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Building a Skilled Teacher Workforce 

INTRODUCTION 
High-quality educational experiences for all children, regardless of age, depend on effective teachers.  Yet it is a 

daunting challenge to ensure that all classrooms, whether in pre-kindergarten or in older grades, are staffed by 

teachers who are skilled at nurturing children’s curiosity and fostering learning. It is also an urgently pressing 

challenge, given the persistent learning gap between children living in poverty and their more advantaged peers, and 

the poor academic performance of U.S. students on international achievement tests.
1 

Not surprisingly, the 

preparation, ongoing development, and performance of teachers all figure prominently in the current public 

discourse on how to improve our nation’s educational system, and these issues are the target of government policy, 

as well as investments by philanthropic and business leaders.  

An increasing demand for teachers adds yet another level of concern. The U.S. Department of Labor forecasts, 

between 2012 and 2022, “replacement needs” (the percentages of estimated job openings resulting from the flow of 

workers out of an occupation) of 22 percent for K-12 teachers, 28.1 percent for preschool teachers, and 29.4 percent 

for child care workers.
2
 The U.S. Department of Labor forecasts a growth rate (the percentage increase in 

employment demand for an occupation) during this period of 12 percent for K-12 teachers, 14 percent for child care 

workers and 17 percent for preschool teachers.
3
 To meet the demand generated by proposed expansions of public 

preschool programs, approximately 100,000 additional preschool teachers with bachelor’s degrees will be needed by 

the end of this decade.
4 

  

Across the K-12 and early care and education (ECE) communities, similar conversations are underway: how to 

recruit teachers and strengthen their initial teacher preparation, how to provide ongoing learning experiences for new 

and veteran educators, and how to organize school environments to ensure that all teachers can best address the 

needs of an increasingly diverse child population. But these conversations are also widely divergent, given that the 

histories of the two sectors have led to quite distinct personnel and service delivery systems. 

It is essential to understand the personnel-related opportunities and challenges the early childhood education (ECE) 

sector faces, as well as how these differ from those encountered in grades K-12, in order to adopt an early learning 

strategy for the U.S. that is capable of improving educational outcomes for young children. To that end, this paper 

begins with the public perception of early childhood teaching, followed by a brief discussion of the history and 

purpose of education for children of different ages. Next, the paper describes key features of the personnel systems 

that have emerged from these varied roots, comparing them along several dimensions, and conclude with 

suggestions for promoting a skilled and stable early care and education workforce for the 21st century.  

 

THE PUBLIC VIEW OF TEACHING IN EARLY CARE AND EDUCATION  
Mounting interdisciplinary evidence underscores the significance of the first five years for children’s lifelong 

success.
5 

As a result, early learning opportunities, most notably in publicly funded preschool programs for four-year-

olds, have drawn considerable attention as a key strategy in education reform, particularly for children living in 

poverty.
6 

Yet teachers who work with children four years old or younger are typically not viewed by the public as 

part of our nation’s teaching workforce, let alone as drivers of a better educational system. Most people imagine a 

teacher as someone who works in grades K-12; perhaps more importantly, much of the public is averse to the idea 

that pre-kindergarten teachers require levels of knowledge and skill as rigorous as those of their counterparts who 

teach older children.   

This perception of teaching in early education as low-skilled stems in part from the developmental characteristics of 

young children. At its core, good teaching demands the ability to establish and sustain a nurturing, trusting 

relationship with each individual child in the classroom. Establishing such trust with younger children necessarily 

involves more caregiving functions than are required with older children. And although intentional instruction is 
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essential to effective teaching with young children, it is often embedded in children’s play and daily routines, 

masking its presence to those who recognize teaching only in more didactic forms. This blend of caregiving and 

instruction, so critical to effective early childhood teaching,7 can make it harder to discern the high degree of 

knowledge and skill involved, leading many to conclude, for example, that it is unnecessary to obtain a college 

degree and specialized training in order to teach young children.8 Limited requirements for ECE teachers in many 

settings further reinforce the idea that teaching young children requires limited pedago gical or content knowledge, 

even with respect to promoting children’s mathematical and literacy skills.  

Research evidence suggests otherwise, repeatedly demonstrating that ECE teachers who have been educated on a 

par with K-12 teacher standards are more effective in promoting children’s learning.9 Further, it is well established 

that relationships between young children and teachers are the cornerstone of such learning. When a trusting and 

nurturing connection does not develop, or is disrupted—too often due to the insufficient staffing and/or high levels 

of turnover that are common in ECE settings— children suffer the emotional and educational consequences.10    

A vicious cycle works to maintain a public view of teaching young children as requiring less - skilled and 

knowledgeable instructors than teaching older children, which in turn permits ECE teachers’ low status and pay to 

be viewed as acceptable. Poor compensation and low status in ECE programs not only fuel harmful levels of teacher 

turnover, but also discourage academically successful young people from considering ECE teaching careers.11 As 

shown in Figure 1 and Table 1, even the most well-paid pre-kindergarten teachers in school-sponsored settings, 

representing only six percent of the ECE teacher workforce,12 earn, on average, only three-quarters of the 

compensation of kindergarten teachers.13 In community-based public pre-kindergarten (pre-K) and Head Start 

programs, teachers with bachelor’s degrees earn only slightly more than half the average income of comparably 

educated women, and slightly more than one-third of comparably educated men.14 Slightly less than one-half of ECE 

teachers (45 percent) have earned bachelor’s or higher degrees.  As displayed in Table 2, ECE teachers with lower 

levels of educational attainment, as would be expected, earn even lower salaries than those who have completed at 

least four-years of college.  

 

FIGURE 1  

Mean Annual Salaries for U.S. Labor Force Participants with Bachelor's Degrees or Higher, 2012  
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TABLE 1 

Percentage of Mean Salaries for Teachers with Bachelor’s Degrees or Higher,  

Compared to Men and Women in the U.S. Civilian Labor Force, 2012 

Labor Force Participants 

Mean Annual Salary for 

BA Degree or Higher, 

2012 

Percent of Mean 

Earnings of Women in 

the Civilian Labor Force 

with BA or Higher 

Degree 

Percent of Mean 

Earnings of Men in 

the Civilian Labor 

Force with BA or 

Higher Degree 

Civilian Labor Force, 

Men† 

$88,509   

Civilian Labor Force, 

Women† 

$56,174   

Elementary School 

Teacher† 

$56,130 99% 63% 

Kindergarten Teacher† $53,030 94% 59% 

School-Sponsored Pre-K 

Teacher‡ 

$42,848 76% 48% 

Other Public Pre-K 

Teacher‡ 

$33,696 59% 38% 

Head Start Teacher‡ $33,072 58% 37% 

All Other ECE Teachers‡ $28,912 51% 32% 

 

†The wages are based on 1,360,380 elementary school teachers and 157,370 kindergarten teachers. Retrieved from 

http://bls.gov/news.release/ocwage.htm. 

‡ National Survey of Early Care and Education Project Team. (2013). Number and characteristics of early care and education 

(ECE) teachers and caregivers: Initial findings, Tables 17. National Survey of Early Care and Education (NSECE). OPRE Report 

#2013-38. Washington, DC: Office of Planning, Research and Evaluation, Administration for Children and Families, U.S. 

Department of Health and Human Services. Retrieved from 

http://www.acf.hhs.gov/sites/default/files/opre/nsece_wf_brief_102913_0.pdf. 

*Annual wages calculated by multiplying the hourly mean wage by 40 hours per week, 52 weeks per year. 

  

http://bls.gov/news.release/ocwage.htm
http://www.acf.hhs.gov/sites/default/files/opre/nsece_wf_brief_102913_0.pdf
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TABLE 2 

Hourly Wages of Center-Based Teachers and Caregivers Serving Children Birth through Five 

Years, Not Yet in Kindergarten, by Educational Attainment 

Highest Degree Received‡ 
Mean Hourly Wage of Center-Based 

Teachers and Caregivers 

HS or less  $9.60  

Some college, no degree  $10.50  

AA degree  $12.90  

Bachelor’s degree or higher  $17.30  

Total  $13.10  

 

‡ National Survey of Early Care and Education Project Team (2013). Number and characteristics of early care and education 

(ECE) teachers and caregivers: Initial findings, reprinted from Appendix Table 11, p.27. National Survey of Early Care and 

Education (NSECE). OPRE Report #2013-38. Washington, DC: Office of Planning, Research and Evaluation, Administration for 

Children and Families, U.S. Department of Health and Human Services. Retrieved from 

http://www.acf.hhs.gov/sites/default/files/opre/nsece_wf_brief_102913_0.pdf. 

