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Introduction

Childcare workers perform work that is essential to children’s development, parents’ employment,
and the wider economy. Yet the occupation has long been associated with low wages, limited
benefits, irregular schedules, and high turnover. In May 2024, the U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics
reported a median wage of $15.41 per hour for childcare workers, compared with $23.80 for all
occupations. Low compensation is not simply the result of low social value or limited skill. It reflects
the structure of a labor-intensive service in which families often cannot afford the true cost of high-
quality care and public funding does not consistently close the gap. (U.S, “Childcare Workers”)

The original report correctly connects low pay with gender and racial inequality and argues for better
wages and benefits. A fuller analysis must explain the historical roots of care-work undervaluation,
distinguish childcare workers from preschool teachers and public-school teachers, and identify how
compensation reform can be funded without making care unaffordable for families.

Why Childcare Work Matters

Childcare workers supervise safety, support emotional regulation, communicate with families,
organize routines, and create opportunities for language, movement, play, and social development.
The work demands attention, patience, physical stamina, judgment, and knowledge of child
development. Workers may also handle meals, sanitation, medication procedures, documentation,
and mandatory reporting responsibilities.

The sector supports the broader labor market. Parents cannot reliably work, study, or search for
employment without dependable care. Employer productivity and regional economic development
therefore depend partly on childcare availability. Treating childcare as a private family matter ignores
the public benefits generated by the service.

Historical Undervaluation of Care

Childcare developed within a history in which caring for children was treated as women’s natural duty
rather than skilled labor. Work associated with women was frequently unpaid within families or poorly
paid in the market. In the United States, racial hierarchy also shaped domestic and care work, with
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Black women and other women of color disproportionately concentrated in low-wage service
occupations. (U.S, “Department Treasury”)

This history continues through occupational segregation and assumptions that affection can
substitute for compensation. Commitment to children is sometimes used to justify sacrifice. However,
workers must still pay for housing, food, transportation, health care, and education. A system that
relies on moral dedication while maintaining poverty-level wages is unstable. (Banerjee)

The Current Compensation Problem

The national median obscures variation by setting, state, education, and employer. Workers in
elementary and secondary schools generally earn more than those in child day-care services. Some
workers receive health insurance and paid leave; many do not. Part-time schedules and closures can
further reduce annual income.

Low wages create recruitment and retention problems. Experienced educators may leave for school
systems, retail, health support, or other occupations that pay more. Turnover disrupts relationships
that are especially important to young children. Programs then spend time recruiting and training
replacements, while remaining staff face heavier workloads.

Compensation is also linked to qualifications. Policymakers often ask workers to earn credentials
without providing tuition, paid study time, or wages sufficient to recover the cost. Raising educational
requirements without funding compensation can exclude capable workers and deepen shortages.

The Childcare Market Failure

High-quality childcare is labor intensive. Safe ratios require enough adults for the number and age of
children, particularly infants and toddlers. Unlike manufacturing, a center cannot double worker
productivity by asking one person to supervise twice as many babies without reducing safety and
quality.

Families already devote substantial portions of income to care, so providers cannot simply raise prices
enough to pay school-level salaries. Programs also face rent, food, insurance, utilities, supplies,
compliance, and administrative expenses. The result is a gap between what quality care costs, what
families can pay, and what workers need to earn. Public policy must address this gap.

Gender, Race, and Economic Inequality

The childcare workforce is overwhelmingly female and disproportionately includes women of color.
Low pay therefore reinforces gender and racial wage gaps. It also affects children of workers, who
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may live in households struggling to obtain the same stable care, housing, and health services their
parents provide to others.

Equity analysis should avoid portraying workers only as victims. Childcare educators possess
expertise and organize for change. Compensation policy should include their voices in wage
standards, credential rules, scheduling, safety, and program design.

Quality, Continuity, and Child Development

Compensation does not guarantee high-quality practice, but low compensation undermines the
conditions required for it. Stable teams can build relationships with children and families, plan
curriculum, observe development, and coordinate support. Constant turnover interrupts continuity
and burdens directors.

Wages should be paired with professional learning, mentoring, manageable ratios, planning time, and
supportive supervision. A salary increase without adequate staffing may not solve burnout.
Conversely, training initiatives that ignore pay will struggle to retain the workers they develop.

