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Executive Summary 
 

“Leadership is open to anyone who has the courage and skill to try to mobilize people to address 
their most difficult issues, what we call their ‘Adaptive Challenges’.” 

 
Marty Linsky and Ronald Heifetz 

 
Early childhood higher education programs are facing adaptive pressures and dynamics for which they 
are unprepared. Advocacy is growing to mandate bachelor’s degrees for teachers and administrators of 
pre-kindergarten children. However, schools, colleges, and departments of education are finding that they 
do not have the capacity to meet growing community needs as they are understaffed and under 
resourced at all levels. While innovations continually emerge from individual institutions and some state 
governments, much of the dialog is occurring among early educators and the college units that support 
them.  
 
We eight organizations have written this paper as a call to leadership for the preparation of staff for the 
field of early care and education. We make this call because we believe this to be a defining moment to 
establish public expectations for both the standard of care for young children and the qualifications of 
those who provide that care. We seek to focus attention on the early years of life, to create common 
ground in this fragmented field, and to augment the existing public will to invest in and execute these 
initiatives. Establishing a firm foundation for this work requires greater recognition and investment by both 
public and private entities. Chief among these entities are the colleges and universities whose work 
defines, reflects, prepares, and certifies the value of this professional work.  
 
The paradox is clear. On the one hand, public awareness about the importance of the early years of life is 
growing as is the knowledge base about the education, skills, and expertise necessary to be an effective 
teacher of young children. Yet on the other hand, as more early educators enroll in college courses, 
angst-filled questions emerge about what they should know and be able to do. We characterize these 
questions as issues about the role, relevance, and capacity to reinvent higher education’s interface with 
the field of early care and education. 

• In a field that historically has relied extensively on informal apprenticeship, the role of college 
credentials as a qualifying element of workforce participation evokes passionate debate.  

• The relevance of teacher education programs to the effective, developmentally appropriate 
preparation of staff serving diverse young learners in a variety of settings is questioned.  

• And, the capacity of colleges and universities to reinvent its content, infrastructure and delivery 
system is uncertain. Can colleges meet the needs of both recent high school graduates and adult 
learners with extensive work experience from numerous backgrounds?   

 
Will —and how will— institutions of higher education address these adaptive challenges in the 

field of early care and education? 
 
The opportunity to lead must first be grounded in unsentimental analysis of our current situation. We eight 
organizations have come together to offer our point of view and to suggest recommendations for moving 
forward. Our focus here is on those who work with children from birth to age five and the two- and four-
year colleges and universities that prepare them. 
  
We ask every college president and dean to ask the questions: What is the current state of our early care 
and education programs, and, how can we make them better? The answers may be a surprising source 
of adaptive change.  
 
 
 
 

© Valora Washington and Aspire Institute 
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This report is divided into four sections:  
 

Section I:  Examines the role of adaptive pressures and dynamics on institutions of higher 
education with respect to the field of early care and education. Five of these 
adaptive pressures and dynamics are particularly evident: 1) The need to 
prepare staff for a diverse generation of children being supported from infancy in 
many settings; 2) Public policy that both promotes degree acquisition and 
depresses workforce qualifications; 3) Inconsistent research on the value of a 
baccalaureate degree; 4) Declining numbers of early care and education 
teachers with baccalaureate degrees in recent decades;  and 5) both the 
escalating demand for, and deep ambivalence about, college degrees within the 
field of early care and education.  

 
Section II. Explores the relevance of institutions of higher education in the field of early care 

and education. We ask three inextricably related questions. What is the collective 
capacity of higher education institutions to: Meet the growing enrollment 
demands? Offer a highly-qualified collegiate faculty? Present appropriate content 
for diverse groups of children?   

 
Section III.  Illustrates existing reinvention strategies, including both state efforts (e.g., New 

Mexico and New Jersey) and private, non-profit initiatives (National Head Start 
Association, National Association for the Education of Young Children, and 
unionization). 

 
Section IV.  Offers recommendations for change. A key element for change lies in the 

emergence of new champions—people with vision and leadership to elevate 
these concerns from an elite few to more public dialog and concern.   

 
Will—and how will—institutions of higher education adapt to these leadership opportunities in the 

field of early care and education? 
 
We acknowledge that the call for higher education reform extends beyond the early care and education 
field, particularly in view of current fiscal challenges. We recommend seven action items to facilitate 
change. 

 
1. We join with many others in recommending the attainment of a bachelor’s degree in early care 

and education by all key staff, including program administrators and lead teachers of children 
aged birth to five-year-olds, as a necessary but not sufficient element of change. 

 
2. There must be a stronger federal role in financing and supporting the work of staff in the field 

of early care and education. 
 

3. We call upon members of the field of early care and education to better organize themselves 
in order to articulate our values, knowledge base, and needs.  
 

4. We call for a stronger strategic voice from accrediting bodies and national organizations, as 
well as from states and state boards of education. To strengthen access, we recommend 
additional financing strategies as well as the more routine awarding of credit for prior learning and 
transferability between institutions of higher education. We recommend increased focus on non-
traditional college student support and advising. 
 

© Valora Washington and Aspire Institute 

5. Absent state-wide leadership, individual colleges, universities, and communities have a high level 
of autonomy and a variety of options they can undertake to improve student success. We 
encourage individual colleges to take efforts to improve both access to and the quality of 
teacher education for early care and education staff.  We emphasize the need to upgrade the 
quality of teacher education programs. We recommend that the entire institution, not just a single 
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teacher or education faculty, must become more responsible for the preparation of early care and 
education staff.  

 
6. A strong targeted effort must be given to both increase the diversity of faculty and to ensure 

that all faculty can provide appropriate content for our diverse population of children and families. 
 

7. Stronger links between staff compensation and their credentials is demanded.   
 
Notably, the shortcomings of teacher education cannot be resolved at the current level of dialogue, 
despite many innovative strategies that some organizations are using to increase the access and supply 
of higher education opportunities. Nation-wide and state-wide agreements about the field of early learning 
must be forged; high quality teacher education must be founded on those agreements; and broader 
leadership throughout the entire university and community leadership must join the cause.  
 
Systematic thinking is required—and we now have historic opportunities to redefine early care and 
education’s role in influencing the future of our children and the teaching profession. 

 

© Valora Washington and Aspire Institute 
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Introduction 
 

“Leadership is open to anyone who has the courage and skill to try to mobilize people to address 
their most difficult issues, what we call their ‘Adaptive Challenges.’” 

 
Marty Linsky and Ronald Heifetz1  

 
We eight organizations have written this paper as a call for leadership to face the adaptive challenges in 
the preparation of staff for the field of early care and education.2 We make this call because we believe 
this to be a defining moment to establish public expectations for both the standard of care for young 
children and the qualifications of those who provide that care. Public will is both the goal and the driver of 
collective action among us who seek to focus attention on the early years of life, and to create common 
ground in this fragmented field. Establishing a firm foundation for this work requires greater recognition 
and investment by both public and private entities. Chief among these entities are the colleges and 
universities whose work defines and reflects, prepares and certifies the value of professional work.  
 
The paradox is clear. On the one hand, public awareness about the importance of the early years of life is 
growing, as is the knowledge base about the education, skills and expertise necessary to be an effective 
teacher of young children. Yet on the other hand, as more early educators enroll in college courses, 
angst-filled questions emerge about what they should know and be able to do. We characterize these 
questions as issues about the role, relevance, and capacity to reinvent higher education’s interface with 
the field of early care and education. 

• In a field that historically has relied extensively on informal apprenticeship3, the role of college 
credentials as a qualifying element of workforce participation evokes passionate debate 
(Objectors frequently state: “Some of my best teachers don’t have degrees.”).  

• The relevance of teacher education programs to the effective, developmentally appropriate 
preparation of staff serving diverse young learners in a variety of settings is questioned (“The 
degree doesn’t help you deal with the real kids.” “That degree has little to do with my job in family 
child care.”).  

• And, the capacity of colleges and universities to reinvent its content, infrastructure, and delivery 
system is uncertain. (Can faculty encompass most recent research about effective practice into 
their coursework? “My faculty workload is already overwhelming. I don’t have time to keep up or 
spend a lot of time with programs.” Can colleges serve well both recent high school graduates 
and adult learners with extensive work experience from numerous backgrounds? Some students 
say: “I can’t afford to go to college.” “I have to work when classes are offered.” “I don’t understand 
English that well.” Some faculty say: ”Teaching on nights and weekends is not part of my job.”)  

 
Will—and how will—institutions of higher education address these adaptive challenges in the field 

of early care and education? 
 
