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the first five years last forever

The single greatest factor determining a child’s success in school and later in life is the quality of his or 
her experiences from birth to age 5—prior even to entering kindergarten.

The critical importance of early childhood is demonstrated by mounting evidence from two fields of 
research:  neurological studies of early brain development and longitudinal studies of the long-term 
impact of high-quality preschool programs.  This evidence fundamentally changes the context in which 
we must evaluate the billions of public and private dollars Marylanders spend each year in pursuit of 
educational excellence, a productive workforce, and safe, thriving communities.

The years from birth to age 5 constitute the most expansive period of brain development and learning. 

• 95% of brain growth takes place before the age of six.

• During the years from birth to age 5, children develop the foundational capacities that will set the 
stage, either fragile or sturdy, for all later learning and functioning.

• Young children need nurturing care and stimulating environments and experiences in order to 
achieve normal brain growth and to support the explosion of development—cognitive, social/
emotional, and physical—that occurs during this time.

• Children who experience abusive or neglectful care are at risk of not experiencing healthy brain 
development and of failing to acquire necessary skills and abilities.

• Language acquisition, self-regulation, and social competence are among the critical school-readiness 
skills that children should develop between birth and age 5.

Maryland’s current system of early care and education is not equal to the task of reliably promoting 
learning, healthy development, and school readiness for all children.  (The cost of this failure and the 
benefits of success are quantified in the “Smart Investments, Lifelong Dividends” section.)  The pages that 
follow indicate why Maryland must do better. 

Harvard University’s Center for the Developing Child describes the key developmental concepts of “Brain 
Architecture,” “Resilience,” and “Executive Function & Self-Regulation.”  From Neurons to Neighborhoods:  
The Science of Early Childhood Development, first published in 2000, galvanized the field and examined 
developmental neuroscience squarely within the context of public policy.  Its “Executive Summary” is 
excerpted on page 10.
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 smart investments, lifelong dividends

High-quality early childhood education pays dividends that last a lifetime, and those dividends accrue 
not just to individuals and families but to society as a whole.

Longitudinal studies show that children, especially but not only those living in poverty and facing 
other risk factors for school failure, benefit tremendously from high-quality preschool programs.  They 
are more likely to graduate from high school, to earn more (and pay higher taxes) as adults, to own 
their homes, and to lead healthier lives.  Conversely, they are also more likely to avoid costly negative 
outcomes, such as teen pregnancy, reliance on public assistance, and arrests.  Benefits are associated 
not just with long-term savings; more immediately, children from high-quality preschool programs are 
also less likely to require special education services or experience grade retention in their school years.

Overall, every dollar invested in high-quality early childhood education brings a return of 
approximately $7.  Put another way, one widely cited early childhood program yielded a 13% return 
on investment per child, per year, according to an analysis by Dr. James Heckman, a Nobel Laureate in 
Economics (see next page).

The evidence is clear and overwhelming:  high-quality early childhood education benefits us all.  The 
pages that follow include examples of Dr. Heckman’s economic analyses and the Executive Summary 
of Investing in Our Future: The Evidence Base on Preschool Education, an extensive review of rigorous 
research findings by some of the field’s most distinguished authors.
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 early childhood by the numbers

Rounding slightly, there are 365,000 children under the age of 5 in Maryland.  That equates to nearly 
73,000 children in each year’s age cohort (i.e., 73,000 from birth to 12 months, 73,000 from age 1 up to 
age 2, etc.).  And of the 960,000 children under age 12 in Maryland, 79% have mothers in the workforce.  
A subsequent section of this document discusses “Where the Children Are When They’re Not at 
Home.” In the meantime, the numbers themselves tell interesting stories.

For example, in every Maryland county, the cost of child care ranks among the top three household 
expenses, along with housing and taxes.  In Baltimore City, child care is the highest household expense.  
While child care is very expensive—an annual average of $14,612 statewide for a child under age 2 in 
a center—child care workers are among the most poorly paid in the workforce.  A child care center 
teacher earns on average $25,203 for a 12-month year, compared to the average annual salary of $68,357 
for a public school teacher working 10 months.  Nationally, child care workers are paid on par with 
parking lot attendants and dry cleaning workers.

To help policymakers and the public understand such figures and consider their implications, Maryland 
Family Network annually publishes Child Care Demographics, a compilation of data related to young 
children and their families.  Among the focuses are child care supply and demand, household income, 
the cost of care, housing information, and more.  Data are presented for Maryland as a whole and 
for each of the State’s 24 local jurisdictions.  The reports can be accessed online at http://www.
marylandfamilynetwork.org/demographics/, and hard copies are available for policymakers on request.  
The pages that follow include the 2018 Child Care Demographics composite data for Maryland.
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 where the children are when
 they’re not at home

Early care and education more closely resembles a patchwork than a system.  Maryland’s children live, 
play, and learn in a variety of settings before they reach the age of 5, at which time full-day kindergarten 
attendance becomes compulsory.  