 

PURPOSE OF EDUCATIONAL SERVICES IN K-12 AND ECE  
The histories of K-12 and ECE education reflect very different assumptions about the purpose of these services, 

their clientele, and who is responsible for providing, funding, and governing them. These differing assumptions both 

drive the distinct personnel systems for teachers of younger and older children, and contribute to how we perceive 

their skills and roles. Public education in grades K-12 was established in order to provide free access to schooling 

for all children in the nation, since a well-educated populace was viewed as a public good. By the turn of the 20
th

 

century, all states offered public elementary education, albeit with significant inequities in access and quality among 

racial and economic groups. Over time, states and communities have organized schools similarly into districts that 

have local governing bodies, state and federal oversight, and well-established local, state, and national funding 

streams. Federal funds comprise a small portion of total K-12 financing, but federal legislation such as No Child 

Left Behind (NCLB) sets standards for teacher qualifications, and requires accountability and reporting from states 

and school districts for any federal funds they receive. While variations exist among states, key features of personnel 

systems, such as qualifications and work environments, are relatively uniform for K-12 teachers throughout the 

U.S., and rely on well-established funding streams.
15

  

In contrast, center- and school-based early care and education programs originated in two separate historical 

traditions over the last century: some with a primary emphasis on offering custodial care for children while their 

parents worked (e.g., day nurseries, child care), and others with a focus on promoting early learning (e.g., nursery 

schools, Head Start, public Pre-K).
16

 U.S. society has yet to fully embrace ECE as a public good. Early learning 

services funded by federal and state dollars, for example, are primarily designed to serve only children from very 

low-income families; for other children, access to early learning experiences are based on families’ ability to 

purchase services in the private market. Seventy-five percent of K-12 schools are public institutions serving 

approximately 90 percent of school-age children, while the majority of ECE center-based services, including centers 

that receive public dollars, operate in private-market settings as commercial or nonprofit enterprises.
17

  

Every child in the United States is entitled to attend school from kindergarten or grade 1 through grade 12. There is 

neither an income means test for public education, nor a waiting list for services. While the amount of funding 

allocated per child may vary among and within states depending on resources, the K-12 system includes dedicated 

federal, state, and local revenue sources that flow to each school. A child may be placed on a waiting list for a 

particular school or classroom, but will never be told to wait for public school services altogether. Similarly, a 

http://www.acf.hhs.gov/sites/default/files/opre/nsece_wf_brief_102913_0.pdf
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school may experience budget cuts, and these may produce teacher layoffs, reduced per-child allocations, larger 

class sizes and even school closures, but all children are guaranteed space in a classroom in their co mmunity.  

In contrast—with the exception of Military Child Care for families in the armed services, and a handful of states or 

cities that have written schooling for four-year-olds into law—children have no guarantee of publicly funded ECE 

services before they enter kindergarten or first grade. Even when children meet eligibility criteria for such public 

services as Early Head Start, Head Start, or subsidized child care, they may be placed on waiting lists due to 

inadequate funding;
18

 families using subsidized services may also lose their access to subsidy due to changes in 

income ceilings, work requirements, co-payments or reimbursement rates.
19

 

Multiple federal, state, and local funding streams exist for different ECE programs, with the majority being federa l. 

(Overall more federal dollars are spent on children in K-12 than in ECE, but federal funding constitutes a higher 

proportion of overall public expenditures in ECE than does state spending).
20

  Most of ECE funding streams go 

directly to low-income parents in the form of vouchers, with the exception of Head Start, Early Head Start, and 

state-funded preschool programs, which receive funding directly from federal and state sources. Early care and 

education funding at the federal level is not guaranteed, and must be periodically appropriated or reauthorized by 

Congress. Federal tax provisions, such as the Dependent Care Tax Credit, also constitute a large proportion of public 

support for early care and education, in the form of foregone tax revenues from families who claim the credit on 

their tax returns to offset a portion of their child care costs. In fiscal year 2012, the Dependent Care Tax Credit 

resulted in approximately 3.1 billion in foregone tax revenues; no quality standards are tied to type of services  for 

which families may claim the credit.
21

 

Each of the 50 states has its own array of variously funded and governed ECE programs. There are no structures 

akin to school districts for all ECE programs, and governance at the state level is typically split, with child care 

being the purview of departments of social services, and public preschool connected to departments of education.
22

  

No federal laws such as No Child Left Behind (NCLB) set uniform expectations about teacher qualifications across 

all public programs, nor are there uniform accountability or reporting systems. Multiple federal ECE funding and 

regulatory streams exist, embodying a wide variety of expectations and standards for teaching personnel.
23

 These 

multiple funding streams and mechanisms are often cumbersome for programs to access and manage, particularly 

when programs braid multiple funding sources—as they are increasingly being encouraged to do.
24

   

 

Current Teaching Personnel Systems  
If one thinks of the K-12 and ECE sectors as different cities, each with its own attractions and drawbacks for 

visitors, K-12 would be more akin to Manhattan, with a grid-based design and a robust transportation infrastructure 

that are easy to understand and access, while ECE would resemble sprawling Los Angeles , which lacks a well-

functioning public transit system and can be daunting to navigate.  

Some view the uniformity of the K-12 system, particularly with regard to personnel compensation, tenure and 

qualifications, as its fundamental weakness – a substantial barrier to building an effective teacher workforce.
25

 But 

even if the ECE system’s diversity and complexity present a certain flexibility and opportunity for innovation, when 

compared to K-12, they also pose equally intractable problems. Many in the ECE field bemoan its lack of uniformity 

with respect to educational qualifications and teaching supports, persistently poor compensation, and undeveloped 

professional development infrastructure. 

A chart accompanying this paper offers a detailed comparison of multiple dimensions of personnel systems in K-12 

and ECE,
26

 with distinctions drawn among publicly funded pre-kindergarten, federally funded Head Start, and 

private child care programs, the last of which may also receive federal or state dollars in the form of vouchers for 

low-income families. Highlights from the chart are presented below, and discussed in relationship to the challenges 

of developing and sustaining an effective, stable ECE teacher workforce in the United States. (Note: It is beyond the 

scope of this paper to describe personnel systems in home-based ECE services, such as licensed family child care 

homes and other forms of non-relative care, many of which receive public dollars to provide ECE services to low-

income children. These services are important for understanding the range of ECE settings for children from birth to 

age five and contribute to the overall complexity of the ECE system and the diversity of its personnel systems and 

the ECE workforce itself).   
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Teacher education and certification  
For the education of children age five and older, there is wide consensus across states and types of schools (public, 

charter, and private) that teachers should obtain at least a bachelor’s degree. In public schools, teachers are also 

required to obtain provisional certification before they begin teaching.
27

 By contrast, no such educational floor exists 

in the ECE field for working with children age four and younger. In the ECE sector, it is rare for teachers to be 

individually licensed or certified, except in public pre-K programs, where this is routinely required.
28

 In most ECE 

settings, state licensing standards set the basic level of health and safety requirements for ECE facilities and the 

educational qualifications for teaching and administrative staff. Varying qualifications above what licensing requires 

across different types of ECE settings reflect the varying purposes of ECE programs: those that are conceived 

primarily as support services for working parents (e.g., child care) generally set lower t eacher standards than those 

designed as early education (such as preschools and public pre-kindergarten programs).  

Each of the 50 states (as well as U.S. territories) sets its own qualifications for teachers, assistant teachers, and 

directors in licensed early childhood programs and for regulated and non-regulated home-based child care providers. 