The reality is that states are increasingly naming a “bachelor’s degree” as an indicator of “highly qualified 
staff” even as the proportion of the early care and education workforce with this degree declines. This 
dynamic atmosphere exemplifies the need for adaptive leadership because it is characterized by the lack 
of preexisting answers and the need to resolve conflicting values.4 
 
The opportunity to lead must first be grounded in unsentimental analysis of our current situation. We eight 
organizations have come together to offer our point-of-view and to suggest recommendations for moving 
forward. This paper is designed to provide both a framework for understanding the complex leadership 
challenge and a platform from which we “call the question.”5  
 
Will—and how will—institutions of higher education adapt to these leadership opportunities in the 

field of early care and education? 
 

© Valora Washington and Aspire Institute 

 



Role, Relevance, Reinvention 
Page 10 of 43 

Our focus here is on the intersection of preparation for those who work with children under age five6 with 
schools of education7 and related colleges that prepare early educators at both two-year and four-year 
institutions. We also recognize the importance of two broader influential forces on adaptive capacity: 

1. The persistently low compensation of people who work with young children, regardless of their 
credentials or the dynamics of supply and demand; and 

2. The broader university enterprise because the call for higher education reform8 extends beyond 
the early care and education field, particularly in view of current fiscal challenges. 

 
We ask every college president and dean to ask the questions: What is going on with our early care and 
education programs, and, how can we make them better? The answers may be a surprising source of 
adaptive change.  
 
This report is divided into four sections:  
 

Section I:  Examines the role of adaptive pressures and dynamics on institutions of higher 
education with respect to the field of early care and education. 

 
Section II. Explores the relevance of institutions of higher education in the field of early care 

and education. 
 
Section III.   Illustrates existing reinvention strategies.  
 
Section IV.   Offers recommendations for change. 

© Valora Washington and Aspire Institute 
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Section I: 
 

The Role of Higher Education  
in Early Care and Education:  

Adaptive Pressures and Dynamics9 
 
Many new realities have been thrust upon institutions of higher education, realities that are not easily 
remedied by a technical solution or “simple tactic” (e.g., adding a course taught in Chinese for students 
for whom English is not their first language). Because they are not amenable to preexisting solutions, 
these new realities are best framed as “adaptive pressures” that require a “change in thinking” in advance 
of effective “change in doing.”  
 
The intersection of the early care and education field with higher education is a place with multiple, 
competing adaptive pressures. Although these adaptive pressures have been building for quite some time 
they do not replace long standing facts, such as the lack of access to higher education for many members 
of the early care and education field. However, the accumulation of thousands of discrete events—such 
as comprehensive career development systems, Quality Rating and Improvement Systems, wage 
enhancement initiatives, Teacher Education and Compensation Helps (T.E.A.C.H.), and accreditation—
have now gathered energy and momentum, which none had in isolation. These efforts now focus the 
leadership challenges and opportunities more clearly. Five of these adaptive pressures and dynamics are 
particularly evident: 

• The need to prepare staff for a diverse generation of children who spend time in many settings 
from birth through age five; 

• Public policy that both promotes degree acquisition and depresses workforce qualifications; 

• Inconsistent research on the value of a baccalaureate degree; 

• Declines in the number of early care and education teachers with baccalaureate degrees in 
recent decades; and 

• Both the escalating demand for, and deep ambivalence about, college degrees within the field of 
early care and education. 

 
There is increased recognition that higher education must do more10 to be a relevant contributor to 
societal needs, including the well being of children. Faculty at colleges and universities are undoubtedly 
aware of three facts:  

• Children’s introduction to non-familial environments begins well before school age. Millions of 
today’s young learners are part of a generation that typically spends some portion of the week in 
out-of-home care, given the high levels of labor force participation among all parents.11 Given that 
the extent of new knowledge about brain development and the learning capacity of infants and 
toddlers has expanded,12 a standard of care far exceeding “custodial” is more appropriate. 

• Children’s early education occurs in many settings, not just traditional classrooms. Largely and 
traditionally focused on formal school settings, colleges and universities must recognize that the 
public is supporting widespread expansion of early care and education in community-based 
organizations. Among the more than 40 states that currently fund or are developing preschool 
programs, many are attempting, with various degrees of success, to use a mixed delivery service 
model that requires multiple agencies to work together.13 This can be a particularly difficult idea 
for some school of education faculty to grasp as many have a “K-12” perspective of the system.  

© Valora Washington and Aspire Institute 

• Our nation is in the midst of substantial demographic change, the results of which are most 
evident among the young.14 Large proportions of young learners have special needs or are 
immigrants, first generation Americans, English language learners, or poor.  At a time when the 
United States lags behind other nations in providing equitable learning opportunities for young 
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children,15 more children have characteristics associated with pre-kindergarten “achievement 
gaps” 16—gaps that can be reduced with high-quality early care and education programming.17 It 
must be recognized that early care and education settings are often global environments which 
bring both challenges and opportunities. The staff, too, represents a wide diversity of cultures, 
languages, and literacy levels. 
 

There is considerable evidence that college curricula has neither kept pace with nor incorporated these 
new realities about how children are being raised and educated in our country. In many ways “schooling,” 
and the preparation of staff to work with children and families, have barely begun to appreciate the young 
child’s phenomenal and untapped capacity to learn, and to recognize that their “babysitters” are really 
“teachers” requiring commensurate preparation, compensation, and support. The dichotomy between 
“child care” and “early education” is an increasingly dysfunctional paradigm; we must upgrade the 
qualifications of “teachers” currently working in various settings, as well as induct new members into the 
field.  
 
Public Policy both Promotes Degree Attainment and Depresses Workforce 
Qualifications 
 
Another adaptive pressure is the need for higher education to expand its research and policy focus to 
issues of young children. The higher education industry will be deeply impacted as advocates 
successfully promote degree attainment, often including a major in early care and education or state 
certification,18 as a priority strategy to ensure outcomes for children from birth to age five.19  

 
There is wide variation in state regulations about the educational background of preschool center staff.20 
States traditionally have had few regulatory barriers to enter the field;21 in some states being 18-years-
old, having a driver’s license, and a lack of criminal record is all that is required.22 Even today, in a large 
proportion of states, staff are not required to have anything more than a high school diploma and a few 
hours of professional development each year.23  This lack of standardized qualifications exists for many 
reasons, including cost and the philosophy that low-entry requirements encourage individuals from the 
children’s own families and communities to begin and advance in a career in early care and education. 
  
Even in view of recent legislation, generally the United States’ federal government has been silent on 
workforce standards.24 Silence does not indicate a lack of influence: federal efforts to expand child care 
as a “means” to other “ends” (such as facilitating the employment of welfare recipients) has had the effect 
of depressing workforce qualifications for two reasons: 

• Implementation tactics rely on informal unregulated care;25 and 

• Focus on the quantity, rather than the quality, of care has predominated.  
 

This effect contrasts sharply with the intentions of recent federal “education” policy that fosters degree 
attainment. For example, the “No Child Left Behind” federal legislation and “Good Start Grow Smart,” its 
early childhood companion, stresses the importance of “highly-qualified” staff to children’s success; an 
indicator of “highly-qualified” is an appropriate college degree. Clearly there are disproportionately more 
funds for child care as a means of welfare reform than for the “highly-qualified” provisions of No Child Left 
Behind.  
 

© Valora Washington and Aspire Institute 

Federal funds to enhance workforce qualifications for preschool staff have been available, however, for 
staff of the federally-funded Head Start program, an early adopter of increased workforce education 
requirements following congressional mandates.26 About 27 percent of Head Start lead teachers had a 
bachelor’s degree in 2003.27 By 2013, 50 percent of teachers and education coordinators are mandated 
to have bachelor’s degrees and an early care and education focus. 
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At the state level,  The National Institute for Early Education Research (NIEER) State of Preschool 2007 
report states that prekindergarten programs serve 1,026,037 children in 38 states, most of whom are 
three and four year olds. Fewer than half of the 38 prekindergarten states required all lead teachers in 
their programs to hold a bachelor’s degree. NIEER states that “the lack 
of progress in this area is particularly disappointing.”28 29  
 
It is important to note that the policy promotion of a bachelor’s degree 
represents a clear movement in the field (as least for the preschool 
years)—but is not a requirement that has yet threatened the 
employment of most pre-kindergarten staff. A stunning and widely-
reported analysis of preschool teachers (excluding public schools) 
discovered that recent decades are characterized by an overall decline 

in educational attainment in the 
field30—just at the time when this 
knowledge base is most firmly 
established and graduates of these 
programs are most in demand. The 
gap between the policy thrust toward 
degree attainment and the 
matriculation status of the actual 
workforce widens.  
 
We must recognize that associate 
degree programs are a critical 
component of inclusive professional 
development systems for a diverse 
workforce. Currently, two-year 
colleges enroll nearly 60 percent of 
all Hispanic students and 50 percent 
of all African-American, 
Asian/Pacific, and Alaskan Native 
students in the United States. 31 
 
It is still true that only a fraction of 
those teaching young children have 
a baccalaureate degree; most of the  
teachers with degrees work in public 
school settings. 
 
