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Introduction 
Our children bring us together around our 
aspirations for the future. Across political 
affiliations, we all want our children to grow 
into productive adults equipped to lead the 
nation. Whether we come from a red state 
or a blue state, we want to leave our children 
a future that energizes their potential and 
enables prosperity for a new generation. The 

next President and 
Congress will be 
judged in no small 
part by how well 
they advance these 
aspirations. 

At the same time, 
however, many of 
us are not entirely 
clear on the federal 
government’s current 
role in ensuring 

the health, safety, education, security and 
opportunity for the next generation. Child policy 
issues often receive little discussion within 
campaigns and elections—by voters, candidates 
or the press.

This is not because candidates and the public 
do not care deeply about these issues. They do. 
Rather, it is because these issues have seldom 
been ones around which there is disagreement 
or debate that would make them important 
to the electoral decision-making process. The 
result of this “benign neglect,” however, has 
been that the pressing needs of children have 
not been the subject of the public discourse 
needed in a democracy to reach consensus and 
address them.

In fact, raising child policy issues to greater 
prominence—getting “children’s issues 
elected”— can be a way to re-orient our 
political process toward common concerns and 
practical solutions.

While literally hundreds of millions of dollars 
will be expended in the last days of the 
campaign on 30-second television commercials 

This guide offers 
candidates, child 
advocates and 
voters a starting 
point for raising 
children’s issues. It 
is designed to open 
the discussion—not 
to present answers 
or solutions.

to sway the most undecided and least informed 
voters, this will not produce a more informed 
constituency or help set a public direction for 
policy action. In fact, it’s likely to contribute to 
greater cynicism about the political system and 
its ability to raise and address issues important 
to the public.  

What happens now, well before those closing 
days of the campaign, can establish the 
framework for the election that establishes 
a different tone and result. Children’s issues 
are not the only issues that are important 
in electing candidates for office, but they 
are issues that demand dialogue and public 
attention.

This guide is designed to provide candidates, 
child advocates and voters with a starting 
point for raising children’s issues in the 2012 
federal elections. It is designed to open 
the discussion—not to present answers or 
solutions. By starting from this base, it is 
designed to enlist thoughtful responses and 
proposals across the political spectrum as part 
of the electoral process. Candidates, child 
advocates and voters themselves all can use the 
information in this guide to play their role in 
ensuring that the electoral process does right by 
our children and for our future.
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Part One: 
Understanding the Issues
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Current Federal Role in Child Policy 

America prizes individual rights and 
responsibilities and recognizes the 
fundamental role of parents to raise their 
children. Parents are their children’s first 
and most important teachers, nurses, safety 
officers, counselors and mentors. 

At the same time, no one in this country has 
ever made it alone. Our nation was formed 
in recognition of our interdependence. 
Americans understand we have a collective 
responsibility to ensure “life, liberty and the 

pursuit of happiness” 
for all—and that 
this responsibility is 
greatest for children, 
who are dependent 
on others to provide 
for their needs.

Currently, the federal 
government assumes 
a primary role in 
providing for the 

safety and security of seniors and persons with 
disabilities, particularly through Medicare and 
Social Security, which provide the same benefits 
regardless of where individuals live. This is a 
major part of the federal budget.

The federal government shares responsibility for 
ensuring the health, safety, education, security 
and opportunity of children with state and local 
governments—with a particular emphasis on 
addressing the needs of the most vulnerable 
children. Although smaller than the share 
going to seniors and persons with disabilities, 
activities focused on children comprise a 
significant part of federal investments and 
attention, and are described next.

Healthy Children 

Good health and sound nutrition are critical to 
child well-being. The federal government shares 
responsibility with states for financing health 

insurance coverage 
to children in families 
without employer-
based coverage nor 
sufficient financial 
resources to secure it. 
As health insurance 
costs have risen and 
employer-based family 
coverage declined, 
the two federal 
programs providing 

health services for children—Medicaid and the 
Child Health Insurance Program (CHIP)—have 
come to cover one-third of all U.S. children. In 
addition, the federal government has promoted 
public-health and health-prevention activities, 
with the maternal and child health block grant 
specifically devoted to the healthy development 
of very young children. Through food and 
nutrition programs, it addresses malnutrition, 
hunger and obesity. 

Safe Children

While most families provide loving and safe 
homes for their children, some are unable 

to or do not. The 
federal government 
shares responsibility 
with the states in 
preventing or stopping 
the maltreatment of 
children at the hands of 
their parents—whether 
through physical, 
sexual or emotional 
abuse or neglect. 
Since 1935, the federal 

The federal 
government shares 
responsibility with 
state and local 
governments for 
ensuring the well-
being of children—
particularly the most 
vulnerable children.

Two federal 
programs—
Medicaid and 
the Child Health 
Insurance Program 
(CHIP)—now cover 
one-third of all 
children in the 
country.

The federal 
government shares 
responsibility 
with the states 
in preventing 
or stopping the 
maltreatment of 
children at the 
hands of their 
parents.

Overview: 
Securing America’s Future – Ensuring the Health, Safety, 
Education, Security and Opportunity of the Next Generation
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Economically Secure Children
 
Children need 
housing, clothing, 
food and other 
necessities. Families 
are responsible for 
meeting those basic 
needs, but not all 
families, even when 
employed full-time, 
have the means to 
do so. In American 
society, children are 
the age group most 

likely to be in poverty, and we know poverty 
limits children’s health, safety, education and 
opportunity. In the 1960s through 1980s, the 
primary federal approach to addressing poor 
children’s economic needs was through welfare 
payments to families under the Aid to Families 
with Dependent Children (AFDC) program. 

Primarily through welfare reform and tax 
policies, the federal role has shifted its 
emphasis to providing temporary assistance to 
support families in getting into and staying in 
the workforce, rather than remaining at home 
to care for their children. This includes child 
care for lower-income working families, the 
Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program 
(SNAP, formerly food stamps) for basic nutrition 
needs, and the Earned Income Tax Credit and 
Child Tax Credit to recognize the cost of raising a 
family. Substantial federal support has also been 
provided to improve child-support enforcement 
and ensure that both parents contribute to 
meeting a child’s basic needs.

Children with Equal Opportunities for 
Success

America prides itself on being an egalitarian 
society and a land of opportunity. The 
demographics in America are changing, and 
children are leading the way. Nationally, while 
four in five seniors and two in three working-
age adults are white and non-Hispanic, only 
half of children birth-to-four are white and 

government has provided funding and direction 
to states to protect children from abuse and 
neglect, with the three-fold goals of safety, 
permanence and well-being. While initially most 
federal funding was devoted to providing foster-
care placements when children were removed 
from their homes, the federal government 
has increasingly supported efforts to support 
adoptions, support youth in foster care 
transitioning to adulthood, and strengthen and 
preserve families by removing the risk without 
removing the child.

Children Ready For Success in School

States and local 
school districts 
provide primary 
funding for public 
education, but the 
federal government 
provides additional 
support and regulatory 
guidance focused 
on children who 

require compensatory services or have special 
educational needs. Through the Education 
and Secondary Education Act (ESEA) and 
the Individuals with Disabilities Education 
Act (IDEA), the federal government provides 
funding support to one in five primary and 
secondary education students. Through Pell 
grants and federal tax credits, the federal 
government works to make higher education 
affordable to students who otherwise could 
not afford that education. In addition, the 
federal government focuses attention on young 
children’s educational development. That effort 
started in 1965 with the establishment of the 
Head Start program and extends today to other 
early childhood services, including home visiting 
and early care and education.