Except for Head Start and Military Child Care, which set uniform national requirements for teachers and other 

personnel, ECE programs are supported by federal and state funds that set widely varying expectations for pre-

service and ongoing training, as well as certification. Publicly funded pre-K programs reflect this variation, with 

only slightly more than one-half requiring a bachelor’s or higher degree for lead teachers.
29

 This variation in 

educational requirements for teachers of young children results in great inequities for children. In different states, for 

example, or sometimes even within the same state, four-year-olds who are eligible to attend a publicly subsidized 

ECE program may be taught by a teacher with the equivalent of a master’s degree, or by one with no college 

background at all. Even if a child is lucky enough to gain a place in one of California’s  two state-funded preschool 

programs, her lead teacher may have completed only 40 college credits, well short of a degree—or may have an 

education and certification similar to that of K-12 teachers. If a child is in child care center or private preschool 

school, her teacher may be required to complete only 12 college credits of early childhood education.  

 

Teacher demographic characteristics 
Not surprisingly, the demographic profiles of K-12 and ECE teachers mirror these contrasting educational 

expectations. K-12 teachers across the country share similar characteristics: all are college-educated, with nearly 

half having earned an advanced degree.
30

 By contrast, in 2012, 45 percent of center-based teachers serving children 

ages three to five held a bachelor’s degree or higher, 17 percent had completed an asso ciate degree, 24 percent had 

completed some college, and 13 percent had completed high school or less.
31

 Due to statutory requirements, Head 

Start and pre-K teachers are better represented among the more highly educated ECE teachers.  

The ECE teaching workforce also embodies greater racial, ethnic, and linguistic diversity than does the K-12 

workforce. Eighty-four percent of K-12 teachers are white,
32

 while between one-third to one-half of ECE teachers 

are people of color.
33

 However, educational stratification along the dimensions of race, ethnicity and language is 

common in ECE with lead teachers and directors more likely to be monolingual English speakers and white.
34

 The 

diversity of children and families served by both K-12 schools and ECE programs has changed dramatically over the 

last two decades, with a significant growth of immigrant and non-English speaking families. This trend is likely to 

continue, and by 2050, about half of all children and adolescents under 17 in the U.S. are projected to be Hispanic  

(36 percent), Asian (6 percent), or multi-racial (7 percent).
35

  

The increasing diversity of the child population requires changes in teacher preparation and professional 

development at all levels of education to ensure that teachers are knowledgeable and skilled in meeting the needs of 

children from a range of cultural and linguistic backgrounds. It also requires greater attention to the issues 

surrounding the racial/ethnic and linguistic backgrounds of the teacher workforce in both ECE and K-12 sectors. 

Teachers representing minority groups are invaluable in providing positive role models for all children and 

responding to the needs of minority children. For example, minority teachers typically hold higher expectations for 

minority children, and are less likely to misdiagnose them as special education students. Minority teachers often are 

more attuned to the challenges related to poverty, racism and immigration status that many children of color face in 

their communities.
36

 For children younger than five, teachers who speak the home language of the young children 
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are a critical asset in promoting their school readiness, engaging with families, and communicating with children 

who are learning English as a second language.
37

 

Yet the sectors face somewhat different challenges with respect to building a diverse teacher corps. In K-12, 

recruiting and retaining minority educators is the primary challenge.
38

 In ECE maintaining the current culturally and 

linguistically diverse workforce, especially in light of increasing qualifications, as well as reducing stratification by 

race and language among lead teachers and program leaders poses a different set of challenges.
39

 

 

Teacher Career Pathways, and Teacher Preparation and Professional Development 

Systems 
Different standards for teacher qualifications also drive differences between K-12 and ECE in terms of career 

pathways, and professional preparation and development infrastructures. In K-12, “teacher preparation” refers to the 

pre-service education and licensure that are typically required before employment. Teacher preparation programs 

generally include field work and student teaching experiences, as required by policy in most states.
40

 Attaining a 

degree is viewed as only one aspect of professional development, typically followed by induction or mentoring 

programs for new teachers, in addition to required, ongoing professional development. Public dollars are earmarked 

for induction and other forms of continuing teacher education.  

Many ECE teachers do not participate in pre-service education, and their education may not commence until after 

they have become employed in the field. Further, many ECE work settings do not set a continuing education 

requirement for teachers. As a result, the ECE field typically does not refer to pre-service education, but often uses 

“professional development” to cover the entire spectrum of education and training available in the ECE world —

from introductory training, to informal workshops or other continuing education, to college -level work for credit or 

a degree, depending on state requirements.  

In contrast to K-12, many ECE teachers’ first teaching jobs typically double as their “pract ice teach ing ,” but 

rarely with the formal structure of supervision that this term implies.
41

 In response to rising educational 

requirements in such programs as Head Start and publicly funded pre-K, ECE teachers are increasingly attending 

college or university programs to complete required credits or to earn degrees while employed. But arranging 

supervised practica, and completing student teaching requirements, frequently pose scheduling and compensation 

challenges for these students.
42

 Pre-service education for ECE teachers, however, may become increasingly 

common as states require teachers working in publically funded pre-K programs to obtain preschool through early 

elementary certification prior to employment. 

K-12 teachers are required to complete a course of study which covers subject matter content (such as, mathematics, 

literacy or science) as well as pedagogical strategies which are aligned with state certification requirements.  In 

ECE, historically, any course of study within one of several disciplines focused on children of any age has been 

considered an acceptable form of teacher preparation.
43

 As indicated by the ubiquitous “early childhood-related” 

label widely used to describe the educational backgrounds of teachers of young children, highly diverse higher 

education programs have been assumed to produce equivalent results.  Some degrees may not include course work or 

student teaching with children younger than five or address pedagogical strategies. While efforts to expand 

accreditation of early childhood higher education programs are underway, there is not yet a widely accepted and 

agreed-upon standard for what constitutes a high-quality program of study for ECE practitioners.
44

   

Qualifications for pedagogical and administrative leaders also vary by sector. In K-12, principals are required to 

have teaching experience and to earn an administrative credential and /or a master’s degree focused on educational 

leadership.
45

 Mentors and coaches are typically drawn from the teaching ranks. In ECE, qualifications for directors 

or administrators vary by state and program standards, ranging from no set requirements to a bachelor’s degree.
46

 

Lack of ECE-specific education and training extends to K-12 leaders with responsibility for pre-K programs; only 

one state requires principals to complete coursework related to preschool age children.
47 

Many fulfilling roles such 

as mentors or coaches are not required to have prior teaching experience or specific training.
48

 Additionally, the 

pipeline for teacher educators with ECE-specific backgrounds is limited due to a dearth of ECE doctoral programs.
49
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ECE professional development expectations and resources vary by program type and by funding stream. 

Consequently, many states have no well-defined, comprehensive system to ensure ongoing professional 

development, or agreed-upon standards or approval systems for the training of trainers. Teachers in better-funded, 

school-sponsored public pre-K and Head Start programs, however, are more likely to participate in on-the-job 

learning opportunities that occur during their paid working hours than are their counterparts in privately operated 

and funded programs, who more often are expected to complete professional development or college courses 

during unpaid evenings or weekend hours.  

Despite these differences in the professional development infrastructures of the ECE and K-12 worlds, research has 

found common ground between these sectors regarding the value of mentoring and other forms of professional 

development for working teachers. Research reviews of professional development efforts in K-12 have cautioned 

that many such programs are of little benefit, but that those that appear to produce benefits in teaching practices and 

student outcomes have at least three characteristics: substantial time commitment, preferably distributed over a 

period of days or weeks; programs targeted and directly linked to  teachers’ instructional practice (e.g., specific 

content knowledge or student learning); and professional development linked to the instructional goals and 

curriculum materials of the district or school. Specific strategies that are thought to be effectiv e include: extended 

workshops; collaborative study in which teachers work together to create a lesson, teach it, and observe and critique 

its delivery; and mentoring.
50

  

Research in ECE has yielded similar findings, noting also that ongoing learning is most  effective when it includes 

assistance from a skilled and well-trained mentor or coach, particularly since many ECE teachers have not taken part 

in an induction or comprehensive practice teaching program.
51

 Peer support and relationships appear to matter in 

professional development activities and quality improvement efforts, as does the extent to which the school or 

program is an environment supportive of adult learning. Both in ECE and in K-12, improvements in teaching 

practice are best supported when teachers share values and agreement about the problems they are trying to address; 

when roles and responsibilities are well-delineated for all staff; when authentic procedures and opportunities are in 

place for assessment and reflection; when school or program leadership are supportive of teachers’ professional 

development; and when the teaching team is consistent and stable.
52

  

Despite these commonalities, however, improvement and reform efforts in K-12 and ECE tend to focus on 

significantly different issues, as  the following non-exhaustive list illustrates.   