Overall, national studies suggest that only 50 percent of the 
approximately 284,277 preschool teachers have a B.A. of any kind; 
many of them have neither a teaching credential nor expertise or 
specialized training in early care and education.32 Limited degree 
attainment has had at least two effects: 

1. Inequity: For example, in Massachusetts, only 10 percent of 
those teaching in early childhood centers serving low income 
children have degrees, in contrast to 61 percent in centers 
with middle and upper income children.33 

2. Staff Mobility: Once a degree is earned, many early 
educators seek higher compensation by moving to a different 
setting or auspice within the field. Given the gap in academic 
demand relative to workforce qualifications, this mobility is 
often achieved by transferring to administrative jobs or by 
continuing teaching in a public school rather than in a 
community-based agency. 

© Valora Washington and Aspire Institute 

Where are the Teachers with 
Bachelor’s Degrees?  

 
Saluja, Early and Clifford (2002) 
locate these teachers as follows: 

• By auspice: 87% public 
schools;  

• 30% Head Start;  
• 39% for profit centers.1 
 

Within state funded pre-kindergarten 
programs: 

• Ranges from 14.6% in 
Alaska to 98.9% in New 
York1;  

• 70% of pre-kindergarten 
teachers have B.A. even in 
absence of requirement due 
to incentives to both 
programs and teachers. 

 
  

 

“Losing Ground” 
 
In 2005, Herzenberg, Price, and 
Bradley reported that “the 
position of ECE [early care and 
education] in the labor market 
has changed for the worse since 
the early 1980s.”  

• Fewer center based 
teachers and 
administrators now hold 
a four-year college 
degree (43% in 1983-85 
and 30% in 2002-04). 

 
• More teachers and 

administrators are now 
working in the field with 
a high school education 
or less (25% in the early 
1980s to 30% now). 

 
• More people in the field 

have now completed 
some college (33% in 
1983 and 40% in 2004). 

 
• This overall decline in 

educational attainment is 
most pronounced among 
workers under 40, with 
the most educated 
cohort now in their late 
50s or older. 
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Research Findings on the Impact of a Bachelor’s Degree are Inconsistent 
 
Because young children are in environments led by staff with a wide range of educational backgrounds, 
many studies have sought to determine the relationship between teacher education, classroom quality, 
and child outcomes.34 Generally, teachers with the most advanced education are most effective35 and 
more likely to enact developmentally appropriate curriculum practices that extend children’s knowledge 
and skills.36 Teachers with associate of arts degrees and holders of the Child Development Associate 
(CDA)37 certificates were more effective than teachers with some college or just high school plus informal 
workshops.38 
 
The matter is far from settled. Given differences in the research questions, definitions, and 
methodologies, examinations of the relative influences of the college degree, academic major, or 
certification status have yielded mixed results.39 40  We are careful to point out that the findings should 
not be interpreted to mean that the bachelor’s degree is unimportant; there are many confounding factors 
that may explain these results.41 These findings do suggest, however, that policies focused solely on 
increasing teacher education may not suffice for improving classroom quality or maximizing children’s 
academic gains42 absent some focus on the quality and appropriateness of teacher education programs 
for the field of early care and education.  

 
  All of this reinforces the long established idea of the “iron triangle” of “good things that go together” to 
predict high quality in early care and education43—smaller ratios of children to adults, higher salaries, and 
educational background of the teacher. It is difficult to isolate the relative importance of each of these 
factors; once multiple parent and center variables known to be linked to quality are considered, the 
influence of higher education alone may disappear.44 Other issues are whether the actual work 
environment supports teachers to implement what they learned about developmentally-appropriate 
practice, and whether these baccalaureate-holding teachers have ongoing professional development and 
mentoring beyond their novice teacher experiences.  

 
An Undercurrent of Loss, Ambivalence 
 
Policy is not necessarily sensitive to the subtleties of academic research, and therefore policy—if not 
funding—continues to herald the bachelor’s degree as the prized currency for early care and education 
staff. Given this policy interest in promoting degrees, it is not surprising that the demand for college-level 
child development and early education courses is increasing and is expected to remain high. 45 
 
But the rush to college courses should not be interpreted as a universal welcoming of degree attainment 
as a goal. Although occupations historically have become “professionalized” by advancing the minimum 
qualifications of its workforce, there is no question that the early care and education community remains 
quite ambivalent about the role of credentials.46 
 
One reason for the ambivalence is a foreboding sense of loss to the field’s culture. The field has as its 
heritage a strong sense of being “inclusive” and open to all who care about children. The field’s self-
identity has often been crafted as being distinctive from “professional” educators because of deep 
traditions of respect for diversity, closer ties to families, and engagement with communities. There is 
concern that these values will be lost, and that valued, effective colleagues will be pushed out, in the rush 
to employ those with “official” credentials. 
 
Also, part of the ambivalence about higher education is its content. There is widespread suspicion and 
doubt about the “value-added” of higher education credentials in actual practice, particularly with diverse 
populations. It is not uncommon for practitioners to argue defiantly that “the best” staff with young children 
and their families are warm, loving, deeply-committed “true believers” in the field’s culture. These qualities 
are presumably at risk of being undermined as higher education increases.”47 In this respect, members of 
the field face painful debate, difficult decisions, and the potential for loss of historically-cherished choices.  
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Ambivalence also stems from the historically weak connection, outside of public schools, between 
credentials and compensation and career or salary growth. Wages and benefits have remained 
stubbornly stagnant at very low levels.48 Indeed, child care teaching staff earned less than half as much 
as comparably educated women.49 This does not encourage personal investments in higher education by 
this segment of the field, particularly when one year of that education may cost more than one can 
reasonably expect to earn. The cost of degrees is becoming unattainable even for the middle class.  
 

Section II: 

Relevance 
 
Potential culture clashes abound.50 As early educators express anxiety about credentials, we must 
remember that higher education is a credentialing system; in other words, a primary purpose of higher 
education is to award degrees and certificates. The adaptive pressures and dynamics reviewed here 
leave little doubt that there is a great deal of leadership required—both within and external to the higher 
education community.  
 
Will—and how will—institutions of higher education adapt to these leadership opportunities in the 

field of early care and education? 
 
Just as children are located in many settings, the professional development and preparation of staff is 
also provided under the auspices of a wide range of organizations, including resource and referral 
agencies, community colleges, universities, and local education authorities. Very few states have 
undertaken comprehensive analysis of their early care and education preparation options and used those 
findings to bring greater coherence and effectiveness to those systems.51 And, many of the informal 
systems of training that exist clearly have a vested interest in continuing with the status quo. 
 

What now exists is a fragmented system characterized by multiple constituents as well as a wide range of 
goals and standards.52 The relevance of “traditional” higher education is frequently challenged by 
emergent alternatives; some of the alternatives have been developed from within the colleges 
themselves. Responding to challenges can be difficult because early childhood teacher education is an 
under-researched endeavor.53 Little is known about the context, content, and needs of institutions that 
offer early care and education degrees and credentials.54 Addressing these adaptive pressures, we ask 
three inextricably related questions:  What is the collective capacity of institutions of higher education to: 

• Meet the growing enrollment demands?  

• Offer a highly qualified collegiate faculty?  
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• Present content that will be useful for a wide range of children?   
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W
 
hat is the Capacity of Institutions of Higher Education to Serve the Field? 

As currently organized,55 about 55 percent of American Association of Colleges for Teacher Education 
(AACTE) member institutions offer early childhood education programs at the baccalaureate level.56 Of 
the 4,539 institutions of higher education that offer associate, bachelor’s, master’s, or doctorate degrees 
in any field, it is estimated that 1,349—almost one third—offer an early childhood teacher preparation 
degree.57 58 Three examples illustrate concern about capacity: 

• Even when California provided resources to help pay for credentials of early educators, only half 
of the institutions of higher education were engaged in preparing these teachers, with three-
fourths of these at the community college level.59 The capacity in California was also affected by 
administrative challenges, including the transfer of credits from two-year to four-year institutions, 
and the extensive use of part time faculty. There are very few upper division programs available 
to students. 

• Unclear that traditional universities had the capacity to serve their constituents, the Head Start 
community’s HeadsUp! Network was designed external to, but in partnership with, colleges. 

• New Jersey is an example of a state’s ability to quickly expand its capacity in unique 
circumstances: when the New Jersey Supreme Court expanded preschool opportunities for 
young children, the state’s institutions of higher education (with financial support from the state) 
created specialized pre-kindergarten to third grade certification programs utilizing both alternate 
and traditional approaches to teacher education.60 It must be clearly understood that substantial 
resources were made available to both students and to colleges and universities to facilitate this 
change. 
 

re the Faculty who Teach Credible Experts? A
 
The relevance issue also involves questions about the faculty. 
Intensive and personal interaction between faculty and students 
is a critical piece of becoming an early childhood teacher. The 
perceived credibility of the faculty takes at least four factors into 
account: their number and status within the higher education 
industry, their experience and expertise in early care and 
education settings, their racial and ethnic backgrounds, and 
their readiness to meet the needs of their student populations. 

