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Introduction

Whether higher education should be required for early childhood teachers is a question about
children’s development, professional standards, workforce equity, and the design of preparation
systems. The original essay reviews Diane Early and Pamela Winton’s study of teacher-preparation
programs at two- and four-year institutions and concludes that higher education can improve teaching
quality. That conclusion is reasonable, but a blanket degree requirement can create new problems if it
is imposed without scholarships, paid preparation time, credit for prior learning, accessible programs,
and salaries that compensate educators for higher qualifications. Young children need teachers who
understand development, relationships, curriculum, observation, family partnership, disability
inclusion, language, ethics, and equity. Higher education can organize and deepen those
competencies, but the policy goal should be demonstrated professional capability through supported
pathways rather than an unsupported credential barrier that drives experienced educators out of the
field (Institute of Medicine and National Research Council, 2015).

The Article Under Review

Early and Winton’'s “Preparing the Workforce: Early Childhood Teacher Preparation at 2- and 4-Year
Institutions of Higher Education” examined how colleges prepared educators working with children
from birth through age five. The authors surveyed program leaders and identified substantial
variation in majors, coursework, age focus, faculty backgrounds, and institutional expectations. Their
work drew attention to a persistent divide: programs associated with elementary education often
focused more strongly on preschool and school-age teaching, while infant and toddler care could be
treated as caregiving for parents rather than professional education for children. The article’s
continuing contribution is its insistence that “early childhood” should include the years from birth and
that preparation quality cannot be assumed from a program’s title (Early & Winton, 2001).

Why the Earliest Years Require Specialized
Knowledge

Development from birth through age eight involves rapid change in language, movement,
attachment, self-regulation, cognition, identity, and social understanding. Effective educators need to
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recognize typical variation without turning developmental milestones into rigid tests. They must
design safe environments, respond to behavior, communicate with families, observe learning, and
notice when additional evaluation may be appropriate. Infant-toddler educators also need knowledge
of caregiving routines, early communication, sensory exploration, and responsive relationships. These
competencies are not simply natural maternal qualities or common sense. They are professional
knowledge that can be taught, practiced, and assessed (National Association for the Education of
Young Children, 2020, Professional Standards and Competencies).

What Higher Education Can Contribute

A strong college program can provide sequenced coursework, supervised clinical practice, feedback,
research literacy, and opportunities to connect theory with classroom decisions. Students can study
child development, curriculum, assessment, family systems, cultural and linguistic diversity, special
education, health, ethics, and policy. Higher education also allows prospective teachers to examine
assumptions and compare practices across settings. Its value depends on program quality. A degree
assembled from unrelated general courses or lectures disconnected from children may contribute less
than a well-designed associate program with intensive coaching and clinical experience.

Professional Standards and Competencies

The National Association for the Education of Young Children identifies a core body of knowledge,
skills, values, and dispositions for educators serving children from birth through age eight. The
standards include child development, family and community partnerships, observation and
assessment, teaching practices, content knowledge, and professional responsibility. These standards
support the argument that early education is a profession requiring more than affection for children.
They do not necessarily require that every role begin with the same degree. Competencies can be
leveled across responsibilities, with clear pathways for advancement and consistent expectations for
practice (National Association for the Education of Young Children, 2020, Professional Standards and
Competencies).

The Link Between Qualifications and Child
Outcomes

Research often finds that educator knowledge and instructional quality matter for children, but the
specific effect of degree level is difficult to isolate. Teachers with degrees may work in better-
resourced programs, receive higher pay, have smaller groups, or benefit from stronger leadership.
Degree attainment can correlate with quality without being the sole cause. Some studies find modest
or inconsistent relationships when workplace conditions are considered. Policymakers should
therefore avoid treating the credential as a magic variable. The degree is most valuable when it
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produces demonstrated competence and is supported by conditions that allow teachers to apply what
they learned.

Clinical Practice Matters

Early childhood education cannot be mastered only through reading and examinations. Students need
supervised experience with infants, toddlers, preschoolers, and early primary children in diverse
settings. Clinical practice should require observation, planning, interaction, documentation, reflection,
and feedback from qualified mentors. Programs should not place students in classrooms simply to fill
staffing gaps. A mentor needs time and preparation to demonstrate responsive teaching and discuss
decisions. High-quality practicum experiences may distinguish effective preparation more clearly than
degree title alone.

