentioned Facebook parenting groups
and emphasized the importance of “making sure that the information is easily accessible” and having “well-
organized information portal or information site pages.”

Some parents preferred text messages or emails. They expressed safety concerns for “door-to-door”
information sharing and felt that “text messages, receiving email” is more effective.
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Information sharing at community events, such as child care fairs and panels, was also suggested by families.
These could also include information displays around the city, such as at the schools of older siblings, the
state Motor Vehicle Administration, doctors’ offices, local public playgrounds, and libraries. One parent

also noted that the City Schools can serve as an effective communication channel for sharing ECE-related
information, as families often have older siblings enrolled in the school system. One parent shared:

“l also think, like, anytime a parent interacts with a city or state agency, there should be
information. Like, if I'm going to the DMV, why is there not something there? Like, if 'm going
downtown to the City Hall for whatever reason. Like, we should be sharing stuff about public
services in public places so that all of us are working together to achieve the same goals
and communicate the same information.”

—A mother of two children, with experience in public Pre-K and home-based ECE programs
Another participant who expressed preferences for in-person information sharing described that:

"l feel like social media is more of, like, not so trusted for me, but | feel like when it comes to
in-person, | would actually prefer that. That gives me a chance to actually, you know, ask my
questions directly, and then get some answers directly.”

—A father of two children, currently enrolled in a private ECE program

Families also mentioned the need to provide ECE information and resources in languages other than English
and have bilingual staff, with one parent sharing that:

“"Well, always try to have the information in both English and Spanish. That's one of the main
ones, and second, that these types of centers have more bilingual staff or at least have a
translator. Generally, there aren’t.”

—A mother of two, currently enrolled in a Head Start program

Summary

Taken together, these findings suggest that improving families' access to ECE resources and support requires
not only an increase in the availability of information but also promoting accessibility and trust in how
information is shared. Since families rely on a mix of online platforms, informal networks, and public agencies,
communication strategies can be improved by disseminating information across these channels rather

than relying solely on an official website. In addition, families consistently describe higher trust in information
shared through community-based organizations, Baltimore City Public Schools, libraries, nonprofits,
employers, and peer networks. Supporting these trusted messengers can improve families' access to more
accurate and timely ECE information and resources.
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Family-Perceived School Readiness Skills

Understanding families' priorities for their children’s school readiness is critical for designing
learning activities and promoting public early childhood support. Figure 4 presents families’
ratings of important skills for their children’s school readiness. Families rated communication skills
(57%) as the most important skills for their children’s development, followed by social skills (53%),
early literacy (50%), and emotional expression (47%). While still viewed as important, fewer
families selected early mathematical thinking and skills (39%) and physical health and motor skills
development (25%).

FIGURE 4
Families' Perceived Most Important Skills for Children's
School Readiness

60 — 57%
47%
[T
39%
25%
Communication Social Early literacy Emotional Early Physical

skills skills skills expression mathematic health and

thinking motor skill

and skills development

Note: We asked participants to select the top three important skills.

Family-Perceived School Readiness Skills by Income

Table 28 presents families’ priorities in children’s school readiness skills by income levels. Across all income
tiers, families consistently emphasized the importance of communication and social-emotional skills.
However, the relative balance between academic skills and interpersonal development varied by income.

Families in Income Tiers 1A placed the greatest emphasis on academics, listing early literacy skills,
communication skills, and early math skills as top priorities. Families in Income Tier 1B identified
communication skills as their top priority, with early literacy skills and social skills ranked closely behind.
Families in Income Tier 2 most frequently prioritized social skills and placed particularly strong emphasis

on social-emotional development and communication skills as critical components of school readiness.
Similarly, families in Income Tier 3 ranked communication skills as the most important, followed by social skills,
then emotional development.
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TABLE 28
Important Skills for Children's School Readiness by Income Levels

. Tier 1B Tier 2 .
Tier 1A Tier 3 >600%
<100% EPL 101-300% % 301-600% FPL .
= FPL FPL
1 Ec!rly literacy 62 Cgmmunlcutlon 55 Social skills 64 Cgmmunlcotlon 77
skills skills skills
2 Cqmmunlcotlon 60 Egrly literacy 54 Emotlor'\ol 50 Social skills 69
skills skills expression
Seliy Communication Emotional
3 mathematic 48 Social skills 46 . 50 . 60
L skills expression
thinking
J

Note: We asked participants to select the top three important skills.

