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Early Childhood Care and Education Programs in Rural 
Areas

Among children under 6 years old and not yet in kindergarten whose parents reported 
difficulty finding child care in 2019, “lack of open slots for new children” was more commonly 
cited as the main reason for the difficulty by parents of children in rural areas (31 percent) 
than by parents of children in suburban areas (22 percent).

Young children participate in various types of early 
childhood care and education programs: some are 
enrolled in center-based programs,1 while others are cared 
for in relatives’ or nonrelatives’ homes or are cared for 
only by their parents. Parents search for nonparental care 
to meet parental needs (e.g., employment) and support 
children’s development.2, 3 Experiences in early childhood 
care and education programs could be influential 
for a child’s development because in these programs 
children often learn skills that not only are important for 
kindergarten entry but also can have a lasting impact on 

their development into adulthood.4, 5, 6 Using data from 
the 2019 Early Childhood Program Participation Survey 
of the National Household Education Surveys Program 
(ECPP-NHES:2019), this indicator explores differences, 
by household locale,7 in young children’s participation 
in various types of early childhood care and education 
programs at least once per week, including relative care, 
nonrelative care, and center-based care arrangements. It 
also examines differences, by locale, in parents’ reporting 
of the primary reason for difficulty finding early childhood 
care or education. 

Figure 1.  Percentage of children under 6 years old and not yet enrolled in kindergarten, by type of care and locale: 2019
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1 Center-based arrangements include day care centers, Head Start programs, preschools, prekindergartens, and other early childhood programs. 
NOTE: Data are based on parent reports. A child’s primary care arrangement is the regular nonparental care arrangement or early childhood education program in which 
the child spent the most time per week. “Multiple arrangements” is not shown in this figure. Although rounded numbers are displayed, figures are based on unrounded 
data. 
SOURCE: U.S. Department of Education, National Center for Education Statistics, Early Childhood Program Participation Survey of the National Household Education 
Surveys Program (ECPP-NHES:2019). See Digest of Education Statistics 2020, table 202.30.
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In rural areas in 2019, 43 percent of children under 
6 years old who were not enrolled in kindergarten did not 
have any regular nonparental care arrangements. The 
remaining 57 percent received some type of nonparental 
care on a regular basis:8 about 30 percent in a center-
based program, 10 percent in a nonrelative’s home-based 
care, 15 percent from relatives, and 2 percent from some 
combination of these arrangements.9 Overall, there 
were no measurable differences in receipt of regular 
nonparental care between children in rural areas and 
children in cities and suburban areas. Only towns had 
a higher percentage of children who did not have any 
regular nonparental care arrangements than in rural areas 
(50 vs. 43 percent). 

Children in rural areas spent around 29 hours per week 
in nonparental care, which was not measurably different 
from other locales. However, the specific types of 
nonparental care received varied by locale. For example, 
the percentage of children in center-based care was lower 
for those in rural areas than for those in suburban areas 
(30 vs. 35 percent). In contrast, the percentage of children 
in nonrelative home-based care was higher for those in 
rural areas (10 percent) than for those in suburban areas 
and cities (8 percent each). 

Figure 2.  Percentage of children under 6 years old and not yet enrolled in kindergarten, by selected primary reason for parent’s 
difficulty finding child care and locale: 2019
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NOTE: Excludes children whose parent/guardian reported either “have not tried to find care” or “no difficulty” finding the type of child care or early childhood program 
wanted. Data are based on parent reports. Children whose parent/guardian reported that the primary reason for difficulty finding child care was that they “needed a 
program for children with special needs,” were “looking for specific hours/schedule,” or had “some other or more than one primary reason” are not shown because children 
represented by each category accounted for 6 percent or less of children. Due to categories not shown, detail does not sum to 100 percent. Although rounded numbers are 
displayed, figures are based on unrounded data. 
SOURCE: U.S. Department of Education, National Center for Education Statistics, Early Childhood Program Participation Survey of the National Household Education 
Surveys Program (ECPP-NHES:2019). See Digest of Education Statistics 2021, table 202.30a.
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Among children under 6 years old and not yet in 
kindergarten whose parents reported difficulty finding 
child care in 2019, “lack of open slots for new children” 
was the most commonly cited reason in rural areas and 
towns. Cost was the most commonly cited reason in 
cities and suburban areas.10 “Lack of open slots for new 
children” was more commonly cited as the main reason 
for the difficulty by parents of children in rural areas 
(31 percent) than by parents of children in suburban areas 

(22 percent). In addition, “location” was more commonly 
cited as the main reason for the difficulty by parents 
of children in rural areas (13 percent) than by parents 
of children in suburban areas (6 percent) and cities 
(5 percent). However, “cost” was less commonly cited as 
the main reason for the difficulty by parents of children 
in rural areas (26 percent) than by parents of children in 
suburban areas (41 percent) and cities (39 percent). 
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