Status within the institution.  

Early care and education is low on the higher education 
hierarchy. It is even low in status within many teacher 
education programs. This status is reflected in the 
staffing pattern: Early childhood departments have a 
disproportionate number of part-time and adjunct faculty 
members, and as a result, the ratio of students to full-
time faculty in early care and education programs is 61 
to 1 as opposed to 39 to 1 in higher education overall.61 
Part time faculty make up 57 percent of total faculty 
across two- and four-year institutions.62 Moreover, 
much of this faculty is aging; meaning that they may 
either retire soon or need additional professional 
development support. 
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Who are the Faculty? 
 
 
Maxwell, Lim and Early (2006) 
present these characteristics of 
the faculty teaching in early 
childhood teacher preparation 
(in percentages): 
 
 
Characteristics Two-

year 
colleges

Four-
year 

colleges
White, non-
Hispanic 

78 79 

Works part-
time 

69 41 

Has a 
doctorate 
degree 

7.5 52.4 

Has had a job 
with direct 
experience 
working with 
children under 
age five 

84.4 63.6 
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Faculty training and experience. 

Many early childhood faculty typically lack both training and specific work experience with young 
children. Lab schools, once a source of such experience for some, have been in demise. In a 
national study of two- and four-year institutions, about 53 percent of early childhood faculty had a 
degree in early care and education or a related field, and only 64 percent had experience working 
with three- or four-year-olds. About 36 percent of faculty holds doctorate degrees, with about 56 
percent at four-year colleges and eight percent at two-year colleges.63 Faculty at four-year 
institutions are less likely than those at two-year colleges to have either a degree in early care 
and education that specifically covers ages zero to four or direct employment experience working 
with young children compared to faculty at two-year institutions. This creates several problems: 
the faculty lacks credibility with the students and the colleges’ degree requirements makes it 
difficult to find faculty with credible experience. This is partly due to the limited number of 

graduate programs specific to the early 
care an education field.  

Racial and ethnic diversity.   
 
Teacher education faculty is much less 
diverse than their students or the child 
population. For example, although most 
students in California early childhood 
teacher preparation programs are 
people of color, nearly one half of 
programs have a 100 percent white, 
non-Hispanic, full-time faculty, and one 
quarter have a 100 percent white, non-
Hispanic, part-time faculty.64 Similarly 
the profile of faculty in Long Island, New 
York is 83 percent female and 93 
percent white with master’s degrees at 
both two- and four-year institutions, a 
profile similar to the rest of the state.65    
  
      

Readiness to meet the needs of the student population.  

Many teacher preparation programs across the United States report that one of their biggest 
challenges is responding to "the competing work and family responsibilities" of their students.66 
This is not surprising when one considers that a large proportion of potential new college 
enrollees are “non-traditional students”.67 The average early care and education teacher is 
female, approximately 39 years of age,68 and may only be starting her studies toward a 
bachelor's degree. These new college students often need language support, may lack academic 
preparation, and bring to the institution issues of access and articulation.69 All of these factors 
combine to suggest that, without additional support, these students are much more likely to leave 
college without a degree.70 Many of the faculty have no or outdated information about how to 
work with these students. Also not helpful is the culture within higher education, particularly 
among full-time faculty, that resists offering courses other than during the academic year and 
daytime. But if institutions rely only on adjunct and part-time faculty, new efforts are less likely to 
be championed within the department or school.  
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Who are the Students? 
 
Maxwell, Lim and Early (2006) present these characteristics of 
the students in early childhood programs in institutions of higher 
education (in percentages): 
 
 
Characteristics Associate’s Bachelor’s Master’s Doctorate 
White, Non-
Hispanic 

54 68 65 63 

Almost all (at 
least 75% of 
students) work 
full time 

36 11 65  

 
 



Role, Relevance, Reinvention 
Page 18 of 43 

Does the Curriculum Serve the Needs of All Children? 
 
In addition to questions of enrollment capacity and faculty credibility, there are concerns about the 
relevance of the curriculum to adequately prepare teachers who can educate all children.71  This concern 
is partly rooted in the field’s inability to define or agree on what staff should know or be able to do in order 
to work with young children;72 perhaps inadequate available evidence exists to inform practice.73 Issues 
of relevance concern whether the curriculum (1) is rooted in a current knowledge base, (2) has an 
appropriate diversity focus, and (3) facilitates sufficient practice experience.  
 

Knowledge base and conceptual framework.  
 

Although the content of the curricula is influenced by National Council for Accreditation of 
Teacher Education (NCATE) and the National Association for the Education of Young Children 
(NAEYC) standards, it has been argued that many teacher education programs are based more 
on ideology than on what is known about effective curriculum and pedagogy.74 Recognizing that 
linkages between teacher education and student learning are complex,75 questions emerge about 
whether programs:  

• Convey outdated child development knowledge that could lead early care and education 
teachers to underestimate the competence of young children;76  

• Provide adequate depth of coverage for each age group since 
many programs offer preparation to work with a wide range of 
ages; 

• Have consistency in course offerings and quality; 

• Are aligned with professional standards; 77 and  

• Prepare teachers and administrators for important parts of their 
roles (25 percent of the bachelor’s and master’s programs did 
not cover early childhood program administration; and 40 
percent of the bachelor’s and master’s programs did not cover 
adult learning and development). 

 
Diversity focus. 
 
Despite significant demographic change and teaching standards,78 a 
large sample of accredited bachelor’s degree programs found that very 
few hours of coursework and practice are devoted to teaching diverse 
groups of children effectively.79 Only 43 percent required at least one 
course in working with culturally and ethnically diverse children.80 Even 
in the newly developed New Jersey program targeted to educationally 
underserved populations, only 28 percent of programs required a full 
course.81 Not surprisingly, a study of teachers' perceptions of their 
professional preparation found that less than half felt that they were 
skilled to work with children with special educational needs or who were 
English-language learners. 82   
 
Practical Experience.  
 
In order to be able to make use of the content they are learning in their coursework, preschool 
staff must have direct experience (observations, practice, and student teaching) with young 
children in a variety of settings.83 Developmentally appropriate supervised practicum experience 
has been found to be more likely to affect teacher knowledge and use of developmentally 
appropriate practices.84 Finding appropriate field settings is a challenge in early childhood 
teacher education; working with bilingual students was least likely to be covered as part of a 
practicum in any of the levels of degree 85s offered.   
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Monolingual 
 
In a national sample, 
Maxwell, Lim and Early 
(2006) found: 
 

• Working with bilingual 
students was the least 
likely to be covered as 
part of a practicum in 
any of the levels of 
degrees offered.  
 

• 20% of the 
CDA/associate and 
10% of the bachelor’s 
programs did not 
cover English 
language learners. 
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Section III: 

Reinvention 

High-quality early learning opportunities for all children require higher education programs that will 
produce diverse and well-educated teachers with an enlightened view of early care and education.86  As 
indicated by the data reviewed so far, it will require significant reinvention of higher education to 
consistently produce this result. Content issues of professional development emerge both at the start and 
at the end of the degree—and for both seasoned practitioners as well as by recent high school graduates.  

 
Will—and how will—institutions of higher education adapt to these leadership opportunities in the 

field of early care and education? 
 
Reinvention in education has been difficult given the multiple levels of decision-making which differ from 
state to state. Education policy and teacher licensure requirements are set primarily at the state level, and 
each state has agencies that oversee program approval. Within this context, institutions develop their own 
policies and practices related to teacher preparation.87 As reinvention is occurring in many states, 
institutions are being asked to collaborate with others in state efforts to design a career development 
framework and to respond to the need for teacher preparation for all children.  
 
Promising Initiatives 
 
Several entities have made considerable strides toward developing opportunities for the early care and 
education workforce to obtain college degrees. Many of these efforts are still “works in progress.” Here we 
present brief illustrations of what might be achieved when policymakers, constituents, and educational 
leaders work together. These illustrations include: 

• State efforts (e.g., New Mexico and New Jersey); 

• The private, nonprofit sector (National Head Start Association, NAEYC, and unionization). 

The HeadsUp! Network of the National Head Start Association.88 
 
Facing the need to achieve congressionally mandated education requirements for teachers, Head 
Start recognized that most colleges were not prepared to provide the then 55,000 highly diverse 
Head Start teachers with appropriate training. To support the staff, the National Head Start 
Association (NHSA) created the HeadsUp! Network, a distance learning program using satellite 
television, the Internet, and locally trained facilitators.  
 
Generously funded by a range of private and public sources, HeadsUp! quickly became one of 
the nation’s largest distance learning programs, reaching 6,000 staff at 2,000 centers in all 48 
contiguous states.  Its benefits were immediately apparent: 

• Quality: Leading experts in the field bring consistently high quality content including the 
latest research and teaching techniques to staff who would otherwise not have access to 
these human and material resources. 

