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Finding 10

Active-duty families of color report generally favorable attitudes and 
outcomes regarding their children’s child care and education; however, 
access to child care is a challenge for all active-duty families, regardless of 
race/ethnicity.

Military Children

Existing research on military children generally concentrates on transitions and separations, 
and susceptibility to social, emotional, and academic challenges (both at home and at their 
school).1 However, research focused specifically on military children of color is extremely 
limited, with even basic demographic information such as race or ethnicity of military children 
being unavailable. Furthermore, the use of parents’ race/ethnicity as proxies for their children’s 
racial/ethnic identity can be incomplete, as it does not consider multi-racial, adoptive/foster, or 
other diverse families.2   

Civilian research about children of color (not limited 
to children of service members or Veterans) explores 
educational disparities that impact test scores, grade 
repetition, dropout and graduation rates, student 
involvement in gifted and talented programs, access to 
education resources and higher education, and discipline 
rates (including suspensions and school expulsions).3 
These disparities are often a result of racial and ethnic 
discrimination, which lead to unequal access to educational 
support and resources.4 Though research is limited, it is 
likely these educational inequities are lessened for military 
children of color5 due to the benefits of service on finances, 
health care access, and access to resources, as discussed 
in Findings 5, 6, 7, 8, and 9, which may mitigate some of 
the risk factors found among the civilian population more 
broadly. That said, military child education and child care are 
perennial issues of concern for military families,6 including 
families of color, and  similar to non-military families of 
color, respondents* to this survey report seeking quality 
education and staff/student diversity.7

The appearance of U.S. Department of Defense (DoD) visual information does not imply or constitute DoD endorsement.
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Civilian research has found that families of 
color (low-income families, in this case) sought 
quality education and capable staff, learning 
opportunities, nutritious meals, sensitive 
caregiving, safety, bilingual or matched race/
ethnicity in caregivers,8 and convenient, flexible, 
and affordable care when selecting a child care 
provider.9 This same study also highlighted other 
factors, such as immigrant status, language 
spoken in the household, age of child(ren), 
family’s socioeconomic status, and available 
resources, which can explain variations in child 
care preferences and choices. In K-12 school 
settings and in school choice, civilian families of 
color report similar preferences, such as academic 
quality, curriculum, safety, distance from home, 
and diversity of student population as primary 
concerns, though preferences and enrollment may 
differ.10

In line with civilian research, active-duty family 
respondents* requiring child care in this survey 
report a wide variety of important “top 5” 
attributes when selecting a child care or preschool 
provider, which include, but are not limited 
to, diversity-related attributes11: safety (55%), 
training and certification of staff (53%), learning 
philosophy or curriculum (50%), distance from 
home (37%), diversity of faculty/administrators 
(29%), and diversity of student population (28%).12 
Active-duty family respondents* with school-aged 
children13 report similar “top 5” attributes when 
considering a school, but they place a slightly 
greater emphasis on diversity, most commonly 
selecting strong academic curriculum (62%), 
safety (57%), diversity of student population 
(43%), distance from home (36%), and diversity of 
faculty/administrators (33%).14

Active-duty family respondents* report that a diverse staff is an important 
consideration when selecting child care providers and schools, but safety, staff 
quality, curriculum, and distance from home are more frequently cited as top 
attributes. 

Quality child care is having a curriculum where all students’ 
backgrounds are represented, not just a eurocentric curriculum. It 
also means safety and knowing that I can trust that my children’s 

teachers will promote diversity and inclusion and go out of his or her 
way to learn about my children and their backgrounds.

- Black Military Spouse



*Unless otherwise noted, respondents indicated having at least one racial/ethnic identity other than white.

So
ci

al
 Im

pa
ct

 R
es

ea
rc

h:
 R

ac
ia

l E
qu

ity
 &

 In
cl

us
io

n 
 | 

  B
lu

e 
St

ar
 F

am
ili

es
 

Most active-duty family respondents of color report their children’s school and/
or child care staff represent the diversity of its student body.

