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s AMERICANS TALK about this country’s free enterprise, cap-
italist economy, they often comment that “you get what
you pay for.” Much has been made of the evidence indi-
cating that what we get from our early care and education
(ECE) system in the United States is, on average, mediocre.
Within the American belief system, parents have histori-
cally been expected to bear the responsibility to rear and
provide for their young children alone-—without assistance from the com-
munity or the government. Modern evidence of this expectation is the heavy
reliance on parent fees for the financing of ECE.

Primary and secondary education are
free to American children, financed with
taxes paid by parents and nonparents alike.
In the case of college and university educa-
tion, families in the United States pay only
about a quarter of the actual costs of send-
ing their children to a public universityin the
United States; the remainder is covered by
state appropriations, federal and local appro-
priations, research and other grants and con-
tracts, and endowment income (Mitchell,
Stoney, & Dichter, 2001), But parents ante up
afull 60% of what the United States is now
investing in child care and early education.
Parents in the United States pay much more
of ECE costs out of their own pockets than do
parents inmost other Western industrialized
countries. These parents face this substan-
tial expense when theyare least able to bear
thisburden—just as they are starting outin
their careers.

Editor’s Nate; Excerpted from Finding Our Way: The
Future of American Early Gure and Education by Moncrieff
Cochran, tobe published by ZERO TO THREE in October.

'A study of early care and education in Europe found
that the'share of total ECE cost pald by parents through
fees varied from country to country, ranging from 10% to
13% (Kamerman B Kahn, 1995). See also Waldfogel (zoo1,
p-105) for breakdowns by country.

*This overview of what constitutes quallty ECE is
drawn from Helburn and Howes (1996).
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Thisarticle provides an overview of what
constitutes good-quality ECE, the place of
teacher and caregiver compensationinthat
equation, and the limitations of relying on par-
ents to pay for the cost of good-quality care.

The Ingredients of Quality in ECE

HERE IS NO EXCUSE, with the resources

I at our disposal, to be providing chil-

dren frombirth to 5 years old with
ECE that is generally mediocre across the
board and frequently worse than that for
infants and toddlers. Several key ingredi-
ents to improving the quality of ECE services
include well-trained staff members who are
paid competitive wages, favorable staff-child
ratios and group sizes, as well as developmen-
tally and culturally appropriate social interac-
tions and learning experiences.

A considerable amount of research has
beeninvested over the past15years inunder-
standing the determinants of ECE quality
(Barnett, 2004a; Burchinal, Cryer, Clifford, &
Howes, 2002; Cost, Quality, and Child Out-
comes Study Team, 1995; Howes, Phillips, &
‘Whitebook, 1992; NICHD Early Child Gare
Research Network, 2000). We can now dis-
tinguish with some precision between good
or excellent ECE programs and those that
are mediocre or poot, and we can explain
how these differences have positive or neg-
ative effects on children’s growth and devel-

opment. The various aspects of quality are
usually clustered within two general and
interrelated categories: process factors and
structural factors. Process factors are the
experiences that children actually have in
ECE programs, and structural factors are
those aspects of the environment thatlead to
children’s daily experiences. Thus, a centrally
important process involves the interactions
between a child and her caregiver or teacher,
including how sensitive the adult is to the
needs and unique capacities of the child, how
gentle or harshher interactive style is,and
the extent to which she is truly engaged with
or detached from herwork with the child.
The structural conditions shaping the adult’s
capacity and willingness to interact appropri-
atelywith the children in her care include her
preparation and training, her previous expe-
rience, the number of children for whom she
has responsibility, the size of the group with
which she works (alone or with other adults),
her salary and benefits, and the quality of the
adult work environment in which she works
{breaks in the work day, staff space, support
provided by director). Discussed In more
detail below is the way that salarylevel affects
the probability that a teacher or caregiver
will remain in a given job for a year or more
orwillinvest in further education or train-
ing to upgrade her skills. Some of these struc-
tural conditions are regulated by the states
inan effort to ensure that children are having
positive, healthy interactions with the adults
responsible for them. Payment of salaries
that are commensurate with educational level
or that are competitive with other occupa-
tions requiring equivalent levels of skill is not
alicensing requirement, however, nor do the
states provide subsidies that make such sala-
ries possible.