Policy Options

Living-Wage Floors

Governments can establish wage floors tied to regional living costs or program funding. A wage floor
must be financed; otherwise, providers may reduce places or raise family fees. Public contracts and
subsidies should include sufficient labor funding and require that money reach workers.

Compensation Parity

Parity frameworks compare early educators with public-school employees who have similar
qualifications and responsibilities. Exact equivalence is complicated because roles, calendars, and
credentials differ, but salary scales can recognize experience and education instead of leaving wages
near the statutory minimum.

Benefits

Health insurance, paid sick leave, family leave, retirement contributions, predictable schedules, and
paid professional development are part of compensation. Workers who cannot take paid sick leave
may face pressure to work while ill, which is particularly problematic in group-care settings.
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Subsidies and Direct Public Funding

Childcare assistance can improve family access, but reimbursement rates must reflect the cost of
quality. Grants, contracts, tax credits, and publicly funded prekindergarten can stabilize providers.
Funding formulas should consider infant care, disability inclusion, rural access, extended hours, and
local wage conditions.

Workforce Pathways

Scholarships, apprenticeships, coaching, and recognition of prior learning can create advancement
without burdening low-paid workers with debt. Credentials should be portable and connected to
higher compensation.

Updated Compensation Framework

Table 1. Childcare Compensation Problems and Policy Responses

Policy Area Current Challenge Recommended Change Expected Result

Base pay National median of Publicly financed regional Improved recruitment
$15.41 per hour in May wage floor with experience and reduced poverty
2024 steps

Parity Large gap from Salary scale linked to role, Professional
comparably educated credentials, and experience recognition and
school employees retention

Benefits Uneven health, leave, Benefit standards included in Healthier, more stable
and retirement contracts and subsidies workforce
coverage

Training Workers may pay for Scholarships, paid study Higher qualifications
required credentials time, and apprenticeships without added debt

Family Providers cannot fund Subsidies and direct Higher wages without

affordability major wage increases operating support based on loss of access
through fees alone true cost
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Fiscal and Political Challenges

Compensation reform requires sustained revenue, not temporary pilot grants alone. Governments
must decide how costs are shared among public budgets, employers, and families. Universal and
targeted systems each involve trade-offs. Targeted subsidies direct funds toward families with lower
incomes but can create administrative barriers and unstable provider revenue. Broader public funding
can build a more coherent system but requires larger investment.

Accountability is also necessary. Programs receiving wage funds should report compensation, staffing,
enroliment, and use of grants without facing excessive paperwork. Small family childcare providers
need support to comply with rules.

Measuring Whether Reform Works

Policy evaluation should track more than the amount of money appropriated. Useful measures include
hourly and annual compensation, benefit coverage, vacancies, turnover, staff experience, program
closures, family fees, subsidy waiting lists, and access by geography and child age. Child outcomes
should be interpreted carefully because development is shaped by family, health, community, and
program factors together.

Data should also distinguish center employees, family childcare owners, assistants, preschool
teachers, and public-school staff. Combining these groups can conceal large differences. Workers
should be surveyed about whether additional funding improved take-home pay, workload, scheduling,
and the ability to remain in the profession.

Critical Reflection

Banerjee, Gould, and Sawo’s central argument remains persuasive: low-paid care work is not an
accidental exception but part of a pattern of undervaluing occupations associated with women and
workers of color. However, wage advocacy must address the financing structure. Ordering providers
to pay more without public investment can close classrooms and reduce supply.

A sustainable policy treats childcare as social and economic infrastructure. It values workers, supports
families, protects children, and recognizes that quality has a real labor cost. The goal is not merely to
make low wages slightly less severe but to create a profession in which workers can remain and
develop.
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Conclusion

Childcare workers enable child development, family employment, and economic activity, yet their
compensation remains far below the economy-wide median. Historical assumptions about women’s
care work, racial inequality, labor-intensive staffing, and inadequate public finance all contribute.
Effective reform requires a publicly supported wage floor, benefits, career pathways, and subsidy
rates based on the true cost of quality. Compensation should rise without transferring the full burden
to parents. Better pay is therefore both a labor-justice policy and a strategy for more stable, reliable
childcare.
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