Given the high percentage of working parents, most children spend large amounts of time in the care 
of unrelated adults outside their homes.  In general, when that out-of-home care exceeds 20 hours per 
month and is provided for payment, it is regulated by the State to ensure the health, safety, and proper 
supervision of the children.  For example, state regulations require that child care providers undergo 
criminal background checks and receive basic training in such subjects as nutrition, child development, 
and safe sleep practices.  Publicly funded programs such as Head Start and public pre-K are similarly 
subject to governmental regulations.

As indicated in the chart below, the majority of Maryland children from birth to age 5 are in licensed 
child care settings—for the most part, either a residence providing care for up to eight children 
(a “family child care home”) or a larger facility serving many more children (a “child care center”).  
However, these settings are not necessarily exclusive.  Nearly 30% of parents with children under age 5 
rely on more than one type of care—public pre-K followed by after-school child care, for example.

Maryland Family Network  |  The ABC’s of Early Childhood         Page 46

Head Start / Early Head Start /
Family Support Centers

Public Pre-Kindergaten

Home & Informal Care

28%

3%

8%

61%

where are maryland’s 365,000 children birth to age 5?

Regulated Child Care

C D E



It’s important to note that not all settings offer early care and education of equal quality.  For instance, 
while all child care centers must meet baseline licensing requirements, many voluntarily exceed those 
standards and seek accreditation that reflects a higher level of quality.  On the other hand, the quality 
of home and informal (i.e., unregulated) care is highly suspect, as indicated by the comparatively 
low levels of kindergarten-readiness displayed by children who previously received that type of care.  
Within this category are children who stay home, who receive care from relatives, or who may be in 
illegal arrangements with unlicensed providers, putting them at risk not only developmentally but also 
in some cases physically.

The pages that follow briefly describe a dozen of the major programs and services that address the 
early care and education needs of young children and their families in Maryland.  Please note that 
these listings are not exhaustive.  More information about these and other programs and services 
are available from several sources, including the Maryland State Department of Education, the 
Department of Legislative Services (which publishes a Legislative Handbook with a chapter on 
Early Childhood Development and Education), and Maryland Family Network (MFN).  For more 
information, please contact MFN Director of Public Policy Clinton Macsherry at cmacsherry@
marylandfamilynetwork.org. 

 

      
      Early Care and Education Program Settings

A child care center is a facility that provides non-parental care to children in a group setting for part 
of the day.  The number of children permitted to be in a center’s care is determined by several factors, 
including the facility’s size, the ratio of staff to children, and the children’s ages.  (For example, there 
must be at least one adult staffer for every three children under age 2.)  Child care centers are licensed 
and regulated by the Office of Child Care (OCC) within the Maryland State Department of Education 
(MSDE).

A family child care home is typically operated by a provider in her own residence.  The provider 
undergoes background checks, a prescribed course of training, and safety inspections prior to being 
licensed.  Group size cannot exceed eight children, with no more than two children under age 2.  
Family child care homes are also regulated by MSDE’s OCC.

MSDE also manages the State’s Child Care Subsidy Program, designed to help low-income families 
enter and remain in the workforce by subsidizing the high cost of child care.  Eligibility is predicated 
on family size and income—as of August 1, 2018, a family of four earning up to $71,525 can receive 
subsidy.  Families are issued subsidy vouchers and assessed co-payments on a sliding scale.  Families 
are also responsible for covering any difference there may be between the subsidy amount and the fees 
charged by the child care provider.  Providers are not required to accept the vouchers or serve families 
eligible for the program.  However, subsidy rates will increase over the next few years with the goal of 
giving parents access to at least 60 percent of the child care programs in their communities.
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Maryland guarantees access to public pre-kindergarten (pre-K) for four-year-olds whose families 
earn up to 185% of the Federal Poverty Guidelines (FPG; $46,435 for a family of four).   Families with 
incomes up to 300% of FPG ($75,300 for a family of four) may also be eligible under pre-K expansion 
grants.  Broadening access to high-quality pre-K is a priority for many policymakers and will likely 
be the subject of legislation and debate in 2019 (see the “What Lies Ahead” section).  Pre-K services 
include either a half-day (2.5 hour) or full-day (6.5 hours) session that meets five days a week during 
the academic year. Different program models may add or blend together different funding streams to 
provide a more seamless full-day, full-year option for children.