• Cost: The cost of the service is low and affordable for virtually all early care and 
education providers. Some areas, however, experienced a high cost to install receivers.  

• Convenience and Reach: Training sites are local and can access even the most remote 
locations through Head Start centers, libraries, and colleges among others. 
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• Partnerships with State Governments: HeadsUp! efforts have become embedded in the 
state’s existing comprehensive early care and education strategies. 
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• Partnerships with Higher Education: More than 70 colleges and universities offer the 
program for college credit toward an associate or bachelor’s degree. In addition to 
college credits, the training can result in hours toward the CDA credential, continuing 
education units, and in-service training hours.  
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The training delivered using the HeadsUp! Network includes HeadsUp! Reading, a research-
based college course on early literacy delivered in collaboration with the Council for Professional 
Recognition and RISE Learning Solutions. Classes and materials are offered in English and 
Spanish with site facilitators to complement the live, simultaneous translation of the television 
broadcasts. An important component of the course is a rigorous interactive Web site that supports 
learners who come to the course with various goals. The Web site supports the 15 two-hour 
television classes through additional exercises, content reinforcement, readings, and links to 
other resources. As several states89 have made HeadsUp! Reading a cornerstone of their 
strategy to improve early literacy, initial evaluation results reveal that teachers are more 
intentional in their responsiveness to children’s needs. 
 
The HeadsUp! Network reveals the untapped potential to use technology to meet the educational 
needs of the early care and education workforce. Despite its initial success, however, the effort 
faces significant challenges. Since 2004 it has been rebroadcasting its archive of 149 hours of 
programming. The effort is challenged to find funding to expand its program offerings and thereby 
revive interest in the network. 

Unionization as a strategy to increase access to training. 

A recent and growing trend to unionize home-based child care providers could to be a promising 
strategy for securing increased public investment in early care and education and improving 
working conditions for providers, according to Getting Organized: Unionizing Home-Based Child 
Care Providers, a report by the National Women’s Law Center.90 

In recent years, there has been a flurry of union organizing among child care providers who care 
for children in the providers’ homes. These providers are typically women who have low earnings 
and few benefits, which make them good candidates for union organizing campaigns. Across the 
country, several unions have been involved in organizing home-based child care providers, but 
the American Federation of State, County, and Municipal Employees (AFSCME) and the Service 
Employees International Union (SEIU) have been the most active. 

Of the seven states that have authorized union representation of home-based providers, three—
Illinois, Oregon, and Washington—have signed contracts with unions. The contracts in all three 
states provide for improvements in compensation, training, and treatment for home-based 
providers. In addition, in all these states, the governors not only requested additional funding for 
the home-based providers covered by the contract, but for child care centers as well. 

National Association for the Education of Young Children (NAEYC). 
 
NAEYC has been involved in a number of efforts to support higher education programs and 
degree attainment for the early childhood workforce. The 2001 publication Preparing Early 
Childhood Professionals: NAEYC's Standards for Programs offers a national vision that describes 
what early childhood professionals should know and be able to do. Core standards are shared 
across associate, baccalaureate, and graduate degree levels. They are aligned with the 
standards of the Council for Exceptional Children/Division for Early Childhood and with the 
National Board for Professional Teaching Standards. The alignment of these standards  supports 
credit transfer and articulation across degree levels. The standards can be applied across 
multiple professional roles and settings, are inclusive of children with developmental delays and 
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disabilities and support children and professionals from diverse socioeconomic groups, cultures, 
and linguistic backgrounds. 
  
Furthermore, NAEYC's new Early Childhood Associate Degree Accreditation opened for public 
application in spring 2006. This initiative complements NAEYC approval of baccalaureate and 
graduate level teacher education programs through the National Council for Accreditation of 
Teacher Education (NCATE). It was developed in collaboration with ACCESS (American 
Associate Degree Early Childhood Educators) and field-tested by early childhood faculty and 
students in six states. As of fall 2008, more than 160 programs from thirty-six states are working 
toward accreditation. Fifty-one programs have earned accreditation. 
  
Most recently, NAEYC is undertaking a new state professional development and career systems 
initiative that formulated a state policy blueprint for cross-sector, integrated professional 
development systems. The blueprint was developed in collaboration with other organizations, 
experts, and state stakeholders who are working to strengthen professional development and 
career systems for the early childhood workforce. Additional project activities include 
collaboration opportunities for state policy leaders and administrators, an interactive online 
clearinghouse of state professional development system policies, technical assistance with 
states, and other materials.  

New Mexico.91 
 
An innovative leader, New Mexico has been working towards an inclusive, intentional model of 
support for early care and education staff for over twenty years. Grassroots advocacy, supportive 
legislation, inter-organizational collaboration, and external funding enabled New Mexico to 
establish their “Comprehensive Professional Development System.”  
 
New Mexico is a notable exception of a state that has undertaken a comprehensive analysis of 
their early care and education preparation systems and used those findings to bring coherence 
and effectiveness to those systems. State officials and early childhood faculty in two- and four-
year colleges met over a number of years to determine the outline and elements of a 
comprehensive state-wide early care education and family support professional development 
system.  
 
The key elements of the New Mexico system are: 

• “Common core content with seven competency areas and areas of specialization” 
enabled New Mexico to have a common thread with which to unify and weave all 
professional development activities, including those in institutions of higher education. 
There are two areas of specialization—one in family, infant, and toddler studies—and the 
other in early childhood program administration.  

• Universal articulation between two-year and four-year programs.  The “Higher Education 
Early Childhood Articulation Task Force” created a framework whereby over 20 colleges 
and universities forged an articulation agreement for a seamless system from A.A. to B.A.  

• A network of “training and technical assistance“ programs across the state increased 
accessibility to and opportunities for learning. Although they are not part of the higher 
education system, they are an important part of New Mexico’s Professional Development 
System. One of their main responsibilities is to provide entry-level training to staff in 
center- and home-based settings to meet the child care licensing regulations. The 
training they provide is based on the seven core content areas and core competencies 
that have been established.   

• Incentives were instituted through a Quality Rating and Improvement System. 
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• A “career lattice” with three levels of certification leading to a license at the bachelor’s 
degree level enables individuals to move horizontally, vertically, or diagonally, and to 
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enter the field at any point in their professional development. Licensure and 
corresponding certification within the career lattice are shared by different systems, so 
one can move between systems. In other words, there is unified use of the certification 
and licensure lattice across the four primary early childhood sectors—Head Start, public 
school, child care, and early intervention.92 

• A “common catalogue of courses” established a common set of courses that would be 
used at all institutions of higher education in the state with approved early childhood 
programs that would have the same course titles. This would enable students to transfer 
between associate’s or bachelor’s programs and easily transfer credit and enter into a 
new program where they had “left off.” “Prior learning assessment system” acknowledged 
the competencies of adult learners and enabled them to transition into any institution in 
the state they wished to attend. 

• Imbedded attention to issues of cultural and linguistic diversity brought credibility and 
access to the system for multiple populations. New Mexico felt it was important to 
develop college course content that was not only translated into native languages, but to 
also revisit content to support cultural competence and the developmental needs of 
children. For example, Dine College (a tribal institution) developed a 45-hour entry-level 
course in the Navajo language, based on Navajo culture, using the competency 
indicators from the existing 45-hour course. Native tribes offer agreements to fund 
degrees if they come back to reservations to teach. A professional development registry 
has been recently established. 
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Although at first glance, New Mexico’s system includes components used by others, it is both the 
very early adoption of these elements, as well as the collaborative processes by which they built 
their system, that sets them apart from other states. New Mexico was the first state in the nation 
to reorganize their state agency to a new system of service delivery for all children, youth, and 
families. There was strong support from their governor and legislature throughout the process. 
 
Among their impressive results: The University of New Mexico (main campus) increased the 
percent of minority students enrolled in their Early Childhood Multicultural Education program 
from 26 percent (all Hispanic) in the spring of 1998 to 43 percent Hispanic and 8 percent Native 
American in fall of 2001. New Mexico State University translated 45-hour entry-level course into 
Spanish. San Juan College negotiated with Navajo Nation to obtain funds to support students and 
to hire a Student Success Coordinator. 
 
The system is not without ongoing challenges, however. These include lack of funding from the 
state to continually improve the system. There is a need for financial aid for “non-traditional 
students”. Further, the impact of the system on the compensation and retention of the workforce 
is yet to be ascertained.  
 
Nevertheless, from New Mexico one sees the possibility of creating a comprehensive, culturally 
sensitive system on a state-wide basis. The New Mexico example shows what can be so done in 
a small state with a state university and community college system that are all linked to the state 
effort.    

