
North Carolina is home to an estimated 734,550 children under the age of five with over 360,000 under 
the age of three. In North Carolina, over 37,000 individuals are employed by child care and early education 
settings. The early childhood workforce plays an important role in the economy by allowing parents of young 
children to pursue employment outside the home and providing children a stimulating and nurturing 
environment in which to learn and grow. In recent years, families have increasingly had to rely on child care for 
employment and, despite the critical nature of the work, the early childhood workforce is among the country’s 
lowest-paid workers, and seldom receive job-based benefits such as health insurance and pensions.

Higher compensation and supportive work environments play a critical role in determining the quality of 
services children receive and the ability of programs to recruit and retain highly skilled teachers, yet wages  
and benefits for early educators remain among the lowest of any occupation in the country, creating 
challenges attracting new teachers and fueling turnover and teacher shortages. 
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Early educators who face economic stress and inadequate working conditions have more difficulty engaging 
in the high quality teacher-child interactions that matter most for facilitating children’s learning. Economic 
stress also affects parents and employers. Poor compensation makes it more difficult to recruit and retain 
early educators, and without sufficient qualified early educators, high quality early education services will not be 
available for parents who need it for their own employment. 

Personnel costs are a large percentage of a child care program’s typical operating budget. If teaching staff 
were paid – even in part – through a publicly-funded initiative, the fixed costs remaining for child care program 
operators would be significantly reduced. This would, in turn, make the cost of child care more affordable for 
families, resulting in increased workforce participation. Through financing innovation, the top two challenges 
with child care could be addressed: (1) low compensation for the workforce, and (2) affordability for families.

States are implementing strategies in an effort to address this issue. Such strategies include direct wage 
supplements tied to education, professional development scholarships with compensation incentives, tax 
credits, and wage parity requirements built in to state-funded pre-K standards or within the state’s Quality 
Rating Improvement System (QRIS). Some states and cities are also targeting efforts to increase minimum wage 
to address the problem. 

Data from the Bureau of Labor Statistics shows 
that the median wage for those working in child 
care is $10.62 per hour, about $20,000 per year. 
This rate of pay is approximately $7,000 below 
the income level that qualifies a family for the 
Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program 
(SNAP), formerly called Food Stamps.

https://datacenter.kidscount.org/data/tables/100-child-population-by-single-age?loc=35&loct=2#detailed/2/35/false/1729,868/42,43,44,45,46,47/418
https://cscce.berkeley.edu/workforce-index-2020/wp-content/uploads/sites/2/2020/11/2020-Index_StateProfile_North-Carolina.pdf
https://www.epi.org/publication/child-care-workers-arent-paid-enough-to-make-ends-meet/
https://cscce.berkeley.edu/educator-work-environments-are-childrens-learning-environments-how-and-why-they-should-be-improved/
https://cscce.berkeley.edu/hole-in-the-bucket/
https://teachecnationalcenter.org/child-care-wage/
https://teachecnationalcenter.org/child-care-wage/
https://teachecnationalcenter.org/t-e-a-c-h-early-childhood/
http://www.revenue.louisiana.gov/IndividualIncomeTax/SchoolReadinessTaxCredit
http://www.revenue.louisiana.gov/IndividualIncomeTax/SchoolReadinessTaxCredit
https://nieer.org/wp-content/uploads/2017/10/Pre-K-parity-case-studies-report_FINAL-1.pdf
https://www.epi.org/minimum-wage-tracker/?utm_source=Economic+Policy+Institute&amp;utm_campaign=a9ef8c7944-EPI_News_10_30_1510_30_2015&amp;utm_medium=email&amp;utm_term=0_e7c5826c50-a9ef8c7944-58040465#/min_wage
https://cscce.berkeley.edu/workforce-index-2020/states/north-carolina/
https://www.fns.usda.gov/snap/supplemental-nutrition-assistance-program


STATE EXAMPLES
Most state efforts have been aimed at providing financial relief, but not changes to the actual wages. The  
most direct means to improve compensation for early educators is to articulate compensation standards,  
make them mandatory, and provide both system reform and sufficient public funding to meet those standards. 

SALARY PARITY
Most parity policies focus on public pre-K programs; however, efforts should be made to ensure appropriate 
compensation for teachers in all early care and education classrooms, regardless of the age of the child or  
the setting. New York City has extended wage increases to early educators in Head Start programs and 
community-based centers.