Teacher Qualifications    

In the K-12 field, the foremost questions in this area are: Does teacher certification indicate competence? If not, 

what are better approaches?  

In ECE, it is more common to debate the need for a college degree: Do teachers working with children younger than 

five years old require a four-year college degree, and does it lead to better practice? What ECE-specific content 

should be included in a required degree or certification program? 

Higher Education 

In K-12, the foremost questions are: How effective are university and college schools of education? How can they 

be reformed? Should they be replaced? How can greater emphasis on clinical experience be woven into teacher 

preparation?  

In ECE, the foremost questions are: Can prospective pre-service teachers or working adults returning to school find 

higher education programs with appropriate ECE content? How can a focus on children younger than age five, 

particularly infants and toddlers, be embedded in P-3 and other teacher education programs? How can clinical 

experiences focusing on children younger than five be included in degree programs, and how can working students 

participate in such experiences? Are there sufficient practicum and s tudent teaching placements in high quality 

settings with well-educated and credentialed supervising teachers?  How can higher education programs address the 

needs of nontraditional students seeking to attain degrees? Are sufficient language supports availa ble to students for 

whom English is a second language? How can degree programs for administrators, teacher educators and other roles 

be expanded to ensure that ECE has strong pedagogical leaders?
53
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Professional Development Infrastructure  

In K-12, debate centers on such questions as: Can more in-depth and relevant professional development offerings be 

designed to respond to the needs of teachers? What workplace supports are necessary for adult learning?  What is 

the impact of professional development at the classroom level and what is the appropriate metric of assessment (e.g., 

teacher evaluation or student outcomes)?  

In ECE, the primary questions include: How can resources be secured for professional development, and 

specifically, how can induction and ongoing mentoring and coaching be organized and funded for all ECE teachers? 

Can more in-depth and relevant professional development offerings be designed to respond to the needs of teachers 

with varied education and experience backgrounds? What are strategies for establishing standards for training and 

trainers? What workplace supports are necessary to support teacher learning and improved practices, such as paid 

planning and professional sharing time? What metrics are appropriate to assess the impact of pro fessional 

development at the program level? 

 

Teaching Environments: Classroom Structures, Working Conditions, Compensation, and 

Retention  
The typical K-12 teacher primarily works alone in the classroom, although an assistant teacher or paraprofessional 

may be present in the younger grades. In ECE, however, teaching is always a collective effort, due to the needs of 

young children. At least two or more teaching staff (other teachers or assistants) are generally required to be in a 

classroom at all times. K-12 teachers, however, work in larger organizations than the majority of ECE teachers, 

where approximately half of programs employ eight or fewer teaching staff.
54

 

Working conditions in K-12 routinely include payment for personal leave (vacation, holidays, s ick leave), and time 

for planning, professional development, and sharing with colleagues.  Such benefits are uncommon for ECE 

teachers. Like standards for teacher qualifications and opportunities for professional development, working 

conditions for teachers of younger children vary by setting and by funding stream, with publicly funded pre -K and 

Head Start typically offering better benefits and support.
55

 

Teachers’ working conditions in Grades K-12 have largely been shaped by collective bargaining agreements ; 35 

states and the District of Columbia have laws guaranteeing collective bargaining rights for K-12 teachers, and 

teacher unions exist in all 50 states.
56

 The presence of labor unions in ECE is much more limited, and varies by 

setting. Teachers in school-sponsored preschools and Head Start are the most likely to be members of unions,
57

 but 

most ECE teachers are not members of unions or other professional organizations, and an organized teacher voice is 

absent at the majority of ECE workplaces, as well as at forums where public policy decisions are made.   

The most striking difference between K-12 and ECE teacher working conditions is in levels of pay. Many ECE 

teachers are paid by the hour, unlike K-12 teachers, who are always salaried employees. ECE teacher pay varies 

dramatically within and across settings, and formal pay scales which link compensation to years of experience and 

professional development are uncommon. While K-12 teacher compensation is lower than many believe appropriate 

or necessary in order to attract and retain highly effective personnel, K-12 teaching can provide a relatively “family 

sustainable” income in most communities.   

Many ECE teachers, on the other hand, earn wages hovering near the poverty level, and many rely on public income 

support (such as WIC, SNAP, housing subsidies, or Medicaid for themselves or their children) to supplement their 

wages. A 2012 study conducted in North Carolina reported that three-quarters of teaching staff working in a range of 

public, for-profit and nonprofit early care and education settings lived in families with incomes below the state 

median, and more than 40 percent reported accessing some form of public assistance during the past three years.
58

 A 

2013 Head Start assessment of programs in three states  found that approximately one-quarter of 202 teaching staff 

said that they had accessed at least one type of public financial support in the last three years.
59

 In addition, 30 

percent of these Head Start teaching staff reported living with at least one child under five, 30 percent reported 

earnings at poverty level; 35 percent reported incomes that would qualify them for Medicaid (139 percent of poverty 

level); 89 percent were theoretically eligible for subsidy to help cover their own health care costs unde r the 
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Affordable Care Act; and 59 percent would be eligible for public preschool if offered to families earning 200 

percent of poverty or less.
60

 

Economic worry is rampant among ECE teachers. A 2013 assessment of working conditions of Head Start teaching 

staff and a similar 2013 assessment of approximately 2013 teaching staff in a variety of center-based ECE programs 

reported similar levels of economic concern.
61

  Forty-seven and 48 percent of teaching staff, respectively, reported 

worrying about having enough food for their family, 63 and 64 percent about paying their housing costs, 71 and 63 

percent about covering routine health expenses, and 74 percent about paying their monthly bills.  Many ECE workers 

also suffer from stress and other health problems common to those living in poverty; one-quarter of ECE teachers 

are estimated to have no health coverage from any source.
62

 

Further, many of the ECE teachers who have returned to school and obtained bachelor’s degrees, as required by 

Head Start and some public pre-K programs, fail to garner a reasonable return on their educational investment, even 

if they earn more than their less-educated colleagues (See Figure 1 and Table 2). Among 53 state funded pre-K 

programs in the United States in 2013, 30 required bachelor’s degrees for lead teachers; only half directed programs 

to pay teachers with degrees comparably to K-12 teachers.
63

  For pre-K teachers in publicly funded programs that 

operate within community-based agencies, health and retirement benefits are typically  less substantial than those 

earned by public school teachers. Approximately one-quarter (26.6 percent) of teaching staff who left Head Start 

programs in 2012-13 did so, according to program leaders, because they were seeking “higher 

compensation/benefits package in the same field (e.g., teacher left to school system).”
64

  

Compensation policies lead to different turnover and retention issues in K-12 and ECE, and among different settings 

within ECE.   

