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The last half-century has seen a transformation in the lives of young children and the

people who care for them. Due to a changing workforce and stagnant wages, the care of children

has been pushed out of the family and into the private sector. Child care workers make in the

bottom 3 to 5% of the national wage scale and have for the last 25 years (Alpert et al., 2019).

While public investment has been made at every level beginning with the formation of Head

Start in 1965, wages for caregivers remain dismal (Zigler & Styfco, 2010, p. 37). This chronic

issue is rooted in sexism and racism. It reaches every community in this country, including our

own.

Currently, our caregivers are underpaid, impoverished, and stressed. In Ohio, the median

hourly wage for a child care worker is $10.90 an hour as of May 2020. One can expect to make a

greater salary as a parking attendant, cashier, or maid (Bureau of Labor Statistics, 2021). Twice

as many child care workers live in poverty when compared to other working Ohioans (McLean

et al., 2021). Turnover for the industry is significantly greater than the national average at

approximately 30% (Porter, 2012). Women, especially women of color, bare the brunt of this

problem. 95% of Ohio child care workers are women; 28% are African American despite only

African Americans making up 13.1% of Ohio’s population (Groundwork Ohio, 2020). Caregiver

pay is an social justice issue with incredibly far reaching consequences.

An underpaid child care workforce has negative ramifications for the individual

caregivers, the economy, and most significantly, the children in their care. 90% of a person's

brain develops during the first five years of life. Early emotional experiences set the foundation

for later academic performance, mental and physical health, and social connections. The

relationships a child has with their caregivers are crucial to healthy development and later

success. The care of children has often been dismissed as just babysitting; however, in the early
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years, care and education are inseparable. In this paper the terms caregiver, child care worker,

early childhood educator, and preschool teacher are used interchangeably. Every interaction

shared with an attentive adult builds important connections in the brain (National Scientific

Council on the Developing Child, 2004).

Caregivers are currently unable to provide the responsive care needed to support this

development due to the stressors of poverty. Low wages disincentivize competent educators to

enter or stay in the field and burden those currently working. High turnover prevents children

from forming strong relationships with their caregivers. High quality of care received in early

childhood is directly linked to later life outcomes including, the reduced need for K-12

specialized services and remediation, increased secondary and higher education graduation rates,

lower crime rates, and greater earning potential (Karoly et al., 2006). All of these outcomes have

an incredibly high impact on the cost of social welfare programs and the economy. Our

community can not afford to provide less than the best care for our children.

The commercial child care industry is relatively new in American society. Born out of

need created by dual-income families and single mothers, the first day nurseries in the country

opened in the 1830s (Kamerman & Gatenio-Gabel, 2007, p. 26). Columbus Early Learning

Centers, the first day nursery in central Ohio, opened in 1887. These nurseries were run as

charities and set a precedent for the public’s relationship with care outside of the home.

The child care industry boomed in the 1980s as women moved into the workforce in

mass. Since then, there has been a workforce shortage, and low wages have characterized the

industry. Because the care of children was previously provided by mothers for “free,” parents do

not feel like daycare tuition should be expensive. In reality, this care was provided by mothers at
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an incredibly high opportunity cost. The devaluing of domestic later is rooted in the patriarchy

and enables low wages for child care workers today (Modigliani, 1986, p. 52).

Child care is incredibly labor-intensive. While 25 kindergartners can be managed by one

teacher, the American Academy of Pediatrics recommends an adult to child ratio of 1 to 3 for

infants (Committee on Early Childhood, 2005, p. 188). The labor-intensive nature of child care

makes it a market failure. The industry is experiencing a labor shortage that began long before

the pandemic, but wages remain stagnant because the customer cannot support the true cost of

the service (Harbach, 2015). Like K-12 education, the entire public benefits from quality early

childhood education and public support is needed to provide it. However, our community still

views it as individual parent’s responsibility.

In Columbus, there are multiple initiatives to improve early childhood education/care and

kindergarten readiness. The city’s universal pre-k program, Early Start Columbus, increases

qualifications for teachers to be similar to standards for public school teachers but does not come

close to raising pay to match (Department of Education, 2019). Future Ready Columbus’ plan to

ensure all 5-year-olds are kindergarten-ready by 2030 doesn’t even mention caregiver wages

(Future Ready Columbus, 2021). While there is work being done, there is much more to do to

improve care in Columbus for the sake of our caregivers, children, families, and future.
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