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INTRODUCTION 
A key component of a high-quality Early Learning system 
is developing a workforce that has the knowledge, 
skills, and support to provide high-quality care and 
instruction to young children. Since the publication of 
the 2015 seminal report, Transforming the Workforce 
for Children from Birth through Age 8: A Unifying 
Foundation,1 momentum has been building both 
nationally and statewide to professionalize the Early 
Learning workforce. There is now a strong body of 
knowledge about what is needed to develop and 
retain well-prepared Early Learning teachers—yet, 
until now, California has not sufficiently invested in the 
infrastructure and resources needed to do so. 

Governor Newsom’s administration has shown 
unprecedented commitment to working with the 
California Legislature to build a high-quality Early 
Learning system in California that meets the needs 
of our children and their families. Accomplishing this 
goal will require intentional planning and significant 
investment to strengthen and advance the more than 
200,000 Early Learning teachers across the state.2  
The Master Plan for Early Learning and Care—funded 
in the 2019-20 state budget and to be completed 
by October 2020—presents a key opportunity for 
California to develop a comprehensive roadmap to 
professionalize the state’s Early Learning workforce.

In this policy paper, Early Edge California explores 
the serious challenges that California’s Early Learning 
teachers currently face—low pay, uneven professional 
requirements across programs, limited access to high-
quality professional development opportunities and 
career pathways, and lack of ongoing workforce data 
to inform effective policy. We then make the following 
recommendations for the Master Plan to address 
these challenges and support the development of a 
highly-skilled Early Learning workforce statewide:

•	 Develop a Cost Model and Long-Term Financing 
Plan for the Workforce: A critical component of 

the Master Plan’s recommendations to advance the 
workforce will be a cost model analysis of having a 
well-qualified and fairly-compensated Early Learning 
workforce statewide and a long-term financing plan 
to ensure that adequate public funding is available to 
support such a workforce.

•	 Increase Compensation and Strengthen 
Competency-Based Professional Requirements: 
The Master Plan should provide sequenced steps 
to simultaneously increase compensation, improve 
working conditions, and strengthen competency-
based professional requirements for Early Learning 
teachers. Those steps should include: 

•	 adopting regionalized salary schedules and 
workplace guidelines,

•	 ensuring that future reimbursement rate increases for 
the state’s publicly-funded Early Learning programs 
equate to wage increases for the workforce,

•	 establishing a tiered reimbursement rate system that 
ties rates to research-based measures of quality,

•	 strengthening professional requirements across 
Early Learning programs to achieve the goal of 
pay parity for Early Learning and Transitional 
Kindergarten (TK)-3 teachers with comparable 
education and experience, and

•	 developing a multi-year strategy to create a 
competency-based preparation, assessment,  
and certification system for the incoming and 
current workforce. 

Key to these efforts will be providing the field with 
sufficient financial assistance and comprehensive 
supports to promote equitable access to educational 
opportunities, building the capacity of California’s 
higher education programs, and expanding career 
pathways for the workforce. 

OUR VISION 

All California children will have access to high-quality 
Early Learning programs starting at birth, with teachers 
who have the preparation, compensation, and support 
they need to do their jobs well.



STRENGTHENING AND ADVANCING CALIFORNIA’S EARLY LEARNING WORKFORCE: RECOMMENDATIONS FOR THE MASTER PLAN  • 3  

•	 Establish a High-Quality, Coordinated System 
of Professional Development: The Master Plan 
should propose steps and funding to establish 
a comprehensive and centralized professional 
development system that is accessible to all 
segments of the workforce. This system should 
provide high-quality affordable resources, training, 
and college coursework that is competency-based, 
available in multiple languages, and offers viable 
career pathways. Developing a system of credit-
bearing, stackable online courses that translate 
into progress towards degrees and certifications 
must be a priority. The Master Plan should also 
lay out how California can scale best practices in 
professional development—including on-the-job 
coaching, mentoring, communities of practice, and 
apprenticeship programs.

•	 Ensure Future Collective Bargaining Agreements 
for Early Learning Professionals Include a Salary 
Structure and Quality Supports: Given the recent 
passage of legislation that establishes collective 
bargaining rights for California’s subsidized family 
childcare and Family, Friend, and Neighbor providers, 
the Master Plan should make recommendations 
for how a future collective bargaining agreement 
can incorporate higher compensation, incentivize 
quality, and increase access to high-quality training 
opportunities for these important segments of  
the workforce. 

