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EARLY CHILD CARE AND EDUCATION

HHS and Education Are Taking Steps to Improve
Workforce Data and Enhance Worker Quality

What GAO Found

The paid early child care and education (ECCE) workforce was made up of
approximately 1.8 million workers in a range of positions, most of whom had
relatively low levels of education and income, according to Census’s 2009
American Community Survey (ACS) data. For example, nearly half of all child
care workers had a high school degree or less as did 20 percent of preschool
teachers. Average yearly income ranged from $11,500 for a child care worker
working in a child’s home to $18,000 for a preschool teacher. Experts and
government officials that we spoke with said, in general, better educated and
trained ECCE workers are more effective than those with less education and
training. They also noted the need for more comprehensive workforce data—
such as on workers with specialized ECCE training. While existing ECCE
workforce data provide valuable insight into worker characteristics, critical data
gaps exist. For example, these data omit key segments of ECCE workers, such
as some caregivers who provide child care in their own homes, and also do not
separately identify preschool teachers working in elementary schools. HHS and
Education have taken steps to improve ECCE workforce data, such as providing
guidance and funding to states to encourage the collection of state-level data and
working with federal agencies to improve workforce data collected nationally.

HHS, Education, and the states use training, scholarships, and other activities to
improve ECCE worker quality, but program and funding data are scarce. For
example, HHS funded online training to help Head Start teachers meet new
teacher credentialing requirements. Both HHS and Education have collaborated
on initiatives to improve ECCE worker quality, such as the Race to the Top-Early
Learning Challenge Grants. For the most part, however, neither HHS nor
Education track expenditures on worker quality improvement. In our survey,
states reported that the most common workforce improvement activities were in-
service training, coaching, and mentoring for current workers (all 37 state survey
respondents) and scholarships to workers enrolled in higher education programs
(34 states)(see fig.). Of those who knew funding sources for these activities,
states reported relying primarily on state and federal child care funds.

Responding States’ Workforce Improvement Activities and Funding, FYs 2007 through 2010

Number of states

Activity 0 5 1 15 20 25 30 35 40

In-service training,
coaching, mentoring $848
|
Scholarships,
financial aid _ $259 34
|
State registry systems lsﬂ’ 27
|
State certification or
credentialing programs $50 25
|

Wage supplementation - $172 18

0 100 200 300 400 500 600 700 800 900
Total funding (dollars in millions)

Source: GAO analysis of state survey data, 37 of the 51 states responded (including the District of Columbia).
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United States Government Accountability Office

Washington, DC 20548

February 15, 2012

The Honorable Max Baucus
Chairman

Committee on Finance
United States Senate

Dear Mr. Chairman:

Many of this country’s children spend time in nonparental care
arrangements,! making high-quality early child care and education
(ECCE) essential to the healthy development of children and the peace of
mind of working families. Research indicates that a critical component of
a high-quality ECCE program is qualified caregivers and teachers. A
child’'s successful development depends on sensitive and stimulating
relationships with adults, and well-trained and skilled ECCE caregivers
and teachers are better able to develop such relationships. Yet the
gualifications of this workforce vary due to differences in professional
requirements across states and ECCE programs, and challenges in
attracting and retaining well educated and trained workers. While
improving the quality of ECCE is important for all children, experts and
government officials say it is especially critical for children from low-
income families because research shows the existence of academic
achievement gaps, at or before kindergarten, between children living in
poverty and their more affluent peers. Access to high-quality child care
and early learning programs, research finds, can improve these children’s
cognitive, social-emotional, and language development, and resultant
academic performance.

The federal government helps to improve access to high-quality ECCE
programs by subsidizing program costs. The two largest federal efforts
are the Head Start program, funded at approximately $7.2 billion, and the
Child Care and Development Fund (CCDF), funded at approximately $5.0
billion in fiscal year 2010. These funding sources, as well as billions of

The U.S. Department of Education, National Center for Education Statistics, National
Household Education Surveys Program estimated, for example, that in 2005 60 percent of
this nation’s children, infants through prekindergarten, were in nonparental care. This is
the most current data available and it counted children in child care arrangements; thus if
a child was in several arrangements, that child was counted more than once.

