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Introduction 
 

Child care has emerged as a pressing issue of political debate in recent years, particularly in the 

wake of the COVID-19 pandemic that more starkly highlighted the importance and instability of 

the field. This time offers a rare and urgent opportunity for child care reform we haven’t seen in 

decades. While early education advocates are seizing the moment, the movement lacks unity in 

strategy and direction.  

 

A person’s perspective and identity influence their responses to several strategic questions in 

child care. The varied responses to these questions often lead to division in the field. What is 
gained by professionalizing the workforce, and what is lost? How important is government regulation in 
ensuring the safety of children? How much is too much (creating an undue burden for providers), or not 
enough (leading to the distrust of families regarding the quality and safety guaranteed by the system)? 
How heavily do we involve and try to leverage the business community as an advocate for this issue, 
how do their values and goals differ from ours, and what is the potential cost of those inconsistencies? 
 

The widespread division among early education advocates on these questions hinders progress 

toward a more inclusive, sustainable, and equitable child care system. We must address the 

historical, systemic, and contextual factors underlying our divisions. By better understanding and 

confronting these systemic issues, we can avoid repeating these mistakes and foster unity in the 

movement for child care reform.  

 

Below, we explore how historical contexts, policies, and practices have shaped the current child 

care system. We discuss examples of White supremacy ideas intentionally used to sow division 

across racial backgrounds, elevate White women above women of color in the racial hierarchy, 

and create policies that center and formalize White women’s preferred forms of child care. We 

examine the influences of racial divisions across time to connect them to our current fragmented 

child care system, which fails to meet the needs of all children, families, and child care providers. 

To inform the way forward, we acknowledge that racial divisions are roadblocks to our success 

and highlight the need for coordinated multi-racial efforts to accomplish the transformative 

change we seek.  

 
Child Care is Gendered and Racialized 

The origins of our child care system are rooted in colonialism, imperialism, racial capitalism, 

patriarchy, and White supremacy. Historically, child care has been gendered as women's work, 
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and currently, women make up 99% of the early childhood workforce in North Carolina. For most 

of our history, “few types of work beyond unpaid care for their children at home were viewed as 

socially acceptable for White women.” However, women of color were first enslaved and then 

underpaid to care for other families’ children for centuries. While women make up the majority 

of the early childhood workforce, racial disparities in the treatment and inclusion of child care 

providers of color persist. 

The U.S. child care system has been racialized from the start, with enslaved Black women 

providing unpaid care for enslavers' children. After slavery ended, Black women were relegated 

to low-paying domestic work, including child care, under poor conditions. As free people, Black 

caregivers were then forced to navigate and become compliant with confusing and burdensome 

licensing systems to be able to continue the very same work they and their ancestors had been 

forced, expected, and trusted to do for generations. 

 
The racial composition of the early childhood workforce varies by child care setting and mode, 

with more White women in child care regulatory roles and Director positions within licensed 

child care centers. Women of color make up about 40% of the early childhood workforce and 

nearly 50% of home-based providers nationwide. The home-based child care workforce includes 

licensed family child care homes (FCCHs) and license-exempt Family, Friend, and Neighbor (FFN) 

child care providers. Currently, in North Carolina, 72% of licensed family child care home 

providers identify as Black, 25% identify as White, and only 1% identify as Latina. FFNs, who are 

majority women of color, face challenges accessing federal and state funding. 

Unlike most developed nations, the U.S. has never treated child care as a public good deserving 

significant investment. This lack of recognition has led to an underfunded,  fragmented system 

where advocates compete for limited resources, and divisions exist by setting type and licensure 

status (i.e., license-exempt family, friend, and neighbor providers, licensed child care centers, 

licensed family child care homes, etc.). This competition for resources leads to the scarcity 

mindset, which prevents progress toward a more equitable system that honors the work and 

value of the entire early childhood workforce regardless of setting type or licensure status. Early 

childhood systems must recognize, support, and adequately fund licensed family child care 

homes, license-exempt home-based providers, and licensed center-based care to ensure all 

children have equal access to the opportunities they deserve. 

“Since the women [home-based child care providers] don’t have licenses, 
most don’t have access to state resources that are available to [licensed] 
home-based child care. So, we are trying to provide some of these 
resources that they can’t access.” – Member of MDC’s NC Home-Based Child Care 

Community of Practice 
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Racial Divisions Shape Our Child Care System Throughout U.S. History 
 
Roots of Anti-Blackness and Dehumanization of Care Workers 
European colonization and centuries of slavery resulted in lasting disparities and tensions 

between women of different races. The first recorded enslaved Black Africans were violently 

taken from their homes and transported to America in 1619. As the colonies grew, so did the 

system of slavery, with the capitalist economy heavily reliant on enslaved Black labor.  

