
Imagine what would happen if every 
child, regardless of race, income, or 
opportunity, experienced consistent, 
high-quality, developmentally 
meaningful learning experiences 
from birth.

To guarantee that every child has the opportunity to 

experience the consistent high-quality developmental 

interactions needed to nurture healthy brain 

development, we not only need to ensure access to child 

care, but the development of a system that can ensure 

quality care. This will require zeroing in on the educators 

themselves by offering tailored professional learning 

opportunities that are anchored in adult development 

principles, including job-embedded learning experiences 

that lead to increases in compensation. To achieve this 

goal, we propose the creation of a residency program for 

new and existing infant / toddler educators to serve as 

a focal point from which we can achieve comprehensive 

reform across four interconnected issues: 

1. deepening expertise across the system; 

2. increasing compensation and access to 

comprehensive benefits for infant / toddler 

educators; 

3. strengthening systems that support infant / 

toddler care; and 

4. generating public will to make needed 

investments and systemic changes.  
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ISSUE 1:  
DEEPENING EXPERTISE
How do we promote practices  
that most effectively foster healthy 
child development?  

We propose to deepen professional learning through a 

system of residency programs for new and existing home 

and center-based educators that enables candidates 

to work towards a BA, while earning stackable credits 

towards all credential levels along the way. The residency 

model will include:

• Opportunities for job-embedded practice through 

one-year residencies in high-quality child care 

centers or home based settings.

• Adequate time to learn alongside an experienced 

educator who can help translate theory into 

practice through coaching and advisement. 

• The opportunity to meet with peers as an advisory 

or cohort group to learn collaboratively through 

the discussion of experiences and problems of 

practice.

• Accessible coursework delivered in a 

predominantly synchronous blended format 

(online and in-person) that offers the flexibility 

educators working full time require.

• Relevant coursework tailored to the needs of 

infant / toddler educators, not just Pre-K and 

elementary school educators.

• A competency-based approach that enables 

residents to demonstrate on an ongoing basis 

their strengths and where they need further 

practice. This approach is grounded and informed 

by the power of integrated learning experiences 

where skills are demonstrated in context through 

observations or mastery projects, for example.

• Financial aid or scholarships to cover all costs of 

participation.

• It is critical that professional learning efforts are 

also designed to meet the needs of the nearly one 

million family, friends, and neighbor providers 

who care for the majority of children from low-

income families. Some ideas for reaching this 

large sector of the workforce are home visiting 

programs and drop-in playgroups facilitated by 

qualified coaches.

We developed a cost model for these recommendations 

using New Jersey as a state level example:

• Estimate for cost of residency program 

culminating in a bachelor’s degree: approximately 

$25,000 per educator after existing federal and 

state aid packages and scholarships are applied. 

 - These costs include not only the development 

of coursework, but also the costs of coaching/

advisement, site support, and salaries for up to 

a third of participants for whom paid positions 

in high-quality sites may be unavailable. 

 - At scale, an intensive residency program 

that would graduate approximately 10% of 

lead teachers in licensed, subsidized, infant / 

toddler child care settings every year would 

cost an estimated $59 million per year, net of 

existing federal and state scholarships.

We estimate that at a national scale, the cost of the 

residency program would be $2.2 billion a year.
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ISSUE 2:  
COMPENSATION
How do we adequately compensate 
and create supports for infant / 
toddler educators?  

Nearly half of the early childhood educator workforce 

currently relies on public assistance and at every level of 

educational attainment, and there is a wage penalty ($2 

per hour) for teachers working exclusively with infants 

and toddlers, compared to those working with children 

aged three to five. 

Residency programs must be coupled with plans to 

achieve equitable pay and benefits for all infant / toddler 

educators. Developed at the outset of program design, 

plans for a tiered compensation plan should include: 

• An initial boost to the living wage.

• Strategies where participant salaries move closer 

to parity as they advance through a system of 

increasing levels of educational or credential 

attainment, such as receiving a boost in salary 

with an AA (halfway through the program).

• Work towards the ultimate goal of achieving pay 

parity with similarly credentialed elementary 

school educators after earning a full BA with 

residency component.

We developed a cost model for these recommendations 

using New Jersey as an example:

• Lifting all infant / toddler educators to a living 

wage will cost $444 million annually. 

• At scale, a tiered compensation plan in which 

infant / toddler educators receive compensation 

parity with similarly credentialled elementary 

school teachers, will cost an incremental 

$1.4 billion per year when combined with 

comprehensive benefits.

While a significant investment, these costs represent 

just 0.23 percent of New Jersey’s gross domestic 

product (GDP) or 4.8 percent of total spending on public 

elementary and secondary education.

We estimate that at a national scale comprehensive 

compensation reform would cost $40.2 billion a year, 

bringing the total cost of our recommendations to $42.2 

billion per year.
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ISSUE 3:  
STRENGTHENING 
SYSTEMS
How do we build or reform systems 
to sustainably address these issues?

From the outset, related structures (e.g., funding, 

accountability, oversight) that govern and support child 

care program quality and professional learning must be 

aligned to ensure coherence, sustainability, and sufficient 

resources.  States and other localities may need capacity 

building support to:

• Strengthen policy leadership, so that administrators 

and decision makers have the skills needed to manage 

large-scale reform and also deeply understand 

child and adult development. Create leadership 

development programs focused on management, 

leadership, and policy skills to build capacity.

• Ensure there are an adequate number of high-

quality placement sites poised to serve as 

supportive learning environments for residents.

• Align the tools intended to define and measure 

quality, such as QRIS and program licensing 

standards, with the competencies and other 

expectations of the residency program.

• Identify sustainable funding streams, as well as 

financing mechanisms like state or local tax levies, 

special district governments, or programmatic or 

contracted funding models, that can be applied to 

develop and implement the program elements and 

sustainable approaches to compensation reform.

• Design programs to meet local needs and 

credential requirements, including adapting 

curriculum, hiring faculty and coaches, developing 

a program recruitment and admissions strategy 

that emphasizes equity and access, and designing 

flexible programs to recruit and retain a diverse 

pool of infant / toddler educator residents. 

• Build systems of ongoing professional learning for 

all infant / toddler educators that include access to 

coaching and opportunities to collaborate through 

professional learning communities.
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CONCLUSION: 
GENERATING THE 
PUBLIC AND  
POLITICAL WILL
Public and political momentum is growing 

around the idea that more needs to be done to 

support families with young children, however 

deepening expertise through high-quality 

models of professional learning is rarely 

included as a top policy priority. To effectively 

and sustainably improve the quality of child 

care for all infants and toddlers throughout the 

country, we must invest more public funding in 

accessible, high-quality models of professional 

learning for infant / toddler educators 

coupled with increases in compensation. The 

investment in this work must be included at the 

forefront of opportunities we have to impact 

the infant / toddler child care field.

Furthermore, with this increased investment 

must come a detailed definition of what high-

quality professional learning looks like for 

infant / toddler educators.  A robust research 

agenda should be developed alongside 

residency program models.  This research 

can serve to capture best practices, refine 

the work, and offer a valuable resource in 

the expansion of programs over time.  The 

necessary investment to implement these 

recommendations at scale will ultimately 

require the kind of public and political will 

that made universal Pre-K a reality in most 

states and large cities. Once early-adopter 

communities demonstrate what is possible 

when we make significant investments in the 

individuals caring for our youngest learners, 

we will have the platform needed to serve as a 

catalyst for national reform. 
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