 Turnover rates:  

K-12: Approximately 15 percent teachers leave their jobs annually. These teachers leave for a variety o f reasons: 

25 percent seek a different occupation; 14 percent identify pregnancy or family issues; 22 percent retire; and 25 

percent identify dissatisfaction with administration or a lack of support on the job.
65

 Compensation influences 

turnover, but the work environment plays a significant role.
66

  

 

ECE: Current national data on turnover in ECE by settings will not be available until late 2014 or early 2015,
67

 but 

historically, turnover rates have hovered around 30 percent per year.
68

 The 2012 North Carolina workforce study 

found annual turnover rates of 21 percent for full-time teachers and 14 percent for full-time assistant teachers in a 

sample of 737 centers.
69

 Compensation is the primary driver of occupational and job turnover in ECE.
70

  

 

 Recruitment: 

K-12: Recruitment pressures are higher among schools that are considered hard to staff (typically those in low-

income, high-poverty communities, often staffed by novice teachers).
71

 

 

ECE:  Recruitment pressures are high across all settings because of low pay. Teachers with bachelor’s degrees 

often seek the higher pay offered in school-sponsored pre-K settings, causing them to leave Head Start and other 

ECE jobs. Pre-K programs that pay lower salaries than K-12 face recruitment pressure as teachers leave for 

kindergarten and early elementary teaching positions.
72

 

 

 Job Protection and Dismissal:  

K-12: Teachers in unions typically have job protection once they have achieved tenure; dismissal procedures 

follow collective bargaining protocols. A burning question in K-12 is the degree to which teacher evaluation 

results can influence firing and tenure decisions. 

 

ECE: Except for the minority (mainly in publically funded pre-K and Head Start programs) who work under 

collective bargaining agreements, ECE teachers have no job protection other than those established by state and 
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federal law, giving administrators full authority in hiring and firing decisions. A critical concern in ECE is how to 

retain teachers in order to ensure adequate classroom coverage and well-functioning teaching teams. In Pre-K and 

Head Start programs, and in some child care programs participating in Quality Rating and Improvement Sys tems 

(QRISs), teacher assessments are being used as a measure of program quality and linked to ongoing program 

funding.
73

 

 

In both K-12 and ECE, a great deal of time and money is spent on such turnover-related activities as recruitment, 

hiring, administrative processing, professional development, and separation planning. Estimates of the annual cost of 

turnover in K-12 education range from four to seven billion dollars, the latter amount reflecting not just costs to 

schools and districts but lost state and federal investments in teacher preparation and development.
74

 At the school 

level, the National Commission on Teaching and America’s Future estimates the average national cost per 

individual teacher departure and replacement in 2014 at $4,090 for rural and $9,540 for urban schools.
75

 No recent 

calculations of turnover costs in ECE are available, but given the higher rate of turnover in settings for young 

children, even when accounting for likely lower administrative costs, it is safe to assume that many thousa nds of 

dollars are spent per program each year that could be better used to cover higher wages or to fund professional 

development opportunities. Hard-to-staff K-12 schools and lower-quality ECE programs are often the most in need 

of resources, but they incur the highest turnover and replacement costs due to their higher rates of teacher 

departure.
76

 

Whether in K-12 or ECE, teachers seek work environments that have a high level of staff cohesion and 

collaboration, effective administration, and opportunities for teacher leadership. ECE teachers further look for work 

environments where sufficient numbers of staff are well trained, as a basic element of job satisfaction and the ability 

to engage in effective teaching practice.  

 

CONCLUSION 
What is the key to building a corps of skilled and effective teachers of young children? There is no single ingredient. 

Rather, four cornerstones of a sturdy early childhood personnel structure—human capital development, the 

professional development infrastructure, the teaching context, and system finance—call out for bold vision, creative 

approaches, and sustained investment. Reducing dysfunction and promoting exemplary practices across all of these 

foundational areas is necessary for creating a teacher workforce that can deliver on the promise of early learning 

programs. 

Twenty-five years ago, the National Child Care Staffing Study first documented the relationship between teacher 

education and compensation and program quality.
77

 Programs that paid lower salaries were plagued by high 

turnover, and children suffered the consequences. In contrast, programs paying higher salaries were able to attract 

and retain well-educated teachers and administrators who were specialized in early childhood development and 

education, and children were found more likely to thrive. Numerous studies have replicated these findings across 

infant, toddler and preschool classrooms.
78

 Subsequent research has demonstrated that high turnover prevents 

programs from improving
 
,
79

 while stability among a team of well-trained teachers provides an essential ingredient 

for improving and sustaining better services for young children. In 2000, the National Academy of Sciences 

Committee on Integrating the Science of Early Childhood Development recommended investment in initiatives that 

“jointly improve the qualifications and increase the compensation and benefits routinely provided to children’s 

nonparental caregivers.”
80

 

 

Human Capital Development 
Despite this strong research evidence about the interplay between individual teachers and their working conditions, 

as these relate to teacher practice and child outcomes, the predominant quality improvement strategy adopted by the 

ECE field over the last quarter century has focused on human capital investment. On balance, individual 

professional preparation and development strategies have received the bulk of resources directed toward teacher 
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performance, notwithstanding a recent shift toward organizational capacity building through quality rating and 

improvement systems (QRISs).
81

 

In many ways, it has made sense to focus on investments in individual teacher capacity, and these continue to be 

necessary, especially given the low level of teacher qualifications permitted in so many programs, and teachers’ 

consequent low levels of education in some settings. Additionally, this focus on education and professional 

development has advanced in positive ways over the years. An initial scattershot approach —in which any training or 

education at all was perceived as better than nothing—is now less common. Proliferating instead in better-resourced 

ECE settings are evidence-based strategies, such as comprehensive courses of study, more intensive and sustained 

on-the-job learning experiences, and coaching and mentoring, all of which have been linked to helping individual 

teachers improve their classroom practice. Yet many teachers across all settings lament the lack of time and support 

on the job to practice or apply new teaching strategies.
82

  

 

Professional Development Infrastructure 
Increasingly, attention is also being paid to fortifying the ECE workforce development infrastructure, since its 

weaknesses act as barriers to developing effective teachers. With regard to higher education degree programs in 

early childhood education, for example, concerns center on whether these programs include content that reflects 

current scientific understandings of early learning; provide sufficient focus through courses and clinical experiences 

on teaching children younger than age five; and whether teacher educators themselves have had direct experience 

working with younger children, children living in poverty, and children for whom English is a second language. 

Almost every state lacks a preparation pipeline for pedagogical leaders in ECE—including teacher educators, 

mentors and coaches, and program administrators—and thus, many who are engaged in educating and training 

teachers are themselves in need of opportunities for professional development.
83

 These areas are fertile ground for 

the identification of best practices that can be brought to scale.  There is more to be learned, for example, about the 

professional pathways of teachers in pre-K and Early Head Start programs that have been shown to produce lasting 

gains for young children. Such knowledge could contribute greatly toward improving education and professional 

development opportunities, and creating cadres of effective pedagogical leaders, throughout the ECE profession.
84

 

Other infrastructure issues that hinder workforce development efforts include the absen ce of reliable data to inform 

sound policy and practice. There is no ECE equivalent to the federally supported K-12 School and Staffing Survey, 

a series of regularly updated questionnaires which provide data on a wide range of topics such as teacher demand , 

teacher and principal characteristics, general conditions in schools, and teacher compensation.  Because K-12 

teachers are individually certified, individual teachers can be connected to children within their classrooms, but 

equivalent data collection is  not currently possible in most ECE settings which do not require teacher certification. 

While efforts are underway to build state early learning workforce registries, participation in such registries thus far 

is almost always voluntary; as a result, they represent only a fraction of the workforce, and it will take additional 

financial resources and policy backing to ensure that they can provide a complete and accurate picture of who is 

teaching young children.
85

  

Other particularly troubling aspects of the infrastructure are the concentration of public and private training dollars 

in only certain ECE settings or program types, and the lack of training standards and trainer approval systems in 

many states. Combined with the dearth in many programs of induction support for beginning teachers, or of ongoing 

professional development, new and veteran ECE teachers too often lack the necessary opportunities to strengthen 

their skills and optimize their job performance.  

 

Teaching Contexts  
It is necessary to showcase promising approaches and increase access to excellent teacher preparation experiences, 

but these are not the sole ingredients that will ensure effective teaching. By its nature, teaching young children is a 

collaborative effort that occurs in an organizational context. That context, including adult-to-adult relationships, can 

either promote or hinder teacher practice. Greater attention should be directed to the features of ECE workplace 

environments that enable teachers to apply their skills and knowledge and continue to hone them. Answers to the 

following questions would greatly advance our ability to strengthen organizational capacity:  
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1. What are the forms of teaching support, such as curriculum and child assessment frameworks, 

classroom materials, support services for children and families, and staffing patterns, that are essential 

for good practice? 