•	 Develop a Comprehensive, Integrated Workforce 
Data System: To inform effective policy decisions 
and investment in our Early Learning workforce, 
the Master Plan should provide recommendations 
and funding to expand California’s Early Care and 
Education (ECE) Workforce Registry with the goal 
of developing a statewide system that collects 
ongoing data on the characteristics and needs of all 
Early Learning providers and teachers in the state’s 
publicly-funded programs. The Cradle-to-Career 

Educational Data System funded in the 2019-20 
state budget provides an opportunity to create 
a comprehensive longitudinal data system that 
integrates the Workforce Registry as well as program- 
and child-level data, starting at birth. The Master 
Plan should maximize this opportunity to build the 
infrastructure for such a system.

One of the greatest strengths of California’s Early 
Learning workforce is that our teachers are racially and 
linguistically diverse—reflecting the children they serve.3  
But women of color are disproportionately represented 
in the lowest-paying jobs and underrepresented in 
leadership roles.4 As the state advances workforce 
reforms and develops its Master Plan for Early Learning 
and Care, it must implement intentional strategies to 
promote equity and maintain diversity in the field. The 
recommendations in this paper provide a roadmap 
for California to lift up our Early Learning workforce, 
as well as the children and families throughout the 
state who rely on these teachers every day.

CURRENT CHALLENGES FOR 
CALIFORNIA’S EARLY LEARNING 
WORKFORCE  
The essence of quality in Early Learning programs is 
embodied in the expertise and skills of their teachers 
and in their capacity to build positive relationships 
with young children.5 In particular, research shows 
that the level of Early Learning teachers’ preparation, 
compensation, and training are key determinants of 
program quality.6 However, California’s current system 
fails to support its Early Learning workforce in each of 
these critical areas. 

A. Inconsistent Professional Requirements 
Although Transforming the Workforce for Children 
from Birth Through Age 8 recommends that states 
build systems requiring and enabling all lead teachers 
in Early Learning settings to hold a minimum of a 
bachelor’s degree with specialized ECE knowledge and 
competencies, there is no standard teaching credential 
for Early Learning teachers in California. Professional 
requirements are inconsistent across the state’s publicly-
funded Early Learning settings and vary by program type 
and funding source.7

As a result of the uneven professional requirements across 
programs, the educational backgrounds of the Early 
Learning workforce range from a high school diploma 
to a bachelor’s degree (and Multiple Subject Teaching 
Credential for Transitional Kindergarten teachers), even 
when serving children of similar age and need.8
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Although some publicly-funded Early Learning 
programs in California require teachers to have a 
Child Development Permit—the state’s Early Learning 
license—many others do not.9 Child Development 
Permits, which are issued by the California Commission 
on Teacher Credentialing (CTC), require a combination 
of experience and a certain type and amount of 
education units from an accredited college or university, 
depending on job role.10 There are six Permit levels 
but only the program director level must have a 
bachelor’s degree.11 The educational units required by 
the Permit do not include essential areas of practice, 
such as strategies to cultivate nurturing and meaningful 
interactions with children, to foster developmentally-
appropriate as well as culturally and linguistically 
responsive learning environments, and to engage 
families. Without this focus, many in the field believe 
the Permit does not adequately prepare Early Learning 
teachers to work in the classroom. In addition, the Permit 
does not require supervised clinical experience, despite 
widespread agreement among experts that supervised 
field-based experiences in high-quality settings are 
critical for the workforce to develop teaching skills.12 
Legislation in 2014 charged the CTC with providing 
recommendations to update the Child Development 
Permit—which has not been done since 1994—but those 
recommendations have not been adopted.13 

Importantly, the professional requirements for the Early 
Learning workforce in all types of settings (including 
those that do not require a Child Development Permit) 
are unit- and hour-based rather than competency-based, 
meaning they require the workforce to complete a 
certain number of college units or training hours rather 
than to demonstrate that they have specific knowledge 
and skills that are linked to better outcomes for children. 
For example, although there is strong evidence of the 
powerful benefits to young children of having quality 
interactions and relationships with their teachers,14  
Early Learning teachers do not have to demonstrate 
that they have the competencies to develop these 
types of relationships. Therefore, what the Governor’s 
State Advisory Council on Early Learning and Care 
emphasized in 2013 still holds true: 