Since the funding sources for education and 
development are very different depending on 
the age of the child, the analysis of the federal 
government’s role in education provided in this 
guide is described separately for the earliest 
learning years (birth to five) and the elementary 
and secondary school years (six to 17).

Federal 
investments in 
education focus on 
meeting the needs 
of low-income 
students and those 
with special needs. 

The federal 
role has shifted to 
providing temporary 
assistance to 
support families 
getting into the 
workforce instead 
of staying at home 
to care for their 
children.
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Federal Children's Spending in 2010 Budget - $374 Billion

14.7%

15.1%

1.5%

19.9%
3.3%

22.3%

23.0%

Child health $86.2 bil l ion (23.0%)

Education and training $83.6
bil l ion (22.3%)

Child safety $12.4 bil l ion (3.3%)

EITC/child tax refundable credits
$74.5 bil l ion (19.9%)

TANF subsidies $5.7 bil l ion (1.5%)

Nutrition $56.7 bil l ion (15.1%)

Housing/Social services/Social
Security/SSI/Veteran benefits to
children $55.3 bil l ion (14.7%)

Federal 2010 Budget - $3.46 Trillion

Children
10.8%

20%

23.2%21.7%

5.4%

26%

Children $374 billion (10.8%)

National Defense - $690 bil l ion
(20%)

All  Other $802 bil l ion (23.2%)

Adult Medicare/Medicaid $750
bill ion (21.7%)

Interest on Debt $185 bil l ion
(5.4%)

Adult Social Security/SSI/Vets
Benefits $900 bil l ion (26.0%)
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non-Hispanic. By the year 2025, there will be no 
“majority” group among American children.

This creates new challenges and opportunities 
for states and the federal government in 
ensuring the health, safety, education, 
security and opportunity for children. The 
growth in diversity of America’s population 
is most apparent in the child population, but 
varies substantially across states, regions and 
neighborhoods. Nationally, one in five students 
is or was an English-language learner, but this 
varies widely by school district and has been 
subject to profound changes in very short 
periods of time. 

While many policies regarding children and 
families are made at the state and local levels, 
states and localities with high proportions of 
low-income children or experiencing dramatic 
changes in their demographics often do not 
have resources within their jurisdictions to 
address these issues. There is huge variation 
among states in fiscal capacity and the presence 
of low-income children. In most of the programs 
identified above, the federal government has 
sought to play the national role of providing 
greater equality of resources across the country, 
so where children are born does not dictate 

how well they succeed. 
In all areas of policy, 
but particularly child 
policy, the federal 
government plays a 
role in establishing a 
foundation of support 
for all children where 
states cannot be 
expected to do it 
alone.

Children in Nurturing Families

Broad agreement exists that strong families are 
the foundation of a prosperous nation. There 
is also strong public reluctance to intrude into 
the primacy of the family in raising children.  At 
the same time, the current rates of divorce and 
single parenting affect children’s overall health. 
Research is clear on the critical importance of 

The federal 
government has 
sought to equalize 
resources across the 
country, so where 
children are born 
does not dictate 
how well they can 
succeed.

nurturing to healthy child development and 
the primary role of the family in providing 
stability, continuity, and nurturing.  While there 
is limited funding directed specifically toward 
strengthening or preserving families, many 
federal programs include provisions designed 
to address concerns about the family, including 
recent emphases upon fatherhood and support 
for faith-based initiatives.

The Federal Role and Challenges Ahead

The federal government’s 
overall role in promoting 
the public good is being 
debated intensely today. 
But there is agreement 
on the need to reduce 
the size of the federal 
deficit and to do so 
through financing only 
those services that meet 
a broad public purpose— 
but there has not been 
agreement about where 
those reductions should be made. 

Federal investments in services to children 
represent a significant share of the non-defense 
budget under examination for reduction. 
Overall the federal government invests nearly 
$400 billion annually, mostly in partnership 
with state and local governments, for programs 
to improve health, safety, education, security 
and opportunity for America’s children—about 
one-third of all public (federal, state and local) 
investments in these areas. 

The purpose behind investing in children is to 
ensure the health, safety, education, security 
and opportunity of the next generation. 
While there may be disagreement on how 
this purpose can be achieved, there is broad 
consensus across the political spectrum that 
this is a fundamental purpose for government. 
The best way to develop federal policies that 
achieve these ends is to assure that discussions 
on the role of the federal government—on 
child health, safety, education, security and 
opportunity—are an explicit part of candidate 

Many federal 
programs include 
provisions designed 
to address concerns 
about the family, 
including recent 
emphases upon 
fatherhood and 
support for faith-
based initiatives.
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platforms, media discussion and analysis 
and electoral activities—so the electorate is 
informed and involved in setting the course for 
security America’s future. The next sections 
provide more detail on these areas and current 
federal policy.
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Healthy Children

The Federal Government’s Current Role 
in Healthy Child Development

Children need access to medical care to treat 
illness and injury and provide preventive and 
developmental services. Children’s health care 
needs are different from those of adults—their 
bodies and minds are changing and developing 
at a rapid rate—but most health coverage is 
based on an adult health-care model. 

Historically, most children have received health 
coverage through their parents’ group health 
coverage, but rising health costs have made 
family health coverage less affordable to both 
employers and employees.

The federal Medicaid program, established in 
1965, provides states with matching federal 
funding to cover the costs for health care 
services for low-income children, their parents, 
and persons with disabilities, including nursing 
home care. Originally, Medicaid eligibility for 
children was linked to eligibility for welfare 
programs, but changes have expanded the 

opportunities for states to cover children based 
upon family income. 

In 2000, the federal government also 
established the Child Health Insurance Program 
(CHIP) to provide additional financing to 
states to cover children above state Medicaid 
levels, either through the Medicaid program 
itself or a state-administered program. States 
have set eligibility levels for participation, and 
most states now cover children and pregnant 
women under Medicaid or CHIP at least up 
to 200 percent of the federal poverty level 
($46,100 for a family of four). Currently, half 
of all participants in the Medicaid program are 
children, but adults with disabilities and long-
term care needs who are on Medicaid account 
for about 80 percent of program costs.

Many families who used to be able to depend 
on employer-sponsored health coverage for 
family coverage are no longer can. Employer-
based health coverage for children has 
declined over the last 30 years, but increases 
in publicly funded coverage for children 
under Medicaid and CHIP have reduced the 
proportion of uninsured children in the United 
States. Today, over one-third of all children in 
the United States, and half of all births, are 
covered under Medicaid or CHIP. A number 
of provisions within the Affordable Care 
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Starting the Dialogue...

One-third of all children in the U.S. 

receive health coverage through 

Medicaid or the Child Health 

Insurance Program (CHIP). While 10 

percent of children remain uninsured, 

the rate of child health coverage has 

increased as a result of these public 

programs. 

What federal actions should be 

taken to ensure that all children 

have coverage that meets their 

health and nutrition needs?

Act of 2010 expand coverage for children, 
particularly through health exchanges and 
health navigators who seek to enroll children 
and adults in health coverage.

Medical coverage, however, is only one aspect 
of ensuring children’s health and development. 
Children need safe homes and neighborhoods, 
sanitary living conditions, nutritious foods, 
opportunities for exercise and nurturing families 
to maximize their health and development. The 
federal government also supports public health 
programs, including the Maternal and Child 
Health (MCH) Block Grant program, and the 
Vaccines for Children (VCF) program, to provide 
preventive and public health services. A number 
of federal demonstration programs seek to 
improve children’s health and development, 
including ones to address the rise in obesity 
among children and ones responding to children 
with special health care needs, including oral 
and behavioral health needs.