Family-Perceived School Readiness Skills by Race/Ethnicity

Families’ priorities for school readiness skills differed by their racial and ethnic backgrounds (Table 29). White
families placed greater emphasis on communication and social-emotional skills. Black families prioritized
academic skills, including early literacy and math, alongside communication skills. Hispanic families identified
social skills, communication skills, and early literacy as their top three priorities for children’s school readiness.

TABLE 29
Important Skills for Children’s School Readiness by Racial/Ethnic Groups

Hispanic
1 SCLZI'Em“”'CGt'O” 56 Early literacy skills 66 Social skills 56
p) Social skills 54 sczl’:;m“”'co'tm 57 Early literacy skills 49
3 Emotlor.wcl 45 Equy mathematic 46 Cc?mmunlcotlon 49
expression skills skills /

Note: We asked participants to select the top three important skills.
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Family-Perceived School Readiness Skills by Special Needs

We also conducted the subgroup analysis comparing families with and without children with special needs.
There were no significant differences between these two groups, and both groups demonstrated consistent
patterns with the full sample.

Qualitative Insights: Perceptions of School Readiness

Consistent with the findings in the survey, families emphasized the importance of children’s social and
emotional development over academic skills when describing school readiness in the interviews and focus
groups. Families frequently described the significance of helping young children with regulating emotions and
building relationships with peers and adults. As one parent described:

“lI want her to be able to say hello to classmates, and introduce herself, and share without
screaming, and have a conversation with adults at school if she’s uncomfortable about
something...I personally am much more concerned with her ability to interact with other
people, to regulate her emotions, and to learn to enjoy school and learning.”

—A mother of one who had used nanny sharing and public Pre-K

Similarly, other participants suggested that the critical role of teachers in supporting children’s emotion
regulation at the ECE stage:

“I really think that what's so important at this age is really sort of the socio-emotional
learning, you know, learning how to regulate emotions, learning how to engage with others,
learning how to resolve conflict.”

—A mother of one, currently enrolled in a private ECE program

“"He's a 2-year-old, so he has, like, tantrums, and he goes through these, like, emotions, big
emotions... sometimes | feel like | don’t have the tools, and so, like, if there was another,
experienced teacher there to, like, help him navigate that, | think that'd be a big thing for
that preschool time.”

—A mother of two, not currently enrolled in ECE programs

Families also recognized the importance of building early academic knowledge and skills. Several parents
described basic numeracy, letter recognition, and early language exposure as valuable for school readiness.

Overall, both the survey findings and interview/focus group results suggested that families placed more
emphasis on foundational communication and social-emotional skills that help children build relationships
and regulate emotions, and they viewed academic and physical development as still critical but less urgent
components of school readiness.
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Additional Suggestions and Needs for EGE System
Improvement by Families

When asked about the additional resources or support that Baltimore families should receive
to help care for their children, families shared their suggestions on three key areas in the open-
ended responses in the survey and during the interviews/focus groups: 1) improvement of the
overall ECE system, 2) wellness and material support for families, and 3) additional benefits for
educators who are also parents. These additional recommendations reflect priority areas for
policy and system-level improvement.

Improvement of the Overall EGE System

Regarding the overall improvement of the ECE system, families’ suggestions mainly focused on financial
support, the accessibility of ECE options, and transportation support.

Financial Support and Affordability

Aligned with the barriers and experiences shared by families in the survey, many families emphasized the
need for increased financial support to make ECE more affordable, benefiting parents who struggle to
balance their employment, caregiving responsibilities and the high cost of ECE options. As parents shared:

“National struggle of, like, child care costs, and returning to work, and paid leave, and things
like that. That is not just a Baltimore City issue. But anything that can be done to encourage
those things or advocate for improvements in that would be good.”

—A mother of one child, who had used nanny sharing and home-based ECE programs

| think additional support that parents need are more vouchers, and finding out about more
free, child care places, because | got lucky and found a free child care place, but not so many
parents are lucky.”

—A mother of three children, currently using a Head Start program
The need for financial support was particularly pronounced for families with infants and toddlers. One parent shared:

“l think subsidizing more child care, just so that, especially when you're looking for infant
care and everything's really expensive. If... money weren’t such a huge factor, then people
would feel much more supported.”

—A mother of one child, enrolled in a private ECE program

In addition to the direct support for families, participants also emphasized the importance of supporting the
ECE workforce as a strategy to improve affordability and quality of ECE. Families recognized that low wages
and limited professional support might contribute to the instability and uneven quality among ECE educators.
As one parent shared:

"l think just the overall quality, | think pay for teachers and child care providers, and the
ability to retain people, and... put time and effort into training them.”

