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Recruiting Woes

Few college graduates choose early childhood

esearchers are not exactly sure why the quality of Penn-
sylvania's early childhood programsisfaling, but they
are certain that a serious shortage of well-educated teachers skilled in
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The findings, reported by the Uni-
versities Children’s Policy Collabora
tive, are the result of six months of re-
search on early childhood care and edu-
cation in Pennsylvania, including an
examination of educational and training
opportunities for professionalsin the
early childhood field. UCPC isacol-
laborative of the Pennsylvania State
University Prevention Research Center,
the University of Pittsburgh Office of
Child Development, and the Center for
Public Policy of Temple University. It
was created to provide nonpartisan in-
formation on issues important to the
well-being of children, youth, and fami-
lies.

Good Teachers = Quality

The experience, education, and
training of teachers and staff isanim-
portant measure of the quality level of
an early childhood program.

UCPC researchers and others have

found that teachers with at least a bache-
lor’'s degree provide higher quality of
care. Some of the areasinfluenced by
having well-educated teachers include
using language to develop reasoning
skills, art activities, and promoting ac-
ceptance of diversity. The impact of em-
ploying well-educated staff and teachers
is most marked in home-based child
care.

Head Start programs, as a group,
earned the highest marks for quality in
the state, according to a UCPC quality
study of early childhood services. One
of the key reasons for its successis the
high level of education of the staff and
teachersin the programs.

“One of the best ways of improv-
ing quality — a very cost-effective way —
islooking at education of staff and train-
ing. That has clearly been demon-
strated,” said Richard Fiene, Ph.D., Di-
rector of the Capital Area Early Child-
hood Training Institute at Pennsylvania

State University.

Quiality early care and education is
associated with better school achievement
among children, less grade retention,
higher graduation rates, fewer behavior
problems at school, and other benefits.
But only high quality early childhood
services achieve those results. Unfortu-
nately, high quality services are the ex-
ception rather than the rule in Pennsylva-
nia, where fewer than 20% of early child-
hood programs offer the kind of quality
environments that promote the full poten-
tial of early learning, according to the
UCPC quality study. Just as troubling, the
study found that the quality of services
has declined in the past five years over
heights received in the early 1990s.

A Serious Shortage

Researchers found that the declinein
quality coincided with a sharp drop in the
percentage of well-educated teachers em-
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ployed by early childhood programs.
For example, 25% of the infant toddler
teachersin 1996 had bachelor’s degrees
compared to only 5% of the teachersin
2000.

Overall, UCPC researchers report
that today only 58% of preschool teach-
ers, 39% of Head Start teachers, 22% of
child care center teachers and 18% of
home-based providersin Pennsylvania
have a bachel ors degree in any subject.

Fewer still are child care and early
education teachers with degreesin early
childhood — the course of study that is
the most appropriate for their work.
More than half of college-educated
teachers who teach children 5 years old
and younger have a background in ele-
mentary education instead.

Programsin early childhood offer
more comprehensive training in early
childhood development and services
than do programs in elementary educa-
tion. For example, 96% of early child-
hood programs required a practica with
3-to-5 year-old children compared to
only 60% of elementary education pro-
grams. Early childhood programs also
employ more faculty trained in early
childhood than programsin elementary
education, which tend to train their
graduates to be teachersin any of the
elementary school grades, not specifi-
cally in early childhood.

More specialized training of early
childhood teachersis desperately
needed but not always offered as part of
the coursework for a degree. For exam-
ple, 96% of child care centers, pre-
schools, and Head Start programs report
having at least one child enrolled who
has a disability. But only 58% of the
early childhood and 35% of elementary
education bachelors programs require a
course on working with such children.

Recruiting Woes

Only half of the early childhood
college graduates take jobs working
with children kindergarten age or
younger —and more than a quarter of
them leave Pennsylvaniato do so, ac-
cording to the UCPC survey of higher
education programs.

“It's harder to recruit students to
go into early childhood fields because
they know they will make little money
when they come out,” said Christina
Groark, Ph.D., Co-Director of the
University of Pittsburgh Office of
Child Development.

Programs admit that wages and
benefits are serious obstaclesto at-
tracting well-educated teachers.

University faculty similarly com-
plain that the prospect of graduating to
low paying jobs and poor working con-
ditions deters students from the field.

To make matters worse, the cost of
aBachelor’s degree in early childhood
education is nearly $10,000 higher than
the cost of obtaining adegree in elemen-
tary education. And afull tuition waiver
isvery rarely available for studentsin
either discipline at any level of degree.

These costs, the lack of aid, and
the low pay offered in the field are all
reasons why 43% of bachelors students
in early childhood education say they
have difficulty paying back their student
loans.
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