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Abstract
Shifting realities across the world have emphasized the need to change early childhood systems thinking. Specifically, a qual-
ity early childhood workforce was in high demand before the COVID-19 pandemic and will continue to be in demand until 
sustainable recruitment and retention efforts are achieved. Encouraging more professionals to enter and stay in the field of 
early childhood education involves building an understanding of the current workforce through analyzing the influence of age, 
role, education, wages, and access to incentives on career motivation. In this case study, a rich description of Montana’s early 
childhood workforce is presented along with recommendations to strengthen the state’s early childhood workforce systems. 
Results of survey and focus group data collection and analysis confirmed the pervasive compensation disparity that exists in 
the early childhood workforce and revealed the need for financial incentives to pursue and attain higher education degrees to 
help ensure the delivery of quality early childhood education. Specific recommendations for policy change include sharing 
the data across other state systems and with other nations for the purpose of supporting the growth and development of the 
early childhood workforce in the United States and beyond.
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Introduction

As a strategy to support young children and families, and 
thus strengthen communities, early education experiences 
matter. Shared international perspectives about the benefits 
of early education include the sentiment that all aspects of 
children’s development can be supported, enhanced, and 
sustained by early interventions (Nores & Barnett, 2010; 
Shonkoff et al., 2012; Fleer & van Oers, 2018). Building 

on this shared understanding, Kagan and Roth (2017) sug-
gest that shifting social, economic, technological, and envi-
ronmental realities across the world have highlighted the 
necessity for systematic change to early childhood systems 
thinking. Adaptations to family relationships as well as 
increased family mobility, sometimes resulting in episodic 
poverty that could become chronic, has placed new demands 
on early childhood systems, requiring increased services to 
meet families’ social and economic needs. At the heart of 
these demands is the call to action for universal policy to 
recruit, retain, and build a strong early childhood workforce 
that can help ensure every child’s access to an education that 
best supports and impacts their early experiences.

The purpose of this research is to share the results of a 
case study investigation of early childhood workforce efforts 
in one northwestern state in the United States. Delving into 
Montana’s early childhood workforce could address policy 
change intended to advocate for the early childhood profes-
sion and therefore support young children and their families. 
Research efforts could build a comprehensive understanding 
of the influence of age, role, education, wage, and access 
to incentives on the motivation to enter into and stay in the 
early childhood workforce. Findings could provide insight 

 * Christine Lux 
 christine.lux@montana.edu

 Cassandra Noble 
 cassandra.noble@montana.edu

 Nanci Red Bird 
 nanci.redbird@umwestern.edu

1 Department of Health & Human Development, Montana 
State University, 210D Herrick Hall, Bozeman, MT 59717, 
USA

2 Early Childhood Project, Montana State University, 
P.O. Box 173540, Bozeman, MT 59717, USA

3 Division of Education, University of Montana – Western, 710 
S. Atlantic Street, Dillon, MT 59725, USA

http://orcid.org/0000-0003-1048-8794
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1007/s10643-022-01308-3&domain=pdf


 Early Childhood Education Journal

1 3

into sustained recruitment and retention efforts in Montana 
and across the United States, thus potentially contributing to 
international dialog as the field of early childhood education 
moves forward with revised early care and education guide-
lines, policies, and procedures in response to COVID-19.

Review of the Literature

Globally, the COVID-19 health crisis has had a profound 
impact on “children and their families, preservice and in-
service teachers of young children, and early childhood 
teacher educators” (Early Childhood Education Journal, 
2020, p. 533). Parents’ access to early care and education for 
their children is dependent on sustained program operations, 
including staffing programs with qualified and trained early 
educators and program administrators. In other words, early 
childhood programs cannot exist without early childhood 
program staff. However, a recent report by the European 
Commission (European Union, 2021) revealed that existing 
staff shortages in early care and education were exacerbated 
by the pandemic, thus further limiting available options for 
children and families.

Similarly, in the United States, access to early care and 
education was in high demand before the COVID-19 pan-
demic with national data suggesting that half of the families 
in the United States experience difficulty finding available 
care for children (Sochet, 2019). In the midst of COVID-19, 
a national survey of 5000 early care and education programs 
reported more staggering statistics: nearly 50% of survey 
respondents had completely closed their programs and of 
those programs that remained open, 85% were operating at 
half capacity or less, thus further limiting the availability of 
care (NAEYC, 2020a, 2020b). One solution to the crisis in 
available early care and education is to recruit and retain a 
highly qualified workforce and encourage more professionals 
to enter and stay in the field of early childhood education, 
consistent with the recommendations presented by Organi-
sation for Economic Cooperation and Development and the 
National Research Council.