A critical component of Maryland’s expansion of public pre-K is its “diverse delivery” system, through 
which the State partners with high-quality, community-based child care programs that meet the same 
standards as elementary school-based pre-K. This strategy allows the State to enroll more students 
more quickly, rather than spending enormous sums to construct new pre-K classrooms and purchase 
fleets of school buses. Many of these community-based settings not only provide high-quality care 
but also ensure that parents have access to the before- and after-school care that the lengths of their 
workdays require.

The Early Head Start program, funded primarily by the federal government with some supplemental 
funding by the State, nurtures healthy attachments between caregivers and children and enables 
parents to move toward self-sufficiency. The program serves pregnant women as well as children 
younger than age 3 and their families who live at or below 100% FPG ($25,100 for a family of four).  
Services are available at Early Head Start centers and in the home.  All Early Head Start programs 
provide a high-quality early learning environment for children while simultaneously assisting families 
in meeting their goals, such as housing stability, continued education, financial security, and a strong 
peer support network.
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Head Start, which is also funded primarily by the federal government with some supplemental 
funding by the State, promotes school readiness for children under age 5 from families at or below 
100% FPG ($25,100 for a family of four).  With education, health promotion, social services, and other 
program components, Head Start strives to enhance the physical, social, emotional, and cognitive 
development of children through the provision of comprehensive services to families.  The programs 
are operated by a variety of public and private entities in Maryland. 

MFN manages Maryland’s network of 25 Family Support Centers (FSCs), the original models for 
Early Head Start.  These ”two-generation” programs enable parents facing barriers to success to set 
goals and work toward self-sufficiency while their children are enrolled in a state-of-the-art child 
care program.  Parents work with FSC staff to become better parents, develop job skills, reach their 
high school or other education goals, receive health and nutrition education and referrals, and find 
a network of peers to support them in this journey. In addition to child care, infants and toddlers at 
FSCs receive regular developmental and health screenings to make sure they are meeting milestones.  
Today, nine of Maryland’s FSCs operate as Early Head Start programs.

 

      Child Care Quality Enhancement Initiatives
 

Among Maryland’s several efforts to elevate the quality of child care, its network of Child Care 
Resource Centers (CCRCs) is the longest standing.  Established in 1989 and managed by MFN, the 12 
CCRCs serve every region of the State, offering training, capacity building, and technical assistance 
to child care providers. CCRCs help providers comply with and exceed the standards required for 
licensing and achieve higher levels of professional development, the better to serve the children in 
their care.  CCRCs conduct approximately 2,000 training sessions with more than 28,000 participants 
each year.

Training and other professional development activities form the core of the Maryland Child Care 
Credential, a voluntary program that recognizes individual child care providers who exceed the State’s 
minimum licensing requirements. Six credential levels and four administrator levels each recognize a 
provider’s achievement of a specific number of training hours, years of experience, and professional 
activities, all of which undergird a high-quality child care program.  Incentives for participating 
providers include training vouchers and achievement bonuses.

Child care programs, as distinct from individual providers, can pursue accreditation from MSDE 
or from national accrediting organizations to demonstrate their attainment of high quality.  
Accreditation standards are often quite rigorous and greatly exceed the State’s minimum licensing 
requirements.  Training and technical assistance from CCRCs as well as grants and other supports 
from MSDE can help child care programs navigate the accreditation process.
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Along the parallel path to accreditation, child care programs often participate in Maryland EXCELS.  
Based on nationally recognized quality standards and best practices, EXCELS promotes quality by 
awarding ratings to child care and public pre-K programs.  Programs earn ratings on five progressive 
levels that form a pathway to excellence. A rating of 1 is awarded to providers and programs that 
successfully meet initial requirements, while a rating of 5 is awarded to those that have achieved the 
highest level of quality.  (In effect, most programs that become accredited are eligible for an EXCELS 
5 rating.)  These ratings are made public so that families can make informed choices in the care of 
their children.  Financial incentives and technical assistance are available to programs that choose to 
participate in EXCELS.