Page 1 GAO-12-248 Child Care Workforce Quality



dollars in other ECCE federal funding, are overseen by the Departments
of Health and Human Services (HHS) and Education (Education) and the
relevant state agencies to which these monies are allocated. For Head
Start, the federal government allocates funding directly to local
organizations that run the program; for CCDF and many other ECCE
programs, federal monies go to the relevant state agencies that
administer the programs.? The state agencies must follow applicable laws
and regulations when spending these funds. Such laws and regulations
can be broad and this results in state discretion in how the funds are
used. Depending upon the funding stream, for example, federal law either
allows or requires that states or local grantees set aside portions of these
funds for activities to improve the quality of ECCE programs, including
worker quality through education, training, wage incentives, and other
activities. Little is known, however, about how states and local grantees
use such funding. Further complicating an assessment of how well these
funds are used to improve worker quality is the fact that national data
gaps exist about the composition and characteristics of this workforce,
making it difficult for policymakers to have a reliable baseline from which
to determine if effective activities are being used and if the workers who
would most benefit from them are being targeted.

You asked us to examine issues associated with ECCE worker quality
and efforts to improve it. We addressed the following questions: (1) What
is known about the composition, education, and income of ECCE workers
and how these characteristics relate to quality? and (2) What activities are
HHS, Education, and the states financing to improve ECCE worker
quality? For our review, we focused on paid ECCE workers who care for
and educate infants to prekindergarten and school-age children in before-
and after-school programs. We used the U.S. Census Bureau’s (Census)
American Community Survey (ACS), an annual survey of approximately 3
million households to obtain information on these workers, because of its
large sample size and detailed information on the education level of

20Other federal agencies also oversee, or provide support for, ECCE programs. For
example, the Department of the Interior oversees the Indian Child and Family Education
program, which includes ECCE services. The Department of Labor has programs that
provide supportive services to its clients, including child care services, to enable them to
participate in training programs. The Department of Housing and Urban Development's
Community Development Block Grant Program for Entitlement Communities can be used
for a variety of public services, including early education and child care.
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Background

respondents.® We also analyzed data pertaining to Head Start and Early
Head Start teachers and teaching assistants from HHS’s Head Start
program for the 2008-2009 program year. We assessed the reliability of
these data and found them sufficiently reliable for the purpose of
describing the ECCE workforce. In addition, we surveyed state child care
directors in the 50 states and District of Columbia about activities and
spending to improve ECCE worker quality. We requested the state lead
agency child care administrators obtain data and information from their
counterparts in their state educational or other agencies on activities or
funding not under their purview. We obtained responses from 37 states, a
73 percent response rate; the results of this online survey are not
generalizable to all states.* The responding states accounted for
approximately 86 percent of children under the age of five in 2010,
according to Census data. We interviewed HHS, Education, and state
child care officials, and representatives of academic and research groups
about activities used and challenges faced to improve education, wages,
training, and other aspects of ECCE worker quality, and reviewed
relevant federal laws and regulations. We also conducted a literature
search and consulted experts in the field to learn about the characteristics
and quality of ECCE caregivers and teachers, and the relationship
between the two. (For more information on our methodology, see
appendix 1.) We conducted this performance audit from June 10, 2010,
through February 15, 2012, in accordance with generally accepted
government auditing standards. Those standards require that we plan
and perform the audit to obtain sufficient, appropriate evidence to provide
a reasonable basis for our findings and conclusions based on our audit
objectives. We believe that the evidence obtained provides a reasonable
basis for our findings and conclusions based on our audit objectives.

Experts see ECCE as a loosely connected system of programs that
crisscross private and public sectors and serve the dual goals of providing
child care for working families and promoting children’s readiness for

3We used 2009 ACS data, the most recent available at the time of our analysis. Unless
otherwise noted, all ACS estimates had a 95 percent confidence interval within plus or
minus 10 percent of the estimate.

“We conducted this survey between April 20 and July 1 of 2011.
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school.® Multiple programs and settings exist because early care and
education takes many forms, from individuals caring for children in the
child’s home to centers and preschools offering full-time care and
education (see table 1).

|
Table 1: Types of ECCE Settings and Programs

Type of ECCE settings Programs

Child care and early Programs may be subsidized by federal, state, and/or local
learning programs funds. They include:
(child care programs) »  Center-based: Typically located in nonresidential

settings, such as churches, schools, or community
centers; may care for infants and toddlers and/or
children ages 3 to 5 and focus on promoting school
readiness. If care is for school-aged children, it is
referred to as before- and after-school programs, and
can include academic support such as tutoring.

« Family-based: Located in residential settings, often the
home of the provider, and serves small groups of
children in personalized, home-like environments.

«  Private household caregiver: Individuals who care for a
child in the child’s home.

Preschool programs Child care center or school locations; primarily serves
children ages 3 to 5 and can be subsidized by states. State-
funded preschool programs called prekindergarten
programs tend to target children from low-income families in
most, but not all, states, with the primary goal to promote
school readiness.