 

Enslavers, including White women, wielded significant power over enslaved Black people. 

Enslaved Black women bore the burden of domestic work and child care for their enslavers, often 

at the detriment of their own children. These women were exploited for their reproductive labor 

and frequently raped by enslavers. Laws stated that a child's enslaved status was determined by 

the mother’s status, enabling White men to ensure a continued supply of unpaid Black labor 

through rape and impregnation. White women played active roles in slavery and oversaw 

enslaved Black women in their homes. Their involvement reinforced their elevated status within 

the racial hierarchy and further advanced their attainment of political and economic power. 

These harmful policies and practices fostered lasting tension, distrust, and division between 

Black and White people.   

 

A Missed Opportunity for Racial Solidarity in Child Care 
In the 19th century, Irish women migrated to the U.S. in large numbers due to poverty and famine 

caused by British colonialism. Millions of Irish immigrants arrived in the Northeastern U.S. and 

took jobs as live-in maids, cooks, and nannies. British colonialists had spread narratives depicting 

the Irish as “low-class and unfit for self-governance” to justify their oppression in Ireland. These 

White supremacist ideas were also used to justify the theft of Indigenous lands, genocide, and 

the enslavement and mistreatment of Africans.  

 

In the U.S., White people who were familiar with British colonial ideas looked down on Irish 

immigrants, comparing them to Black people and questioning their whiteness. While Irish 

immigrants were categorized as White, they still experienced discrimination while working in 

similar roles under harsh conditions and living alongside Black people. It wasn’t until the 1790 

Naturalization Law, which allowed only Whites to become citizens, that Irish and other European 

immigrants were elevated above Indigenous people, Chinese immigrants, and Black people in the 

racial hierarchy. This gave Europeans access to better jobs, more political power, and increased 

autonomy. Rather than standing in solidarity with people of color, European immigrants 

accepted and perpetuated White supremacy for their benefit, deepening racial divisions. 
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White Women’s Legacy of Complicity and Control 
From the 1870s to 1940s, the U.S. government removed Indigenous children from their families 

and communities to strip them of their languages, cultural practices, and spiritual beliefs and 

assimilate them into White patriarchal culture. They were forced to attend government-run 

boarding schools, which subjected children to harsh discipline, neglect, and significant trauma. 

An “outing program” established in the late 1870s placed Indigenous children on White-owned 

farms for unpaid labor and English language training. White women served as “Outing Matrons” 

and trained Indigenous women in domestic work. Outing Matrons also trained other White 

women and employers to exert control and assert dominance over Indigenous women and 

children. These policies reinforced the perceived superiority of White women, gave them 

authority over Indigenous peoples, and deepened racial divisions and distrust. 

 

Tensions and racial divisions between Black and White women continued well after slavery was 

outlawed. Black domestic workers were often falsely accused, fired, and criminalized for theft or 

vandalism by their White employers. White feminists advocating for women’s rights frequently 

ignored the specific challenges faced by Black women, like discrimination in housing, education, 

and employment. After securing the right to vote, White women used their newfound political 
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power to prioritize their own needs. They neglected domestic workers of color, opposed state 

mandates or union demands for better conditions, and focused instead on labor laws for factory 

and retail workers. To pursue careers outside of the home, White women depended heavily upon 

child care providers of color to care for their young children. Therefore, White women viewed 

working towards labor laws that protected child care providers and other domestic workers of 

color as conflicting with their personal interests. 

 
Exclusionary Policies Lead to Further Fragmentation of the Child Care System 

Numerous U.S. imperialistic interventions in Central America have forced many Latina women to 

flee violence and harsh living conditions, leading them to seek refuge in the U.S. The 1986 

Immigration Reform and Control Act (IRCA) granted amnesty to around 3 million immigrants, 

but also intensified border militarization and criminalized hiring undocumented workers. As 

dual-career families in the U.S. increasingly rely on child care, the demand for immigrant labor 

has surged, especially in child care. Despite this demand, Latina women face barriers due to 

exclusionary immigration policies, limited resources for Spanish-speaking providers, labor 

exploitation based on documentation status, and limited access to political and economic power.  

 

In 2021, immigrant women made up 22% of all child care workers in the United States. 