—A mother of one child who had used private ECE programs
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Strengthening the Accessibility of Diverse ECE Options

Reducing the structural barriers to access ECE programs across Baltimore City was consistently suggested by
families. In particular, families described the need for support in the application process, as one parent shared:

"l just feel like the processes should be a little easier. | feel like this with all government
programs, this is why | really don’t indulge in any of them ... | feel like they’re not really
very welcoming.”

—A mother of one child, not currently enrolled in ECE programs

In addition, geographic accessibility was another concern that parents shared in the survey and interviews.
Families living in neighborhoods with fewer ECE options described their struggles in finding high-quality ECE
programs with available open seats:

“"We're in Baltimore City, but it ends up we're, like, closer to the county, so there’s, like...

| feel like resources are more concentrated in, like, the heart of the city, or in some
neighborhoods. And | guess some neighborhoods, like mine, there's not much going on here.
And | think having more options all over, that are available everywhere in the city...”

—A mother of two children, currently enrolled in a private ECE program

“l live in a densely populated neighborhood and there are only two child care centers in
walking distance, neither of them serves children under two and a half or 3... My child will be
attending a preschool that is a 20-minute walk from my house in September because it is
the closest center that had availability. There are two Head Start centers closer to my home
than the preschool we will use, but we don’t qualify for access to this program.”

—A mother of one child, currently using informal care

Transportation Support

Several families suggested the need for a more consistent transportation system in Baltimore City, which
would particularly benefit families without access to a personal vehicle. One parent shared that she had to
withdraw her son from Early Head Start because of transportation difficulties:

“"Transportation, because that’'s why | actually had to pull my son out of Early Head
Start. But, that was the last straw... because, again... | don't have a car.”

—A mother of one child, not currently enrolled in ECE programs

In addition, parents acknowledged the availability of ECE resources across Baltimore City; however, they also
shared the difficulty in accessing these resources without reliable transportation, with one parent describing:

“And so, there’'s a lot of resources, but they are all a drive. In terms of child care, | would not
be able to walk my child anywhere. It all would be a 10-minute car ride, no matter what. So |
do think that is somewhat limiting as well.”

—A mother to one child, currently using nanny sharing
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Related to tardiness and absenteeism, parents emphasized the need for a more reliable transportation
system. One parent shared:

“l also believe there are serious issues with transportation for all students in Baltimore
City. This leads to chronic tardiness, absenteeism, and ultimately low graduation rates. A
transportation system designed specifically for all students that doesn’t involve the need
to contract or use MTA would be a huge support in students accessing quality care and
education.”

—A mother of one child, currently using a home-based ECE program

Wellness Resources and Material Support for Families

Several families described the need for accessing wellness support, such as therapy and counseling, for
both parents’ and children’s mental health. One parent suggested that when provided early, therapy
and counseling can contribute to children’s development. Another parent, who is a single mother of five,
specifically shared the importance of early mental health support for children who experience stress or
trauma within the home environment:

“Staying on top of mental health is a big thing in starting the normalization of going to
therapy or having a counselor, or something like that, even at this early age, is a great

thing to have, because there's a stigma about it. And... | know my whole family suffers from
mental health issues, and | know a lot of my trauma and things that | went through as a child
could have been avoided and helped if | would have had that early education ... of therapy.”

—A mother of five children, with experience in Head Start programs

In addition to wellness services, families also described the needs related to basic child care materials, such
as diapers and food. These are particularly important for immigrant families and those who have limited and
unstable income sources, as one immigrant mother shared:

“They are there, but the materials may not be there. So you can have some resources... like
food pantries, public food pantries...but it's a challenge [to access basic child care materials
such as] diapers...”

—A mother of two children, currently enrolled in a private ECE program
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Support for Parents Who Are Both Educators and Parents

Several participants identified themselves as both parents of young children and members of the ECE or
K—12 workforce. Unfortunately, this group of families described that the low compensation, limited family
leave, and insufficient child care support for the education workforce made it difficult for them to balance
their jobs with child caregiving responsibilities.

One participant suggested the need for “providing caretakers with more sustainable wages.” Similarly, other
participants emphasized the need for guaranteed family leave and employer-supported child care options
for educators. A parent who worked as a teacher in the Baltimore City Public Schools system shared her
challenges of finding after-school programs for her own children while working with other families’ children:

“There needs to be a priority around teachers...whoever is working, like, full-time in
your school building, there needs to be some sort of assistance for them, because ... we
are fighting just like the parents. | have to stop my service that I'm doing to somebody
else’s child to try to figure out what I'm going to do with my child, and then we’re not
accommodating because | cannot bring my child to work.”