EARLY LEARNING PROGRAM LEAD TEACHER EDUCATIONAL REQUIREMENTS

Transitional Kindergarten  
(part of the K-12 system)

•	 Bachelor’s degree
•	 Teaching credential AND 
•	 24 ECE units OR Child Development Teacher Permit

Head Start  
(federally-funded program)

Associate or Bachelor’s degree  
(50% of Head Start teachers nationwide must have BA)

California State Preschool  
(licensed by CDE)

Child Development Teacher Permit:
•	 Associate or higher degree in ECE OR
•	 24 ECE units & 16 general education units

Title 5 Childcare Centers  
(licensed by CDE)

Child Development Teacher Permit:
•	 Associate or higher degree in ECE OR
•	 24 ECE units & 16 general education units

Title 22 Childcare Centers   
(licensed by the DSS)

12 ECE units 

Title 22 Family Childcare Homes    
(licensed by the DSS)

None 

License-Exempt Providers None 

"There has not yet been a systematic effort  
in the state to ensure that the ECE workforce 
has mastered the ECE competencies—indeed, 
there is not even standard measurement that 
can gauge whether the competencies have 
been mastered—and many current professional 
providers in the field have not had adequate 
preparation."15 
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B. Inadequate Compensation and Challenging  
Working Conditions 
Unlivable wages and challenging work conditions are 
major barriers to recruiting and retaining a highly qualified 
Early Learning workforce in California.16 Effective teaching 
requires a stable workforce, with professional working 
conditions as well as fair pay that includes benefits.17 
However, the reimbursement rates the state pays to 
subsidized Early Learning programs do not cover the 
actual cost of providing high-quality care and therefore  
do not support fair compensation for the workforce.18 

California’s Early Learning teachers work in one of the 
lowest-paid occupations in the state.19 The median 
hourly wage is just over $12 for childcare providers and 
$16 for preschool teachers, compared to $38 per hour 
for kindergarten teachers.20 When these wages are 
adjusted to account for the cost of living, California ranks 
among the states with the lowest pay for those working 
in the Early Learning field.21 As a result, nearly 60% of the 
state’s Early Learning workforce relies on some type of  
public assistance.22 

Even Early Learning teachers with a bachelor’s degree 
do not generally earn compensation that reflects their 
educational qualifications.23 In fact, a bachelor’s degree 
in ECE has the lowest lifetime earning potential of all 
college majors.24 Preschool teachers with a bachelor’s 
degree or higher make only about 50–80% of the median 
kindergarten teacher salary, depending on setting.25 In 
California, a recent analysis highlighted significant pay 
disparities between state preschool teachers who hold 
a bachelor’s degree and their TK-12 counterparts in 
various school districts across the state.26 It found that 
these preschool teachers earn, on average, 26% less 
each year than TK-12 teachers.27  

The economic stress that Early Learning teachers face 
is exacerbated by the fact that they seldom receive the 
professional supports and benefits that are available to 
TK-12 teachers. Early Learning teachers’ ability to refine 
their practice requires a work environment that supports 
their ongoing learning, prioritizes time without child 
responsibilities for professional growth activities, and 
offers dependable benefits that ensure their well-being.28  
Unfortunately, the Early Learning workforce in California 
often does not receive health and retirement benefits, 
payment for personal or sick leave, or paid time off for 
planning or professional development, even though 
these supports are linked to higher quality learning 
experiences for children.29  

Due to these unlivable wages and challenging working 
conditions, the Early Learning field in California suffers 
from a critical workforce shortage and high turnover 
rates.30 The average annual turnover rate for Early 
Learning teachers is estimated to range from 25 to 40%, 
nearly double the rate of K-12 teachers.31 In Los Angeles 
County, 30% of teachers stop working in Early Learning 
classrooms each year to find higher paying jobs.32 This 
instability undermines program quality and is detrimental 
to the learning and development of young children, who 
thrive when they have consistent relationships with their 
teachers and stable educational environments.33 

C. Limited Access to High-Quality Training 
Opportunities 
Although building and supporting a well-qualified 
Early Learning workforce in California will lead to 
higher quality learning experiences for young children, 
qualifications do not necessarily guarantee better 
child outcomes without ongoing, effective training 
for teachers. Research shows that participation in 
intentionally designed, high-quality professional 
development34 is the most consistent predictor of  
quality staff-child interactions and has direct links to  
child development and learning.35