Table 1 shows the process, structural, and
environmental quality variables that have



TaBL 1. DEFINITIONS OF QUALITY IN CHILD CARE PROGRANS

Process Quality

interactlons between child and careglver,

including caregiver sensltlvity, harshness,
detachment, and involvement with children

Structural Quality

Adult Work
Environment Quality

Child care director's and
caregiver's salary and benefits

Caregiver's attitude toward children

Annual turnover rates
of careglvers and director

Presence of learning actlvities

Caregiver's work satisfaction

Health and safety aspects
of the child care environment

Caregiver's work commitment

Presence of appi‘apriate furnishings,
equipment, and curricular materials

been identified through research as having
effects on the development of children in
ECE settings.

Howare the costs of ECE embedded
in these quality indicators and diseributed
among them? About 70% of child care cen-
ter costs are inlabor: the salaries and bene-
fits paid to caregivers, teachers, director, and
other staff members (Cochran, 1982; Helburn
8 Howes, 1996). These adults are the heart
and soul of the program; they determine its
quélity. The other 30% of program expenses
goes toward rent or mortgage costs, other
operating costs (educational equipment,
toys, etc.), utilities, and food. Tt is important
to note that most Americ programs
are housed inbuildings that are not designed
for the care and education of young children:
church basements, elementary school class-
rooms, community centers, and other con-
verted public spaces, Many of these settings
are not well suited to the indoor and out-
door needs of young children, and they typi-
cally provide few if any workplace amenities
for staff members (lounge, storage space).
Investment Is needed overand above day-
to-day operating costs of programs to reno-
vate existing child care spaces and to build
new facilities designed specifically to sup-
portyoung children and the adults responsi-
ble for themn,

One additional program-level cost in
some ECE programs is the profit taken by the
enterprise’s owners, Whenownershipisbya
nonprofit corporation, federal law prohibits
profit taking, In the case of family-based pro-
grams (family and group family child care),
any income above expenses is negligible and
is best categorized as the director’s satary.
The private, for-profit child care corpora-

training In child care’

Caregiver's perception of Joh stress

Source: Adapted from Helburn and Howes (1996, p, 65, Table 1).

tions, which provide about 5% of the center-
based ECE programs nationwide, are set up
asfranchises in which individual centers are
expected to generate a profit over and above
therevenues needed to pay wages and sala-
ries and other operating costs (Scarr, 1998).
Although good data on the proportion of rev-
enuesretained as profit by the major child
care corporations (Kindercare, La Petit Acad-
emy, Bright Horizons, Children’s World) are
difficult to obtain, available estimates sug-
gest that profit margins amount to 4% to 5%
in the industry as a whole (Cost, Quality, and
Child Qutcomes Study Team, 1995; Helburn
& Howes, 1996).

Anumber of the structural factors con-
tributing to quality ECE, although one step
removed from the programs themselves, play
a critical role in shaping quality. Three espe-
cially important building blocks in the infra-
structure supporting quality care are staff
development, consumer edgggugp and reg reg-
ulation. Teacher and caregiver preparation
are carried outthrough colleges and univer-
sities and by local community agencies such
as child care resource and referral programs,

In higher education, instructors must be paid,

classrooms provided, and books and mate-
rials made available. Local agencies need

the resources to hire and train educators

to provide in-service opportunities to ECE
staff members already on the job. Parents
need assistance inunderstanding child care
choices, assessing quality, and locating avail-
able options. These educational and infor-
mational roles are typically played by local
child care resource and referral agencies. The
states must employand train specialists to
inspect ECE programs for compliance with

state health and safety regulations. In general,

the states have not made adequate invest-
raents in the regulatory process, émploying
too few staff members to adequarely monitor
compliance and providing them with neither
the trainingnor the time needed to provide
programs with useful technical assistance for
program improvement.

The framework for 21st-century ECE
synthesizes child care and preschool
approaches with family support and early
intervention. The family support and early
intervention aspects of this orientation
involve proactive efforts ro scaffold the
child-rearing efforts of parents by providing
timely information, consultation, and some-
times teaching, Qutreach of this sort often
requires home visits as well as telephone and
office consultations. Caregivers and teach-
ers cannot be expected to fill these roles
and carry out associated activities except
ona very limited basts. The field needs staff
members who are trainm
are assigned specifically to work with fam-
iligs o build bridges between famnilies arid
ECE programs, to support parents intheir
efforts to rear their children successfully,
and to ensiire TAt the expectations of par
ents are understood and réflected in the ECE
programs serving their children. Because
thiskind of work with fimilies provides pri-
mary prevention of child maltreatment and
other family dysfunction, its costs should be
shared by agencies and organizations in the
social welfare and health systems.