A brief by the Center for the Study of Child Care Employment and the National Institute for Early Education 
Research examined parity policies of five states and two cities and defines “compensation parity” as parity  
for salary and benefits for equivalent levels of education and experience, adjusted to reflect differences in  
hours of work, and including payment for non-child contact hours, such as planning. One strategy used in 
advocating for pre-K teacher compensation parity includes linking compensation with the provision for  
high-quality learning environments, pointing to data on teacher turnover and the need to recruit and  
retain skilled educators.
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Alabama enacted a salary parity policy to raise First Class Pre-K teacher salaries in child care 
settings to the same pay scale as staff in comparable positions in public K-12 settings. The policy 
was introduced to combat high turnover rates and community-based settings. The policy does 
not require child care programs to provide specific benefits (e.g., healthcare, retirement) for 
their pre-K teachers. A report by Child Trends finds salary parity in Alabama increases interest 
among teachers to join the early childhood workforce, may be a useful strategy for increasing 
workforce retention, and improves teachers’ economic well-being. 

https://cscce.berkeley.edu/increased-compensation-for-early-educators-its-not-just-nice-to-have-its-a-must-have/
https://ny.chalkbeat.org/2019/10/3/21121767/city-labor-leaders-announce-deal-to-close-pay-gaps-for-nyc-pre-k-teachers-in-head-start-programs
https://cscce.berkeley.edu/wp-content/uploads/2017/10/Strategies-in-Pursuit-of-Pre-K.pdf
https://www.childtrends.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/06/FCD-Alabama-Brief_ChildTrends_June2020.pdf#:~:text=Workforce%20Perceptions%20and%20Experiences%20with%20the%20Alabama%20Early,and%20schools%2C%20community-based%20programs%2C%20Head%20Start%20programs%2C%20faith-
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SALARY SUPPLEMENTS, STIPENDS, AND BONUSES
Salary supplements, or stipends, include programs that offer cash awards annually or every six months to teachers on  
graduated supplement scales according to educational level and employment retention. Some states administer Child  
Care WAGE$, a national wage supplement program, and other states have created their own program. Bonuses are  
typically small cash awards provided as a one time recognition of educational achievement. According to the Center for  
the Study of Child Care Employment Early Childhood Workforce Index 2020, 32 states offer statewide bonus programs,  
with 23 of these linked to a Teacher Education and Compensation Helps (T.E.A.C.H) Early Childhood Scholarship Program. 
Additionally, seven states offer multiple bonuses (Montana, Ohio, Oklahoma, South Carolina, Utah, Vermont,  
and Washington).

North Carolina implements the Child Care  
WAGE$ Program and has recently created the 
Infant-Toddler Educator AWARD$. WAGE$ and AWARD$ 
were created and are administered by  
Child Care Services Association (CCSA) and are 
education-based salary supplement programs 
designed to better compensate and retain low paid 
teachers, directors, and family child care educators. 
WAGE$ is available in approximately 58 counties  
and is funded by local Smart Start Partnerships  
and the Division of Child Development and Early  
Education (DCDEE). AWARD$ is available statewide  
and is also funded by DCDEE through the Child Care  
Development Fund and the Preschool Development 
Grant. CCSA also created the T.E.A.C.H NC Early 
Childhood Scholarship Program to address the  
issues of undereducation, poor compensation,  
and high turnover.

• WAGE$-Eligible to any child care professional earning 
at or below the income cap (between $15 and $19 per 
hour as chosen by the local Smart Start Partnership) 
working at least 10 hours per week in a licensed 
program in a participating county. Supplements are 
issued in two, six-month installments upon completing 
the required six-month commitment in the same child 
care program. Supplements are based on five different 
supplement models (tiers) chosen by the local 
Partnership and are tied to education level. Awards 
range from $450 at the lowest tier and education level 
to $6250 at the highest tier and education level.

• AWARD$-Eligible to any infant or toddler child care 
professional earning at or below $19 per hour, working 
at least 35 hours per week in a program with at least 
three stars. Like WAGE$, supplements are issued in 
two, six-month installments upon completing the 
required six-month commitment in the same child care 
program. Supplements range from $2,000 to $4,000 
depending on the education level of the teacher.

• T.E.A.C.H NC-Eligible to those working in licensed child 
care programs earning less than $18 per hour with 
sponsorship from their employing child care program. 
There are a variety of different scholarship programs,  
each with specific eligibility criteria.

Wisconsin offers REWARD, stipends ranging from  
$50 to $450 depending on the individual’s professional 
Registry level. The legislature determines how grant  
funds are allocated every two years.