 
New Jersey. 93 
 
The New Mexico example focuses on restructuring of teacher education programs already in 
operation, but what happens when a state gets the opportunity to develop a new set of teacher 
certification programs?94 
 
In a series of rulings handed down since 1998, the New Jersey Supreme Court mandated that the 
state’s poorest school districts provide high quality preschool to all three- and four-year-olds. The 
“Abbott” decision, as it is known, mandated a research-based curricula, small class size (limit of 
15 per class), teacher qualifications, and salary equity in a mixed delivery system, including Head 
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Start, public schools, and community-based programs. All Abbott district teachers had to have a 
bachelor’s degree and “specialized” training for four years from the time of the decision.  
 
Indeed, this was a radical change that was supported with a rapid infusion of financial support. 
When fully implemented, it is estimated that total enrollment will reach 60,000 children with a 
funding increase of $330 million, bringing total funding to approximately $850 million. 
Teachers who taught in New Jersey's public school preschool classrooms already had to have a 
bachelor's degree and a teaching certificate, and as long as they had two years of experience 
teaching preschool,  the state waived the four years of specialized training. However, the majority 
of teachers in private child care classrooms were not qualified to teach under the new regulations. 
Prior to the Abbott ruling, in order to teach in most of the private centers in the state, teachers 
needed to have a minimum of a Child Development Associate (CDA) credential, requiring 120 
hours of training. These teachers were now required to have the same qualifications as the public 
school preschool teachers—namely a bachelor's degree and specialized training—and they had 
to obtain the qualifications by September 2004. This requirement meant that large numbers of 
teachers were going to have to return to school. In response to this mandate, New Jersey's 
institutions of higher education created a specialized preschool through third grade certification 
program, utilizing both alternate route and traditional approaches to teacher preparation. 
 
Prior to the Abbott decision, early childhood teacher preparation at the state's four-year 
institutions of higher education was integrated with elementary programs. At the time of the 
court’s decision, no programs were specifically designed to prepare teachers to work in preschool 
classrooms.  
 
 Key elements of change included:  

• The Department of Education created a division that focused on early childhood. This 
division is responsible for the development, implementation, and alignment of standards, 
curricula, and assessment from preschool through third grade;  

• New Jersey’s four-year institutions of higher education developed a preschool through 
third grade certification program to meet the training requirements of the Court decision; 

• Districts hired early childhood specialists to oversee programs and support and mentor 
staff; 

• New Jersey developed and implemented the Preschool Teaching and Learning 
Expectations: Standards of Quality, Early Learning Assessment Systems (ELAS) and 
Self-Assessment Validation Systems (SAVS); 

• State government provided several funding sources to help institutions of higher 
education expand their early childhood faculties;  

• A state-funded scholarship program was initiated to pay for teachers' tuition as they 
upgraded their qualifications;  

• A comprehensive professional development program was established. Thirty-one public 
school district administrations were funded to develop early childhood administrative and 
technical assistance teams. This included an Early Childhood Supervisor, overseeing all 
early childhood programs, specially funded preschool special services and language 
education teams and master teachers who provide assistance to teachers in 
implementing curriculum and improving their teaching. Family workers are also assigned 
to Head Start and private child care centers if they are contracted to provide Abbott 
preschool services, dependent on the number of children served. 
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The New Jersey experiment has yielded some impressive results. Indeed, New Jersey 
demonstrated that it is possible in a relatively short period of time to put into place a system of 
early childhood teacher preparation that has the capacity to upgrade the credentials of the 
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workforce. Also, as a result of considerable attention and resources, the New Jersey Abbott 
preschool programs rank as one of the highest quality state preschool programs in the nation.95 
 
Challenges are also evident. As New Jersey rolls out their expansion, concerns arise regarding 
on-going public will. Public school principals and administrators are learning about preschool and 
its importance, and public preschool teachers report that they need to educate their colleagues 
about what they do and why. Higher education faces difficulty in hiring staff whose expertise is in 
early care and education. The limitations on hiring full-time faculty and reliance on adjunct staff is 
a factor in regard to hiring truly qualified faculty with expertise in early childhood education.  
 
Lessons from this case suggest that policy makers and teacher educators must focus on the 
coordination of human and financial resources to ensure equity and quality of teacher education 
programs.96 Another lesson is that, despite the fact that the program was new and presumably 
aware of NAEYC standards, there was a notable lack of opportunity to access diversity 
coursework.97  

 
Lessons Learned and Implications for Next Steps 
 
Each change agent—whether a state or private entity—faces its own opportunities and challenges. Our 
universal goal should be to work toward expansion or replication of preparation models that provide 
incentives for increased education, retention, and compensation.98 Work to reinvent higher education is 
important, as absent change in higher education, the education options for the early care and education 
workforce are severely constricted. With these brief illustrative case studies, one does see the 
possibilities for change. However, we are aware of at least five reasons for concern: 

1. The fiscal crisis in higher education: Higher education institutions find it difficult to change 
without additional funding. While New Mexico has made heroic progress under fiscal constraints, 
it is clear that funds to provide long-term support for initiatives, rather than grants to initially 
stimulate systems change, are needed. 

2. National context: Absent federal policy intervention, including but not limited to recent 
legislation, these possibilities may be limited. Other fields such as medicine, social work, and 
special education show precedent for federal and state intervention in supporting change. 

 
3. Pipeline to graduate education: Signatories of this paper believe that it will be difficult to 

reinvent higher education to address the baccalaureate demand absent an expansion of master’s 
and doctoral programs that prepare new instructors and leaders for other roles. Too few graduate 
level programs, especially at the upper division level where doctorates are required, have 
appropriate early care and education expertise which in turn weakens the teacher education 
programs and ultimately the degrees they issue. 
 

4. Cultural competence and relevance: Higher education continues to fall short in its efforts to 
prepare teachers to deal with the realities of our diverse society. 
 

5. Finally, the importance of a comprehensive state vision and planning effort is a critical element 
of change.  
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Section IV: 

Recommendations: Access, Bridges, and Champions 
 
As illustrated in the previous section, many critically important technical solutions or tactics have been 
presented in the past. These technical issues recommend change related to access and bridges of 
support that, if broadly enacted, would ease exposure to and success in higher education for early 
educators. In Table A we will reemphasize some of these techniques and call for their wider embrace. 
Other authors have also articulated an integrated set of approaches that would clearly define success in 
advancing early childhood teacher education.99 
 
There are many dedicated leaders at all levels working on a variety of important tactics. We celebrate and 
welcome these efforts because these critical tactics are hardly commonplace, even though many have 
been suggested for a long time.  Much effort is required to ensure that tactics related to the access and 
bridges of the early childhood workforce become normative. 

 
Many readers of this paper may have been unaware of much of the data presented here. But the general 
idea of the weak connections between higher education and the field of early care and education is well 
known, particularly by the academic or policy elites as well as by the students and teachers who 
experience limited access and low compensation. Outside of these small circles, few influential thought 
leaders seem to be aware of, or to give attention to, either the opportunities or challenges of this field.  
 
It occurs to us, however, that the key element for change lies in the issue of champions—people with 
vision and leadership to elevate these concerns from an elite few to public dialog and concern. There are 
clear challenges of how to position early care and education within teacher education generally, and 
within the broader academic enterprise. Even more, critically important questions are: 

• How to position the intersection of higher and early care and education with the public’s interest in 
developing the minds and skills of young learners, particularly with redressing the oft-cited 
“achievement gap;” 

• How to engage the public in understanding the relationship between early childhood teacher 
education and promoting economic development.100 

 
Will—and how will—institutions of higher education adapt to these leadership opportunities in the 

field of early care and education? 
 

Champions 
 
Leadership: Who will give visibility to and champion this cause of ensuring highly qualified staff for all 
young children? Who will facilitate shared leadership, new collaborative relationships, programs and 
paradigms? How can this leadership be mobilized? Who is positioned to facilitate dialog, negotiate 
conflict, or encourage collaborations? 
 
While issues of the early care and education workforce preparation are pervasive, they have to date 
received attention primarily within its internal community and not from other constituents whose 
participation is essential if change is to occur. Many of these issues are shared among many fields 
attempting to meet the learning and professional development needs of working adults. The issues are 
magnified among those who work with young children, however, because of the field’s low prestige, 
limited resources, poor compensation, and short career ladders tied to credentials and competencies. To 
address these issues it will be essential to break through the respective isolation of the early care and 
education community and the higher education community. It will also be essential to find ways to bring 
all the stakeholders to the table to form a shared definition of the problem and develop strategies which 
have sufficient buy-in to be implemented. 
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To facilitate change: 
WE JOIN WITH MANY OTHERS IN RECOMMENDING THE ATTAINMENT OF A BACHELOR’S 
DEGREE IN EARLY CARE AND EDUCATION BY ALL KEY STAFF, INCLUDING PROGRAM 
ADMINISTRATORS  AND LEAD TEACHERS OF CHILDREN AGED FROM BIRTH TO FIVE YEARS 
OLD; 

 
WE FURTHER CALL FOR CHAMPIONS—LEADERS WILLING TO GIVE THESE CHALLENGES 
SIGNIFICANT VISIBILITY OVER TIME. 