       Other Services for Young Children and Families

Home visiting programs team parents with trained professionals to help them learn how to care for 
their babies and themselves during pregnancy and the child’s first five years.  By offering access to 
information about child health and development and by fostering positive parenting skills, home 
visiting programs promote positive birth outcomes, prevent child abuse and neglect, and foster school 
readiness.  Maryland requires that publicly funded home visiting programs utilize “evidence-based” 
models, as defined by the federal government, or models in the process of becoming evidence-based.  
State funding for home visiting flows through MSDE, while the Maryland Department of Health 
manages the State’s federal home visiting grant.
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In concert with local jurisdiction lead agencies, MSDE also directs the Maryland Infants and Toddlers 
Program, which provides early intervention services for children under age 5 with developmental 
delays and disabilities and their families.  These services can include (but aren’t limited to) audiology, 
speech pathology, and vision assistance; occupational therapy and physical therapy; health and 
nursing services; and parent counseling and training.  The goal is to enhance the child’s potential for 
growth and development before he or she reaches school age.  Children from birth to age 3 receive 
an Individualized Family Service Plan (IFSP) specifying the early intervention services that can 
be provided in the child’s home or another convenient location, often an early childhood setting. 
Maryland’s innovative Extended IFSP Option offers families the choice to remain on an IFSP beyond 
their child’s third birthday, if their child is determined eligible for preschool special education and 
related services. 

Maryland has utilized Early Childhood Mental Health Consultation (ECMHC) as a strategy to 
promote positive social emotional development and address behavioral concerns in young children 
for more than a decade.  MSDE funds ECMHC programs, which are housed in the State’s Child 
Care Resource Centers and serve early care and education programs statewide.  ECMHC aims to 
support young children’s social and emotional development to address challenging behaviors.  A 
majority of ECMHC services are provided in child care centers.  The services include observation and 
assessment of children and classroom environments, along with parent/teacher training and coaching 
to meet children’s social and emotional needs, to employ specific behavior modification skills, and to 
implement strategies for retaining and serving children with behavioral and other mental health needs.  
When appropriate, ECMHC specialists make referrals to Maryland’s Infants and Toddlers program, 
Child Find, and other mental health services.  Evaluations have shown ECMHC to be highly effective 
in improving child behaviors and preschool program climates while greatly reducing suspensions and 
expulsions.

The term Judy Centers is a bit of a misnomer in the sense that they serve primarily as service 
coordinators, rather than bricks-and-mortar facilities providing direct services.  Located chiefly in 
Title I school districts, Maryland’s 51 Judy Centers serve children birth through kindergarten and 
their families, primarily through partnerships with public kindergarten and pre-K programs, the 
Maryland Infants and Toddlers Program, preschool special education, private child care providers, 
Family Support Centers, Head Start programs, and other community agencies and organizations that 
are critical to meeting the needs of families with high needs.  Although there are some constants, 
the services accessed and provided through these partnerships vary to some degree with the needs of 
individual families and communities.  Some partners contribute in unique and creative ways, such 
as local bookstores that provide venues for story time.  Based on Maryland’s Kindergarten Readiness 
Assessment results, children who’ve been served in a Judy Center partnership consistently demonstrate 
higher levels of readiness than their peers with no Judy Center experience.
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 what’s ahead

In the coming years, Maryland will implement dramatic improvements in its Child Care Subsidy 
Program.  Although these improvements have been enacted or announced and are already underway, 
advocates and supporters within the Administration and the General Assembly will monitor the 
progress of implementation vigilantly.

Other topical issues, such as paid parental leave and early childhood mental health, will likely 
command increasing attention.

By any reckoning, however, the recommendations of the Commission on Innovation and Excellence in 
Education (better known as the Kirwan Commission) and the legislation that those recommendations 
engender will dominate the 2019 Session of the General Assembly, and quite possibly Sessions in 
subsequent years.

The Commission is expected to release its final recommendations in late 2018.  In the meantime, 
a Preliminary Report issued in January 2018 offers a preview.  The Commission expressed strong 
support for expanding access to public pre-K for all four-year-olds and to low-income three-year-
olds.  And while noting that this might be seen as falling outside its explicit charge, the Commission 
acknowledged “an inescapable obligation” to advocate the strengthening of services for children birth 
to age 3 and their families.

The pages that follow are taken from the Kirwan Commission’s Preliminary Report and set forth its 
findings on early childhood education up to that point in time.  For policymakers and advocates, this 
offers a strong and stirring indication of the early childhood advocacy agenda to come.
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early learning environment, and a champion for their interests.

MFN’s 25 Family Support Centers work with thousands of infants and toddlers together 
with young and expectant parents to promote child development, positive parenting, and 

training, technical assistance, and other support services for child care professionals. In a 

and evaluate child care options that are right for their families.

In Annapolis, MFN serves as a voice for young children, their families, and early 

MFN is the leading early childhood advocacy organization in Maryland.

As a part of our mission, MFN provides policymakers with information and analysis 
about policies and best practices in child care, family support, and early education.  For 
more information, please contact Clinton Macsherry, MFN Director of Public Policy, at
cmacsherry@marylandfamilynetwork.org. 

This publication was made possible in part by the generous support of the Alliance for Early Success.
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