Infant and Toddler Preparation

Early and Winton were especially concerned that infant-toddler preparation was often limited or
embedded within broader programs. This gap remains important. Teaching infants and toddlers
requires understanding attachment, nonverbal communication, individualized routines, safe sleep,
motor development, sensory exploration, and partnership with caregivers. The work is sometimes
undervalued because it includes feeding, diapering, and comfort. Those routines are not separate
from curriculum; they are contexts for trust, language, health, and learning. Higher education should
treat infant-toddler pedagogy as a substantive field rather than an introductory add-on.

Preschool and the School-Readiness Debate

Preparation for preschool teachers must balance foundational academic learning with play, inquiry,
language, movement, social development, and creativity. A degree program tied too closely to
elementary schooling may push developmentally inappropriate worksheets or narrow assessment
downward. On the other hand, avoiding content knowledge can leave teachers unprepared to support
early mathematics, science, literacy, and the arts. Developmentally appropriate practice does not
mean choosing play instead of learning. It means designing active experiences that fit children’s
development, culture, and individual strengths while pursuing meaningful goals (National Association
for the Education of Young Children, 2020, Developmentally Appropriate Practice).

Equity and Cultural Responsiveness

Teachers need preparation to recognize systemic inequity and avoid interpreting difference as
deficiency. Children’s home languages, family structures, racial identities, disabilities, and community
knowledge should be represented in curriculum and relationships. Higher education can provide
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frameworks for examining bias and history, but coursework must be connected with practice. A
student can repeat equity language while maintaining low expectations or excluding families.
Programs should assess whether candidates build reciprocal partnerships and adapt teaching without
stereotyping.

Inclusion and Special Education

Early childhood educators increasingly work in inclusive settings with children who have diverse
developmental and disability-related needs. Preparation should address universal design,
individualized supports, collaboration with specialists, assistive technology, and legal responsibilities.
Teachers do not diagnose children, but they observe, document, participate in teams, and create
accessible environments. A minimal entry orientation may not provide enough depth for these
responsibilities. Higher education can develop this competence if special education is integrated
across coursework rather than confined to one survey class.

Family Partnership

Families are children’s first and continuing educators. Professional preparation should teach
candidates to communicate across language and cultural differences, share observations without
judgment, protect confidentiality, and involve families in decisions. Teachers also need to manage
conflict and mandatory reporting responsibilities. These skills are not learned automatically through
personal experience because each family has different priorities. Role play, field assignments, and
supervised conferences can make higher education more relevant to real relationships.

Ethics and Professional Judgment

Early childhood educators hold power over children who cannot always explain mistreatment or
advocate for themselves. They make decisions about discipline, privacy, assessment, touch,
documentation, and family communication. A professional code of ethics helps teachers consider
harm, fairness, confidentiality, and conflicting obligations. College programs can create space to
analyze cases rather than rely on rules alone. Ethical preparation is particularly important when low
staffing and institutional pressure tempt educators to use practices that are convenient but
developmentally harmful.

The Workforce Equity Problem

A higher education requirement can burden a workforce that is disproportionately female, racially
diverse, and poorly paid. Many experienced educators cannot stop working to attend daytime classes
or take on debt for a credential that does not increase wages. Requiring degrees without
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compensation may close programs, worsen shortages, and exclude community-based educators who
bring cultural and linguistic knowledge. The ethical policy is not to keep standards low. It is to fund
the pathway and raise compensation so educators are not asked to subsidize public goals through
personal poverty (Whitebook et al., 2024).

Associate and Bachelor’s Pathways

Two-year and four-year programs can serve different roles within a coherent profession. Associate
degrees may provide accessible entry and strong practice-based preparation, while bachelor’s
programs can deepen content, leadership, research, and complex teaching responsibilities. Credits
should transfer without forcing students to repeat material. Advising must make career consequences
clear. A pathway is not meaningful if an educator completes an associate degree and later discovers
that most credits do not count toward advancement.

