CHILD CARE AND EARLY

EDUCATION IN MONTANA:

Building Strong Starts for Every Family

Our earliest years of life shape lifelong health, learning,
and opportunity. But across Montana, many families struggle
to find affordable, reliable early care and education.

Families in rural and Tribal communities and those with lower incomes
face the steepest barriers. Years of underinvestment and unstable
funding have left many communities without enough child care providers,
while early educators earn wages that make it hard to stay in the field.

When early care and education systems are strong, children thrive,
parents can stay in the workforce, and communities grow stronger.

The Reality for Montana Families: child care shortages affect families, workers, and local economies

What the Data Tell Us: Child Care Barriers are Growing
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Early care and education is not just a private family responsibility. It is a shared public investment that
supports children, families, and the long-term health of communities. Montana moves forward when
we treat early childhood care and education as essential infrastructure.

Strengths to Build On What Leaders Can Do Now

« Community-led approaches are working.
Local collaboratives, shared services
networks, rural play-based hubs, and

Nonprofit Leaders
« Involve families most affected by child care barriers

Tribal early childhood programs are
creating new ways to expand care.

Momentum Is Growing. Policies like the
Early Childhood Special Revenue Account
and expanded Best Beginnings eligibility
show that sustained advocacy can lead to
progress.

Investments Pay Off. Children in quality
early care are more prepared for school,
experience better long-term health
outcomes, and are less likely to need
public supports later.

Businesses are stepping up. Many
employers now see child care as
essential economic infrastructure and are
partnering with communities to expand
solutions.

in designing solutions.
» Share stories and data to help policymakers
understand what families need.

Philanthropy Leaders

« Fund the true cost of child care, including staffing,
operations, and rural delivery models.

- Provide flexible, multi-year funding so organizations can
build stable programs and respond to families’ needs.

State Leaders

- Treat early childhood care and education as essential
infrastructure for workforce and economic stability.

« Ensure reimbursement and public funding reflect the
actual cost of providing child care.

« Invest in solutions that support rural and Tribal families

and expand child care where it’s needed most.
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Turning Investment
into Action

Headwaters Foundation supports organizations that
build leadership and a sense of belonging with families,
elevate their voices to policymakers, and create the
conditions for meaningful change to happen.

Learn more about our work and grantees at
www.headwatersmt.org