Childcare 
worker

Preschool 
teacher

Center 
director

Kindergarten 
teacher

Elementary  
teacher

MEDIAN HOURLY WAGES 2017

$12.29

$16.19

$23.91

$38.33

$45.17

$0.00 $10.00 $20.00 $30.00 $40.00

STATE PRESCHOOL 
TEACHER

TK–12  
TEACHER

$ $ $ $ $ $ $

State preschool teachers in school-based 
settings, who have a BA, earn on average, 

26% less each year than TK-12 teachers
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Effective training strategies for the Early Learning 
workforce offer opportunities for active learning and 
peer networking, target specific teaching practices, 
and occur in job-embedded contexts.37 Coaching and 
expert support about evidence-based practices that are 
tailored to teachers’ individual needs is most consistently 
related to program quality improvement and better child 
outcomes.38 However, too few Early Learning teachers 
in California have access to these types of high-quality 
professional development experiences. Most Early 
Learning programs are not able to offer on-site training 
or coaching for staff, and teachers lack adequate financial 
supports and paid time off to attend trainings. 

Furthermore, the training and coursework that is available 
to the workforce is fragmented and not necessarily 
aligned with the most recent research or needs of the 
workforce, including strategies to support children 
who are Dual Language Learners (DLLs).39 Because 

California lacks a coordinated professional development 
system, the skills and competencies that Early Learning 
teachers acquire through training often do not translate 
into progress towards degrees or certifications. This is 
extremely costly to an already low-wage workforce,  
both in time and money.40 				  

D. Lack of Comprehensive Early Learning  
Workforce Data System 
California lacks a comprehensive, up-to-date Early 
Learning workforce data system to identify the 
characteristics and needs of the workforce and to inform 
effective policy decisions and state investment.

California’s online ECE Workforce Registry tracks 
wage data, employment status and information, 
educational attainment, and professional development 
of the workforce across the state.41 However, because 
participation in the Registry is not mandatory for 
all members of the Early Learning workforce in 
publicly-funded programs, the data collected are not 
representative of the statewide workforce and their use 
is limited.42 Other states have developed robust and 
integrated workforce data systems that enable them to 
make data-driven policy decisions to better support their 
Early Learning workforce.43

A study conducted in Santa Clara County found 
that the amount of time preschool teachers 
spent in professional training strongly and 
consistently predicted children’s scores on a 
kindergarten readiness assessment.36 
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WORKFORCE RECOMMENDATIONS 

FOR THE MASTER PLAN FOR  

EARLY LEARNING AND CARE

The 2019–20 state budget allocated $5 million for the development of a Master Plan for Early 
Learning and Care by October 2020. This plan will establish a roadmap for California’s Early 
Learning system and must include an actionable quality improvement plan to advance the 
workforce.44 Therefore, it presents a key opportunity to not only address the current challenges 
faced by our Early Learning teachers, but to build the infrastructure necessary to support a 
high-quality Early Learning workforce statewide. To achieve this goal, Early Edge California 
makes the following recommendations for the Master Plan, drawing from best practices and 
models in other states and regions.45 

To build a high-quality Early Learning system 
in California, the Master Plan must include a 
comprehensive, multi-year action plan to professionalize 
the workforce. The foundation for this work should be 
based on a cost model of the North Star – having a 
well-prepared, highly-skilled, and fairly-compensated 

Early Learning workforce statewide. The cost model 
should build in transition costs to gradually increase 
the professional qualifications and competencies of 
the current Early Learning workforce, as well as a salary 
scale for the workforce in publicly-funded programs 
that is based on living wage standards as a minimum 
and includes benefits. California should consider the 
following cost modeling work that has already been 
done in this area: 

•	 National: The 2018 report, Transforming the 
Financing of Early Care and Education, provides a 
national cost model for a high-quality Early  
Learning system with a highly qualified and well- 
paid workforce.46  

•	 California: An analysis by the Economic Policy 
Institute and Berkeley’s Center for the Study of Child 
Care Employment provides a California-specific cost 
model for a high-quality Early Learning system, with a 
focus on workforce.47  

RECOMMENDATION 1: 
Develop a Cost Model Analysis and Long-Term Financing Plan to Support a  
High-Quality Workforce
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Fair pay and supportive working conditions are crucial to 
attracting and retaining skilled professionals to the Early 
Learning field. The Master Plan should include sequenced 
steps to simultaneously increase compensation, 
improve working conditions, and strengthen 
competency-based professional requirements for 
the incoming and current workforce. This will allow 
California to maintain the diversity of its Early Learning 
teachers while also elevating their skills and knowledge. 