Figure1depicts in a set of concentric cir-
cles ECE programs and the infrastructure
needed to support them.

In the outer ring are anumber of ele-
ments that; though not cwrrently considered
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Figure: 1 nfrastructuresupporting ECE programs.

ECE costs, have demonstrated effectson
the quality of children’s experiences in ECE
programs. For instance, without transporta-
tion, many children cannot attend the pro-
grams that would be most developmentally
appropriate for them and may be denied
any participation at all. Another example
is health: Children in poor health cannot
take full advantage of the learning oppor-
tunities made available to them. Access to
paid parental leave would reduce thé need
for community-based infant care. The avail-
Myment,
and the salaries earned by parents all affect
eligibility for ECE services, the availabil-
ity of such services, and the ability to pur-
chase ECE. Head Start provides health and
transportation services to children, in part,
because the organization recognizes that
lack of these resources constrains the par-
ticipation of eligible children in a variety
of ways. In other countries, these costs are
borne by other systems: national health pro-
grams and public transportation networks.
Such supports are not available to all Amer-
o—
icans. Thelr absence limits the reach and
effectiveness of ECE,

InSummary, thebulk of quality-related
costs atthe program level is in salaries and
benefitsfor the well-prepared professionals
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who care for and educate infants, toddlers,
and preschool-aged children. In addition to
staff salaries are the costs of feeding children,
maintaining facilities, involving parents, and
(insome cases) profit. At the infrastructure
level are the costs of educating and training
those ECE professionals; of supporting the
efforts of parents to understand and match
up with available programs; and of regulating
program compliance with health, safety, and
other regulations.
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Caregiver and Teacher
Compensation

HE PREVIQUS SECTION underscored
I the fact that caregiving adults and

teachers are the foundation of qual-
ity in ECE and that their wages make up 70%
of center operating costs, How well are they
cotnpensated? Figure 2 shows how their
wages compared with those in selected other
occupations in 2000, using statistics from
the federal Bureau of Labor Statistics as com-
piled by the Center for the Child Care Work-
force (2002).

The two ECE job classifications shown in
the figure are those used by the U.S, Depart-
ment of Labor. It is ¢lear from the data
that even the most well-paid ECE work-
ers in this group make significantly less than
either secretaries or bus drivers. In fact,in
2000, only 18 of more than 700 occupations
inthe United States reported lower wages
than child care workers. The quality of our
ECE system depends on care providers and
teachers to whom we are willing to pay only
$13,000ﬁ$17,ooo ayear! Nowonder a major
national study found annual turnover rates
of 36% for all teaching staff members and a
strong association between pay and turnover
(Cost, Quality, and Child Qutcomes Srudy
Team, 1995; Helburn & Bergmann, 2002).

The difference between what a worker is
paid and what one would expect her to be paid
based on the earnings of workers with simi-
lar educational qualifications and responsi-
bilities in other professions is called forgone
earnings. It is important to take forgone earn-
ingsinto account when trying tounderstand
the true cost of EGE. Forgone earnings rep-
resent what ECE staff members are giving up
to work with young children and thelr fami=—=
lies. Estimating the Income forgone by ECE ™~
Wotkers is essential to predicting the full cost
ofa good-quality 21st-century ECE system
because society must be willing to pay that
much mote to EGE teachers and caregivers if
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Figure a: ECE compared with other occupations, using median hourly wages in 2000.
Adapted from Center for Child Care Workforce (2002).




it expects them to invest in the professional
preparationthat is needed and to stayin the
field long enough to provide high-quality ECE
experiences for our children.

The most recent comprehensive study
of wagesin ECE was completed in 1995.
Researchers conducting the study found that
ECEworkers in every category were earning
less than their forecasted wage in every one of
the participating states. Helburn and Howes
(1996) surnmarized the findings in this way:

Fully 93% of teachers and assistants earned less
in child care than their counterparts earnedin
other occupations and industries. Teachers, on
average, earned §5,238 per year less in child care
than they could earn in other professions, given
their education, racial and ethnic status, gender,
and age. Forgone earnings for assistants, though
lower in absolute terms (§3, 582), were propor-
tionately higher than for teachers. (p. 75)

In other words, teachers and caregivers
are subsidizing the ECE system inamajor
way by working for muchIess pay than they
¢ould receive in other jobs for which they
are equally gualified. In fact, the ECE sys-
tem would have to increase revenues by20%
to payits stafl members the wages they could
earnin other occupations.?