According to civilian literature, children of color (not limited to children of service members or Veterans) 
experience positive outcomes when they attend school and child care facilities that provide15 culturally 
relevant materials and toys and have diverse student populations and staff16; parent engagement and 
communication increase when they attend child care facilities, either a center or in-home, that reflect 
their own family’s experiences.17 Similarly, diversity in both staff and students is tied to better outcomes 
for school-aged children, particularly adolescents. While the child care industry’s labor force is relatively 
diverse,18 this is not necessarily true for K-12 education; some K-12 schools reflect the diversity of their 
student population in staff, and others do not.19

Active-duty respondents* to this survey suggest that their children’s child care centers and schools 
are doing well on these diversity-related metrics. The large majority of active-duty respondents* who 
require child care agree that “the staff at [their] child care or early childhood education program reflects 
the diversity of the families within the program” 
(65%),20 “there are toys and reading materials that 
reflect diversity and inclusion” (63%),21 and “there 
are opportunities for their children to play with 
children of other races and/or cultures” (82%).22 In 
line with the civilian research discussed above, a 
slightly smaller majority perceive diversity-related 
attributes in their K-12 schools: 53% report that 
the “staff reflects the diversity of the families,”23 
53% report “there are reading materials which 
reflect diversity and inclusion,”24 and 77% report 
“there are opportunities for children to meet and 
play with a variety of children of different races/
and or cultures.”25

Caring staff

Child is learning and growing

Safe & clean facility

#1 
#2
#3 

“What does quality child care mean to you?”

The appearance of U.S. Department of Defense (DoD) visual information does not imply or constitute DoD endorsement.
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Most active-duty family respondents to the 2019 Military Family Lifestyle 
Survey (MFLS) reported generally positive school experiences for their children, 
regardless of race/ethnicity.

Research on school belonging is typically 
conducted with adolescents and has tied a sense 
of belonging at school to both immediate and 
long-term academic and well-being outcomes, 
many of which are also linked to the racial/ethnic 
diversity of the school.26 Another study found 
that adolescents who did not belong to the ethnic 
majority in the school class had increased odds 
for loneliness, compared to adolescents who 
belonged to the ethnic majority; having more 
same-ethnic classmates lowered the odds for 
loneliness.27 Fortunately, there is also evidence 
that availability and participation in affinity groups 
(such as Black Student Unions, multicultural 
alliances, etc.) may help mitigate the negative 
effects of not having a diverse student body on 
school connectedness.28

Previously unpublished 2019 MFLS data showed 
very few differences by race/ethnicity on a 
number of school-related measures, and these 
similarities in responses are positive indicators 
for military children of color. The 2019 survey 
included several measures, such as adherence 
to Interstate Compact rules, school welcoming 
and communication, parent comfort with school 
engagement and advocacy, and child thriving 
and belonging – with little variation by race/
ethnicity on any of them.29 For example, when 
asked to respond to the item “my oldest child 
seems to feel a strong sense of belonging to 
their school”: 64% of white, non-Hispanic active-
duty family respondents strongly agreed or 
agreed, as did 64% of Asian respondents, 61% 
of Black respondents, and 60% of Latino/a/x 
respondents.30

There were also few differences by race/ethnicity 
in items related to military cultural competency 
at school, with 48% of white, non-Hispanic 
active-duty family respondents, 52% of Asian 
respondents, 47% of Black respondents, and 44% 
of Latino/a/x respondents agreeing or strongly 
agreeing with the statement: “The support from 
my oldest child’s school for families dealing with 
military life is excellent.”31 This is an example 
of the need for future research addressing 
intersectionality in military children and families 
or color, particularly in child care and school 
settings.32 

The appearance of U.S. Department of Defense (DoD) visual information does not imply or constitute DoD endorsement.
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Child care needs and provider usage differ by race/ethnicity, but overall access 
rates are similar.

Civilian research shows variation in the type of child care being accessed by Black, Hispanic, Asian, and 
other racial/ethnic minority families. For example, Hispanic children are most likely to be cared for by 
another family member or relative; center-based care usage is highest among Asian and Pacific Islander 
and Black, non-Hispanic families, and immigrant families are less likely overall to use child care.33 
However, active-duty families are inevitably influenced by factors unique to military life: frequent 
relocations potentially make it difficult to utilize child care providers with long waitlists; living far from 
relatives could make it more difficult to use extended family for routine child care support; and access 
to income-based, tiered child care tuition and fee assistance rates make accessing child care more 
equitable if capacity exists on the installation or in the community.

