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Findings from the stories of child 
care workers gathered during 
Participatory Action Research.
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Panelist Introductions



Introduction and 
Purpose

Child care workers are underpaid and lack 
access to employment benefits, which: 

• causes personal, workplace, and 
interpersonal stress. 

• contributes to child care quality issues. 

• has persisted for at least 5 decades. 

• disproportionately affects them in 
comparison to other workforce sectors. 

Study Purposes: 
• add child care worker life experience 

perspectives to the literature. 

• inform action on needed policy change.



• 13 women, 1 male 
• 4 AA/Black, 10 White

14 participants were interviewed:

Participants



Overview of Findings
Outcomes of Lower Wages and Lack of Benefits

Daily Components of Caregiving

Child Care Professionals are Stigmatized

Reasons for Turnover between Types of Caregiving or Leaving the Field

What Child Care Professionals Want You to Know



Outcomes of Low 
Wages and Lack of 

Benefits 
• High turnover 

• Student loan debt     

• Health insecurity     

• No time off      

• Housing insecurity     

• Debt and inability to save for future  

• Diminished quality of life 

• Job burnout 

• Imbalance of expectations between education and 
compensation 

• Centers’ difficulty providing better wages and 
benefits 

• Mitigating factors that allow workers to stay in field



Daily Components of 
Caregiving

• Paid and unpaid caregiving 

• Planning and preparation 

• Academic activities 

• Life skills and values  

• Non-caregiving components of the day:  
 Other jobs, self-care

Child care work requires 
training and professionalism.

Critical to optimal brain 
development in children! 



Society perceives their work as 
• less important  
• easy  
• unskilled 
• “just babysitting.”   

People  
• tell them they “do not have a real 

job”  
• treat them as “servants.”

Child care 
professionals felt the 

stigma of their 
profession.



Turnover between Types of Care or Leaving Field
Child care workers love working with children…but love is insufficient to overcome 
multiple hardships: 

• 100% of participants:  Low wages and lack of benefits led/may lead to turnover 

• Burnout  

• Uncertainty about future. 

Factors… 

• Increasing likelihood to stay: 

• Spousal support  

• Better pay and benefits 

• Better work environments

• Determining caregiving type (nanny, FCCH, 
centers): 

• Qualifications:  Training, education 

• Environment:  Relationships, alignment 
with child-related ethics and values, pay 
and benefits



Child care workers want 
others to know that child 

care is…
rewarding. 

important. 

not respected. 

not paying a living wage. 

not providing benefits. 

requiring too much administrative work. 

best practiced when training 
opportunities are available and 

accessible. 

essential.



Quality Caregiving Requires 
Better Wages, Benefits,  

and Relationships

• ability to meet basic needs  

• knowledge of child development 
and training 

• being physically and mentally well 
and available 

• having time for self-care 

• time with loved ones 

• supportive work environments 

• respect from society 

“You should trust 
the people that you are 

allowing to teach and care for 
your children.” 

 - Grace 



Recommendations for Action: 
Policy and Advocacy

Letters  
and e-mails

Speak 
up!

Do you and your 
community treat child 

care workers with 
respect?

Share 
about what 
child care 

workers do.
Advocate for better policy.

Tell

your

network



Access to Health
Medicaid for all 

Medicaid waiver 1115  
Paid sick leave 

Workforce housing

*Bambra et al., 2010; national Survey of early care and education project team, 2020a; Rae & 
Chen, 2018; WHO, 2021. **Gotanda, Jha, kominski, & Tsugawa, 2020. ***WHO, 2021

Policy action 
needed
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Higher Education and More 
Credentialing Does Not Necessarily 

Mean Higher Compensation

• Commensurate, consistent pay 
scales and expectations. 

• Standardization of access to and 
quality of training requirements.

Policy Recommendation:  
Training Opportunities and Pay 

Scales

*Bureau of labor statistics, 2021a, 2021b.

Policy action 
needed

Busted: Assumption that education is the reason for 
making less.*  



Action needed:   

• South Carolina  

• Passage of SC Senate Bill 11, House 
Bill 3560 

• Biden-Harris Administration and 
Congress 

• FAMILY Act 

• Federal policy provisions: 2 years 
mandatory paid family leave 

• Permanent American Recovery Act 
child tax credits

Policy Recommendation: 
Paid Family Leave

*Kagan et al., 2002; Phillips et al., 2000.  **Dockterman, 2021; Economic policy institute, 2020; Kashen et al., 2020. *** Data from the Office of Child Care (2019) and the Bureau of Labor Statistics, U.S. Department of 
Labor (2020b).  Chart previously published in McDougald Scott (2021b).

Policy action 
needed

Child Care Centers Struggle to Pay More

Child care center costs versus cost per child/tuition.*** 



Short- and Long-Term Systems Change
• Push to pass current legislation 

• American Rescue Plan Act of 2021- make the provisions permanent 

• Child Care for Working Families Act 

• American Jobs Act 

• American Families Plan 

• Reduce administrative tasks 

• Free or reduced tuition for child care employees 

• Improvement of work environments 

• Overhaul the early childhood education system

Policy action 
needed



Our children, families, employers, 
community, and society… 

 would benefit 
from a  

campaign to 
1. re-brand child care professionals as teachers; 

2. refer to caregivers or centers as “child care” or “schools;” 

3. help others understand the role of child care work in our 
daily lives; 

4. improve the way child care professionals are treated; and  

5. support the child care workforce through better pay, 
access to benefits, and less administrative work.

Tell

your

network



Questions  
and  

Discussion