2. How do programs create learning communities that ensure the participation of teaching staff in 

relevant individual and collaborative professional development , sharing information and practicing 

new approaches, and planning and implementing quality improvements? 

3. What are the policies and practices that support initiative and teamwork among teaching staff, and 

promote their input into their work?  

4. How can supervisors and program leaders best interact with staff to support their teaching practice, 

professional growth, and well-being?  

5. What are program practices and policies that promote teaching staff economic and physical well-being 

and positive work relationships?
86

 

Gathering teachers’ perspectives on these issues is a starting point for generating new avenues and solutions that 

lead to enhanced performance—as has been shown in health care and other industries that have engaged 

practitioners themselves in strengthening organizational capacity.
87

 This is particularly important in early childhood 

settings, where the vast majority of teachers have no organized vehicle through which to express their needs about 

strategies to achieve improved practice.  

 

System Financing 
The limited focus on improving teachers’ work environments in early childhood settings is understandable, given 

the financial constraints faced by both public and private programs, and by the ECE financing structure itself. Poor 

compensation has been a hot potato in ECE for a quarter of a century, touched upon by many, but never seriously 

addressed because of the perceived lack of resources. Evidence abounds that ECE teachers who are educated and 

compensated on a par with their K-12 colleagues produce the strongest results for young children at risk, yet paying 

comparable salaries has generally been viewed as cost-prohibitive.
88

 Even widely embraced and effective 

professional development practices—such as opportunities for teachers to engage in in-depth, multi-day training 

together—are often eschewed because of associated costs.   

Yet maintaining the status quo carries hidden costs of its own. When educated and trained teachers leave their jobs 

or the occupation itself because of poor compensation or other causes, the result is a low or negative return on the 

public and private dollars spent on professional development. At the program level, more costs accrue from high 

turnover: the lost opportunity to improve and sustain higher quality; the disruptions to teaching teams, which in turn 

can beget more departures; and the costs of recruiting, hiring, and training replacement staff. There is also the cost to 

taxpayers of the various forms of public assistance that many ECE teachers use, particularly those who are parents. 

Finally, there are the uncalculated costs to children and families who suffer the consequences of poor quality early 

learning programs. In order to build a stable and skilled corps of early educators, it is critical to conduct rigorous 

research comparing the true cost of the current system to one that not only pays better but would also generate a 

better return on investment. Beyond this, it is long overdue to convene a high -level interdisciplinary work group for 

generating new ideas for ECE financing.  

 Pre-K teacher salaries that are comparable to those of K-12 teachers create a pathway to the middle class for some 

who choose to work with young children; they are also essential in attracting a greater number of educated and 

talented young people from all backgrounds, many of whom, for now, rightly view ECE jobs as a pathway to 

poverty. While improved salaries will aid in transforming the early learning occupation, it is also vital to shift public 

perception of the work in a way that will attract current and subsequent generations of college graduates to these 

classrooms. Exemplar pre-K programs, again, can serve as a starting point for understanding the key elements of 

promising recruitment and retention strategies. Focus groups conducted with college students interested in careers 

with children could also provide insight into how to demonstrate to the public in new and creative ways the 

complexity of teaching young children, as well as underscore the critical role of ECE teachers in ensuring better 

short- and long-term outcomes for children across the U.S.   

The distinctions in how teachers are prepared, supported and rewarded in the K-12 and ECE sectors belies their 

interdependence.  The movements underway to reform K-12 education and to expand and improve early learning 
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opportunities for children prior to kindergarten stem from a shared sense of urgency about low levels of academic 

performance and serious achievement gaps among children in the U.S. Teachers are the essential national resource 

for addressing these problems. The capacity of schools and programs to enhance teachers’ ability to apply their 

knowledge and to hone their practice is critical to both reform efforts ---the success of one relies on the success of 

the other. ECE teachers can ease the challenges faced by their K-12 colleagues by ensuring that all children are well-

prepared when they enter kindergarten. Simultaneously, elementary school teachers can build upon the learning 

achievements of their students who have been well-prepared by their ECE colleagues, and in so doing, promote 

early learning investments that prepare, support and reward their counterparts working with young children.  
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Comparison of Personnel Systems for K-12 and Early 
Childhood Teachers 

  
   K-12 Early Care and Education (ECE) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

I. Teacher Qualifications 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Educational requirements are 

relatively uniform across districts and 

states. 

 

All public school teachers are 

required to have at least a bachelor’s 

degree and provisional or actual 

certification before they begin 

teaching.
89

  

 

Typically, successful completion of 

approved degree or credential 

programs aligns directly with 

certification requirement. 

Teacher qualifications vary widely, based on program types and funding requirements—from little or 

no education to a bachelor’s or higher degree.  

 

Each state sets its own teacher qualifications for ECE programs, with the exception of Head Start and 

Military Child Care, for which teacher qualifications are set by the federal government.  

 

Individual teacher certification is uncommon for lead teachers, except those who work in public pre-K 

programs.
90

 Certification is not routinely linked to successful completion of a degree in many states. 

 

In 2012, of the 568,000 center-based teachers and caregivers serving children 3-5 years old, 45.1 

percent held a bachelor’s degree or higher, 17.4 percent had completed an associate degree, 24.3 

percent had completed some college, and 13.2 percent had completed high school or less.
91

   

 The vast majority (93 percent) of 

elementary and middle school 

teachers held at least a bachelor’s 

degree in 2011.
92

  

 Among those, nearly 48 percent 

held a master’s degree or greater.
93

 

State-Funded Pre-K
94

 Head Start 
All Other ECE  

Center-Based Programs
95

 

 58 percent of programs 

require bachelor’s degree 

for all lead teachers.
96

 

 85 percent of programs 

require specialized pre-K 

training for lead 

teachers.
97

 

 29 percent of programs 

 At least 50 percent of Head Start 

teachers nationwide must have a 

bachelor’s or advanced degree in 

Early Childhood Education, OR 

a bachelor’s or advanced degree 

in any subject, and coursework 

equivalent to a major relating to 

early childhood education, along 

with experience teaching 

State licensing qualifications for 

child care teachers: 

 17 states require less than a high 

school diploma or GED.  

 14 require a high school 

diploma or GED. 

 10 require clock hours in ECE, 

credits, or a credential less than 

CDA. 
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   K-12 Early Care and Education (ECE) 

require assistant teachers 

to have a competency-

based certification,
98

 such 

as the Child Development 

Associate (CDA) 

credential.
99

 

preschool-age children.
100

 

 66 percent of Head Start teachers 

working with preschoolers held 

at least a bachelor’s degree in 

2013.
101

 

 7 require a CDA credential. 

 1 requires an associate degree in 

ECE or related field. 

 1 requires a bachelor’s degree in 

ECE or related field.
102

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

II. Administrative 

Qualifications 

K-12 school principals are required to 

have an administrative credential, 

and/or a master’s degree, and some 

teaching experience.
103

 

Qualifications for directors or administrators of early childhood programs vary by state, ranging from 

no set requirements to a bachelor’s degree.
104

 

• Eleven states have no requirements for directors. 

• Thirteen states require a CDA. 

• Five states require a CDA plus credits. 

• Nine states require clock hours, with an average of 92 hours, and a range of 30-135 hours. 

• Two states require credits, with a range of 9-12 credits. 

• Seven states require other credentials: 5 states require a director credential; 1 state requires a 

vocational certificate; 1 state requires a national director credential. 

• Two states require an AA degree. 

• One state requires a BA degree. 

 

Only one state, Illinois, requires principals of K-12 schools which operate pre-K programs to obtain 

certification across the span of P-12 which includes content and field experiences that integrate early 

childhood education.
105

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

In the vast majority of cases, teacher 

preparation refers to pre-service 

education and licensure necessary to 

begin employment.  

Preparation programs, as required by 

policy in most states, routinely 

include:  

1) Focus on pedagogy and subject 

matter content, e.g., math, science, 

and reading; and 

2) Field and student teaching 

Many ECE teachers do not participate in pre-service education.  

