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Introduction 
Building a strong, sustainable prenatal-to-three system is imperative to supporting the learning and 
development of young children. To provide our children with a strong foundation during their first three 
years of life, we must support and strengthen those with the skills to do so – the early childhood 
workforce. Michigan’s prenatal-to-three system includes child care, home visiting and Early On, and the 
workforce includes early childhood educators, higher education faculty, home visitors, technical 
assistance providers, early interventionists, mental health consultants, and more. To support a high 
quality, cross-sector workforce that supports young children prenatally to age three and their families, 
Michigan must develop a purposeful plan to support and uplift this essential workforce. In addition, a 
high-quality early childhood workforce is essential for working parents to participate in the labor force 
and is therefore necessary to ensure the overall health of the economy.  
 
To move this work forward, Think Babies Michigan launched a workgroup in the Fall of 2020 to begin 
outlining a plan to support a statewide, cross-sector infant-toddler workforce. The following summarizes 
challenges and barriers, recommendations, and next steps for stakeholders in Michigan including 
professionals, policymakers, and advocates. 
 
Challenges and Barriers 
In consideration and exploration of improvement to the prenatal-to-three workforce, many challenges 
and barriers have been identified. There continues to be a lack of understanding of the scope of the 
early childhood workforce as a whole and a lack of recognition overall. The level of skill needed to care 
for and teach the state’s youngest children under age three demands much of the same effort as it does 
with older children—it only differs in the age-appropriate knowledge needed. The early childhood 
workforce isn’t valued as is indicated by the inadequate compensation based on qualification 
requirements. Michigan’s early educators are struggling, with those who have earned bachelor’s 
degrees being paid 22% less than their colleagues in the K-8 system; nearly 1 in 5 having incomes below 
the poverty line, and half of child care providers qualifying for some type of public assistance while 
lacking access to healthcare and paid sick leave. In fact, early childhood educators are some of the 
lowest paid professionals in Michigan, earning less than fast food cooks, laundry workers and animal 
caretakers (U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics). Home visitors and early interventionists also face similar 
inequities in compensation as it relates to their counterparts in K-12 and other service-focused systems. 
On average, home visitors earn less than the U.S. median earnings across all occupations of $887 a 
week. Although, home visiting supervisors report slightly higher earnings than the overall U.S. labor 
force. A workforce that lacks resources to attain adequate, effective and sustainable training and 
credentialing contributes to vacancies and/or frequent turnover. Additionally, the prenatal-to-three 
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workforce face few opportunities for career advancement and lacks a streamlined career pathway with 
a supportive career ladder.  
 
Equity, diversity and inclusion continue to be ongoing issues affecting recruitment, retention and growth 
opportunities. Higher compensated and credentialed positions are filled more by white staff compared 
to lower paid positions which employ more staff of color. Early childhood educators in child care are 
disproportionately women – many of color – who are paid less than their white peers in an already low-
paying field. How we choose to support the prenatal-to-three workforce matters to infants, toddlers and 
their families and the entire Michigan community now and for years to come. 
 
Recommendation 1:  Recruitment 
Develop a solid recruitment plan which includes the expansion of opportunities in high school and 
vocational classes; offering coursework and preparation programs in our colleges and universities for 
credentialing; and constructing and implementing a state-wide public relations campaign showing the 
value of the workforce and the need for improved compensation. 
 
Sustainability of the prenatal-to-three workforce is dependent on an effective recruitment plan. The gap 
between the availability of qualified professionals and community need for these qualified professionals 
must be addressed. There are jobs available for professional candidates, but candidates either don’t 
have the skills required to secure them or do not see the jobs as a viable opportunity. As a state, we 
must become more intentional about how we introduce early childhood as a career which includes an 
increase in wages and changing the process for attracting a new workforce generation. Specifically: 

● Help our high schoolers, along with their counselors and family members that they seek 
guidance from, see the opportunities in early childhood as a viable profession. Additionally, 
expand opportunities in high school and vocational classes for Child Development Associate 
(CDA) completion.  

● It is important to partner with institutes of higher learning to ensure that  CDA work/credits 
transfer to actual college credits and make sure colleges offer coursework beyond the CDA to 
expand offerings that encompasses all professional roles in the prenatal-to-three workforce 
including home visiting and early intervention. This should also include credentials that 
incorporate equivalencies for experiential learning.  

