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PURPOSE OF THIS REPORT

Executive Summary

The ultimate goal of this white paper is to inform strategies that are created and 
owned by community stakeholders to advance equitable access to and the expansion 
of high-quality early learning.

WHY EARLY LEARNING

One of the most effective ways to promote economic, workforce, and community 
development is to invest in early care and education. The earlier a community invests 
in children’s learning, the greater the potential return on investment. For 
disadvantaged children, early care and education can have returns as high as $7 – 
$13 for every $1 invested.

The first 5 years of a child’s life are critical for building the foundational skills essential 
for success in education, health, career, and life. When children do not have healthy 
early experiences and environments, they can develop deficits in skills and abilities 
that lead to negative outcomes, such as increased educational costs, juvenile 
delinquency, crime, and poor health. 

Rapid Brain 
Development

Children’s brains are the most 
impressionable in the first 5 years 
of life. 90% of the brain develops 
during this time, and one million 

new neural connections are made 
every second to create the 

foundation upon which all future 
learning is built.

Adult connections are key to 
brain development. When 

caregivers interact and engage 
with infants and young children, 
critical neural connections are 

built and strengthened in 
children’s brains.

Caregiver
Connections

Children who experience 
challenges like stress and poverty 
often do not get the necessary 

adult connections. In these cases, 
the neural connections are not 
fully developed, and there is not 
a strong foundation for future 

learning.

Toxic
Stress
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HOW IS EARLY LEARNING LINKED TO LATER 
SUCCESS?

Early care and education supports the current workforce by providing much-needed 
child care so parents can work. Families are then able to support themselves, and the 
workforce in turn meets the business community’s talent needs. In addition to these 
immediate benefits, when young children receive high-quality early care and 
education, they develop a strong foundation for success in their future lives and 
careers. Children who grow and develop in high-quality environments in their first 5 
years of life are set up to subsequently reap the benefits of high-quality elementary 
and secondary education. If these young adults have access to postsecondary 
training and/or education, then they will be well-positioned to become productive 
employees and citizens. Children’s earliest years set the trajectory for the future.

HOW WELL DOES 
EARLY LEARNING 
IN VANDERBURGH 

COUNTY POSITION US 
FOR LATER SUCCESS?
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Healthy 
Start

On 
Track

Ready for 
School

ELA & Math
Proficient

HS
Graduation

Educational
Attainment

Productive 
Employees

7.7 infant 
deaths per 
1,000 births

Indiana State Department of 
Health, Infant Mortality and Birth 
Outcomes Fact Sheets, 2013-2017.

792 children 
under 3 received 
early intervention 

services
Indiana Family and Social 
Services Administration, 
Division of Family and Children, 
Vanderburgh County Profile Report 
2019.

3.7% of 
kindergartners 
were retained

Indiana Department of 
Education, 2016-17 enrollment, 
2017-18 retained.

77.6% of adults 
25-64 are in the 

labor force

U.S. Census Bureau, 2015-2018, 
American Community Survey 
5-Year Estimates, Table S2301.

34.8% of 
adults hold an 

associate degree 
or higher, including 

certificates

Lumina Foundation, Stronger Nation 
Report, 2020.

84% of 
students 

graduated 
high school

Indiana Department of 
Education, 2018-19 school year.

41% of 
3rd-8th graders 

proficient in 
ELA and 

Math ILEARN

Indiana Department of 
Education, 2018-19 school year.
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KEY FINDINGS
Vanderburgh County is home to 13,000 young 
children ages 0-5. The majority of these young 
children need child care while their parents are 
working. Half of the young children who need care 
are enrolled in a known program that is licensed or 
registered with the state. The other half are being 
cared for in an informal setting with a family 
member, neighbor, or friend where the quality of care 
and education is unknown.

Children and families’ access to early care and 
education programs varies. One fourth of young 
children in Vanderburgh County live in a “child care 
desert”—a neighborhood with very few child care 
spots based on the population need. If families can 
locate a program, it may not be high quality. In 
Indiana, high-quality early care and education is 
defined as a program that is rated Level 3 or Level 4 
on Paths to QUALITYTM or is accredited by an 
approved national organization. Teachers in 
high-quality programs guide children through an 
educational curriculum, which supports their 
development. Almost one third of young children who 
need care are enrolled in a high-quality rated 
program. This means more than two thirds of young 
children are not enrolled in a high-quality rated 
program.

Lastly, even when families can locate a high-quality 
rated program, they may not be able to afford it. 
The average cost to send one child to a high-quality 
program is approximately $8,000, which is about the 
cost of one year of in-state college tuition. The high 
cost of early care and education can be a 
particularly difficult burden for young families. 
Parents of young children are typically at the 
beginning of their career and have not reached the 
height of their earning potential, compared to 
parents sending a child to college after 18 years to 
plan and save.
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RECOMMENDATIONS
Over the past 15 years, Vanderburgh County community leaders have made great 
strides to support children and families, as well as strengthen the early care and 
education sector. The community is a leader in the state, making progress that other 
Hoosier communities have not yet seen. However, there are still significant access, 
equity, and achievement gaps to address. This report includes examples of progress 
and innovation in other communities across the country as possible strategies for 
local leaders to consider.

Based on the local data and national research, the following are recommended 
strategies for community leaders to consider implementing. Using these strategies 
to continue to invest in early care and education will support children, as well as the 
current and future workforce.

1 Expand early learning access to more young children.

2 Explore shared services and other business supports.

3 Target investment in at-risk neighborhoods.

4 Explore implementing a two-generation (2Gen) approach.

5 Study the full costs of implementing these recommended 
programs. Create funding models by identifying existing and 
new funding sources to cover costs.
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