 

As a result of rising qualifications for teaching staff in Head Start, state pre-K, and quality rating and 

improvement systems (QRISs), many ECE teachers attend a college or university to complete required 

credits or earn degrees while employed.
107

 

 

Degree requirements set by states may or may not specify early childhood focus and such focus may or 

may not address subject matter content (e.g., math, literacy, science) and/or pedagogical strategies.
108

 

 

Since many teachers enter the workforce with little or no pre-service training or education, one’s 

first teaching job typically doubles as “fieldwork,” but rarely with the formal structure of 
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   K-12 Early Care and Education (ECE) 
 

 

III. Preparation 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

experiences.
106

  

 

supervision that this term implies.
109

 

 

Arranging supervised practica or student teaching experiences for employed teachers poses 

scheduling and compensation challenges.
110

 

 All public school teachers must be 

licensed or certified through 

traditional or alternative programs 

recognized by the state.
111

 

 Only 23 states require all charter 

school teachers to be licensed or 

certified through traditional or 

alternative programs; 14 states 

require only a certain percentage of 

teachers in a charter school to be 

licensed or certified; 4 states and 

D.C. leave decisions about licensure 

or certification to the individual 

charter school.
112

 

 Private school teachers are not 

typically required to be certified or 

licensed.  

 

State-Funded Pre-K Head Start 
All Other ECE  

Center-Based Programs 

Almost all state-funded pre-K 

programs require certification, 

licensure, or endorsement; 

some require the same licensure 

for pre-K teachers as for early 

elementary teachers.
113

 

No experience is required for 

teachers with an AA, BA, or 

higher degree in ECE. Degrees 

in other fields require 

experience, as determined by 

grantee. 

In 41 states, no prior experience is 

required in order to be employed as 

a teacher in licensed child care 

programs.
114

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

IV. Professional 

Development 

For public school teachers, pre-

service preparation is typically 

followed by induction and ongoing 

professional development. 

In ECE, “professional development” is a catchall phrase covering nearly the entire spectrum of 

education and training—from introductory training, to informal workshops or other continuing 

education, to college-level work for credit or a degree.
115

  

 

Many ECE settings do not have a continuing education requirement for teachers. 

 27 states require some form of 

induction or mentoring support for 

new teachers.
116

 

 22 states require completion of or 

participation in an induction 

program for advanced teaching 

certification.
117

  

 17 states provide some dedicated 

funding for teacher induction.
118

 

State-Funded Pre-K Head Start 
All Other ECE  

Center-Based Programs 

 Teacher in-service 

requirements vary by state and 

by program within states, 

representing a range of clock 

and credit hours. Two 

programs have no 

requirements.
120

 

 Many Head Start teachers 

participate in mentoring and 

coaching programs. 

 Head Start provides 

resources for ongoing 

professional development 

of teaching staff.
121

 

 Twenty-three states require 

fewer than 15 hours of annual 

training for teachers in licensed 

centers. 

 More than one-fifth of states do 

not require teaching staff to be 

trained in fire safety and other 
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   K-12 Early Care and Education (ECE) 

 Most states require teachers to 

complete a specific amount of 

professional development every five 

years.
119

 

  

 

health and safety skills or any 

pedagogical content.
122

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

V. Teaching 

Environment 

A typical teacher primarily works 

alone in the classroom; an assistant 

teacher or paraprofessional may be 

present in the younger grades or to 

assist children with special needs. 

 

Working conditions, including 

payment for vacation, holidays, sick 

leave, planning, and professional 

sharing time, are established through 

collective bargaining agreements and 

are standard for public school 

teachers.   

 

Staff cohesion, collaboration, the 

availability of teacher leadership 

opportunities, and the quality of 

school leadership are identified by 

teachers as factors influencing the 

quality of the work environment.
123

 

A typical teacher works with other teachers or assistants in the classroom, due to the greater needs of 

young children for individual attention. Assistant teachers are included in the required ratio of adults 

to children set by licensing laws determined by each state. 

 

Working conditions vary by sector and funding stream, with publicly funded programs typically 

offering better support. ECE teaching staff are typically paid by the hour. Payment for vacation, 

holidays, sick leave, planning, and professional sharing time is not standard for ECE teachers.
124

 

 

Staff stability and training, staff cohesion, collaboration, the availability of teacher leadership 

opportunities, and the quality of school/program leadership are identified by teachers as factors 

influencing the quality of the work environment.
125

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

VI. Unionization 

35 states and the District of Columbia 

have laws guaranteeing collective 

bargaining rights for K-12 teachers, 

although teacher unions exist in all 50 

states.
126

  

 

Union presence in ECE is limited and varies by sector. Teachers in school-sponsored preschools and 

Head Start are the most likely to be members of unions.
127

 

 

Teacher membership in professional organizations is low.
128

  

 

 Union density in 2012: 48 percent of State-Funded Pre-K Head Start 
All Other ECE  

Center-Based Programs 
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   K-12 Early Care and Education (ECE) 

1.9 million elementary and middle 

school teachers were union 

members.
129

 

 Twenty states exempt charter 

schools from collective bargaining 

agreements; others allow some 

negotiation for individual charter 

schools.
130

 

Preschool and kindergarten 

teachers (16.7 percent of 1.5 

million).
131

 

 

No current data available. 

 

No current data available for 

center-based teachers.  

 

In recent years, growth in ECE 

union membership has been 

concentrated in home-based ECE 

settings, with 14 states allowing 

unions to represent home-based 

providers.
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VII. Evaluation 

 

 

 

 

 

States are adopting more rigorous 

systems, with increased reliance on 

student performance as a significant 

measure.
133

 

 

States may mandate a particular 

system, provide a model, or allow 

district discretion in evaluation 

policies.  

 

States vary in how they use teacher 

evaluation results, but increasingly 

they are tied to compensation, firing, 

layoff, and tenure decisions.
134

  

Evaluation historically has focused on program quality, with observed teacher interactions an 

important component.   

 

Evaluation policies are set by program guidelines rather than by states. All  states and territories have 

early learning guidelines for children ages 3 to 5, and 45 states and 4 territories for birth to 3; 49 of 

the 56 states and territories have developed core knowledge and competencies for early educators 

working with children from birth to 5;
135

 38 states and the District of Columbia have established 

Quality Rating and Improvement Systems (QRISs); and 11 states and territories are developing a 

QRIS.
136

 

 

Increasing emphasis on teacher performance related to child outcomes in pre-K and Head Start is 

complicated by issues of assessing young children, the collaborative nature of early childhood 

teaching, and recruitment and retention challenges.
137

 

 27 states require an annual State-Funded Pre-K Head Start 
All Other ECE  

Center-Based Programs 
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evaluation of all teachers.
138

 

 40 states and D.C. use student 

achievement on standardized tests as 

a factor in teacher evaluation.
139

 

 15 states use unannounced 

observations of teachers.
140

 

 

 

 School-sponsored: Most pre-

K teachers are evaluated 

similarly to K-3 teachers 

according to district policy, 

but criteria for evaluation 

related to student performance 

in “untested” grades has yet to 

be determined in many states. 

 Not school-sponsored: Varies 

by design of public preschool 

program. 

 Head Start, not school-

sponsored: The CLASS™ 

Teacher-Child Observation 

Instrument is used 

periodically in a sample of 

classrooms in all Head Start 

programs. Results are 

calculated for the grantee, 

not by classrooms, and used 

to determine if grantee must 

re-compete for funding.
141

   

 

 Varies by state and program; 

typically, there are no teacher 

evaluations.
142

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

VIII. Compensation 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Uniform pay scales are established by 

local public school districts.  

Employer-offered health and 

retirement benefits are included in pay 

packages provided to the vast majority 

of public school teachers. 

K-12 teachers typically work a 10-

month year. 