Establish Regionalized Salary Scale and Workplace 
Guidelines: The Master Plan should set forth timelines for 
developing and adopting compensation and workplace 
standards that publicly-funded Early Learning programs 
would need to follow in order to receive state funding. 
California should establish regionalized salary schedules 
that include starting and ongoing wages (based on living 
wage standards as a minimum) as well as benefits for all 
roles and settings.51

Once established, the salary schedules should be used to 
guide reimbursement rates for the state’s publicly-funded 
Early Learning programs to ensure that they support fair 
compensation for the workforce. For example, a recent 
law in Washington, D.C. requires the development of a 

competitive salary scale for Early Learning teachers and 
teacher assistants in publicly-funded programs along with 
a cost modeling analysis to help establish reimbursement 
rates that are aligned with the scale.54 

In addition to compensation standards, workplace 
guidelines for Early Learning programs would help to 
improve the working environment for Early Learning 
teachers throughout the state by establishing 
appropriate levels of paid planning and professional 
development time for the workforce. Once adopted, 
these salary and workplace standards should be 
integrated into California’s QRIS, with staff compensation 
and working conditions included as a measure of quality.55 

Raise Reimbursement Rates and Develop a Tiered 
System: Although in recent years California has 
increased reimbursement rates for its publicly-funded 
Early Learning programs—particularly for infant and 
toddler care—additional investment is needed to 
ensure the state’s reimbursement rate system is aligned 
across programs and supports high-quality care and 
professional compensation for Early Learning teachers 
in all settings. Raising reimbursement rates will not 
guarantee higher wages for the workforce because 

MODELS IN ACTION  
Vermont has instituted compensation guidelines for all Early Learning settings, and 
programs must pay staff at least 85% of Vermont’s livable wage in order to achieve a 
certain rating in the state’s Quality Rating and Improvement System (QRIS).52  Illinois 
recently released a Consensus Statement on Early Childhood Educator Compensation 
that incorporates a preliminary wage schedule for the workforce across roles.53 

•	 Local: The City and County of San Francisco 
completed a fiscal analysis of its Early Learning 
system in 2016 that included a quality cost model.48  
Los Angeles County recently completed a similar 
regionalized analysis with a revenue and expense 
model that includes three tiers of quality for  
the workforce.49 

Once complete, this cost model analysis can be used to 
determine how much additional investment is needed to 

build and sustain a high-quality Early Learning workforce 
in California, and to develop a long-term financing 
strategy to ensure that adequate public funding is 
available to do so. The Master Plan must identify 
adequate financing mechanisms—including the creation 
of a dedicated funding stream through the state budget 
and/or state, county, and local ballot initiatives—for 
California’s Early Learning workforce.50

RECOMMENDATION 2: 
Increase Compensation and Strengthen Competency-Based Professional Requirements 
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programs may decide to use the increased funds to 
improve other elements of quality, such as supplies and 
curriculum, or lowering teacher-child ratios.56 Therefore, 
the Master Plan should propose accountability 
mechanisms that ensure future rate increases will equate 
to wage increases for Early Learning teachers. Other 
states have already done so. Massachusetts has a rate 
reserve specifically for Early Learning teacher salaries, and 
Montana’s QRIS requires programs to allocate a portion 
of their incentive dollars towards the base pay of staff.57   

Taking into account current efforts at the state level to 
reform the reimbursement system,58 the Master Plan 
should provide a timeline for developing and funding 
a tiered reimbursement rate system that is aligned with 
the QRIS and ties rates to research-based measures 
of quality that are most predictive of improved child 
outcomes. Establishing this system is an opportunity 
for California to set clear definitions and standards 
of quality. It would provide both a roadmap and 
an incentive for Early Learning programs to target 
improvement on the indicators that matter most for 
children’s learning and development. Two-thirds of states 
already have such tiered reimbursement rate systems.59  
In California, San Francisco’s Early Learning Scholarship 
program pays providers higher reimbursement rates if 
they achieve a Tier 3 or higher on QRIS.60  

Strengthen Professional Requirements and Achieve 
Pay Parity: In line with the recommendations of 
the California Assembly Blue Ribbon Commission 
on Early Childhood Education, the Early Learning 
workforce should be paid at parity with TK-3 teachers 
for comparable education and experience.61 To achieve 
this goal, the Master Plan should strengthen and align 
professional requirements across Early Learning programs 
and earmark funding to boost wages for the workforce 
that is tied to qualifications, skills, and experience.62 
Compensation increases should be built into existing 
initiatives and program standards63 and integrated into 
the tiered reimbursement rate system once established. 