Head Start and Early Local organizations awarded grants from HHS to provide

Head Start programs education, nutrition, health, and family support to low-
income children from birth through kindergarten entry and
low income pregnant women; key service is providing early
care and education to promote social, emotional, and
cognitive development, including school readiness.

Sources: For child care and early learning programs, see GAO-02-897 and GAO-04-786; and BLS Career Guide to Industries, 2010-
2011, Child Care Day Services; and interviews with ECCE experts. For preschool programs, see the National Institute for Early
Education Research (NIEER), Rutgers School of Education, The State of Preschool 2010. For Head Start and Early Head Start
Programs, see http://www.acf.hhs.gov/programs/ohs/.

SGAO has conducted work assessing fragmentation, overlap, and duplication among
ECCE programs. See GAO, Early Education and Care: Overlap Indicates Need to Assess
Crosscutting Programs, GAO/HEHS-00-78 (Washington, D.C.: Apr. 28, 2000), and GAO
Update on the Number of Prekindergarten Care and Education Programs, GAO-05-678R
(Washington, D.C.: June 2, 2005).
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Definitions of High-Quality
Early Child Care and
Education

While definitions of high-quality ECCE are not precise, research and
professional practices have included two broad features: environmental
(such as fewer numbers of children per staff member or adequate
physical floor space) and the quality of interactions between children and
their caregivers or teachers. Researchers and ECCE experts characterize
high-quality interactions in various ways, including an adult responding to
the needs of children in sensitive and caring ways and participating in
children’s play and activities in ways that promote language development,
and school readiness or advancement. Moreover, studies have shown
that consistent, high-quality interactions are associated with positive
social, emotional, and cognitive outcomes for children. Lastly,
researchers and ECCE experts also believe such interactions are most
often created by caregivers and teachers who possess needed skills and
competencies (i.e., well educated and trained workers). However, they
continue to debate which skills and competencies are most effective and
how to best foster them in ECCE workers.

Role of Federal and State
Governments in Early
Child Care and Education

Both federal and state funds provide significant support for ECCE.
Funding at the federal level is primarily administered by HHS and
Education (see fig. 1). State human services and educational agencies
also provide funding (for example, states spent about $5.4 billion on
prekindergarten programs in the 2009-2010 academic year) and distribute
federal funds to local organizations or eligible families. While federal
requirements exist for how states can spend federal ECCE funds, states
have spending flexibility.® Moreover, a single ECCE program can receive
funding from multiple federal and/or state funding sources.

5For example, states are required to use a portion of their CCDF to improve the quality of
ECCE programs, but states have flexibility in determining what quality-improvement
activities to pursue. 42 U.S.C. § 9858e.
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|
Figure 1: Key Federal Funding Sources and Expenditures for ECCE Programs

FY 2010
estimated
Administering  Funding spending
office source on ECCE Primary uses
Office of Head =~ Head Start $7.2 bilion  Direct federal grants to local organizations to provide services to
Start (OHS) and Early low-income children and their families to promote school readiness
Head Start for children from birth through kindergarten entry.
Department of Office of Child Child Care and $5.0 billion  Grants to states to help subsidize child care costs for low-income
Health and Human Care (OCC) Development working families; states establish eligibility criteria within federally
Services (HHS) Fund (CCDF) set parameters.
Office of Temporary $1.4 billion  Federal benefits to eligible families with dependent children; states
Family Assistance for administer TANF program and can elect to use TANF funds to
Assistance Needy Families directly subsidize child care costs for these families or use a
(OFA) (TANF) portion for CCDF. If used for CCDF, transferred funds are subject
to CCDF rules.
Office of 21st Century $1.2 billion  Grants to states to subsidize before- and after-school programs for
Academic Community children at low-performing schools.
Improvement Learning Centers
and Teacher (21st Century)
Department Quality Program
of Education (AITQP)
(Education) Office of Individuals with $1.0 billion®  |DEA provides, in part, grants to states and other entities to provide

Special Disabilities early intervention, special education, and related services to
Education Education Act eligible infants, toddlers, children, and youths with disabilities.
Programs (IDEA)
(OSEP)
Office of Improving the $0.3 billion®  Grants to state and local educational agencies for K-12 education;
Elementary Academic these agencies may use some of these funds for preschool
and Secondary  Achievement of programs in elementary schools that serve high percentages of
Education the Disadvantaged low-income students and families.
(OESE) (ESEATIitle I)

Sources: HHS and Education’s websites (www.aci.hhs.gov and www education.gov), FY2012 Department of Health and Human
Services Administration for Children and Families Justification of Estimates for Appropriations Committees; FY2012 Department of
Education Justifications of Appropriation Estimates to the Congress.