—A mother of one child, not currently enrolled in ECE programs
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Recommendations and Next Steps

Findings from this study indicate that while important progress has been made in the city through

publicly funded programs and Pre-K expansion, families continue to face significant barriers

related to affordability, availability, program hours, geographic access, and system navigation.

Families' strong interest in public Pre-K points to the need for a clear commitment to universal access, while
preserving a mixed-delivery system that offers meaningful choices for families across public schools, Head
Start, community-based centers, family child care, and other settings.

The following recommendations are grounded in families’ lived experiences and aligned with implementation

priorities under the Blueprint for Maryland's Future.

Because these priorities are interconnected, progress will require coordinated action across Baltimore City
Public Schools, public agencies, ECE providers, community organizations, and state partners.

1. Make Publicly Funded Pre-K Universally
Available for 3- and 4-Year-Olds

Families across all income and racial and ethnic
groups express strong interest in public Pre-K.
Baltimore City should work toward guaranteeing
access to a high-quality, publicly funded Pre-K
option for all 3- and 4-year-olds whose families
want to enroll them, regardless of income,
neighborhood, language, disability, or family
circumstances. We recommend:

= Expanding capacity across public schools and
qualified community-based providers until all
families seeking a publicly funded Pre-K seat for a
3- or 4-year-old can enroll.

= Preserving meaningful family choice within the
mixed-delivery system, including public school,
Head Start, and community-based settings.

= Using an equity-centered implementation
strategy that prioritizes children and families
facing the greatest barriers while building toward
universal access at both ages.

= Ensuring that expanded Pre-K access is
accompanied by inclusive services, services in
languages other than English, practical program
hours, and clear information about enroliment
and placement.
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2. Expand Infant, Toddler, and Flexible Care
Supply

Access inequities are greatest during infancy and

toddlerhood, when care is least affordable and

available. Families also value smaller and more

flexible arrangements. We recommend:

Providing targeted grants, incentives, and technical
assistance to expand high-quality infant and toddler
slots.

= Prioritizing expansion in neighborhoods with
the largest gaps between family demand and
available supply.

= Supporting family child care networks, small-
center models, and shared-services approaches.

= Expanding access to Judy Centers and other
family-centered support services for families with
infants and toddlers.

= Developing practical guidance on contracts,
safety, and quality for families using nanny shares
or other shared-care arrangements.



3. Address Affordability Gaps Across the ECE
Continuum

Families with low to moderate incomes often face a
gap between eligibility for public assistance and the
actual cost of private ECE. These pressures were
especially evident among families earning between
101% and 600% of the federal poverty level. We
recommend:

= Expanding sliding-scale assistance and other
financial support beyond current eligibility
thresholds.

= Simplifying access to the Child Care Scholarship
and providing clear guidance on eligibility,
documentation, and renewal requirements.

= Reexamining employment- and activity-
based eligibility requirements in the Child Care
Scholarship system that may prevent families
from obtaining care while seeking work, education,
or training.

= Increasing awareness of publicly funded ECE
options and available financial support through
trusted community channels.

4. Increase Seat Availability and Coordinate
Enroliment

Long waitlists and limited openings prevent
families from securing preferred ECE options. We
recommend:

= Increasing publicly funded seats in neighborhoods
and age groups with the highest unmet demand.

= Developing more timely and accurate information
about openings and waitlists across participating
providers.

= Exploring coordinated enroliment, referral,
and waitlist systems that reduce duplicative
applications and connect families to available
alternatives.

= Using application, waitlist, enrollment, and
neighborhood-level data to guide future
investments in ECE capacity.

5. Expand Aftercare and Scheduling Flexibility

Families’ work and education schedules often do
not align with program hours, and uncertainty about
aftercare makes public Pre-K impractical for some
families. We recommend:

= Expanding reliable and affordable before- and
after-care linked to publicly funded Pre-K.

= Supporting extended-day, extended-year, and
flexible-hour care models across ECE settings.

= Encouraging partnerships between schools and
community-based providers to provide seamless
full-day coverage.

= Clearly communicating program hours, aftercare
availability, and related costs before families make
enrollment decisions.

6. Improve Geographic Access and Address
Transportation Barriers

Families report that program location and
transportation affect whether they can use available
ECE options. Rather than prescribing a single
transportation model, the city should incorporate
these barriers into planning and develop targeted
responses. We recommend:

= Using neighborhood-level population, demand,
enrollment, and transit information to guide
where ECE seats and family support services are
expanded.