Key to this effort will be addressing the barriers the 
Early Learning workforce faces in attaining higher 
educational qualifications. It is critical that sufficient 
financial assistance is available to Early Learning 
teachers in all settings to promote equitable access 
to educational opportunities and to maintain the 
diversity of the field.64  The Master Plan should propose 
recommendations and funding to build the capacity of 
California’s higher education programs to ensure that 
they are not only preparing our Early Learning teachers 
to work in the classroom and meet quality standards, 

but are also providing necessary resources to help 
nontraditional students—including recent immigrants, 
first-generation college students, and working  
mothers—succeed.65 

The Master Plan must also explore ways to strengthen 
career pathways for the Early Learning workforce, 
including expanding four-year ECE degree programs at 
community colleges and further improving the transfer 
and articulation of ECE coursework credits between the 
community college and state university systems.

Build a Competency-Based Certification System:  
As part of California’s effort to strengthen the 
professional qualifications of its Early Learning 
workforce, the Master Plan should follow the 
recommendations of the national Transforming the 
Workforce for Children Birth Through Age 8 report as 
well as the California Assembly Blue Ribbon Commission 
on Early Childhood Education68 and include sequenced 
steps to develop a competency-based preparation, 
assessment, and certification system for the incoming 
and current workforce. This will ensure that our Early 
Learning teachers have the specialized knowledge and 
skills needed to provide children with high-quality care 
and instruction. Under this system, rather than requiring 
teachers to complete a certain number of college 
units or training hours to work in publicly-funded Early 
Learning programs, they would have the opportunity 
to demonstrate what they know and are able to do 
and apply those acquired skills towards certification. 
Importantly, a competency-based system would lift up 
the current workforce because it would value their skills, 
knowledge, and experience.

In 2019, the California Commission on Teacher 
Credentialing (CTC) took a foundational step towards 
a competency-based preparation system for the Early 
Learning workforce by approving ECE performance 

MODEL IN ACTION  
An exemplar is EDvance at San Francisco State 
University.66 This practice-based ECE preparation 
program offers a comprehensive system of 
supports tailored to the needs of the Early 
Learning workforce, such as varied opportunities 
for students to practice their teaching 
skills, community-based tutoring, academic 
counseling, and educational planning, and 
both in-person and online courses scheduled at 
convenient times.67 
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expectations that are aligned with the California 
Early Childhood Educator Competencies. These 
ECE performance expectations describe what Child 
Development Permit holders are expected to know 
and be able to do in their job roles—from assistant 
teacher to administrator—and are intended to guide 
higher education preparation programs.71 To keep 
this work moving forward, the Master Plan should 
establish a workgroup to develop a multi-year plan 
to revise the Child Development Permit and provide 
recommendations on how to most effectively integrate 
the ECE performance expectations into the Permit 
structure and/or re-established ECE Credential, add a 

supervised field experience component to the Permit, 
and develop competency-based assessments for the 
incoming and current workforce.

The Master Plan must include parallel steps to support 
the alignment of the ECE performance expectations 
with higher education coursework and ensure that ECE 
degree programs across the state offer coursework that 
is competency-based, grounded in the latest research, 
and has increased focus on supporting DLLs, cultivating 
positive adult-child interactions, engaging families, and 
promoting healthy infant and toddler development.