*This consists of IDEA grants for preschools (Part B), infants and toddlers (Part C), and three National
Activities (Part D)-State Personnel Development, Technical Assistance, and Personnel Preparation.
Not all Part D funds were used exclusively for ECCE.

PEducation estimated in 2009 that states spent approximately 2 percent of Improving the Academic
Achievement of the Disadvantaged grants (Title I) on ECCE program worker salaries. Education
officials told us that this is the best estimate available, but because Title | funds can be used for more
than just ECCE worker salaries, it may underestimate the total amount of Title | funds spent on
ECCE.

With the exception of Head Start, the states generally determine the
education and training standards for ECCE workers, through licensing
requirements imposed by state human service or education agencies.
The scope and stringency of these regulations vary by state and program,
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according to surveys conducted by the National Association of Child Care
Resource & Referral Agencies (NACCRRA) and the National Institute for
Early Education Research (NIEER), including stipulated minimum
education and continuing training’ (see fig. 2).

_____________________________________________________________________________________|]
Figure 2: Reported State Education and Training Requirements for ECCE Workers

Minimum education Continuing training
Most
Most common common
Type of ECCE worker requirement Range requirement Range
Child care | Center-based An equal Lessthana 11to 15 0 to 40 hours
providera@ number of high school hours annually
states require  diploma to a annually
less than high  bachelor's
school diploma degree
as require a
high school
diploma or
GEDP
Family-based  No requirement No requirement 9to 16 0 to 24 hours
provider to some college hours annually
or CDA® annually
Pre- Teacher Bachelor's High school 15 hours 0to 60
kindergarten degree diploma to annually? hours
bachelor’s annually?
degree
Teaching High school No requirement 15 hours 0to 45
assistant diploma or to CDA or annually® hours
GED associate annually®
degree

Sources: For center-based child care, We Can Do Better, 2011 Update (NACCRRA's Ranking of State Child Care Center Regulations
and Oversight); for family-based child care, Leaving Children to Chance: 2010 Update (NACCRRA's Ranking of State Standards and
Oversight of Small Family Child Care Homes); for prekindergarten, The State of Preschool, 2010 NIEER.

®NACCRRA refers to these providers as lead teachers in its compilation of state licensing regulations.

The General Educational Development (GED) credential is an alternative credential to a high school
diploma for individuals who did not complete a regular high school program of study.

"According to NACCRRA, states often exempt some types of facilities or workers from
regulations; for example, relatives providing child care for a family member, programs
affiliated with religious organizations, small family-based providers, and those caring for
six or fewer children.
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“The Child Development Associate (CDA) is a nationally recognized education credential earned
through coursework and ECCE work experience which certifies an ECCE worker has a basic
understanding of early child development.

“In nine states, at least one program in the state had a credit-hour requirement instead of a clock hour
requirement, according to 2010 NIEER survey data. Because credit hours and clock hours are difficult
to compare, we excluded these programs from our count. We also excluded one program where the

requirement for teacher continuing training was determined locally.

°In five states, at least one program either allowed assistant teacher continuing training to be
determined locally, or did not specify what the requirement was, according to 2010 NIEER survey
data. We excluded these programs from our counts. One state also had a credit-hour requirement
instead of a clock hour requirement. Because credit hours and clock hours are not comparable, we

also excluded this program from our count.

Under federal law, the federal government establishes education and training
requirements for those working in Head Start centers® (see table 2).

|
Table 2: Federal Education and Training Requirements for Head Start Workers

Education requirement

Continuing training

Position Date Description requirement
Head Start teacher By Sept. 30, 50 percent must have a bachelor/advanced degree in early childhood 15 hours annually
2013 education; or a bachelor/advanced degree and coursework equivalent
to a major in a related field, and preschool teaching experience.
As of Oct. 1, Center-based Head Start classrooms must have a teacher who meets
2011 one of the 2013 requirements; or has an associate degree in early

childhood education; or an associate degree in a related field,
coursework equivalent to a major relating to early childhood education,
and preschool teaching experience; or a bachelor’s degree, admitted
to Teach For America, pass an early childhood content exam and
meet other training requirements.

Early Head Start As of Sept. 30, Must have a CDA credential and be trained (or completed equivalent N/A
teacher (children 2010 coursework) in early childhood development.
under age 3)

By Sept. 30, Have training (or complete equivalent coursework) in early childhood

2012 development focusing on infants/toddlers.
Head Start teaching By Sept. 30, Must have a CDA credential; or be enrolled in a program leading to an ~ N/A
assistants 2013 associate or bachelor’s degree; or be enrolled in a CDA program to be

completed within 2 years.

