Delaware Near the Bottom in Access

to Child Care

Today, Delaware only serves 1 in 5 children across all state-funded child care
programs, leaving many families with young children scrambling with unaffordable

tuition and long waitlists.

Delaware only provides access to public programs to
those with very low incomes, shutting out most
working families. Without assistance, child care
tuition is unaffordable for most families.

A family must earn less than $65,000 in
household income to initially qualify for
subsidies and public programming.

But a small increase in that family’s paycheck—like a
raise at work—can cause challenges. Above
$65,000, a family would stay on public assistance
until they reached 300 percent of the Federal Poverty
Level ($96,000).

If a family applying for assistance makes
more than $65,000, they do not qualify for
any support.
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When it comes to child care eligibility,
Delaware is far behind national peers.

Delaware Ranks:

43rd in “initial eligibility” for

nationally Purchase of Care subsidy

42nd in access to state-sponsored
nationally pre-K for 3- and 4-year-olds

*Initial eligibility refers to the income level families need to earn to first
qualify for public assistance. In Delaware, that number is 200% of the
Federal Poverty Level, or around $65,000.

“Middle-class families are locked out of the
child care system because we don’t qualify
for any state subsidies, but the price of child
care is the same as a mortgage.”

-New Castle County parent

Sources: CED Analysis based on Urban Institute’s CCDFE Plan Database

and Census ACS Data; NIEER Pre-K Yearbook; Updated FPL; SMI,
Census Bureau, 2024
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By Increasing Eligibility —As Many States Have Done—More Families Could Access Care

Only families in the green row are eligible to receive state child care benefits in Delaware. Those qualifying at 200% can remain eligible
until they reach 300%. Other states have increased eligibility levels as high as 575%, like in Vermont and to all families regardless of

income in New Mexico.

% of State Median
income ($128,053)

Number of 0-5 Year % of 0-5 Year

Families Served Family of 4

Federal Poverty Level % Annual Income

Up to 200% $64,300 50%
Up to 250% $80,375 63%

Olds Eligible Olds Eligible
24,899 39%
29,608 47%

These families are NOT eligible in Delaware.
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Delaware’s
Approach Doesn’t
Make Sense

Families earning under $65,000 a year
can expect to pay $9,000 in child care
copayments annually, while a family
earning just $66,000 would pay
$24,000 for care annually, more than
1/3 of their total income.
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$9,000/year

annual income $24,000/year
copayment annual income
for two children for two children

Source: Economic Policy Institute, Family Budget Calculator

Quit Your Job or Afford Child Care?

Delaware Families in Tough Financial Spot

Basic Survival Budget for 2 adults and 2 children: $106,000

In Delaware, adults with
would have to make a
minimum of an hour each

(working 40 hours a week) to afford
child care and all other basic expenses
(housing, transportation,

utilities, food, etc).

4 State Median
Income

Most states use State Median
Income (SMI) when determining
a family’s eligibility for state

If only in the

family is , they

would need to make
an hour.

“It doesn’t make sense for them to work

full-time when their paychecks are going to

child care, so they opt to resign their position.”
-Sussex County Employer

Delaware’s State Median Income for a
family of 4 is: $128,854

Delaware's income threshold is around
51% of SMI (or 200% FPL), or $65,000

Compared with other states...
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For more information, visit www.firststateprek.com