● Finally, there must be a public education campaign demonstrating the value of the prenatal-to-
three workforce and the urgency for improved, more equitable compensation.  

 
The quality of Michigan’s prenatal-to-three programming is tied to our school readiness goals which are 
dependent on the attraction and retention of a highly qualified diverse workforce. 
 
Recommendation 2:  Retention 
Commit to equitable recognition and compensation; maintain consistent and manageable caseloads 
across programs; and support leadership development for experienced members of the workforce. 
 
Employee retention is critical to the prenatal-to-three workforce and is dependent on compensation, 
policies, benefits, and work environment. Michigan must provide sufficient funding to support equitable 
and adequate compensation, program capacity building, team building training and program 
management support for early childhood providers/teachers. Access to a variety of funding sources – 
particularly public funding sources – must be streamlined and increased to align compensation with 
similar workforce positions in health and public education systems of similar degrees and experience. 
And, adequate public funding would allow for prenatal-to-three programs to have improved staff-to-
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child or staff-to-family ratios to deliver higher quality programming and services to Michigan’s working 
families. 
 
Additionally, expert professionals who work for many years add significant value to the early childhood 
system. One way to maximize the talent and retention of these professionals is to support leadership 
development across the early childhood field.  Experienced prenatal-to-three workforce members have 
acquired important skills to effectively work with families and other partners. Offering leadership 
pathways with coaching and support will provide the prenatal-to-three workforce with a deepened 
sense of connection to their work, ultimately supporting retention.  
 
Recommendation 3:  Growth Opportunities 
Incorporate professional development, clear career pathways and accessible credentialing for equitable 
opportunities for career development and advancement through a lens of equity, diversity and inclusion. 
 
Reforming the early childhood system starts with addressing inequities. There must be targeted 
outreach to increase diversity in the prenatal-to-three workforce at all levels. Additionally, career 
pathways must include the identification of a portable skill track and registered apprenticeships across 
early childhood workforce positions. Pre-service training must be established in diverse settings 
including time with infants, toddlers and their families. Michigan can ensure that professional 
development and leadership pathways are reflected in growth opportunities and identify differentiated, 
specialized knowledge and competencies specific to each individual workforce role. 
 
Program Specific Recommendations 
While the above recruitment, retention, and growth opportunity recommendations are geared to the 
cross-sector prenatal-to-three workforce that supports child care, home visiting, and Early On, the 
uniqueness of these programs also means there are workforce challenges specific to each program. The 
recommendations below also align with recommendations from other Think Babies Michigan 
workgroups. For more detailed recommendations for each of these programs, please see the Think 
Babies Michigan website: www.ecic4kids.org/policy-thinkbabiesmi. 

● Child Care: The child care workforce is consistently the lowest paid in the prenatal-to-three 
workforce.  Increasing public funds to pay for the true cost of high-quality care that incorporates 
adequate compensation would better support the child care workforce, lead to more 
sustainability for child care businesses and increase stability of early childhood education for 
working families. Additionally, specific business training and education supports are needed for 
home-based child care operators as well. 

● Home Visiting: Access to home visiting programs varies widely between counties and 
communities creating disparity and inequities in what families have available to them and how 
many families can receive services. Working to fund a continuum of home visiting programs in 
every area will support families in more likely being able to receive high quality services 
impacting positive outcomes for those families and children and result in a decreased burden on 
taxpayers.  

● Early On: Early On’s bifurcated two-tiered system has resulted in personnel disparities between 
staff serving Early On only children compared to staff who serve children who are eligible for 
Early On and Michigan Mandatory Special Education. Shifting Early On to a single-tiered, 
streamlined system will help mitigate these workforce inequities. 
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Next Steps 
While the program specific recommendations are priorities for Think Babies Michigan in the current 
budget process, the Collaborative will continue to further develop and define the cross-sector prenatal-
to-three workforce recommendations to better support recruitment, retention, and growth 
opportunities.    

http://www.ecic4kids.org/policy/thinkbabiesmi


Think Babies Michigan is a collaborative prenatal-to-three policy initiative of families and other early childhood stakeholders partnering to make 
Michigan a top state to have a baby and raise a child. For more information visit www.ecic4kids.org/policy/thinkbabiesmi. 

Think Babies Prenatal-to-Three, Cross-Sector Workforce Strategy  
 Workgroup Members 
 

We are grateful for the dedication and work to develop these recommendations! 
 