 
 The work of champions is facilitated by the efforts of many other groups: 

1.  We call upon members of the field of early care and education to better organize THEMSELVES 
to articulate its values, knowledge base, and needs. Without greater internal coherence, it is 
difficult for other sectors to effectively support the strategic growth and capacity of the field. The 
field itself must resolve its own conflicts, controversies, and cultures as a part of any change 
strategy or agenda of positive change.101 A major component of the field’s own reinvention must 
be clarity about its purpose, identity, and responsibility.102 The field’s constant stumbling over 
what to call itself—as well as its incessant grappling with sector rivalries—underscores confusion 
about its aims, thereby inhibiting professionalization. 

 
2.  We call for a stronger strategic voice from accrediting bodies and national organizations such as 

American Council on Education, American Association of Community Colleges, American 
Association of State Colleges and Universities, National Association of Independent Colleges and 
Universities, American Association of Colleges of Teacher Education, and ACCESS. While 
several of these organizations have spoken to the early care and education issues before, their 
persistent, collective voice is essential. Together they could draw more attention to the adaptive 
pressures and dynamics, enabling more powerful paradigm shifts in ideas about who should have 
access to higher education and what is required for universal success. Also, their attention might 
have the advantage of increasing the status and prestige of early care and education in the 
academy. While organizations and consortia among institutions have worked together on various 
issues,103 these efforts must be focused, persistent, and cross-level to effect systems change.  

 
3.  States and state boards of education, too, must show greater vision and leadership in efforts to 

develop a comprehensive statewide professional development system supported by a substantial 
infusion of resources.104 They can give visibility and recognition to peer institutions that succeed 
in these endeavors and highlight their public good. We encourage initiatives such as quality rating 
and improvement systems, to realign issues such as program quality, compensation, core 
competencies, developmental appropriateness, state subsidy policy, role progression, and 
specialization. We recommend that state boards of education create a full-time position for 
the coordination and alignment of curriculum and programs in early care and education, 
being sure to invite the private institutions in their states to participate voluntarily in statewide 
transfer policies and agreements. This work must also include the articulation of core 
competences that address the needs of diverse children.  

 
4.  Short of state wide leadership, individual colleges, universities, and communities have a high 

level of autonomy and a variety of options they can undertake to improve student success,105 as 
we will discuss in the next section. We recommend that the entire institution must become 
more responsible for the preparation of early care and education staff, not just teacher 
education faculty. For example, we suggest the creation of a coalition of faculty from many 
disciplines related to early care and education such as economics, neurobiology, health, and 
juvenile justice. 

 
Each of the above four audiences, working with greater visibility will make tactics for greater 
access and bridges to college more effective.  
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5.  Government at all levels must examine how federal and state policies have impacted 
the workforce in ways that have depressed salaries, de-linked levels of qualifications from 
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compensation, and sustained funding far below market rates.106 In turn, the very low wages of the 
workforce makes higher education unaffordable and inaccessible. Increased funding will be an 
essential element to both assure ECE quality and to strengthen the workforce. 

Access Approach and Tactics  
 
Higher education is based on a sorting mechanism and a hierarchy that distinguishes elite institutions 
from those that are more accessible. In this way, higher education has a long history of being 
unwelcoming to adult learners, part-time students, new immigrants, and minority groups. They have 
varied in both their willingness and capacity to serve the early care and education community. For 
example, a North Carolina study of early childhood teaching showed that much early childhood teacher 
preparation was done better by historically black colleges and universities.107 
 
Greater access will require attention to three specific issues: financing, awarding credit for prior learning, 
and transferability between institutions of higher education. 
 

Financing. 
 
With their low salaries, many non-traditional students cannot afford a college education and many 
traditional students may face pressures from their families to avoid a field known for such low 
pay. One study found that information about financial assistance usage for early care and 
education students is largely unknown.108 It is known, however, that many federal and state 
financial aid programs have exclusions for adult learners, or are irrelevant for those with low 
incomes.109 Initiatives such as the T.E.A.C.H. Early Childhood project that provides funds for 
teachers’ scholarships are linked to compensation incentives and are being piloted in a growing 
number of states. 110 
 

Financial incentives, like those offered to both colleges and students by the state of New Jersey, 
or though initiatives like T.E.A.C.H., are an essential element of access. Financial supports 
include financial aid, loan forgiveness in exchange for post education service, or support with the 
student’s own child care and transportation needs. Since it is unlikely that any one level of 
government will finance the cost of changes needed, higher education strategies should 
maximize use of local, state, federal, and private resources. 
 
Just one month ago, in August 2008, a congressional higher education act included the early 
educator provisions for loan forgiveness, compensation initiatives and grants to states for 
professional development systems. The House and Senate passed the conference bill (H.R. 
4137) for the reauthorization of the Higher Education Act, which is expected to go to the 
President for his signature. 
 
Credit for prior learning. 
 
Most non-degreed staff in the field of early care and education have an extensive portfolio of 
workshops and other postsecondary learning experiences in addition to their work history. 
Translating that information into college credit is often a challenge that is redressed, often 
unsatisfactorily to the student, on a case-by-case basis. 
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We recommend that states create standardized credit for prior learning111 policy based on 
the Council for Adult and Experiential Learning standards and national best practices. 
Acceptance of the prior learning of early educators for college credit would recognize the 
alternative routes to learning that characterize much of the workforce. Indeed, many staff have 
attained a CDA credential, which could be accepted in its entirety for six or more credits. “Testing 
out” is a time-honored tradition for previously mastered material. 
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Transferability/Articulation.   
 
A related issue is the ease of transferability of credits across institutions and the articulation of 
curriculum. The primary goal of removing obstacles to transfer and creating a coherent transfer 
process is to help students succeed in meeting their educational goals. Effective transferability 
and articulation will have a positive impact on the cultural and linguistic diversity of early care and 
education workforce and is a critical pathway toward degree attainment, increasing the number of 
transfer students who earn bachelor’s degrees with a minimum of loss. 

 
Transfer is a shared responsibility among higher education institution leaders, faculty and 
administrations, by state agencies and legislation, and by students. We recommend that every 
state have statewide transfer agreements that are an outcome of regular and sustainable 
faculty collaboration across institutions focused on the establishment of common student 
learning outcomes compatible with academic quality and integrity. Further, transfer students 
must be treated comparably to native students by the receiving institutions. Also we recommend 
that states build a directory of state-wide early childhood education and general education 
course to course equivalencies in recognition that a significant number of community college 
students transfer prior to completing an associate degree. Work toward some common course 
names and numbers, especially for lower-level courses. Articulation arrangements are typically 
local but could be fostered by support of some large state universities with potential for affecting 
large numbers of students.   

 
Bridges 
 
We recommend increased focus on non-traditional college student support and advising as many 
early care and education staff arrives at college without adequate prior education or a strong liberal arts 
background. Bridges will be best constructed in the context of established principles of practice that focus 
on student success, promote a shared responsibility, sustain academic quality and institutional integrity, 
faculty collaboration, evaluation of prior learning, and welcome independent institutions.  
 
We suggest: 

• Mentoring. Although the processes of mentoring and induction are receiving increased attention 
in teacher education, there is so far little concern for these processes in early care and education; 
112 113  

• The use of student cohorts and learning communities for English language learners and other 
groups; 

• Student advising and counseling to help familiarize students with an institution’s structure and 
offerings, guide them through their coursework and educational paths, and support transfer of 
community college students to four-year institutions;  

• Academic and educational support; 

• Offering classes and services online and at non-traditional hours, making classes more 
geographically accessible; 

• The professional development school or site-based model tends to blur the differences in status 
between teaching faculty in higher education institutions and teachers in schools or other early 
care and education settings. This could aid in bridging the differences between the two 
cultures;114 

• Evaluative research on the effectiveness of student support services.115  
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We also recommend that specific attention is given to upgrade the quality of teacher education 
programs. Both across and within states, teacher education programs, certification requirements, and 
student teaching experiences vary widely.116 Skills, competencies, and standards expected of early care 
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and education teachers need to be established with adequate resources to institutions of higher 
education programs and certification systems aligned with such standards.117 In view of what has been 
learned about the teacher education faculty, we recommend closer contact between college faculty 
and ECE programs, along with the provision of more and higher quality field experiences for 
students. 

