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COVID-19 has 
exacerbated 
many of the 
challenges   
 facing early   
   childhood   
     educators. 

      Poor
    compensation   
 disproportion
-ately impacts 
women and 
people of
 color.

   Fewer people are
 entering the field,
and the workforce 
is aging, making it 
difficult to staff programs  
   with well-qualified  
        educators.

          Many early    
    childhood  
 professionals
also are not 
guaranteed 
benefits. 

Salaries 
are too low 
to attract and 
retain early 
childhood    
      educators in 
           the field.  

Key
Early Care & Education

Workforce Issues
Despite the vital 

importance of the ECE 
workforce, the profession 

faces a variety of 
challenges:

Statewide, the average 
hourly wage for early care 
teachers is $12 in child care 
centers and $9.09 in family 
child care homes. More 
than one in 10 child care 
teachers work a second job 
to make ends meet.

Early childhood educators have 
worked throughout the pandemic, 
despite greater health risks and 
increased responsibility for meeting 
health and safety requirements. 
Low program enrollment levels 
threaten providers’ finances, which 
means it could be more difficult 
to keep teachers employed and 
compensated. NC DHHS has offered 
multiple rounds of bonus payments 
during the pandemic funded by 
federal CARES Act dollars, but these 
are only a short-term solution.

The field of early care and 
education is made up almost 
exclusively by women, who 
represent more than 95% of 
the child care workforce. In 
North Carolina, approximately 
half of child care center 
workers and nearly three 
in four family child care 
providers are people of color.

NC community colleges conferred 2,681 
early childhood education credentials 
in 2014-15, but only 2,467 in 2019-20. 
Meanwhile, the workforce is aging, 
especially family child care providers, 
who have a median age of 55.

North Carolina’s ability to attract, retain, and develop a high-quality 
early care and education (ECE) workforce is a critical multi-generational 
support for children and their parents. 

For parents, access to safe, quality care for their children allows them to 
fully participate in the workforce and provide for their families. COVID-19 
has exposed the critical importance of child care professionals to 
support employees, businesses and the economy. A sustainable early 
care and education workforce is necessary to keep businesses open and 
communities growing.

Early care and education professionals are also developing the state’s next generation of workers and 
leaders. Stable, nurturing relationships and high-quality learning opportunities shape the architecture 
of young children’s brains, with 80% of brain development occurring before a child turns 3. Well-
qualified early child care professionals help children develop social and emotional skills and lay the 
groundwork for future success in school and in life. 

A majority of early 
childhood programs 
do not provide health 
insurance, retirement, 
or disability for their 
employees. Only 71% 
provide paid sick leave 
and only 64% provide 
parental leave. 

The  
Early Care   

& Education 
Workforce  
Matters to  

North Carolina

The poverty rate for early educators in North Carolina is 17.6%, much higher than for North 
Carolina workers in general (10.6%) and 7.4 times as high as for K-8 teachers (2.4%).   
       – Center for the Study of Child Care Employment



WAGE$ and  
other salary 
supplement 

programs that 
help increase 
teachers’ pay.  

 

Cost sharing 
with child care 

providers to offer 
health insurance 

and other 
benefits.

Scholarships and 
tuition assistance 
for professional 

development 
and continuing 

education.  
 

Technical 
assistance, coaching, 

consultation, and 
other resources to 

support professional 
learning and 

development.

RESULTS:

In FY 2020, 4,616 teachers serving more than 53,000 children statewide 
received education-based salary supplements through Smart Start.

In FY 2020, 680 child care professionals participated in Smart Start-funded  
programs that helped them study early education at the college level.

How Smart Start  
Supports NC’s  

Early Education 
Workforce

70% of Smart Start’s state appropriations 
flow into county-level investments supporting 
center- school- and home-based child care 
programs. Smart Start local partnerships 
leverage state dollars  to provide workforce 
supports including:

Policy Recommendations for 2021
Continue bonus payments to child care professionals during COVID-19  

using federal relief funds.

Support investment in the Smart Start network to fund  
locally-administered workforce programs.

Invest in the expansion of compensation supplement  
programs like WAGE$ and AWARD$.

Increase funding for child care subsidies to  
better reflect the true cost of high-quality care.

Promote ongoing professional development to support teachers  
in critical areas of practice like child development, trauma-informed care,  

social-emotional development,  and literacy.