In addition, there are a number of child-focused 
food and nutrition programs designed to reduce 
malnutrition and promote healthy eating. The 
Women, Infants, and Children (WIC) program, 
school lunch and breakfast programs, and 
the child care food program all incorporate 
nutritional guidelines in providing meals and 
food for children.

Children’s Health and Challenges Ahead

In addition to the 8 million children who 
are still uninsured, the United States faces 
significant challenges in ensuring the health 
of the next generation. For the first time, 
America’s children face the prospect of growing 
up less healthy, having more debilitating and 
costly chronic health conditions as adults and 
living shorter lives than their parents. Diet, 
exercise and exposure to environmental toxins 
all play a role in the rise in obesity, diabetes, 
asthma and other health conditions. There 
are major child-health disparities by income, 
race and geographic location whose presense 
compromises the nation’s future. While current 
health care costs for children remain small in 
relation of those for adults, the future costs 

for treating their health threatens the financial 
viability of the current health care system as 
well as the health and productivity of American 
society.

Context for Federal Electoral Dialogue

The federal government currently plays a 
major role in providing health insurance and 
preventive health services for children. At the 
same time, the federal government is grappling 
with rising health care costs in both Medicare 
and Medicaid.

Public opinion polls show strong support 
for ensuring that children, in particular, are 
covered by affordable health insurance, 
but they also recognize the need to contain 
current and future health care costs. They are 
concerned about the overall health of children 
and would like more attention to prevention.
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Safe Children

The Federal Government’s Historical 
Role in Child Safety

Many factors go into keeping children safe, 
including environmentally safe conditions and 
secure communities. In particular, children 
need to be safe and secure in their families, 
with their parents and caregivers. Nationally, 
there are approximately 2 million cases of 
child abuse and neglect investigated annually 
and over 700,000 confirmed cases of abuse or 
neglect. Over 400,000 children are in foster 
care at any point in time.  States and the federal 
government spend in excess of $25 billion 
annually on children in out-of-home placement 
due to confirmed instances of abuse or neglect.  

While the responsibility for developing and 
administering child protection systems is 
largely a state responsibility, since 1935 the 
federal government has provided funding to 
states to develop child-welfare services and 
systems. Over three decades, both Democratic 
and Republican administrations have 
expanded federal funding and strengthened 
the accountability of states for meeting 
the needs of children and youth in foster 
care or at risk of placement into care. The 
first Bush administration provided family 
support funding to establish more preventive 
responses to children and families. The Clinton 
administration strengthened pathways to 
adoption for children for whom reunification 
was not viable. The second Bush administration 
placed new emphases on fostering connections 
that help foster youth transition successfully to 
adult life.

While there have been a number of changes to 
federal funding and the development of new 
programs to support vulnerable children, the 
single largest source of funding remains Title 
IV-e, which primarily provides basic services 
for children who are in foster care or adopted 
as special-needs children. The vast majority of 

funding goes to maintenance and treatment 
services for children once they are removed 
from their homes—not to preserve children 
safely in their families or prevent abuse in the 
first place.

Child Safety and the Challenges Ahead

The guiding tenets of federal legislation have 
been to secure the safety, permanence, and 
well-being of children in the foster care system, 
preserving families where that is possible 
and speeding reunification or adoption when 
children must be placed outside the home. 
Despite these tenets, children who enter 
the child welfare system—and particularly 
children who are placed into foster care—are 
much more likely than their peers to struggle 
academically, be in poorer physical health, 
and have social, developmental, psychological 
and behavioral problems, be unemployed, and 
reside in adult mental-health and corrections 
systems. Half will not graduate from high 
school on time, giving them limited options for 
immediate employment or for long-term career 
paths. Children of color are disproportionately 
involved in the child-welfare and juvenile-justice 
systems and these systems often struggle to 
provide culturally and linguistically appropriate 
services to children and their parents.

Research shows that the long-term success of 
children who enter the child-protective system 
is dependent not only on being kept safe and 
receiving needed treatment services, but on 
their maintaining or establishing long-term 
ties with caring adults and having continuity 
in relationships outside the protective-service 
system. At the same time, placement of 
children into foster care often disrupts existing 
relationships and makes it difficult to create 
others. Too many children “age out” of foster 
care, leaving them without a family on whom 
they can depend when they turn 18. While 
safety is often the immediate concern, the 
issues of permanence and well-being of children 
are also critically important to their healthy 
development, yet often receive much less 
attention in state child-welfare systems.
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Context for Federal Electoral Dialogue 

Public opinion consistently shows that voters 
want government to play a strong role in 
protecting children and keeping them free 
from harm, while not intruding into family 
prerogatives in child rearing. 

Starting the Dialogue...

Currently, 400,000 children are in 

foster care, and there are 2 million 

reported cases of child abuse each 

year. The federal government 

provides nearly half of all funding 

that states use to provide for child 

abuse prevention and treatment, 

including foster care and subsidized 

adoptions. 

What federal actions should be 

taken to address the needs of 

this vulnerable population of 

children?
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Children Ready 
for School 

The Federal Government’s Current Role 
in School Readiness

Brain research and neuroscience have 
established that the first five years of life are 
critical for the formation of a child’s overall 
identity and resiliency and the acquisition 
of the skills and behaviors need to succeed 
in school and life. In the years before they 
start school, children are learning to express 
themselves and take on increasingly complex 
tasks at the same time they are developing 
physically, socially and emotionally.

In 1964, as part of the War on Poverty, the 
federal government established one of the first 
national programs directed to young children, 
Head Start. Administered through community 
agencies, it is still the largest federal initiative 
to promote child development in the pre-
school years. Head Start serves as both a child 
development and an anti-poverty program, 
providing preschool experiences for low-
income 3- and 4-year-olds. It serves a little less 
than half of all children who are eligible (with 
its eligibility level of 100 percent of poverty).  
In 1994, the Early Head Start program was 
established to serve disadvantaged infants 
and toddlers and their families. This is a much 
smaller program that provides intensive 
services for very young children. The federal 
government also supports preschool programs, 
through Part B of the Individuals with 
Disabilities Education Act (IDEA), for children 
with disabilities.

In addition to Head Start, the federal 
government now plays a major role in making 
child care available for working parents. Since 
1970, the proportion of young children living in 
families where both (or the only) parent works 
has increased from 30 percent of all families to 
70 percent of all families. Declining real wages 
over the last 40 years, particularly for those 

without a college degree, has meant that most 
families require two incomes to raise children. 
As funding for welfare payments has declined, 
the federal government has increased its 
funding support to states to provide subsidized 
child care to lower-income families.

Most recently, the federal government placed 
an even greater emphasis upon strengthening 
early learning in the early years. In 2010, 
the federal government developed a “home 
visiting” block grant to the states to provide 
evidence-based home visiting to families with 
young children, designed to improve healthy 
development and readiness for school. This 
effort joins Early Head Start and the infants 
and toddlers program, Part C of IDEA, which 
supports children with disabilities, as federal 
programs to serve very young children (0-2). 
In 2011, the U.S. Departments of Education 
and Health and Human Services established a 
“Race to the Top—Early Learning Challenge” 
competitive grant program to foster innovation 
and leadership among states in developing 
overall high-quality early-learning systems.

Children’s Readiness for School and the 
Challenges Ahead

While the majority of children progress through 
early childhood healthy and prepared for 
school, a very significant share start school 
already at risk. By the age of three, there are 
large differences in the average vocabularies 
of children based on parental socio-economic 
status. These differences extend to the time 
of school entry, and half of all subsequent 
school difficulties can be predicted by the time 
children start kindergarten. Despite federal 
investments in child care, there remains a 
mismatch between what families can afford to 
pay for care and what it costs to ensure high-
quality care. Much care families must use is 
rated as mediocre or poor.