 
We recommend that targeted efforts are made to increase the diversity of faculty and to ensure 
that all faculty can provide appropriate content to all prospective teachers. This is a matter of 
reinventing the curriculum philosophy and structure, not merely adding a few “multicultural” resources to 
the existing curriculum.118 Significant reforms in early care and education teacher preparation are 
necessary to incorporate an understanding of child development from ecological and cultural 
perspectives.119 
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As a way to produce more teachers, there are a growing number of alternative certification competitors to 
higher education and it will be in the best interest of children to sort out issues of quality in these 
programs. While such programs would have appeal for some constituents, they could lessen meaningful 
collaboration with the higher education community that this paper promotes.120 We recommend that 
institutions work together to develop and disseminate best strategies for alternative routes to 
certification.  
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Table A 
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Recommended Tactics 

TACTIC FEDERAL STATE 
COLLEGES 

& THEIR 
ACADEMIC 

DEPTS. 
COMMUNITIES STUDENTS 

 
ACCESS 

1. Scholarships 
 X X X X  

2. Loan 
forgiveness 

 
X X X X  

3. Private/public 
partnerships 

 
X X X X  

4. Signing bonuses 
 X X X X  

5. Pension 
portability 

 
X X X X  

6. Pay equity 
across sectors 

 
X X X X  

7. Standard credit 
for prior learning 
policy 

 

 X X X  

8. CDA for credit 
  X X X  

9. Statewide 
transfer 
agreement 

 

 X X X  

10. State directory of 
equivalencies 

 
 X X   

11. Common course 
names and 
numbers 

 X X   

 
 
BRIDGES 

1. Mentoring 
   X X X 

2. Learning 
communities/ 
Cohorts 

 

  X   

3. Academic 
support 

 
 X X X X 

4. Technology 
support 

 
 X X   
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5. Professional 
development 
school 

 

 X X X  

6. Site based 
models 

 
 X X X  

7. Closer contact 
with school 
districts 

 

 X X X  

8. High quality field 
experiences 

 
 X X X  

9. Common 
definitions and 
standards for 
education 

 

X X X X  

10. Diverse faculty 
 X X X X  

11. Curriculum 
inclusive of 
diversity 

 

X X X X  

12. Develop best 
practices for 
alternative 
certifications 

X X X X  

 
 
OVERALL 

1. More research 
 X X X X X 

2. Advocacy for 
greater public 
investment birth 
to five 

 

X X X X X 

3. Public 
awareness of 
birth to five 

 

X X X X X 

4. Portability of 
teaching 
credentials 
across states & 
institutions 

 

X X X   

5. Common 
expectations for 
ECE curriculum 
& credentialing 

 

X X X X  

6. Measure and 
reward success X X X X  
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7. Data 
collection/use for 
planning 

 

X X X X  

8. Policy leadership 
 X X X X X 

9. Recognize/ 
      reward   
      innovation 

 

X X X X X 

10. Link 2 and 4 
year colleges  X X   
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Conclusion 

Higher education programs for the field of early care and education are facing adaptive pressures and 
dynamics for which it is unprepared. Advocacy for the bachelor’s degree is growing for teachers of pre-
kindergarten children. However, schools, colleges, and departments of education are finding that they do 
not have the capacity to meet community needs and are understaffed and under resourced at all levels. 
While innovations continually emerge from individual institutions and some states, much of the dialogue is 
occurring among early educators and the college units that support them.  
 
We have reached two conclusions:  
 
First, we conclude that the promotion of the bachelor’s degree for early care and education staff is a 
necessary but not sufficient element of efforts to improve and sustain the quality of both the workforce as 
well as the effectiveness of child development and education initiatives. Supporting all children and 
alleviating achievement gaps will require a broad range of supports and activities. More research is 
needed on the role of higher education in the preparation and development of teachers for early care and 
education.121 
 
Second, the shortcomings of teacher education cannot be resolved at the current level of dialog, although 
many wonderful tactics are being used to increase the access and supply of higher education 
opportunities. Nation-wide and state-wide agreements about the field of early learning must be forged; 
high quality teacher education must be founded on those agreements; and broader leadership throughout 
the entire university and community leadership must join the cause.  
 
Change strategies must focus on both issues internal to higher education (faculty experience) and issues 
external to higher education (what children need, federal policy disincentives, and poor working 
conditions, wages, and benefits) 
 
Change strategies must highlight the connection of higher education credentials to broader issues such 
as the under compensation of the work force and the lack of public awareness.  
 
Systems thinking is required—and most faculty and early childhood workers may not have those skills or 
connections to powerful allies who can join us in resolving them.  
 
We now have historic opportunities to redefine early care and education’s role in influencing the future of 
our children and the teaching profession. We must work to be champions ourselves and to enlist new 
champions working toward this goal. 
 
A stronger field that’s more professional counts for a lot. Access for students means that universities and 
colleges cannot just wait for customers but must actively do outreach. Increasing new recruits into the 
workforce is an important part of the equation. 
 
“Leadership is open to anyone who has the courage and skill to try to mobilize people to address 

their most difficult issues, what we call their ‘Adaptive Challenges.’”122 
 
In the context of all that is known about early childhood teacher education,  
 

© Valora Washington and Aspire Institute 

Will—and how will—institutions of higher education address these adaptive opportunities in the 
field of early care and education? 
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About the Contributing Organizations 

  
Aspire Institute—“Bridging College and Community” links Wheelock College with cross-community 
partnerships in order to apply our academy’s tools, perspectives and research to real world challenges. 
Aspire envisions being a leader in advancing knowledge and policies that address complex issues of 
social and educational concern and ensure the success and well-being of children, families, and 
communities. Our work is currently focused in three areas: health and wellness, education, and social and 
family support systems. Contact: Adrian K. Haugabrook, Executive Director, (617) 879-2452, 
ahaugabrook@wheelock.edu, www.wheelock.edu/aspire.    

 

The CAYL Institute: Community Advocates for Young Learners (CAYL) is the umbrella organization 
housing several well-known Fellowships, including the CAYL Schott Fellowship in Early Care and 
Education and the CAYL Principals Fellowship. Our vision is a nation where the right to high quality early 
care and education is embedded in public policy and professional practice. Our purpose is to organize, 
equip and empower people to create change on behalf of children. Contact: Valora Washington, 
President, (617) 873-0678, vwashington@cayl.org, www.cayl.org. 

 

The Council for Professional Recognition, a national nonprofit organization, promotes improved 
performance and recognition of professionals in early childhood care and education. The Council 
administers the Child Development Associate (CDA) National Credentialing Program, which assesses 
and credentials early childhood care and education professionals based upon their performance. More 
than 200,000 caregivers have obtained this CDA Credential since the inception of the program. Contact: 
Kathy Ruby, Publications Manager, (202) 265-9090 x215, KathyR@cdacouncil.org, www.cdacouncil.org. 
 
 

The National Black Child Development Institute exists to improve and protect the quality of life of 
Black children and families, by serving as an advocate to put their voices at the table of social policy, and 
as a resource to promote best practices that empower them from a cultural perspective. NBCDI carries 
out this mission through an affiliate network that provides public awareness and training in early care and 
education, elementary education, child welfare, and health. Contact: Carol Brunson Day, President & 
CEO, (202) 833-2220, cday@nbcdi.org, www.nbcdi.org. 

 

The National Head Start Association is a private not-for-profit membership organization dedicated 
exclusively to meeting the needs of Head Start children and their families. It represents more than 1 
million children, 200,000 staff and 2,600 Head Start programs in the United States. The Association 
provides support for the entire Head Start community by advocating for policies that strengthen services 
to Head Start children and their families; by providing extensive training and professional development to 
Head Start staff; and by developing and disseminating research, information, and resources that enrich 
Head Start program delivery. Contact: Carleen Wallington Kinlock (703) 739-0875 x7564, 
cwallingtonkinlock@nhsa.org, www.nhsa.org. 
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National-Louis University (NLU) has maintained a long tradition of leadership in early childhood 
education. At the time it was founded in 1886, the College was at the forefront of the kindergarten 
movement and prepared some of the first kindergarten teachers in America. Today the university is 
comprised of three colleges-National College of Education, College of Management and Business, and 
the College of Arts and Sciences. The university also houses many innovative centers such as the 
McCormick Tribune Center for Early Childhood Leadership. Contact: Paula Jorde Bloom, Michael W. 
Louis Endowed Chair at the McCormick Tribune Center for Early Childhood Leadership, (800) 443-5522 
x50055, paula.bloom@nl.edu, www.nl.edu.  
 
 

Pre-K Now is a public education and advocacy organization leading the national movement for high-
quality, voluntary pre-kindergarten for all three and four year olds. Pre-K Now provides targeted financial 
and technical assistance to advocates and policymakers working to secure policy changes and public 
funds that will improve the availability and quality of state-funded pre-k programs. Our vision is a nation in 
which every child enters kindergarten prepared to succeed. Contact: (202) 862-9871, info@preknow.org, 
www.preknow.org.  
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Founded in 1888, Wheelock College is a private institution with the public mission of improving lives of 
children and families. The College fulfills this mission by providing a strong education in the arts and 
sciences and in its professional fields—education, child and family studies, and social work. Throughout 
its programs, the College reflects the multicultural dimensions of the communities and countries in which 
it operates. Contact: Marta T. Rosa, Senior Director of Government Relations & Civic Engagement, (617) 
879-2314, mrosa@wheelock.edu, www.wheelock.edu. 
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