H ation for ECE professign-
als improved over time? Unfortunately, the
opposite has occurred. During the 1980s,
the real wages of early childhood teachers
dropped about 25%. Although the United
States enjoyed an unprecedented eco-.
nomic boom during the 1990s, ECE workers
benefited verylittle from those economic
good times (Whitebook, Howes, & Phillips,
1998). Consequently, ECE staff members

ot only are paid 20% less than they could
%mmﬁmm.s
equally quatified but also arc losing grotnd
to salaries in many of those occupations

over time.
/-"‘*-.______

Can Parents Pay More for ECE?

ARENTS GURRENTLY PROVIDE about 60%_
of the revenues that finance U.S. ECE
programs. Is this amount enought Is it

too much? Should theybe paying more? The
percentage of family income paid for child
care varies greatly depending on income
bracket. So the answers to these questions
depend in good part on which parentswe are
talking about. Figure 3 shows the average per-

*Thisincrease in projected revenue was calculated
from data provided in Cost, Quality, and Child Qut-
somes Study Team (1995, Figure 5.2) by dividing average
xpended cost by the sum of that cost plus forgone weges.

4See, forinstance, child care expensesin relation to
sther family expenses in 10 U,8, cities as reported by Alle-
wetto (2005, Figures Aand Band Table 1).

centage of family pretax incoine that parents
paid for child care in the mid-1950s, calcu-
lated for differentincome levels.

Asthe figure illustrates, for care of their
children while parents were at work or
school, farnilies with incomes above about
$#50,000 paid about 6% of that income on
child care whereas those making less than
$18,0c0 invested almost 25% of their income
onthe care of their children (Johnson, 200 5
Americans typically spend about 20% of their
income on housing and 10% on food, so for
lower-income Americans, these child care
costs are very high by comparison4

A closerlook at who is paying what for
child care reveals that tax breaks and public
subsidies play a role. Do low-income families
getback a significant portion of what they pay
to ECE programs in the form of lower taxes
or refunds? Careful examination of how these
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child care cost reduction strategies affect par-
ents at different income levels uncoversa
startling fact: middle- and upper-income fam-
flies actually benefit as much, and in some
cases more, from tax rélief than lower-income
families do from government subsidies. One
researcher ohserved:

Although government subsidies do help the
lowest-income families gain access to child
care, upper-income families actually bene-
Jitthemost from federal support in the form
of incotne tax credits for child care expenses.
Consequently, the lavgest burden may be borne
by the families least likely to receive subsi-
dies: those with at least one working parent
and total incomes less than $25,000. Itis their
children who end up in programs of the lowest
quality. For them, the child cave burden {s very
real. (Hofferth, 1006, p. 57)

Income Income
$36,000~ > $54,000
. 54,000

Figure 3: Percentage of family income paid for child care at diffe_'r_‘gntfamfly income levels.

Adapted from Johnson (2008),
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What can parents afford to pay for ECE
services? As a starting point for the answetr,
let’s supposeitwere agreed that no fam-
ily should be expected to pay more than 10%
of its total income for the care and educa-
tion of its children from birth to 5 years old,
asisthe case in a number of European coun-
tries. Under that condition, families whose
totalincome amounted to more than about
$40,000 might pay more than they do now,
butall those earningless than that would
pay less (see Figure 3). Interestingly, the
mean annual income of U.S. families is about
$40,000 (U.S. Census Bureau, 2001), so at
that mean income level, the 10% formula is
cutrently in operation. Using 10% of before-
tax familyincome as the definition of afford-
ability for all families, those currently paying
ahigher percentage than that cannot afford
that much expense whereas those whose
child care payments are currently below10%
of their income can afford to pay more.

The conclusion drawn from the earlier
discussion of teacher and caregiver com-
pensation was that overall investment in
American ECE must increase substantially
if we are going to improve the quality of
ECE from mediocre to good. What is known
about the parental contribution to the
financing of ECE indicates that there isnot
much leeway there. Parents have already
shouldered about as much of the burdends
they can bear, although a strong argument
can be made for changifig which parents

Asthe total investment in ECE goes up,
the proportion paid by parents should go

dowu. The decreased proportion that parents
—

pay will not be less than what they payin total
now, but because parents will be paying the
same amourt, they will contribute a smaller
percentage of alarger total.

