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Report: High-Quality Child Care Scarce in Many 
Low-Income Wisconsin Communities 

Policymakers may need to adjust YoungStar incentives to sustain high-quality providers 

Seven years after Wisconsin policymakers created the YoungStar child care rating system, high-quality daycare 
is scarce in some of the state's most impoverished neighborhoods, according to a report and interactive 
map released today by the Wisconsin Policy Research Institute. The study also found that the incentives built into 
the system may be inadequate for keeping high-quality providers in business.  
 
"Rating YoungStar: How Wisconsin's Child Care Quality Rating and Improvement System Measures Up" 
examines the economic impact of early childhood education and the role that YoungStar plays in fostering high-
quality child care in the state. 
 
YoungStar uses a 5-star rating scale that results in higher public subsidies for high-quality 4- and 5-star 
providers, no subsidies for those with a 1-star designation, and somewhat reduced subsidies for 2-star programs. 
The ratings guide the flow of over $300 million in federal and state funds to providers of child care to low-income 
families. 
 
More than 3,800 of Wisconsin's approximately 5,000 regulated early child care providers are now part of 
YoungStar. Yet high-quality programs make up just 17 percent of that total. The data reveals a dearth of high-
quality providers in several high-poverty neighborhoods, the very areas where they could have the biggest 
impact. The report also includes two case studies illustrating the financial struggles of high-quality centers. The 
findings indicate that the financial incentives may need adjusting. 
 
YoungStar has had successes. Since 2010, YoungStar's marketing and incentive program has contributed to a 
steady increase in the quality of providers and the number of children receiving higher-quality care. The report 
also analyzed the latest research on investments in high-quality early childhood education and found that 
economic benefits accrue both to the individual child and to society. 
 
"Early childhood investments benefit all of society, not only participating children and families," said Rob 
Grunewald, an economist with the Federal Reserve Bank of Minneapolis and principal author of the report. "They 
are much more cost-effective than waiting years later to pay for the costs of remedial education, social programs 
and crime. Research shows that early childhood education programs for disadvantaged children can pay back as 
much as $16 for every $1 invested." 
 
But YoungStar's overall ability to prepare children for school remains unproven, the authors concluded. 
 
"High-quality providers clearly contribute to the safety, health and happiness of the children in their care," said 
Michael Jahr, WPRI vice president of outreach and special projects and co-author of the report. "But until there 
are more high-quality providers – particularly in areas of concentrated poverty – it will be challenging to determine 
the impact they have on school readiness." 
 

 

mailto:michael@wpri.org
http://wpri.cmail19.com/t/r-l-yukkdjud-htkhidjihk-i/
http://wpri.cmail19.com/t/r-l-yukkdjud-htkhidjihk-i/
http://wpri.cmail19.com/t/r-l-yukkdjud-htkhidjihk-d/
http://wpri.cmail19.com/t/r-l-yukkdjud-htkhidjihk-t/
http://wpri.cmail19.com/t/r-l-yukkdjud-htkhidjihk-j/


The study includes a link to an interactive state map that shows the number of child care slots, the percentage of 
slots with high-quality ratings and the percentage of children under age five in poverty broken down by ZIP code. 
 
Founded in 1987, WPRI is a nonprofit, nonpartisan 501(c)(3) guided by the belief that free markets, individual 
initiative, limited and efficient government and educational opportunity are keys to economic prosperity and 
human dignity. 
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