During the first years of life, toxic stress, 
adverse childhood experiences and untreated 
developmental delays and emotional distress 
are particularly damaging and can have 
lifelong consequences—in physical and mental 
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health, educational success and justice-system 
involvement. Approximately 20 percent of 
all young children have some diagnosable 
behavioral, developmental or mental-health 
condition, but over half are not detected until 
the child reaches school. Families of different 
racial, cultural and linguistic backgrounds may 
experience difficulties securing professional 
child-care services that match their own 
backgrounds and experiences.

While there are a multitude of federal 
programs serving young children and their 
families, overall public per-child investments in 
young children’s education and development 
remain small in comparison with that for 
school-aged children. For every dollar 
government (federal, state, and school district) 
invests in the education of a school-aged 
child, government invests about 7 cents in the 
education and development of an infant and 
toddler (0-2), and 25 cents in a preschooler 
(3-5). While 90 percent of the education 
investments in school-aged children is at 
the state and school district level, half of the 
investment in young children’s education 
and development is made by the federal 
government.

Starting the Dialogue...

Many children who start school 

behind will never catch up. 

Highquality early-childhood 

programs have been shown to 

inprove school readiness in a cost-

effective manner.

What federal actions should 

be taken to close the 

“readiness gap” that appears 

before kids start school and 

accounts for so much of 

student underachievement 

and school failure?

Context for Federal Electoral Dialogue

Public-opinion polls consistently show that 
voters want candidates to speak out on how 
they will help ensure the success of the next 
generation, and, in particular, how they will 
ensure young children start school equipped 
for success. Support for investing in children 
has increased as a result of research showing 
the big returns on investment from high-
quality early-childhood programs. At the same 
time, polls show voters feel they have limited 
information on which candidates propose 
public policies to support young children.

Source: Early Learning Left Out
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Children Successful 
in School 

The Federal Government’s Current Role 
in Education

America has long been recognized as a world 
leader in the education of its children and 
youth, starting with its K-12 education system. 
Education is seen as a key to social mobility and 
success in American democracy, and Americans 
highly value education.

The transformation of the economy over the 
last several decades into the information age 
requires much higher levels of education 
and skill from young people entering the 
workforce, both for their own success and 
for the continued growth of the economy. In 
the current world economy, education is even 
more key to America’s economic prosperity and 
leadership, as American workers must compete 
internationally as well as within the country.

Approximately 90 percent of all children 
enrolled in K-12 education are in public-
school systems financed by a combination of 
state, local, and federal funding. States and 
communities play the primary role in financing 
public education in America and setting 
standards, establishing curricula, building 
classrooms and monitoring performance. Nearly 
90 percent of all funding for public schools 
comes from state and local sources.

At the same time, the federal government 
plays a very significant role in financing certain 
aspects of the country’s K-12 education 
system, largely through grants to states and 
local education agencies. In FY2011, the 
federal budget supported over 60 different 
discretionary K-12 programs, totaling over $43 
billion and representing nearly 10 percent of 
all federal discretionary, non-defense spending. 
Three-fifths of this funding is directed to two 
particular grant programs to states – Title I of 
the Elementary and Secondary Education Act 
($14.5 billion) and Part B of the Individuals with 

Disabilities Education Act ($11.5 billion).  

The Elementary and Secondary Education Act 
(ESEA) was established in 1965 to provide 
equal access to education and reduce the 
achievement gap. Title I of ESEA finances 
compensatory and remedial education 
services to disadvantaged students, focusing 
on schools with high proportions of students 
from low-income families. The most recent 
reauthorization of ESEA was in 2001 as the No 
Child Left Behind (NCLB) Act. 

NCLB imposed many new requirements on 
states and local education agencies to test 
children’s academic performance and then hold 
schools accountable for showing improvements 
for all students and all subsets of students. 
NCLB has been criticized for emphasizing testing 
over instruction and for being an unfunded 
mandate on state and local educational 
systems, but it has brought much greater 
attention to gaps in student achievement across 
schools, districts and categories of students. In 
particular, NCLB has drawn attention to schools 
that yield significant and persistent gaps in 
test performance by race and English language 
learner status and has equired states to show 
progress in closing those gaps.

Children’s Education and the Challenges 
Ahead

Once recognized as the undisputed education 
leader, America’s international standing in 
educating its children and youth, even through 
high school, has fallen relative to other 
countries. While post-secondary education is 
a near necessity for securing family-sustaining 
employment, over one-quarter of American 
youth fail to graduate from high school on time. 
International comparisons on math, science, 
and reading skills show American students 
overall fare poorly on some measures with 
those of America’s major trading partners and 
competitors. While many American children 
still receive the highest level of educational 
instruction possible, too many do not. Even 
those who graduate from high school and go 
onto college often need remediation in order to 
meet college standards.
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There are a variety of local, state and national 
initiatives to improve America’s educational 
system, including initiatives led by foundations, 
the business community, parents and 
community leaders as well as by government. 
Some have focused on middle- and high-school 
achievement, with a particular emphasis on 
science and mathematics development. 
Others have focused on the early-elementary 
years, with an objective of reading proficiency 
in all children by the end of third grade. Some 
have focused primarily on in-school reform 
efforts that emphasize instructional rigor and 
teacher quality. Others have focused on school 
and community partnerships to strengthen in-
school and out-of-school learning opportunities. 
Still others have focused on creating 
alternatives, through charter schools, open 
enrollment and homeschooling, to improve the 
educational system.

There also have been proposals to eliminate 
the U.S. Department of Education and federal 
direction over public education, which would 
leave education decisions to local and state 
control. Meanwhile, disparities in educational 
achievement across the states and across 
communities within states are profound.

Context for Federal Electoral Dialogue

Americans value education and the ability of 
any child, regardless of family or community 
background, to advance and succeed through 
education. Most American voters see it 
as a foundation of America’s strength and 
commitment to democracy. While there 
is strong support for ensuring high quality 
educational opportunities and belief in the need 
for educational reforms and improvements, 
there is less consensus on how to achieve 
that end—and the particular role the federal 
government should play to that end.

Starting the Dialogue...

While America has been the 

international leader in educating its 

population, America has to compete 

in a world economy where other 

countries have dramatically improved 

their education systems and, on some 

measures, now exceed America’s 

overall performance—both on 

completing secondary education and 

on obtaining higher-level degrees. 

What federal actions should 

be taken to ensure America is 

a world leader in educating its 

next generation?
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Economically Secure 
Children

The Federal Government’s Historical 
Role in Child Economic Security

The federal government has had a long-standing 
role in providing safety-net supports for children 
and their families, but that nature of that role 
has changed significantly over time.  

In 1996, the Personal Responsibility and Work 
Opportunity Act replaced Aid to Families with 
Dependent Children (AFDC) with Temporary 
Assistance to Needy Families (TANF). Known 
as “welfare reform,” the change represented a 
fundamental shift that replaced an entitlement 
with a block grant and emphasized the role 
of public payments as a temporary bridge 
to employment. Since TANF’s enactment, 
the number of people receiving benefits has 
declined from 12.3 million to 4.4 million.

While the overall provision of payments to 
families has declined dramatically, the federal 
government has substantially expanded its 
support to families with children working 
at low or moderate incomes within the tax 

code, both by increasing the benefits under 
the Earned Income Tax Credit (EITC) program 
and establishing a refundable child tax credit. 
Supplemental food and nutrition benefits (SNAP, 
formerly food stamps) also have increased, and 
federal and state child support enforcement 
actions have expanded.  