Pay varies dramatically within and across sectors, and formal pay scales are uncommon.
143

 

One-quarter of ECE teachers are estimated to have no health coverage; those covered may receive 

insurance through a spouse, public agency, or employer.
144

 

 

ECE teachers in state-funded pre-K and Head Start programs typically work a ten-month year, while 

teachers in most other ECE center-based programs (e.g., child care) work a twelve-month year. ECE 

teachers are predominantly full-time workers.
145

 

 2012 Mean Annual Salary 

 Kindergarten Teachers: $53,030 

(Mean hourly wage approximately 

$30.83, based on 40 hours per week 

for ten months).
146

  

 Elementary Teachers: $56,130 

(Mean hourly wage approximately 

$32.63, based on 40 hours per week 

for ten months).
147

  

 Two thirds of charter schools offer 

pay similar to public schools; some 

pay higher salaries for teaching in 

hard-to-staff schools and subjects.
148

   

 On average, private school teacher 

pay is approximately 75 percent of 

State-Funded Pre-K
150

 Head Start 
All Other ECE  

Center-Based Programs 

2012 Mean Hourly Wages  

 School-sponsored: $19.40.
151

 

 Not school-sponsored: 

$14.40.
152

 

 Teachers with BA degree: 

School-sponsored: $22.90; 

Not school-sponsored: 

$19.00.
153

 

2012 Mean Hourly Wages  

 Not school-sponsored: 

$15.50.
154

 

 Teachers with BA degree: 

Not school-sponsored: 

$18.20.
155

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

2012 Mean Hourly Wages 

 All private for-profit and 

nonprofit, although some 

programs may receive public 

subsidies (vouchers) for 

qualifying low-income children: 

$13.70.
156

 

 Teachers with BA degree: 

$17.10.
157
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public school teacher pay.
149

  

 

 

 

IX. Recruitment 

Estimated replacement rates (2012-

2022) for elementary school teachers 

are 22 percent.
158

 
Employment of elementary 

school teachers is projected to grow 12 percent from 2012 

to 2022.159
 

 

Estimated replacement rates (2012-

2022) for elementary and secondary 

principals is 26.6 percent.
160

 

Employment of elementary and 

secondary principals is projected to 

grow 6 percent from 2012 to 2022.
161

 

Estimated replacement rates (2012-2022) are 28.1 percent for preschool teachers and 29.4 percent for 

child care workers.
162

 Employment is projected to grow by 17 percent for preschool teachers and 14 

percent for child care workers from 2012 to 2022.
163

 

 

Estimated replacement rates (2010-2022) for preschool and child care administrators is 26.6 

percent.
164

 Employment of preschool and child care administrators is projected to grow 17 percent 

from 2012 to 2022.
165

 

 

 

 

 Recruitment pressures are higher 

among schools considered hard to 

staff (typically those in low-income, 

high-poverty communities, and 

often staffed by novice teachers).  

State-Funded Pre-K Head Start 
All Other ECE  

Center-Based Programs 

 Approximately 100,000 new 

teachers with bachelor’s 

degrees will be needed for 

proposed expansion of 

publicly funded Pre-K.
166

 

 Recruitment pressures are 

greater in programs that do not 

pay salaries comparable to 

those for K-12 teachers.  

 Recruitment pressures are 

high because teachers with 

bachelor’s degrees leave to 

work in school-sponsored 

pre-K settings, which pay 

higher salaries.
167

 

 Higher salaries in other ECE 

sectors increase recruitment 

challenges for programs 

seeking teachers with AA or 

higher degrees.
168

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Teachers in unions typically have job 

protection once they have achieved 

tenure; dismissal follows collective 

bargaining protocol. Increasingly, 

states are mandating consideration of 

Job turnover among ECE teachers is high, due primarily to low wages.
172

 

 

Dismissal is at the discretion of the program administrator, in accordance with state and federal 

employment law, unless collective bargaining protocol is in place.   
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X. Turnover/ 

Retention/ 

Dismissal 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

more stringent measures of teacher 

performance in awarding tenure and 

determining lay-offs.
169

    

 

Teachers leave their jobs for a variety 

of reasons: 24.9 percent seek a 

different occupation; 13.7 identify 

pregnancy or family issues; 22.4 

percent retire; 25.1 percent identify 

dissatisfaction with administration or 

lack of support on the job; and 13.9 

percent list other reasons.
170

  

 

Compensation influences turnover, but 

work environment plays a significant 

role.
171

  

High rates of job turnover among ECE teachers are associated with low program quality, inability of 

programs to improve and sustain improvements, and negative outcomes for children.
173

 

 

Frequent staff changes create challenges in building cohesive classroom teaching teams that are 

essential in ECE.
174

 

 

Many teachers who leave their jobs remain in the occupation, but move to other ECE sectors that pay 

higher salaries.
175

 

 In 2008-9, 14.6 percent of 

elementary school teachers left 

teaching; 6.4 percent changed 

schools.
176

 

 In 2008-9, 22.9 percent of 

teachers (K-12) with 1-3 years’ 

experience left teaching; 6.5 

percent changed schools.
177

   

State-Funded Pre-K Head Start 
All Other ECE  

Center-Based Programs 

No current data available.
178

 

 

No current data available.
179

 No current data available.
180

 

 

 

XI. Demographic 

Characteristics 

K-12 teachers are typically female, 

represent a range of age groups, and 

are predominantly white.  

ECE teachers are almost exclusively female, represent a range of age groups, and are ethnically 

diverse, typically reflecting the racial/ethnic composition of the state in which they work.
181

  

As of 2010:  

 16 percent of public school 

teachers were male.  

 23 percent were 29 years old or 

younger; 26 percent were 30-39 

years old; 21 percent were 40-49 

years old; and 30 percent were 50 

years or older.  

State-Funded Pre-K Head Start 
All Other ECE  

Center-Based Programs 

No current data available.
183

 As of 2007 (most recent data 

available):   

 98 percent were female; 

 More than half were 30-49 

years old; 
 20 percent were identified as 

Hispanic/Latino; data for 

No current data available.
185
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 84 percent were white; 7 percent 

were black; 6 percent were 

Hispanic; and 4 percent were of 

other ethnicities.
 182

 

other ethnicities were not 

available.
184 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

XII. Higher Education 

Infrastructure 

All states have schools of education, 

located in universities and colleges, 

which are charged with preparing 

teachers.
186

 

 

All states offer alternative pathways 

for teacher preparation.
187

  

 

All teacher preparation programs 

include some clinical or student 

teaching experience.
188

 

Early childhood-related higher education degree programs are found in two-and-four-year colleges. 

The majority of departments labeled explicitly as early childhood are found in two -year institutions.
189

 

 

In four-year institutions, degree programs focused on young children can be found in departments of 

education, health and human services, social and/or behavioral sciences, professional studies, liberal 

arts, and agricultural sciences and technology.
190

 

 

Commonly, multiple programs focused on early childhood operate on the same campus, housed in 

separate departments with different expectations and requirements.
191

 

 

Not all ECE-related programs offer students a clinical or practicum experience focused on teaching .
192

 

 

 

 

XIII. Professional 

Development 

Infrastructure 

Induction programs that support 

teachers in the first years on the jobs, 

as well as systems of ongoing 

professional development throughout 

teachers’ careers, are widespread, 

and public funding is routinely 

earmarked for them.  

 

School districts, unions, institutions of 

higher education, and other 

organizations provide professional 

development.
193

  

Professional development is a catchall phrase that covers the entire spectrum of training and education 

available in the field—from introductory training, to informal workshops, to continuing education 

courses for credit. 

 

Many settings do not have a continuing education requirement for teachers, and induction and 

mentoring programs are not routinely available.
194

 

 

Approximately 30 states have developed training and trainer approval systems to reach all 

practitioners who work in licensed facilities.
195
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This chart is an updated and expanded version of Comparison of K-12 and Early Care and Education Systems  

adapted from Preparing Teachers of Young Children: The Current State of Knowledge, and a Blueprint for the 

Future, Executive Summary (Whitebook, Gomby, Bellm, Sakai, & Kipnis, 2009), funded by the W. Clement and 

Jessie V. Stone Foundation and the Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation.  

Marcy Whitebook, Ph.D., is a researcher focusing on issues of employment in settings for young children, the 

relationship between good jobs and the quality of services available to children and families, and appropriate and 

accessible professional preparation for teachers. 
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