Immigrants prop up our fragmented child 

care system. However, they often face 

barriers in accessing care for their 

children, support services and resources 

in primary languages, and adequate 

funding. In North Carolina specifically, 

undocumented women are still restricted 

from obtaining a child care license, which 

means they are also excluded from 

receiving child care subsidies for eligible 

children in their care. Many women of 

color, including immigrants, provide FFN care that families across the country rely upon. FFN 

care is a highly preferred type of care for many families because parents already know and trust 

the providers, they share similar cultural and language backgrounds, and providers can flexibly 

meet the needs of parents who need care outside of traditional hours. Despite all these merits, 

FFN care—and the many women of color who provide it and rely upon it to work—remains 

peripheralized and left out of child care policy discussions.   

 
Historically, White supremacy has divided child care providers by race and citizenship status and 

elevated U.S.-born White women over women of color and immigrants. Because of this, the 

forms of child care preferred by White women have, over time, been uplifted, institutionalized, 

“FFN care has always been part of the 
child care landscape and it always will 
be. It should be values and respected. 
For many parents it is their preference 
and needs to be seen as a valid choice 
for many families.”– Member of MDC’s NC 

Home-Based Child Care Community of Practice 
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and favored to create the current licensed system specifically centered around the needs of well-

resourced White families. The current system centers and positions White middle-class 

standards as the norm, but that approach ignores the needs of and causes undue harm to many 

families across the country. Research suggests FFN care is preferred, selected, and used by 

marginalized families because of the pervasive experiences of racism, prejudice, and 

discrimination they face when interacting with the licensed child care system. Some argue that 

communities of color have created a “system of FFN care” outside of the mainstream system as 

an adaptive response to avoid discrimination. 

 

The current system not only disproportionately harms families and child care providers of color, 

but it also harms us all and leaves communities across the state without accessible, affordable, 

culturally-affirming child care. By setting aside our differences in licensing and immigration 

status and focusing on shared goals—like the well-being of all young children and all those who 

care for them—we can work towards a more equitable system that honors and includes the 

preferences of all parents.   

 

It Doesn’t Have to Be This Way 
 
Movements globally and in the U.S. have long sought to overcome racial divisions. Today's 

coalition politics stem from early efforts to unite across racial backgrounds, such as the "Rainbow 

Coalition" in the late 1960s and early 1970s. This coalition brought together Black, Latina, and 

White workers, launching free breakfast programs and child care centers supported by 

community donations. The federal 

government institutionalized the 

School Breakfast Program in 1975 in 

response to the coalition's impact. 

Women in the coalition played a 

crucial role in these efforts.  

Today, many movements embrace 

multi-racial principles as essential to 

their success. In a globalized world 

and given the U.S. history of diverse 

populations living in proximity, we 

will only be powerful enough to 

achieve transformative change 

through united, multi-racial efforts. 

This is particularly true in child care, 

where workforce diversity and 

“You do not have to be me in order for us 
to fight alongside each other. I do not have 
to be you to recognize that our wars are 
the same. What we must do is commit 
ourselves to some future that can include 
each other and to work toward that future 
with the particular strengths of our 
individual identities. And in order for us to 
do this, we must allow each other our 
differences at the same time as we 
recognize our sameness.”  
– Audre Lorde 
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historical racial divisions have hindered unification. By addressing our distrust and seeking to 

understand one another, we can unite to create a child care system where all children receive 

safe, affirming, and affordable care, and where providers are fully funded, economically whole, 

and equipped with the resources and education they desire. 

Summary 
 

We must recognize racial division as the key roadblock to our success. Should we wish to 

transform the early education system to meet the needs of all children, families, and providers, 

our power lies in being united in large numbers to 

demand systems-level change around a shared 

cultural value.  
 
To overcome racial divisions, we must first expose 

ourselves to different perspectives. We must seek 

to understand one another’s perspectives and pain to be more empathetic and seek collaborative 

solutions that address many differing needs. This understanding requires us to be more open and 

willing to struggle with perspectives that differ from our individual experiences. We must resist 

the urge to become defensive and negate the experience of others simply because it is 

uncomfortable or inconsistent with our own. 

 

In early 2020, the COVID-19 pandemic highlighted the cracks in the already breaking child care 

system. As we reflect on all the history that brought us to this moment today, it is clear that this is 

yet another pivotal moment for child care. How we move forward from here will have lasting 

effects for generations to come. May we finally realize the transformation our communities have 

sought for so long.  

“We move law through unity.” 
– Member of MDC’s NC Home-Based 

Child Care Community of Practice 