As a result, at $5.9 billion in benefit payments, 
TANF now ranks well behind the EITC tax credit 
(over $40 billion for families with children), 
food stamps ($58.3 billion, half to children), 
and supplementary security income benefits 
for children with disabilities ($10.1 billion) as 
a source of economic support to children and 
their families. In addition to providing direct 
economic assistance, the federal government 
also provides work supports to families in the 
form of child-care assistance (under Child Care 
and Development Block Grant and what states 
choose to deploy from TANF and the social 
services block grant) and health insurance 
coverage under Medicaid and CHIP.

Child Economic Security and the 
Challenges Ahead

Even with these programs, children represent 
the age group in America society most likely to 
live in poverty [see chart].  In 2010, 22 percent 
of children lived in households below the 
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federal poverty line ($23,050 for a family of 
four), and 43 percent lived in households below 
200 percent of poverty, a level closer to that 
needed by families to meet basic needs.  On 
international comparisons, America’s poverty 
rate among children is more than double that of 
most other industrial, Western democracies.

Even temporary poverty can have long-term 
negative effects on children, but long-term 
poverty is strongly associated with poorer 
overall child physical health, mental health, and 
educational achievement, and greater justice-
system involvement. Children living in poverty 
not only are in jeopardy because of the finances 
that can make meeting essential needs—for 
food, clothing, and housing—problematic, 
but also because they live in conditions where 
there are fewer supports and opportunities 
for growth and investment in their future. 
Children of color experience much higher 
rates of poverty and are much more likely to 
live in economically distressed communities. 
The even greater gaps in household wealth 
for families of color result from ongoing 
income and employment gaps, limiting the 
investments families can make in their children 
and rendering these families more vulnerable to 
economic uncertainties.

Child poverty also is very strongly associated 
with family structure and parental education, 
with rates of poverty among children highest 
among single-parent families headed by women 
with high-school diplomas or less. More than 
one-third of all American children now reside 
in homes headed by a single parent, and 60 
percent of all children in poverty reside in such 
households. Even though single-parent families 
are more likely to be in the workforce today 
than in the past, they are much more likely to 
be in poverty.

The severe economic recession of recent 
years also has plunged formerly working, self-
sufficient families into poverty. The percentage 
of children with at least one unemployed parent 
has more than doubled since 2007, putting 
many more children at risk.

Starting the Dialogue...

Twenty-two percent of America’s 

children live in poverty and twice that 

amount live in families that struggle 

to make ends meet. 

What federal actions should be 

taken to ensure these children 

have their basic economic 

needs met?

Context for Federal Electoral Dialogue

Jobs and the economy are certain to be a 
major part of the federal policy dialogue and 
debate, particularly around the impacts of the 
current recession.  Simply a return to the pre-
recession employment and economic security 
environment, however, will not address the 
needs of a large share of the 15.5 million 
children currently living in poverty.  In fact, in 
order to reduce child poverty, there will need to 
be responses that address the needs of workers, 
particularly single parents, currently in the low-
wage workforce that enable them to get ahead.  

While jobs and the economy top the list of 
issues of voter concerns, public opinion polls 
also show strong concern for working families 
with children.  A large majority of voters believe 
government has a responsibility to support 
working families with children at least to a level 
that they can meet their family’s basic needs.
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Child Opportunities 
for Success

The Federal Government’s Historical 
Role in Ensuring Equal Opportunity

America has a long and unfinished history 
of extending and expanding legal rights to 
its residents—abolishing slavery, providing 
for women’s suffrage, outlawing segregation 
in classrooms and public and private 
establishments and making discrimination in 
employment and housing illegal. It also has 
sought to provide compensatory services to 
enable those who have faced discrimination 
to succeed. The aspirations of these provisions 
have yet to fully achieved, as considerable 
research documents. 

In some instances, there have been explicit 
Acts of Congress establishing opportunities for 
populations of children that have been affected 
by past discrimination or current economic 
barriers—such as the Head Start program and 
the Elementary and Secondary Education Act.  
In most instances, however, federal action 
to ensure equal opportunity has been built 
into legislation, often through provisions that 
require that children from all backgrounds 
have access to or can participate. In health, for 
instance, Healthy People 2020 has established 
specific goals and objectives to reduce health 
disparities by race, and translation services 
are required within many federal programs 
providing health services to low-income 
populations. In education, No Child Left Behind 
requires reporting by race on education testing 
and closing disparities as well as improving 
performance overall. In child-welfare and 
juvenile-justice systems, discretionary grants 
and federal directives exist within funding to 
reduce the overrepresentation of minorities. 

As a nation of many immigrants, the United 
States also has established policies regarding 
immigration, which themselves have changed 
over time. With respect to children, current 

federal policies require that public education be 
available to all children residing in the United 
States, regardless of citizenship or immigration 
status and that federally funded community 
health centers provide health services to them. 
At the same time, many federal programs 
require legal immigrants to live in the country 
for five years to be eligible for benefits 
and prohibit benefits to undocumented 
persons. The federal government maintains 
special relationships with Native American 
tribal reservations, working through tribal 
governments rather than the states in providing 
federal programs.

Equal Opportunity and Challenges 
Ahead

America is becoming a much more diverse 
nation, and children are leading the way. In 
2010, 50 percent of young children (0-5) and 
42 percent of school-aged children (6-17) 
were Hispanic/Latino or of color, compared 
with 34 percent of the working-age population 
(18-64) and 20 percent of the retirement-age 
population. Hispanic/Latino children accounted 
for over half of the child population growth 
from 2000 to 2010. By 2025, there will be no 
“majority” ethnic population group among 
children (0-17).  

At a minimum, this demographic change 
requires education, health and human services 
and workforce systems in America to respond 
effectively and equitably to children and their 
families from much more diverse language, 
ethnic and cultural backgrounds.  

Despite major changes in law and practice to 
stop discrimination, disparities remain. Children 
of color and children from poor families or 
neighborhoods experience much poorer 
educational outcomes, are much more likely 
to be in poor health and are much more likely 
to become involved in the child-welfare and 
juvenile-justice systems. The average wealth 
of white households is 20 times that of African 
American households and 18 times that of 
Hispanic households. 
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Immigrant children 
and children born 
in the United 
States (therefore 
U.S. citizens) 
face additional 
challenges due to 
U.S. immigration 
policies and 
practices. One 
of the biggest 
unresolved 
concerns is children 
who were born in 
the United States 
but have at least 
one undocumented 
parent. The 
manner in which immigration laws are enforced 
can break up such families and have serious 
adverse consequences to children.

Context for Federal Electoral Dialogue

With legal changes, there also have been 
major changes in public opinion, with the vast 
majority of white Americans now believing that 
discrimination laws should be strictly enforced 
and there should be equal opportunities for 
all, by race and gender.  

Americans remain uncomfortable talking about 
issues of race and discrimination, however.  
Public opinion polls show that most white 
voters feel that discrimination should no longer 
be seen as a societal issue and the country now 
has embraced equality of opportunity, while 
most voters of color believe that racism and 
discrimination still exist and government should 
play a greater role in reducing it.

While immigration policy has its own set of 
issues, public opinion polls show that many 
Americans still view it through a strong racial 
and cultural lens. It has become an increasing 
major part of federal and state campaigns in 
recent years.

Starting the Dialogue...

There are pronounced disparities in 

child outcomes—across racial and 

economic groupings. 