= Assessing transportation barriers during
enrollment and referral processes and connecting
families to existing transportation resources when
available.

= Exploring targeted transportation partnerships or
pilot strategies for families who otherwise lack a
feasible way to reach an available program.
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7. Create a Multilingual, Trusted, and User-
Friendly ECE Navigation System

Families often know that resources exist but struggle
to identify appropriate options, understand eligibility,
complete applications, or obtain reliable information.
In particular, those who do not speak English at home
and/or immigrant families reported information and
navigation barriers. Families also emphasize the
importance of receiving information through trusted
people and organizations. We recommend:

= Developing a centralized, user-friendly source
of current information on program availability,
eligibility, cost, hours, location, language access,
aftercare, and inclusive services.

= Pairing online information with individualized
enrollment and navigation assistance through
multilingual staff, family service coordinators, and
trusted community partners.

= Providing clear, step-by-step guidance for
enrolling in public Pre-K, Head Start, and other
private ECE programs.

= Partnering with schools, pediatricians, libraries,
faith organizations, employers, public agencies,
and community organizations to share consistent
information.

= Using multiple communication channels, including
text messages, email, social media, community
events, Spanish-language media, and K-12 school
communications.

= Expanding peer ambassador and parent network
initiatives, particularly in communities that have
been less effectively reached by existing outreach.
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8. Strengthen Inclusive Support for Children
with Special Needs

Families of children with special needs face delays,
complicated processes, and barriers to finding
inclusive programs. We recommend:

= Streamlining evaluation, eligibility, and referral
processes for Individualized Family Service Plans
(IFSPs) and Individualized Education Programs
(IEPs).

= Expanding family service coordinators who can
support families across evaluations, placement,
and transitions.

= Increasing the availability of inclusive programs
across public schools and community-based ECE
settings.

= Providing ongoing professional development,
consultation, and resources to help ECE providers
implement inclusive practices.

= Monitoring wait times and access to inclusive
programs to identify and address disparities.

9. Invest in Workforce Stability and Fostering
Strong Relationships

Families link program quality to stable, well-
supported educators and nurturing relationships.
Educators who are also parents have difficulty
supporting other families’ children while struggling
to secure reliable care for their own children. We
recommend:

= Improving compensation, benefits, working
conditions, and retention incentives for the ECE
workforce.

= Expanding coaching, mental health support, and
opportunities for ECE educators’ professional
growth.

= Strengthening culturally and linguistically
responsive family engagement and supporting
bilingual staffing.

= Building organizational environments that
promote the well-being of both children and
adults.

= Exploring targeted child care assistance for ECE
and K-12 educators and staff, which may include
reserved slots, priority enrollment, reduced fees,
subsidies, or employer-supported benefits.



10. Expand Integrated Data Infrastructure
and Establish a Unique Child Identifier

Through the Baltimore Education Research
Consortium (BERC), Baltimore City has an existing
infrastructure for linking data across publicly funded
programs and examining children’s experiences and
outcomes over time. As the city expands its mixed-
delivery ECE system, this infrastructure should be
strengthened to include participating community-
based providers and to support a more complete
understanding of children’s experiences from birth
through entry into the K—12 system. A consistent
unique child identifier would further improve

the city's ability to examine access, continuity,
transitions, and outcomes across settings. We
recommend:

= Expanding the existing data-linking infrastructure
to incorporate data from all publicly funded ECE
programs, including participating community-

based providers within the mixed-delivery system.

= Advocating, in coordination with state partners,
for a consistent unique child identifier that is
assigned as early as possible and follows children
across ECE programs and into the K-12 system.

= Expanding data-sharing agreements, common

definitions, and governance procedures across
Baltimore City Public Schools, public agencies,
Head Start, Judy Centers, and participating
community-based providers.

= Supporting community-based providers in

developing the data systems, reporting capacity,
and technical infrastructure needed to participate
in integrated data efforts without creating undue
administrative burden.

= Using linked data to examine applications,

waitlists, enrollment, attendance, program
transitions, continuity of services, and school-
readiness outcomes across programs and over
time.

= Regularly reviewing and reporting disaggregated

data to identify inequities by neighborhood,
income, race and ethnicity, language,
disability, program setting, and other relevant
characteristics.

= Establishing strong privacy, security, consent,

governance, and data-access protections so that
linked information is used only for clearly defined
public purposes.

Choices, Preferences, Challenges, and Needs
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