Michigan offers Great START (Strategy to Attract  
and Retain Teachers), a wage supplement program  
that acknowledges child care practitioners who  
have completed college coursework and stay at  
their current place of employment. Great START  
recipients are sent a check every six months to  
supplement their income.

 Teachers and family child care home providers in  
Oklahoma who are at Level Two or above on the  
Professional Development Ladder may qualify for  
an Oklahoma Child Care Wage Supplement ranging  
from $400 to $2,000 a year.

Georgia offers INCENTIVES, a salary bonus program  
that rewards education and tenure ranging from  
two payments of $250 to four payments of $1250  
depending on education level. AWARDS are also  
offered for early educators earning a higher credential 
or degree ranging from $1,200 for attaining a Child 
Development Associate (CDA) Credential to $2,500 for  
a bachelor’s or master’s degree.

https://cscce.berkeley.edu/workforce-index-2020/
https://teachecnationalcenter.org/
https://cscce.berkeley.edu/workforce-index-2020/wp-content/uploads/sites/2/2021/02/Appendix-3_2020-Index.pdf
https://www.childcareservices.org/programs/wages/
https://www.childcareservices.org/programs/wages/
https://www.childcareservices.org/programs/awards/
https://www.childcareservices.org/programs/teach-north-carolina/#overview
https://www.childcareservices.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/02/WAGE-Supplement-Tiers-AllTiers_2019_03_04.pdf
https://www.childcareservices.org/wp-content/uploads/AWARD-Scale-7.2.2020-1.pdf
https://www.childcareservices.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/11/TEACH-NC-brochure-Sept-2019-cropped.pdf
https://wisconsinearlychildhood.org/programs/reward/
https://www.ilgateways.com/index.php/financial-opportunities/great-start
https://www.cecpd.org/en/provider-programs/oklahoma-child-care-wage-supplement-program/
https://www.decalscholars.com/pages/inc_landing.cfm
https://www.decalscholars.com/pages/awa_fee_landing.cfm


STATE EARNED INCOME TAX CREDITS
Thirty states, the District of Columbia, Guam, and Puerto Rico have enacted a state Earned Income Tax Credit 
(EITC). State laws for the EITC are usually based on a percentage of the federal EITC and can range from four 
percent to 40 percent of the federal law.

SCHOOL READINESS TAX CREDITS
Tax credits supplement wages by providing refundable tax credits rather than stipends. Teachers who qualify 
may apply for tax credits annually, if funds are available; however, availability of funds is not guaranteed.
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The District of Columbia Earned Income Tax Credit is based on the federal EITC and assists residents 
who work but have low earnings through a refundable income tax credit. The EITC is designed to 
reward and incentivize work and people who qualify for the EITC will pay less in taxes or even get 
cash back. The credit amount grows with each additional dollar of income earned for those with 
very low earnings, reaches the maximum credit and levels off, and then decreases slowly to zero as 
earnings reach the income limit. Families primarily use the federal EITC to pay for necessities such 
as groceries, transportation, and child expenses, to pay down past-due bills and debt, and in some 
cases, to obtain additional education or training to boost their employability  
and earnings. On average, low-income children whose families receive the federal EITC have  
better health and higher school test scores and educational attainment.

The Nebraska legislature passed the 
School Readiness Tax Credit Act, creating 
two new tax credits. One credit is for 
Nebraska’s early childhood professional 
workforce and the second is for the 
quality early childhood programs that 
participate in Nebraska’s Step Up to 
Quality Program. The early childhood 
workforce tax credit is available to 
early childhood professionals who have 
attained the minimum qualification of a 
CDA and who are employed in an early 
childhood program participating in Step 
Up to Quality. Additional early childhood 
professional development is required to 
be eligible for the tax credit.

Louisiana has created a package of School 
Readiness Tax Credits. The Child Care 
Provider Tax Credit is available to child 
care providers who own and operate 
a facility where care is given to foster 
children or to children who participate 
in the Child Care Assistance Program 
(subsidy). The tax credit is based on the 
average number of children who attend 
the facility monthly, multiplied by the 
applicable credit amount based on the 
quality rating of the child care facility. 
Child care directors and staff are eligible 
for the refundable School Readiness 
Directors and Staff Tax Credit. This tax 
credit is based on the educational level 
obtained by directors and staff working 
at least six months for a licensed child 
care facility that participates in the 
quality rating system and are enrolled in 
the Louisiana Pathways Child Care Career 
Development System. 