As America becomes even more 

diverse, with children leading the 

way, what federal actions should be 

taken to ensure children have equal 

opportunities for success and know 

they can succeed if they work to the 

best of their abilities?
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Children in 
Nurturing Families

The Federal Government’s Role in 
Nurturing Families

Families are children’s most important teachers, 
nurses, nutritionists, safety officers, and 
mentors. Strong communities are needed to 
support families in these roles. Yet, too many 
families struggle to provide the nurturing and 
stable home environments children need.  
Through a combination of poverty and stress, 
immaturity and mental illness among parents, 
too many children are vulnerable to a host of 
poor outcomes. 

Research is clear on the critical importance 
of a child having consistent and loving 
family relationships, but the federal role in 
promoting such relationships has been one of 
intense debate. People’s conceptions of what 
constitutes loving family relationships differ, as 
do conceptions of the role of faith, values and 
norms in determining them. This extends to the 
definition of what constitutes a family and what 
resultant rights and responsibilities to confer 
on gay and lesbian couples and the children 
in their households. It extends to the role of 
government in promoting marriage or making 
it a condition of receipt of certain benefits. It 
also extends to the rights that un-emancipated 
children have in relation to their parents in 
such fundamental issues as selecting a faith or 
making decisions about their education.

While these issues remain subject to sharp 
division and debate, the federal government 
has enacted a wide array of demonstration 
grants to strengthen families, including 
programs designed to reduce adolescent 
pregnancy and fatherhood initiatives to increase 
the role of fathers in supporting their children, 
economically and emotionally. Some of these 
have been “faith-based” initiatives, recognizing 
the important role that faith institutions play in 
families’ lives but seeking to be non-sectarian or 
non-doctrinaire within the approach itself.

Nurturing Families and Challenges 
Ahead

Although many single parents do an excellent 
job raising their children, research also is clear 
that children do best in stable and nurturing 
households where there are two parents to 
provide support. When people talk about the 
“breakdown of the family,” they most often 
do so with respect to the increase in single 
parenting and divorce, which has occurred 
across all racial and ethnic groups.  

In one of the most significant demographic 
trends in America, the rise in births to 
unmarried women and the rise in divorce rates 
among those who do marry have resulted in a 
commensurate rise in the proportion of children 
who spend at least part of their lives growing up 
in single-parent households. 

The U.S. Census shows that there has been a 
steady increase in the proportion of all births 
that are to single mothers—from 5 percent 
in 1960 to 32 percent in 1995 to 41 percent 
in 2009.  There has been a similar rise in the 
proportion of children under 18 living in a 
single-parent household, from 9 percent of all 
children in 1960 to 34 percent in 2009. Over 
four in five of these single-parent families are 
headed by women, and these families are five 
times more likely than married-couple families 
to be living in poverty. Divorce accounts for a 
significant share of at least temporary single-
parenting, with half of all marriages ending in 
divorce. When there is domestic violence or 
high levels of conflict among parents, divorce 
may be better for the child, but in almost 
all instances divorce represents an adverse 
childhood experience that requires additional 
attention in order to mitigate risks of harm 
to the child. All these have consequences on 
children and their opportunity to grow into 
healthy, successful adults.

Research also shows that women without a 
high-school diploma are more likely to live in 
poverty, be unmarried, have more children 
and bear them at a younger age. The fathers 
of their children similarly are much more likely 
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to have low education, 
criminal justice-system 
involvement, and 
difficulty obtaining and 
keeping employment. 
While not the only cause 
of single-parenting 
and child poverty, lack 
of education and the 
opportunity it provides 
for economic success 
play a significant role. 
Although adolescent 
parenting has declined, 
becoming a teen parent 
remains a leading reason 
for dropping out of high 
school. Sixty percent of 
unmarried teen mothers 
do not complete high 
school and 98 percent 
do not obtain a college 
degree.

Context for Federal Electoral Dialogue

There is general consensus that government 
should recognize and support families as the 
foundation of society and respect their rights 
to raise children according to their values. 
Yet this is not absolute. On some issues, such 
as child safety and protection from abuse, the 
public views the child’s needs as superseding 
parental rights.  On others, such as federal 
economic and social policies regarding the legal 
definition of their parents for children living 
with gay and lesbian couples, government is the 
final authority, as it has been in determining 
voting rights for women and minorities and 
interracial couples. On others, such as how to 
better support families in provide nurturing 
environments for their children, government 
policies and practices within existing public 
systems play a role.

Starting the Dialogue...

The family is the foundation for the 

next generation, and children do best 

in families with stable, nurturing, 

consistent care.  Yet family structure 

is changing in America, most notably 

with an increase in single parenting.

What federal actions can be 

taken, in particular, to address the 

growth of single parenting and its 

implications to children’s nurturing 

and development?
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Public-opinion polls consistently show that 
children and child issues rank high on voter’s 
minds. While the media rarely defines them 
as “top tier” issues, candidates have the 
opportunity to elevate children’s issues to that 
level. Candidates recognized as advocates for 
children are viewed more positively by voters.  
Moreover, there are different constituency 
groups, beyond those that are typically seen 
as lobbying groups or “special interests,” that 
do want candidates to understand child policy 

Candidates do not have to start from scratch in this work. In addition to the general information 
provided in this guide, there are federal child policy experts both nationally and within most 
congressional districts to provide information and perspective.  

•	 Establish a child-policy committee within the campaign, drawing 
on respected experts and child advocates within the Congressional 
district or state.

•	 Ask child policy experts to provide information on federal programs 
and the services they provide within the Congressional district and 
state.

•	 Schedule meetings, listening sessions, or forums with groups 
and organizations that specifically serve or advocate on behalf of 
children.

•	 Agree to meet with child advocates when requested, and agree to 
include child policy concerns as a portion of at least one debate with 
political opponents, if those are scheduled.

•	 Conduct “work days” or field sessions visiting and touring or working 
at child-serving organizations.

•	 Issue policy statements on children’s issues and raise children’s 
issues in campaign materials.

•	 Recruit and enlist volunteers that will work on behalf of children’s 
issues.

•	 Include statements about the importance of the federal government 
in child policy in public speeches and at candidate events.

•	 Raise child policy issues when interviewed by the media.

issues and the role of the government in 
addressing them.

Candidates can take steps to develop and 
present children’s issues as part of their 
campaigns. The following are examples of 
actions that candidates for Congress have 
taken to promote children’s issues. These also 
help “elect children’s issues” during electoral 
campaigns:

What Congressional Candidates Can Do
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What Child Advocates Can Do

In all states and Congressional districts, there 
are organizations that have, at least as part 
of their mission, advocating on behalf of 
children and families. Some may focus on 
family economic security, while others focus 
on child abuse prevention, and still others on 
child health or education. Child-care providers, 
nurse practitioners, kindergarten teachers, 
juvenile corrections officers, and foster youth 
themselves all have valuable insights and 
perspectives that should contribute to federal 
policy actions on children and families.

Voices of child advocates can come across 
as a fragmented array of competing policy 
recommendations. Further, no one child 

•	 Come together to establish an overarching message on the importance of child 
policy issues, which is then used by individual organizations as an underlying theme, 
even when their contacts stress a particular child policy agenda.

•	 Disseminate information to candidates on child policy issues, such as this guide, 
with or without a cover letter or other description of endorsing/contributing 
organizations.

•	 Meet with editorial and news staff and media covering electoral campaigns and 
provide them with briefing materials on child policy issues.

•	 Schedule meetings with candidates or their policy staff to brief them on the federal 
child policy issues and offer to provide additional information.

•	 Follow-up on any requests for additional information, including providing state-
specific (and even Congressional-district) information on how federal programs 
operate and who is served by them.