Quinn Wright,  
Co-Chair 

Parent Leader Ericka Taylor,  
Co-Chair 

Saginaw ISD 

Tammy Arakelian Oakland ISD Camarrah Morgan Detroit Champions for Hope 

Julie Bash Great Start to Quality 
Resource Center 

Alan Oman Washtenaw ISD 

Sherry Bennett Van Buren Great Start 
Collaborative 

Oriana Powell Mothering Justice 

Michele Corey Michigan's Children Gretchen Preston Gretchen’s House Inc. 

Michelle Freund University of Michigan Michelle Richard Office of Governor Whitmer 

Cheryl Granzo Ionia ISD Amanda Schneider Parent Leader 

Mina Hong Start Early Denise Smith Hope Starts Here 

Robin Hornkohl Eastern U.P. ISD Rana Smith SOS Community Services - 
Parents as Teachers 

Lisa W. Keller Kent ISD Kristen Sobolewski First Steps Kent 

Kelsey Laird MiAEYC Paula Spencer MiAEYC 

Melanie Leavitt Palmeri Royal Oak Schools Cara Sutcliffe Parent Leader 

Nealmetria Loper Parent Leader Kathy Szenda Wilson BC Pulse 

Mary Ludtke Michigan Department 
of Health and Human 
Services 

Mindy Train Montcalm Area ISD-Great 
Start Montcalm Parent 
Liaison 

Karla Mancini Child Care Network Cynthia Zagar Michigan Public Health 
Institute 

 
 

http://www.ecic4kids.org/policy/thinkbabiesmi


Think Babies Michigan is a collaborative prenatal-to-three policy initiative of families and other early childhood stakeholders partnering to make 
Michigan a top state to have a baby and raise a child. For more information visit www.ecic4kids.org/policy/thinkbabiesmi. 

Bibliography 
 
Austin, L. J. E., Edwards, B., Chavez, R., Whitebook, M., Racial Wage Gaps in Early Education 

Employment, December 19, 2019, CSCCE: Center for the Study of Child Care Employment,  
https://cscce.berkeley.edu/racial-wage-gaps-in-early-education-employment/  

 
Hopkinson, A. Low Pay for Child Care Workers Puts More Than Half at Poverty Level, Study Finds, 

EdSource, July 5, 2018, https://edsource.org/2018/low-pay-for-child-care-workers-puts-more-
than-half-at-poverty-level/599790  

 
House of Representatives Committee of Education and Labor, Member Briefing: Child Care in Peril, May 

26, 2020: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=fppbs2U5CXQ. 
 
Institute of Medicine and National Research Council, Transforming the Workforce for Children Birth 

Through Age 8: A Unifying Foundation - Figure 12-3 Tiered representation of shared and 
specialized standards for knowledge and competencies of professionals who work with young 
children, The National Academies Press, 2015: https://doi.org/10.17226/19401 and 
https://www.nap.edu/resource/19401/fig_12-3_birthto8.pdf  

 
Michalopoulos, Charles, Kristen Faucetta, Anne Warren, and Robert Mitchell. Evidence on the Long-

Term Effects of Home Visiting Programs: Laying the Groundwork for Long-Term Follow-Up in the 
Mother and Infant Home Visiting Program Evaluation (MIHOPE). OPRE Report 2017-73. 
Washington, DC: Office of Planning, Research and Evaluation, Administration for Children and 
Families, U.S. Department of Health and Human Services: 
https://www.mdrc.org/sites/default/files/mihope_lt_long_term_evidence_brief_508_compliant
-corrected.pdf 

 
National Conference of State Legislators, Home Visiting: Improving Outcomes for Children, November 

2019: https://www.ncsl.org/research/human-services/home-visiting-improving-outcomes-for-
children635399078.aspx  

 
National Head Start Association, Seeking Equity in Early Childhood Education: Efforts to Improve Teacher 

Compensation in Early Childhood Education Must Address Racial Pay Gaps, September 3, 2020,  
https://natlheadstart.medium.com/seeking-equity-in-early-childhood-education-10 
7a5cb0666f  

 
Leonhardt, M., Many Child-Care Workers Don’t Earn a Living Wage - And That Was the  

Case Even Before the Pandemic, cnbc.com, Feb 24, 2021, 
https://www.cnbc.com/2021/02/24/child-care-workers-among-the-one-of-the-lowest-
paid-occupations.html  

