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Executive Summary  
 
Introduction  
Thriving communities depend on a strong early childhood education (ECE) system—one where both 
young children and members of the workforce are served and supported. Across the country, state and 
federal policymakers are prioritizing ECE. In 2023, 22 governors—Democrat and Republican—elevated 
child care, pre-Kindergarten, and early care and education among their policy priorities within their 
State of the State addresses.i President Biden’s Build Back Better Framework proposed free, universal, 
and higher quality preschool education to all three- and four-year-olds.ii State and federal attention on 
ECE is expected to continue. 
 
In recent years, state government leaders have increasingly focused on changing qualifications for 
specific ECE roles, as increasing credential requirements has sometimes been associated with 
increasing quality.iii Increased credential requirements carry the risk of locking out promising and highly 
qualified educators of color. iv Therefore, it is important that racial and economic equity is centered in 
credentialingv as much as possible. 
 
Local, state, and federal policymakers must work to remove the systemic postsecondary education, 
workforce, and economic barriers that low-income early childhood educators and early childhood 
educators of color encounter when credential requirements in the profession change. Requirement 
changes—if not accompanied by thoughtful college access and other workforce policies—could 
exacerbate the existing ECE workforce shortage, threatening employers’ ability to recruit, hire, and 
retain a talented workforce.vi Changing credential requirements can further exacerbate the child care crisis, 

which could in turn prevent parenting adults from fully participating in every profession.vii Taken together, these 
unintended consequences could hinder the economic competitiveness of states and our nation. 
 
The need to understand and uplift experiences of early childhood educators navigating changing 
requirements inspired our decision to conduct focus groups of racially and ethnically diverse early
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childhood educators in California (CA) and Washington, D.C. (D.C.). Policymakers may not always 
know how proposed or enacted changes will impact children, educators, parents, and their 
communities. We must directly listen to the voices of people who may be negatively impacted. One 
consistent and persistent complaint of our postsecondary system is how poorly it fares when it comes 
to enrolling, supporting, and graduating students, including students who are parents, working 
students, and students of color.viii  Supporting incumbent members of the ECE workforce as they 
upskill or reskill to meet new requirements within the ECE field is not only essential for achieving 
racial, gender, and economic equity in ECE, it also holds the promise of bringing our postsecondary 
and workforce sectors into closer alignment. 

Characteristics of the Early Childhood Educator Workforce 
Across the country, early childhood educators face significant barriers to economic security and 
continuing education—all while supporting children, parents, and their communities with specialized 
education services and supports. Key takeaways from examination of the data include:  

• Many early educators have extensive work experience and relevant credentials, as well as 
postsecondary degrees. 

• Early educators are paid low wages and many live in low-income households. 
• White early educators are more likely to have attained postsecondary education than 

educators of color. Because of this disparity, white educators are more likely than educators of 
color to be able to maintain their roles in ECE when credential requirements are increased. 

• ECE credential policies that require postsecondary education without accounting for work 
experience can disproportionately lock out experienced educators of color. 
 

Case Studies:  

The Evolving ECE Workforce in California and Washington, D.C.  
We explored ECE credential requirements in CA and D.C. for two key reasons: 1) both recently 
changed these requirements and 2) both are in the process of implementing the new changes. In both 
CA and D.C., we interviewed diverse focus groups of early childhood educators, child care operators, 
worker advocates (exclusive to D.C.), and policy leaders. 
 

Three key takeaways emerged from the focus group discussions:  

Educators of color need specific supports to access, fund, and earn newly required credentials. 
Flexible class times, the option to acquire new credentials via competency-based pathways, and 
culturally responsive classrooms were some of the supports that participants recommended.  

Early childhood educators’ prior work experience should be considered in the process to qualify 
for lead teacher roles.  

Despite earning relatively higher wages compared to other states, early childhood educators in 
CA and D.C. reported feeling severely undervalued and underpaid. They expressed the urgency 
for higher salaries, along with health and retirement benefits. Respondents uplifted the value of 
collective action and union representation as integral strategies for improving the dignity of  
their work.  
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Ultimately, participants in both CA and D.C. believed their value should not be tied solely to 
credentialing but rather extend to the critical role they play in the educational landscape. 

Policy Implications 
Policies that increase credential requirements for ECE jobs should protect educators and 
advance racial and economic equity in the profession. These policies must be adequately 
funded. Policymakers should engage early childhood educators in policy development and 
implementation. 

To ensure that the ECE workforce and system remain strong, our research points to the 
importance of the following policy priorities for policymakers to consider: 

• Build relationships and/or networks of incumbent workers and worker advocates. 
• Reduce the costs associated with obtaining new credentials. 
• Develop flexible and competency-based pathways, in collaboration with other entities. 
• Provide adequate credit for work experience. 
• Create debt-free pathways to college. 
• Increase educator wages and prioritize pay equity. 
• Improve data collection efforts. 

 
As state policymakers across the country are considering increasing credential requirements for 
early childhood educators, we urge them to prioritize educators’ success in meeting any new 
requirements. Otherwise, we risk locking out promising or highly qualified educators of color 
and increasing barriers that Black and Latina women already face in the ECE workforce. When 
early childhood educators are given the support they need to succeed in the profession, our 
economy and society as a whole will benefit. 
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