•	 Track candidate events and encourage local advocates to attend and raise child policy 
questions with candidates.

•	 Seek earned media, including letters-to-the-editor and op eds, that raise these issues 
in the press.

•	 Organize a candidate debate on child policy issues, or work with organizations 
moderating such debates to include child-policy questions. 

•	 Seek responses from candidates to an open-ended set of questions on children’s 
issues and make their responses available in a voter’s guide on child policy issues.
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What Voters Can Do

The vast majority of voters are conscientious in 
exercising their right to vote and want to know 
where candidates stand on issues. Candidates 
often have clearly articulated positions on 
issues that are played out in the media or are 
promoted by the candidates themselves, but 
they may not relate to what any voter cares 
about most and wants to be reflected in his or 
her vote.

Most voters may never have an opportunity to 
directly questions candidates, but they can do 
a number of things to make their perspectives 
known on child-policy issues. 
 
The following are examples of actions voters 
can take to help ensure that their views are 
recognized within the federal electoral process. 
Actions like these will ultimately help set the 
child-policy agenda for the nation:

•	 Learn about child-policy issues and how they affect children and 
grandchildren in the community and state.

•	 Learn what candidates are saying on these child-policy issues.

•	 Discuss children’s issues with co-workers and relatives when 
talking “politics” and indicate the importance of them.

•	 Contact candidates to express personal views on child-policy 
issues.

•	 Write letters to the editor, attend candidate forums, and 
participate in political events as a voter with particular concerns 
about child policy.

•	 Consider what candidates say and do on child policy issues in 
exercising the right to vote.

•	 Track the performance of the winning candidates in following 
through on child-related pledges made during the campaign.

Ultimately, in American democracy, all elected officials are accountable to the people. Each vote 
and each voter matter. The more voters learn about child policies and expect candidates to speak 
to them, the more election process itself will provide direction to lawmakers to address the 
children’s needs in a way that represents voters’ concerns and hopes.
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There are many opportunities in Congressional 
elections for interactions between voters, child 
advocates, and candidates. They offer the 
opportunity for the public to ask questions of 
candidates, and for candidates to hear from 
constituents what they most want to see 
happen for children.

The following questions can be used or adapted 
by candidates to discuss federal-policy issues 

Seven Child Policy Questions for Candidate Dialogue and Response

with constituents and by constituents to ask 
questions to candidates. They also can be used 
or adapted by child advocates as open-ended 
questions to all candidates,  made available to 
voters (without editing or comment) to ensure 
that there is public response and recognition of 
child policy issues.

The Seven Questions

1. One-third of all U.S. 

children receive health 

coverage through Medicaid 

or the Child Health Insurance 

Program. While 10 percent of 

children remain uninsured, 

the rate of child health 

coverage has increased as a 

result of these programs. 

What federal actions 

should be taken to 

ensure that all children 

have coverage that 

meets their health and 

nutrition needs?

2. Currently, there 
are 400,000 children in 

foster care, and 2 million 
reported cases of child 
abuse each year. The 
federal government 
provides nearly half of 
all funding states use for 
child-abuse prevention 
and treatment, 
including foster care and 
subsidized adoptions. 

What federal actions 
should be taken to 
need the needs of this 
vulnerable population of 

children?

4. While America has been the international leader in education, we now have to compete in a world economy where other countries have dramatically improved their education systems and, on some measures, exceeded America’s performance. 

What federal actions should be taken to ensure America is a world leader in educating its next 
generation?

3. Many children who start school behind will 
never catch up. High-quality 
early-childhood programs 
have been shown to improve school readiness in 

a  cost-effective manner.
What federal actions should be taken to close the “readiness gap” that appears before kids start 

school and accounts for so 
much of underachievement 

and school failure?

5. Twenty-two 

percent of American 

children live in poverty and 

twice that amount live in 

families struggling to make 

ends meet. 

What federal actions should 

be taken to ensure these 

children have their basic 

economic needs met?

6. Even as the U.S. 

becomes even more 

diverse, there are pronounced 

disparities in child outcomes 

across racial and economic 

groupings. 

What federal actions should be 

taken to ensure children have 

equal opportunities for success 

and know they can succeed if 

they work to the best of their 

abilities?

7. Family is the 
foundation for the next generation, and children do best in families with stable, nurturing, consistent care.  Yet family structure is changing in America, most notably an increase in single parenting.

What federal actions can be taken to address the growth of single parenting and its implications for children’s nurturing and development?
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APPENDIX
Public Investments in Children: The Federal Role

The 2010 Federal Budget

As previous sections of the guide have shown, the federal government plays a significant role in financing many 
programs and services designed to address the needs of children—in health, nutrition, education, child safety 
and income security. Overall, the federal government invested $374.4 billion in children’s services in federal 
fiscal year 2010, the most recent year full budgetary information is available, according to the Brookings 
Institution and Urban Institute’s analysis, Kids Share. This table further delineates these expenditures, with 
some adaptations to reflect where expenditures are best described by the needs of children.

Children’s Spending in the 2010 Budget (Adapted from Kids Share)
	 	 	 	 	 	 	 Billions														%	Total
Health	 	 	 	 	 	 	
Medicaid	(less	$1.5	billion	child	welfare)	 	 	 	 	73.0																	19.5%
Child	Health	Insurance	Program	 	 	 	 	 			7.1																			1.9%
Vaccines	for	children	 	 	 	 	 	 			3.5																			0.9%
Other	(other	immunizations,	maternal	and	child	health	block	grant,	etc.)	 			2.2																			0.6%
	 	 	 	 	 	 	
Total Health 	 	 	 	 	 	85.8                 22.9%
 	 	 	 	 	 	
Nutrition Services	 	 	 	 	 	
SNAP	benefits	 	 	 	 	 	 	34.7																			9.3%
Child	nutrition	(includes	school	lunches,	breakfasts,	child	care	food	program)16.3																			4.4%
Special	supplements	for	Women,	Infants,	and	Children	(WIC)	 	 			5.7																			1.5%
	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	
Total Nutrition Services 	 	 	 	 	56.7                 15.1%
 	 	 	 	 	 	
K-12 Education and Training	 	 	 	 	
Compensatory	education	for	disadvantaged	(Title	I)	 	 	 	19.5																			5.2%
Special	education	(less	Part	C	and	Part	B	preschool	$.7	billion)	 	 	16.6																			4.4%
State	fiscal	stabilization	fund	 	 	 	 	 	16.8																			4.5%
School	improvement	 	 	 	 	 	 			5.3																			1.4%
Other	(impact	aid,	education	jobs	fund,	vocational	education,	etc.)	 	 			9.3																			2.5%
Training	(WIA,	Job	Corps,	YouthBuild,	Youth	Offender	grants)	 	 			1.7																			0.5%
	 	 	 	 	 	 	
Total K12 Education and Training 	 	 	 	69.2                 18.5%
	 	 	 	 	 	 	
Early Education and Care	 	 	 	 	 	
Head	Start	and	Early	Head	Start	 	 	 	 	 			8.0																			2.1%
Child	Care	and	Development	Fund	 	 	 	 			5.9																			1.6%
TANF	funds	transferred	for	child	care	 	 	 	 			5.7																			1.5%
Special	education	Part	B	&	C	 	 	 	 	 			0.7																			0.2%
	 	 	 	 	 	 	