Source: GAO analysis of relevant federal laws.

8HHS’s Office of Inspector General (OIG) reported in August 2011 that about 81 percent
of Early Head Start teachers had the required CDA and, of the 19 percent who did not,
more than half were pursuing them. OIG further reported teachers from established
programs were more likely to have a CDA than teachers from newer programs developed
using American Recovery and Reinvestment Act funds. See HHS, OIG, Most Early Head
Start Teachers Have the Required Credentials, But Challenges Exist, OEI-10-00240

(August 2011).
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In addition to requirements set by federal and state governments,
professional organizations have established voluntary standards which
include education and training. These voluntary standards were typically
developed because requirements in many states were seen as
insufficient. They include the following:

« The National Association for the Education of Young Children
recommends that at least 75 percent of an ECCE program'’s teachers
have a bachelor’'s degree or equivalent and all teachers have a
minimum of an associate degree or equivalent.

« NIEER recommends that ECCE teachers have a bachelor’'s degree.

« The American Academy of Pediatrics, the American Public Health
Association, and the National Resource Center for Health and Safety
in Child Care recommend that ECCE teachers or caregivers have a
state or national child care certificate.

Data Sources on Early
Child Care and Education
Workers

Both federal and state governments collect data on some, but not all,
ECCE workers. The following lists a few federal data efforts:

« Annual data collection on Head Start and Individuals with Disabilities
Education Act (IDEA) teachers: Head Start data are provided in
Program Information Reports (PIR) which contain information on the
education level and salaries of all Head Start directors, teachers,
teaching assistants and, with the exception of salary information,
family-based child care providers and are submitted to HHS by local
Head Start grantees.® Data on IDEA workforce—teachers who work
with children and youth with disabilities—are submitted by states to
Education and include information on the number of teachers and
teaching assistants, their education levels, and whether they meet
IDEA teacher qualifications.

« Annual surveys by Census and the Department of Labor: The Census
Bureau and the Department of Labor’s Bureau of Labor Statistics
(BLS) include data on ECCE workers in three annual surveys of U.S.
households and businesses. Census conducts two of these surveys—

°PIR also collects similar information on Head Start personnel who conduct home visits of
Head Start program participants and Head Start Family/Community Partnership staff.

Page 9 GAO-12-248 Child Care Workforce Quality



the ACS and the Current Population Survey. Both gather information
on the demographics, occupations, and income of households using
standardized industry and occupation codes to classify workers.1°
BLS conducts the third survey—the Occupational Employment
Survey—which is an annual survey of business establishments that
uses the same occupational and industry codes. Although ACS has
the most detailed information on ECCE workers, none of these
surveys capture all ECCE worker types or workplace settings.

The following lists a few state data efforts:

o Establishing state registries: Many states have computerized
registries, which track education, training, and employment histories
of individual ECCE workers. Registries are housed in state
educational agencies or other organizations, such as universities or
child care resource and referral agencies. According to the National
Registry Alliance, in most states, registry participation is voluntary, so
not all ECCE teachers and caregivers are included.

« Developing longitudinal data systems on preschool teachers: State
educational agencies are increasingly using longitudinal data systems
to obtain information on teachers and students, and some include
data on the ECCE workforce. Longitudinal data link student
performance to teachers and also indicate the education and training
that teachers have received. If federal Education funding is used to
help pay for the system, Education has guidance on system
requirements to afford comparisons across states.

OIndustry codes depict the types of products or services produced, and occupation codes
focus on the types of work performed. For example, an individual may work in the “child
day care services” industry under the occupation “child care worker” or “janitor.” Industry
codes for the Census and BLS surveys are from the North American Industry
Classification System and occupation codes are from the Standard Occupational
Classification system. The Office of Management and Budget oversees revisions to these
systems using interagency committees.
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Education and Wages
Low, but Data Gaps
Limit Knowledge
about Early Child
Care and Education
Workforce

Data on the Composition,
Education, and Income
Levels of Early Child Care
and Education Workers
Have Limitations

The Census Bureau’s ACS provides important insight into the
composition, education level, and income of the ECCE workforce.
According to these data, there were nearly 1.8 million ECCE workers
nationwide in 2009 in a range of ECCE positions. About 72 percent of
these workers lacked an associate degree or higher. However education
level varied by type of worker, with program directors, preschool teachers,
and teaching assistants being the most educated (see fig. 3). Among the
333,000 ECCE workers and directors with a bachelor’s degree included in
ACS, approximately 93 percent, or nearly 300,000, did not have degrees
specifically in early childhood education. For example, 29 percent had a
degree in other 