COLORADO’S EARLY CHILDHOOD PROFESSIONAL CREDENTIAL SYSTEM

One competency-based model to consider is Colorado’s Early Childhood Professional Credential System, 
in which Early Learning professionals earn an ECE credential based on the accumulation of points across 
four different modes of acquiring competencies: formal education, work experience, ongoing training, and 
demonstrated competencies.69 The system recognizes different job roles (i.e., teacher, administrator, family 
childcare provider, trainer) and its six credential levels allow Early Learning professionals to smoothly move  
up the career ladder as they build their essential skills and obtain more education, professional development, 
and experience.70 

Level 1
Level 2
Level 3
Level 4
Level 5
Level 6

10–20 points
21–35 points
36–50 points
51–60 points
61–70 points
71+ points

Must have points from at least 2 areas
Must have points from at least 2 areas
Must have points from at least 2 areas
Must have points from at least 3 areas
Must have points from at least 3 areas
Must have points from at least 3 areas

Degrees

 
 

Points 
awarded 

for highest 
degree 

achieved

Areas of  
Study

 
Four  

addtional 
points 

awarded for 
each early 
childhood 

related 
degree

Course- 
work

 
One  

addtional 
point 

awarded  
for each 
3 credit 

ECE course 
completed in 

the last  
15 years

Aligned 
Course- 

work 
 

Two  
addtional 

points 
awarded  
for each 
3 credit 
aligned 

ECE course 
completed in 

the last  
15 years

20 POINTS MAX 50 POINTS MAX 30 POINTS MAX 10 POINTS MAX

ONGOING 
PROFESSIONAL 
DEVELOPMENT

Points awarded for:

training hours/CEUs 
completed in the last  

3 years

training related to 
children with high needs, 
completed as a series, or 
completed with at least  

8 hours of coaching

specific current licenses, 
endorsements & 

certifications

EXPERIENCE

Points awarded 
for each year  
(1,820 hours 

worked  
in the field)

DEMONSTRATED 
COMPETENCIES

Bonus points 
awarded  

when professionals 
are observed 

with an approved 
observation tool  

and receive a 
qualifying score

FORMAL EDUCATION
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RECOMMENDATION 3: 
Establish a High-Quality, Coordinated Professional Development System

To build and sustain a skilled Early Learning workforce, 
California must provide Early Learning teachers in all 
publicly-funded programs with access to high-quality 
professional development opportunities and well-
supported career pathways.72 The $195 million investment 
in Early Learning workforce development grants in 
the 2019-20 state budget will substantially increase 
the financial assistance and range of supports that are 
available to all segments of the workforce for education 
and training opportunities.73 The Master Plan should 
provide ongoing funding to sustain this important 
initiative. In addition, adopting workplace guidelines (as 
discussed on p. 8) to establish appropriate levels of paid 
professional development time will help to ensure that 
Early Learning teachers in all settings are able to continue 
to refine their knowledge and skills. 

The goal for California should be to establish a 
comprehensive and coordinated professional 
development system that is available to the Early 
Learning workforce across all programs, settings, and 
roles. Therefore, the Master Plan should propose steps 
and funding to create a centralized system of affordable, 
high-quality resources, training, and college coursework 

that is competency-based and informed by the most 
current research and standards of practice. It is essential 
that this system promote career advancement and 
increased specialization for the workforce. This will require 
collaboration among higher education institutions, 
professional development providers, and the CTC 
to ensure that the skills and competencies the Early 
Learning workforce acquires through participating in 
the system translate into progress towards degrees and 
certifications.74  Given the needs of California’s workforce, 
content must be available in multiple languages and 
offered both in-person and online.75 Because most of the 
field works full-time and cannot afford to attend college 
during traditional hours, establishing a system of credit-
bearing, stackable online courses that are aligned with 
the CTC’s ECE performance expectations should be a 
priority.76  The state can build upon the online professional 
learning platform for the Early Learning workforce that 
is currently being piloted by the California Department 
of Education (CDE) and, in doing so, should look to the 
high-quality online models of EarlyEdU (University of 
Washington)77 and Early Learning Florida (University  
of Florida).

MODEL IN ACTION  
Colorado’s Professional Development Information System (PDIS) is an  
example of a comprehensive competency-based online professional 
development system for the Early Learning workforce.78 This system maintains 
the statewide workforce registry, offers over 70 free, self-paced online 
training modules, connects participants with local in-person workshops, 
and is integrated with the state’s QRIS. PDIS offers a competency-based 
self-assessment tool that allows users to create individualized professional 
development plans with targeted training recommendations to further master 
their competencies. PDIS also administers Colorado’s ECE credential system. 
Upon completing online or in-person trainings, teachers accumulate points 
within PDIS that are automatically applied towards earning or renewing their 