 
McKinsey Social Initiative, Three Strategies for Closing the Education-to-Employment Gap, Youth 

Economic Opportunities.org,  
https://youtheconomicopportunities.org/blog/2709/three-strategies-closing-educat 
ion-employment-gap  

 
Rhode Island Association for the Education of Young Children, Improving the Compensation and 

Retention of Effective Infant/Toddler Educators in Rhode Island: Recommendations of the 

http://www.ecic4kids.org/policy/thinkbabiesmi
https://cscce.berkeley.edu/racial-wage-gaps-in-early-education-employment/
https://edsource.org/2018/low-pay-for-child-care-workers-puts-more-than-half-at-poverty-level/599790
https://edsource.org/2018/low-pay-for-child-care-workers-puts-more-than-half-at-poverty-level/599790
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=fppbs2U5CXQ
https://doi.org/10.17226/19401
https://www.nap.edu/resource/19401/fig_12-3_birthto8.pdf
https://www.ncsl.org/research/human-services/home-visiting-improving-outcomes-for-children635399078.aspx
https://www.ncsl.org/research/human-services/home-visiting-improving-outcomes-for-children635399078.aspx
https://natlheadstart.medium.com/seeking-equity-in-early-childhood-education-107a5cb0666f
https://natlheadstart.medium.com/seeking-equity-in-early-childhood-education-107a5cb0666f
https://www.cnbc.com/2021/02/24/child-care-workers-among-the-one-of-the-lowest-paid-occupations.html
https://www.cnbc.com/2021/02/24/child-care-workers-among-the-one-of-the-lowest-paid-occupations.html
https://youtheconomicopportunities.org/blog/2709/three-strategies-closing-education-employment-gap
https://youtheconomicopportunities.org/blog/2709/three-strategies-closing-education-employment-gap


Think Babies Michigan is a collaborative prenatal-to-three policy initiative of families and other early childhood stakeholders partnering to make 
Michigan a top state to have a baby and raise a child. For more information visit www.ecic4kids.org/policy/thinkbabiesmi. 

Moving the Needle on Compensation Task Force, December 2019: Improving the Compensation 
and Retention of Effective Infant/Toddler Educators in Rhode Island: 
https://www.riaeyc.org/uploads/FINAL_InfantToddlerComp_20_page_web.pdf     

 
Robert Wood Johnson Foundation, Home Visits Empower Families to Achieve Brighter Futures, 

September 2017: https://www.rwjf.org/en/blog/2017/09/home-visits-empower-families.html  
 
Sandstrom, Heather, Sarah Benatar, Rebecca Peters, Devon Genua, Amelia Coffey, Cary Lou, Shirley 

Adelstein, and Erica Greenberg, Home Visiting Career Trajectories: Final Report, OPRE Report 
#2020-11, Washington, DC: Office of Planning, Research, and Evaluation, Administration for 
Children and Families, U.S. Department of Health and Human Services, February 2020: 
https://www.urban.org/sites/default/files/publication/101641/home_visiting_career_trajectori
es_0.pdf  

 
Sorenson, P., Child Care Financing Reform: A Critical Next Step for Michigan Families and the Economy, 

Michigan League for Public Policy, March 1, 2021: https://mlpp.org/child-care-financing-reform-
a-critical-next-step-for-michigan-families-and-the-economy/    

 
State Occupational Employment and Wage Estimates, Michigan, Occupational Employment Statistics, 

U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics, May 2019: https://www.bls.gov/oes/current/oes_mi.htm#39-
0000 

http://www.ecic4kids.org/policy/thinkbabiesmi
https://www.riaeyc.org/uploads/FINAL_InfantToddlerComp_20_page_web.pdf
https://www.rwjf.org/en/blog/2017/09/home-visits-empower-families.html
https://www.urban.org/sites/default/files/publication/101641/home_visiting_career_trajectories_0.pdf
https://www.urban.org/sites/default/files/publication/101641/home_visiting_career_trajectories_0.pdf
https://mlpp.org/child-care-financing-reform-a-critical-next-step-for-michigan-families-and-the-economy/
https://mlpp.org/child-care-financing-reform-a-critical-next-step-for-michigan-families-and-the-economy/
https://www.bls.gov/oes/current/oes_mi.htm#39-0000
https://www.bls.gov/oes/current/oes_mi.htm#39-0000

	Think Babies Michigan