ECE and the Public Interest

HERE IS EVERY reason to believe that

the U.S.ECE sz(stem isunderfunded

and that its mediocrityis in good mea-
sure a result of too little financial investment.
Only the willingness of teachers and caregiv-
ets to work for 20% to 25% less compensation
than they are worth allows the United States
to nun ECE programs at all. Because most par-
mwme upper limits of
their ability, the increased financial invest-
ment needed to move the ECE system from
barelyadequate to good must come from two
primary sources: public funds and private sec-
tor contributions.

Surveys and focus groups conducted dur-
ing the past 7 years indicate that the Amer-
ican publicin general does not think that
ECE is a “social good”; that is, they do not
think that ECE is important to societyas a
whole (Klein, 1999). If public funds—tax
dollars—are tobeused to cover a greater
percentage of ECE costs than is currently
the case, this attitude must change. But why
should taxpayers who aré not parents want
to have a percentage of their taxes (federal,
state, local) spent for child care and pre-
school education? The answer is that all of
us will benefit from the contributions to our
well-being when these children growup.
Thereisa body of evidence showing that,
over aperiod of 25 years, at least $3 are saved
for every $1 that communities invest in

young children (Barnett, 1995, 2004b; Sch-
weinhart, Barnes, & Weikart, 1993). Barnett
(2004b) has summarized the data on which
these findings are based:

Theweight of the evidence establishes that ECE
can produce large effects on IQ during the early
childhood years and stzable persistent effects on
achievement, grade retention, special education,
high school graduation, and socialization. In par-
ticular, the evidence for effects on grade reten-
tHon and special education is overwhelming. . ..
Evidence for effects on high school graduation
and delinguency is strong but based on a smaller
number of studies. (pp. 44-45)

The public needs to know how much
money ECE saves by preventing expensive,
undesirable child outcomes such as grade
Tépetition in school, s pecial education ser-
vices, and criminal behavior. Even more per-
suasive are the long-term benefits to those
adults without children that result from the
healthy development of other people’s chil-
dren. When they are adults, these children
will ﬁnmﬁWnds
of publicly funded support that all of us will
need In our old age. The financing of our
SoTTI Security syshem depeinds on e carn
irgs oFtheyounger generation. As cldars, vie

draw from Soctal Security whether or ot we
Yeared childven (ERgamd & Folbre, 1999). In
fact, elderswithout children are more likely
than those with children to require nursing
home care paid for by Medicaid (Wolf, 1999).
However, they are not taxed at a higher rate
than those elders whose children provide
the informal assistance that allows them to
continue living at home. Adults without chil-
dren will eventually depend for services on
taxpayers whose productivity is a product, in
part, of their experlences in early childhood
programs. Therefore, it is in the best interest
of all adults to help finance the cost of ensur-
That financing means investing a portign

of theit taxcs in EGE, as they do with public

education,

Americans currently spend about $50
billion ayear on ECE. Although $50 billion
sounds like a lot of money, this amount and
kind of investment has proved inadequate
tothe needs of the families it is designed to
serve and to the American publicas a whole,

The ECE system is not providing the range of

cheices and caring educational experiences
that parents want or that American society
requires to maximize the potential of the next
generation. The elements of the current ECE
system that need financial strengthening
can be pinpointed easily. Teacher and care-
giver salaries must be incrtmast
2.0% to make the ECE field competitive with
the other alternatives that are open to peo-
bt b

-
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ple interested in working with children (pub-
lic school teaching, nursing, guidance and
counseling). Significantly greater investment.

must be made in teacher preparation and
staff development, Including some s ubsidy
md in acquiring those aca-
demic credentials. Gapital investment must
be made in improving the facilities that house
ECE’_’_FJ__’_% Programs, many of which are not suited
to the purpose. Child care resource and refer-
ral agencles must receive the stable funding

needed to ensure that parents have the infor-
mation needed to mak%inﬂ)mm?ﬁre
and early education choices for their children,
The regulaiory efforts of state agencies must
be supported at a level that permits annual
ipspection of every progtam under their juris-
diction. Finally, funding must be found to

subsidize virtually the fir education
and care (minus a token contribution) for
children in families with incomes at or below
the povertylevel. §

MoNGRIEFF GOCHRAN, PHD, is professor of
child development in the Department of Human
Development, College of Human Ecology, Cornell
University, and senior advisor, Office of Applied
Research, National Association for the Education
of Young Children.
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