ECE credential. Because PDIS was rapidly scaled statewide (60,000 Early Learning professionals joined the 
system within the first two years of implementation), it has not only become a valuable source of data on 
Colorado’s Early Learning workforce but is now also used to guide professional development efforts at the 
state and regional level. Aggregated data on the field’s competency strengths and gaps are used to measure 
progress, plan initiatives, and develop trainings focused on needed competencies. 
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The Master Plan should also create the infrastructure that 
will allow California to scale best practices in professional 
development, including on-the-job coaching, mentoring, 
communities of practice, and ECE apprenticeship 
programs. Apprenticeship programs are a particularly 
promising approach to advance equity within the field 
because they support the existing workforce in attaining 
higher educational qualifications while also increasing 
their wages through sustainable career pathways.79  

These programs—which provide free college coursework, 
job-embedded coaching, academic supports, and 
professional learning communities—allow Early Learning 
teachers to earn college credit that translates into 
certificates or degrees required for higher-wage positions. 
Both West Virginia and Vermont have well-established 
ECE apprenticeship programs which provide credit upon 
completion that can be applied towards a degree.80

RECOMMENDATION 4: 
Ensure Future Collective Bargaining Agreements for Early Learning Professionals  
Include a Salary Structure and Quality Supports

Governor Newsom signed legislation in 2019 that 
establishes collective bargaining rights for home-based 
childcare and Family, Friend, and Neighbor (FFN) 
providers who receive subsidies from the state for the 
children they serve.81 This presents a key opportunity 
to improve compensation, working conditions, and 
professional development for the estimated 40,000 Early 
Learning teachers in California who might be unionized 
under this legislation. The Master Plan should make 
recommendations for how a future collective bargaining 
agreement can incorporate higher wages and benefits, 
incentivize high-quality care and instruction through a 
tiered reimbursement system, and increase access to 
training—including DLL-focused training. 

In Illinois, for example, home-based family childcare and 
FFN providers have negotiated collective bargaining 
agreements with the state that include specific subsidy 

rate increases and a schedule of when those rate 
increases will take place. The agreements have also 
provided training incentives, the establishment of a  
tiered reimbursement rate system tied to quality 
improvement, and funding to create a health insurance 
plan for providers.82

RECOMMENDATION 5: 
Develop and Maintain a Comprehensive, Integrated Early Learning Workforce  
Data System

To advance effective Early Learning workforce reforms and 
inform policy decisions, the Master Plan should provide 
recommendations and funding to expand the ECE 
Workforce Registry. The goal is to develop a statewide 
system that collects ongoing data on the characteristics 
and needs of all Early Learning providers and teachers in 
the state’s publicly-funded programs—including wages, 
workplace conditions, employment status, qualifications, 
and professional development. Funding in the 2019-
20 state budget for a Cradle-to-Career Educational 
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MODEL IN ACTION  
Pennsylvania’s Enterprise to Link Information for Children 
Across Networks (PELICAN) is the most advanced early 
childhood state data system.84 Developed as a partnership 
between the Pennsylvania Department of Human Services and 
Office of Child Development and Early Learning to link data 
across agencies, PELICAN now integrates the state’s Early 
Learning workforce registry with other key data systems—
Early Learning programs, QRIS, provider licensing, the K–12 
school system, and social services.85 PELICAN creates unique 
identifiers for both children and Early Learning professionals, 
which allows the state to collect and analyze longitudinal data 
on Early Learning program participation, learning outcomes, 
and the working conditions and qualifications of its workforce.86 
With this data, policymakers can better understand the 
characteristics of high-quality Early Learning programs, the 
strengths and needs of the workforce, as well as how children 
are progressing in different Early Learning settings.

CONCLUSION
With unprecedented commitment to Early 
Learning from state leadership and the 
development of a Master Plan for Early 
Learning and Care underway, now is the 
time for California to build a high-quality 
Early Learning system that meets the needs 
of its diverse children and families.

Key to this effort will be strengthening and 
advancing our Early Learning workforce. 
The reforms recommended in this paper will 
lift up our Early Learning workforce, as well 
as the children and families throughout the 
state who rely on these teachers every day.

Data System provides an opportunity to create a 
comprehensive longitudinal data system that includes 
workforce, program, and child-level data, starting at birth. 
The Master Plan should maximize this opportunity to 
build the infrastructure for such a system. This will require 

collaboration across state agencies and the integration of 
the ECE Workforce Registry with California’s other early 
childhood data systems, including licensing, QRIS, health 
and social services, and the K–12 school system.83
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