Apprenticeship and Work-Based Learning

Registered apprenticeships and employer-college partnerships can combine paid work, coursework,
coaching, and progressively demonstrated skill. These models are especially useful for incumbent
educators who cannot leave employment. Work-based learning must remain educational rather than
merely using students as low-cost labor. Mentors need preparation and compensation, and
apprentices should experience more than one classroom or age group. When aligned with college
credit and professional standards, apprenticeship can make higher education more equitable.

Recognition of Prior Learning

Experienced educators enter college with knowledge gained through practice, family engagement,
training, and community leadership. Programs can evaluate portfolios, demonstrations, and prior
credentials to award appropriate credit. Recognition should assess competence rather than simply
count years worked. It respects expertise while identifying areas requiring further study. Without such
mechanisms, higher education can communicate that existing practitioners know nothing until an
institution validates them, which undermines recruitment and trust.

Quality of Higher Education Programs

If degrees become required, preparation programs must be accountable. Faculty should have early
childhood expertise, courses should align with professional competencies, clinical placements should
be supervised, and candidate performance should be assessed through authentic practice.
Accreditation can support consistency, but compliance paperwork should not replace evidence of
graduate competence. Programs also need data on completion, transfer, employment, and outcomes
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across demographic groups. A low-quality degree requirement can raise cost without improving
children’s experience.

Compensation and Career Ladders

Qualifications should correspond with compensation, responsibility, and advancement. A teacher who
earns a degree but remains at poverty wages may leave for another sector, taking the public
investment with them. Salary scales, benefits, planning time, and leadership roles are necessary to
retain skilled educators. Career ladders should allow movement into mentoring, coaching,
administration, and specialized practice without suggesting that the only successful educator is one
who leaves the classroom (Whitebook et al., 2024).

Alternative View: Competency Before Credential

Critics of degree requirements argue that effective relationships, experience, and practical skill are
more important than academic credentials. They also note inconsistent evidence linking degrees
alone with classroom quality. This critique is strongest when it rejects credentialism rather than
professional learning. Competency-based assessment can identify what educators know and do,
regardless of where they learned it. However, entirely informal preparation risks uneven coverage
and limited access to theory or research. A blended model can require competencies while providing
several accredited ways to achieve them.

A Supported Reguirement

A reasonable policy would establish progressively higher qualifications for roles with greater
instructional and leadership responsibility while guaranteeing affordable pathways. Entry educators
might begin with a recognized foundational credential and supervised practice, then earn stackable
college credit. Lead teachers could be expected to complete an associate or bachelor’s degree
aligned with early childhood standards. Public funding should cover tuition, books, release time,
advising, and wage increases. Experienced educators should receive prior-learning assessment and
coaching. This approach treats preparation as public infrastructure rather than an individual purchase.

Evaluation of Early and Winton’s Contribution

Early and Winton’s article remains valuable because it documented variation and made infant-toddler
preparation visible within higher education. Its survey design described program structure but could
not prove that a particular degree causes better child outcomes. The article’s age and historical
setting also mean that current standards, accreditation, online education, apprenticeships, and
workforce reforms must be considered. Its central warning remains relevant: the field cannot claim
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that all programs prepare early childhood teachers consistently when age groups, content, and
clinical experiences differ substantially (Early & Winton, 2001).

Conclusion

Higher education should play a major role in preparing early childhood teachers because the work
requires specialized knowledge, ethical judgment, observation, family partnership, inclusive practice,
and developmentally appropriate teaching. A degree requirement by itself, however, does not
guarantee quality and may worsen inequity if educators must assume debt while receiving low wages.
The strongest policy requires demonstrated professional competencies through accessible,
accredited, and practice-rich pathways. Associate and bachelor’s programs, apprenticeships, prior-
learning recognition, transfer agreements, mentoring, and continuing education can form one
coherent system. Higher qualifications should be matched with public funding and professional
compensation. The question is therefore not simply whether teachers should attend college. It is
whether society will build and finance a preparation system capable of improving children’s
experiences without sacrificing the diverse workforce that already serves them.
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