Total Early Education and Care 	 	 	 	20.3                   5.4%
	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	
Child Safety
Foster	Care	(Title	IV-e)	 	 	 	 	 				 	 			4.5																			1.2%
Adoption	assistance	 	 	 	 	 	 			2.4																			0.6%
Medicaid	for	child	welfare	 	 	 	 	 			1.4																			0.4%
Other	child	welfare	(CAPTA,	independent	living,	missing	children,	IV-b,	etc.)				2.7																			0.7%
TANF	for	child	welfare	 	 	 	 	 			1.0																			0.3%
	 	 	 	 	 	 	
Total Child Safety 	 	 	 	 	 	12.0                   3.2%
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																																																																																																																											Billions										%	Total

Income Security	 	 	 	 	 	 	
Social	Security	for	children	 	 	 	 	 	21.2																			5.7%
Supplemental	security	income	for	children	with	disabilities	 	 			9.8																			2.6%
TANF	cash	assistance	 	 			5.7																			1.5%
Child	support	enforcement	 	 	 	 	 			3.9																			1.0%
Veterans	benefits	accruing	to	children	 	 	 	 			2.8																			0.7%
	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	
Total Income Security Payments 	 	 	 	43.4                 11.6%
 	 	 	 	 	 	  
Income Security Tax Refunds	 	 	 	 	 																											
EITC	 	 	 	 		 	 	 	50.4																	13.5%
Child	tax	credit	 	 	 	 	 	 	22.7																			6.1%
Other	(includes	adoption	credit)	 	 	 	 	 			1.4																			0.4%
	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	
Total Income Security Tax Refunds 	 	 	 	74.5                 19.9%
 	 	 	 	 	 	  
Housing and Social Services	 	 	 	 	 	
Section	8	Low-income	housing	assistance	 	 	 	 			7.1																			1.9%
Public	housing	and	rental	assistance	 	 	 	 			1.3																			0.3%
Low	income	home	energy	assistance	 	 	 	 			1.1																			0.3%
Other	social	services	(through	SSBG,	TANF)	 	 	 			3.0																			0.8%
	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	
Housing and Social Services Total 	 	 	 	12.5                   3.3%
	 	 	 	 	 	 	  
Total of Above	 	 	 	 	 								374.4               100.0%            
	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	
Other	tax	expenditures	 	 	 	 	 	
Child	tax	credit	(nonrefundable)	 	 	 	 	 	23.0	
EITC	(nonrefundable)	 	 	 	 	 	 			4.5	
Dependent	care	(child	care)	credit	(non-refundable)	 	 	 	 			3.4	
	
	 	 	 	 	 	 	
Source:	Isaacs,	J.,	Hahn,	H.,Rennane,	S.,	Steurle,	E.,	&	Vericker,	T.	(2011).	Kids	Share:	Report	
on	Federal	Expenditures	on	Children	Through	2010.	Brookings	Institution	and	Urban	Institute:	
Washington,	DC.	

Note:	This	table	is	adapted	from	Kids Share	in	the	following	ways.	First,	$1.4	billion	in	Medicaid
is	included	under	child	safety,	as	that	is	the	most	recent	estimate	of	the	amount	of	Medicaid	funds
states	use	specifically	for	child	welfare	treatment	(not	basic	foster	care	medical)	expenditures.
TANF	funding	is	distributed	according	to	2009	figures	on	how	much	is	used	for	cash	assistance,	
how	much	is	transferred	to	CCDBG	or	otherwise	used	for	child	care,	how	much	is	used	for
child	welfare	(including	prevention	services),	and	how	much	is	used	for	other	social	services.
While	TANF	is	a	$14.7	billion	block	grant	to	states,	only	$5.7	billion	is	used	for	cash	assistance
payments	commonly	referred	to	as	“welfare.”		Education	expenditures	for	special	education
for	those	under	school-aged	(Part	C	and	Part	B)	are	placed	under	early	education	and	care	rather
than	education	and	training.	 	 	 	 	 	
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Estimates of Federal, State and Local School Spending

There is no single, complete source of information for state and local school spending on children. 
There are, however, sources to draw on in developing ballpark estimates. Overall, the table below 
provides estimates of state and local school spending in comparison with the federal investments 
in the 2010 federal budget. These show both the relative share of funding from the federal 
government in each of the areas and the overall relative size of federal investments in children 
compared with all public investments across categories.

 

Sources: The National Center for Education Statistics provides state-by-state information on public investments in the 
K-12 education system, and the National Center for Early Education Research provides state-by-state information on 
much pre-school spending.  Voices for America’s Children produced a 50-state report on overall investments in early 
childhood education programs. Relatively recent reports from the Urban Institute have broken down child welfare 

spending on a state-by-state basic by source of funding.  

 
 Federal State + School Total Fed % of Total
    
Health and nutrition $143 $75 $218 65.6%
    
K-12 education $89 $580 $669 13.3%
    
Child safety $12 $14 $26 46.2%
    
Economic security $118 $10 $128 92.2%
    
Housing and social services $12 $4 $16 75.0%
    
 $374 $683 $1,057 35.4%
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Voices for America’s Children member organizations

VOICES for Alabama’s Children ∙ Children’s Action Alliance (AZ) ∙ Arkansas Advocates for 
Children & Families ∙ Children Now (CA) ∙ Children’s Advocacy Institute (CA) ∙ Children’s 
Partnership (CA) ∙ Coleman Advocates for Children & Youth (CA) ∙ Kids in Common (CA) 
Colorado Children’s Campaign ∙ Connecticut Association for Human Services ∙ Connecticut 
Voices for Children ∙ KIDS COUNT in Delaware ∙ DC Action for Children ∙ Children’s 
Campaign, Inc. (FL) ∙ Voices for Georgia’s Children ∙ Good Beginnings Alliance (HI) ∙ Idaho 
Voices for Children ∙ Voices for Illinois Children ∙ MCCOY (IN) ∙ Child & Family Policy 
Center (IA) ∙ Kansas Action for Children ∙ Kentucky Youth Advocates ∙ Agenda for Children 
(LA) ∙ Maine Children’s Alliance ∙ Advocates for Children & Youth (MD) ∙ Massachusetts 
Citizens for Children  ∙ Michigan’s Children ∙ Priority Children (MI) ∙ The Public Policy 
Center of Mississippi ∙ Partnership for Children (MO) ∙ ChildWise Institute (MT) ∙ Voices 
for Children in Nebraska ∙ Children’s Advocacy Alliance (NV) ∙ Children’s Alliance of New 
Hampshire ∙ Advocates for Children of New Jersey ∙ New Mexico Voices for Children 
Citizens’ Committee for Children of New York ∙ Schuyler Center for Analysis & Advocacy 
(NY) ∙ Westchester Children’s Association (NY) ∙ Action for Children North Carolina ∙ North 
Dakota KIDS COUNT ∙ Voices for Ohio’s Children ∙ Oklahoma Institute for Child Advocacy 
Children First for Oregon ∙ Pennsylvania Partnerships for Children ∙ Public Citizens for 
Children & Youth (PA) ∙ Rhode Island KIDS COUNT ∙ Children’s Trust of South Carolina 
South Dakota KIDS COUNT ∙ South Dakota Voices for Children ∙ Black Children’s Institute of 
Tennessee ∙ Tennessee Commission on Children & Youth ∙ CHILDREN AT RISK (TX) ∙ Texans 
Care for Children ∙ Voices for Children of San Antonio ∙ Voices for Utah Children ∙ Voices 
for Vermont’s Children ∙ Community Foundation of the Virgin Islands ∙ Voices for Virginia’s 
Children ∙ Children’s Alliance (WA) ∙ West Virginia KIDS COUNT Fund ∙ Wisconsin Council 
on Children and Families ∙ Wyoming Children’s Action Alliance