Previously unpublished data from the 2018 MFLS found that three-quarters of active-duty family 
respondents of color had a child care need, similar to their white, non-Hispanic counterparts.34  Of those 
who needed child care, responses differed between racial/ethnic groups, with 33% of active-duty family 
respondents of color requiring “weekly, full-time child care so [they could] work or attend school (35 
hours or more per week),” compared to 23% of white, non-Hispanic active-duty family respondents 
reporting the same.35

Further exploration of 2018 MFLS data suggests no disparities in child care access among active-duty 
family respondents, however, with about a quarter reporting they were able to find child care for their 
current situation, regardless of the respondent’s race/ethnicity.36 Nonetheless, differences emerged by 
race/ethnicity regarding what type of child care families utilized (Figure 1). Publicly-available data from 
the 2017 Survey of Active Duty Spouses indicates that child care usage is highest among non-Hispanic
Black spouses (69%) and 
lowest among Hispanic 
spouses (58%).37 This study 
also suggests that racial/
ethnic minority spouses use 
military-provided child care at 
higher rates than their non-
Hispanic white peers: 54% of 
“minority” spouses reported 
using military-provided care 
either on- or off-installation, 
compared to 41% of white, 
non-Hispanic spouses.38

% of active-duty family respondents to the 2018 MFLS39

Figure 1: Child Care Delivery Utilization Among 
Active-Duty Family Respondents by Race/Ethnicity 
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Impacts of the COVID-19 pandemic on military children of color remain 
inconclusive, but early data suggests few racial/ethnic disparities in children’s 
education and child care situation.

The COVID-19 pandemic has impacted students of color in various ways.  The United States 
Department of Education reported on the developing impacts of the COVID-19 pandemic on American 
students and shared emerging evidence of racial disparities related to academic achievement and access 
to educational opportunities and resources, as well as access to educational support for students of 
color with disabilities.42 Additionally, the American Academy of Pediatrics, the American Academy 
of Child and Adolescent Psychiatry, and the Children’s Hospital Association declared the pandemic-
related decline in youth mental health to be a national emergency.43 Civilian research indicates that 
mental health impacts of the pandemic differ based on social and cultural factors, including race/
ethnicity and socioeconomic status.44 In a potential departure from civilian literature, however, active-
duty family respondents to the 2020 MFLS (fielded in September 2020) reported little variation by 
race/ethnicity with regard to the perceived impact of the pandemic on their children’s education and 
child care situation; white, non-Hispanic active-duty family respondents perceived a worse impact to 
their children’s mental health, compared to respondents of color45 (Figure 2). The extent to which the 
COVID-19 pandemic impacted military children of color warrants longitudinal research as long-term 
effects take hold in the coming years.

% of active-duty family respondents to the 2020 MFLS

Children’s mental health46

Children’s education

Child care situation

Note: Numbers may not sum to 100% due to rounding.

Figure 2: Impact of COVID-19 on Military Children
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Despite the positive indicators discussed throughout this finding, open-ended 
responses reflect frustration and perceptions of discrimination within schools 
and child care settings for some parents of color.

A recent report from the U.S. Government Accounting Office analyzed data from 2011 to 2019 and 
found that Black and Hispanic students in Department of Defense schools scored consistently higher 
than their public-school peers for fourth- and eighth-grade reading and math.53 This finding highlights 
several other positive indicators related to the education of active-duty children of color. However, 
when respondents were asked in an open-ended format to describe “policies or practices that are not 
culturally appropriate/do not feel culturally appropriate for [their] family,” in their child care provider 
or school, the top themes across responses relate to disagreements with curriculum, perceived racial/
ethnic discrimination, and lack of cultural awareness or acknowledgment of cultural differences. In some 
cases, respondents tie these issues to broader implications for their family regarding trust in the school 
system, their family’s racial/ethnic identity, and/or their child’s well-being. 

During a unit on ‘community helpers,’ my oldest was asked to write a 
paragraph about how Christopher Columbus was a community helper. There 
was only one person of color included in the unit, and no females. I wrote to 

the teacher and explained that my child would not be writing a paragraph 
about Columbus. The teacher responded that she was following [the state’s] 
curriculum guidelines and that there was not time for her to add additional 

people to balance out the dominance of white males in the unit.

- American Indian or Alaska Native Military Spouse
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