https://www.ncsl.org/research/labor-and-employment/state-earned-income-tax-creadit-enactments.aspx
https://www.ncsl.org/research/labor-and-employment/earned-income-tax-credits-for-working-families.aspx
https://www.dcfpi.org/wp-content/uploads/2017/09/DC-EITC-Policy-Brief-2017.pdf
https://www.cbpp.org/research/federal-tax/eitc-and-child-tax-credit-promote-work-reduce-poverty-and-support-childrens?fa=view&id=3793
https://revenue.nebraska.gov/about/information-guides/school-readiness-tax-credit-act
https://www.education.ne.gov/stepuptoquality/providers-educators/resources/tax-credits/
https://www.education.ne.gov/StepUpToQuality/
https://www.education.ne.gov/StepUpToQuality/
https://revenue.louisiana.gov/IndividualIncomeTax/SchoolReadinessTaxCredit
https://revenue.louisiana.gov/IndividualIncomeTax/SchoolReadinessTaxCredit
http://pathways.nsula.edu/home-louisiana-pathways-child-care-career-development-system
http://pathways.nsula.edu/home-louisiana-pathways-child-care-career-development-system


Models for Increasing Child Care Worker Compensation (2001)

Equitable Compensation for the Child Care Workforce: Within Reach and Worth the Investment (2020)

From Unlivable Wages to Just Pay for Early Educators (2019) 

2020 Early Childhood Workforce Index: Compensation & Financial Relief

6 Policies to Support the Early Childhood Workforce (2017)

Building a Qualified and Supported Early Care and Education Workforce (2018)

Child Care Crisis Cost North Carolina $2.4 Billion Yearly—Before the Pandemic (2020)

RESOURCES
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SALARY SCALES
Salary scales create a model for providers on appropriate compensation and serve as a basis for incremental 
scales to move compensation forward. Salary Scales can be a component of the Quality Rating Improvement 
System or be part of state subsidy reimbursement goals. According to the 2018 Early Childhood Workforce 
Index, no states have required compensation standards for early childhood settings outside of pre-K and 
only Vermont and the District of Columbia have compensation guidelines for programs other than pre-K. 
The District of Columbia published recommended pay-scale guidelines in a study from the Commission on 
Early Childhood Teacher Compensation. In Vermont, to achieve a certain rating in Vermont STARS, the Quality 
Rating Improvement System, programs must have a written policy addressing a salary system that recognizes 
professional achievement, and the median adjusted pay for all employees is at least 85 percent of Vermont’s 
livable wage. Thirteen additional states have plans to develop compensation requirements or guidelines, 11 
of which are voluntary. Since 2018, Arkansas and New Jersey added standards for salary scales for center-
based programs, while Arizona, Georgia, and Oklahoma removed the standards from their Quality Rating 
Improvement System. North Carolina is studying a voluntary salary scale system and is working to include a 
salary scale as part of subsidy reimbursement policies.

https://www.urban.org/sites/default/files/publication/61121/310101-Models-for-Increasing-Child-Care-Worker-Compensation.PDF
https://educate.bankstreet.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1003&context=bsec
https://cscce.berkeley.edu/wp-content/uploads/2019/05/From-Unlivable-Wages-to-Just-Pay-for-Early-Educators.pdf
https://cscce.berkeley.edu/workforce-index-2020/state-policies-to-improve-early-childhood-educator-jobs/early-childhood-educator-workforce-policies/compensation-financial-relief/
https://www.americanprogress.org/issues/early-childhood/reports/2017/02/06/298085/6-policies-to-support-the-early-childhood-workforce/
https://www.ncsl.org/research/human-services/building-a-qualified-and-supported-early-care-and-education-workforce.aspx
https://buildthefoundation.org/2020/12/new-report-child-care-crisis-cost-north-carolina-2-4-billion-yearly-before-the-pandemic/
https://cscce.berkeley.edu/wp-content/uploads/2018/06/4-ECE-Policies.pdf
https://cscce.berkeley.edu/wp-content/uploads/2018/06/4-ECE-Policies.pdf
https://osse.dc.gov/sites/default/files/dc/sites/osse/publication/attachments/DC_Compensation_Report_Printer_Final-1.pdf
https://osse.dc.gov/sites/default/files/dc/sites/osse/publication/attachments/DC_Compensation_Report_Printer_Final-1.pdf
https://dcf.vermont.gov/childcare/providers/stars/stars-meaning
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=qI4F0JNgkYU