Recruiting and Retaining the Early Childhood 
Workforce

A central aspect to early childhood systems change is a 
reexamination of the workforce and an analysis of how to 
recruit and retain early childhood professionals who will 
provide support to children and families. In response to the 
international challenge of recruiting and retaining qualified 
early care and education professionals, the Organisation for 
Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD) presented 
a series of policy recommendations geared toward coun-
tries who are struggling to elevate the status of the early 

childhood profession. Suggested recruitment strategies 
include providing information about the value and worth 
of the profession as well as incorporating more pre-service 
field experience and training into existing university and 
higher education programs. Across the world, professional 
development and degree attainment must be affordable and 
accessible to attract and build the early childhood workforce. 
Retention efforts such as improving wages and clarifying 
pathways to career advancement are also included in the 
OECD report (OECD, 2019).

These, and other important recommendations have influ-
enced early care and education in the United States. Before 
the OECD recommendations were published, the National 
Research Council (NRC)’s Transforming the Workforce 
report encouraged an improved knowledge base and set of 
competencies for early childhood educators, enhanced higher 
education programs, and strengthened systems that support 
every facet of the early childhood workforce, which includes 
financial support for workforce development (National 
Research Council, 2015). Finding and securing sustained 
incentives to attain higher education degrees can ensure the 
preparation needed to successfully operate an early child-
hood program and provide high quality care for young chil-
dren in working families (NAEYC, 2020a, 2020b).

Methods

A case study methodology was selected for this study to 
gather in-depth information about Montana’s early child-
hood workforce utilizing data collected by the Montana 
Early Childhood Project (ECP), the state’s Child Care 
Development Fund (CCDF) outreach program, dedicated 
to improving the quality of programs and services for Mon-
tana’s young children and their families. Workforce data col-
lected via the Practitioner Registry maintained by the ECP 
includes education, certifications, employment, and a record 
of professional development and achievements. Wage and 
benefit data are not collected in the current system, leaving a 
gap of knowledge about the workforce that could reveal indi-
cators of motivation to persist in the early care and educa-
tion profession. Therefore, survey and focus group interview 
questions were designed in this case study to fill that gap and 
provide both quantitative and qualitative data for analysis.

Sample

The Practitioner Registry is open to all members of Mon-
tana’s early childhood workforce, and required as of July 
2018 for those who are employed by a licensed early care 
and education facility, including family, group, and center-
based programs. At the start of this research project, the 
ECP had obtained data on approximately 3500 registry 
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participants, representing an estimated 50% of the early 
childhood workforce in Montana.

Measures

The exploratory nature of this study led the research team 
to develop and administer an online survey and conduct 
focus groups via telephone to better understand trends in 
wages, education, incentives, and motivation to stay in the 
early childhood profession. Qualitative, anecdotal evidence 
about Montana’s early childhood professionals had not been 
obtained through rigorous research methods prior to this 
study.

Twenty-four survey questions were developed using other 
state models as well as input from a variety of stakeholders 
in Montana with vested interest to recruit, retain, and sup-
port a highly qualified, valued, and well-compensated early 
childhood workforce. Fixed-response demographic questions 
included age, role, years in the early childhood field, and 
years at current job. Questions about wages allowed par-
ticipants to report hourly, monthly, or annual salary data, 
and also to indicate their last wage increase. Respondents 
selected the types of benefits offered by their employer (e.g., 
health insurance, paid time off, etc.), and also were invited to 
provide additional information about benefits offered and/or 
received. Regarding education, survey participants recorded 
their highest degree received and current enrollment status 
in higher education. Participants were also asked about any 
forms of financial assistance they received for their edu-
cation, in particular the Montana Preschool Development 
Grant (PDG) Leadership and Financial Assistance awards, 
designed to provide tuition assistance and educational mate-
rials support to professionals seeking an early childhood 
teaching endorsement or early childhood education master’s 
degree. Incentives and motivation to stay in the early child-
hood field were measured using Likert scale questions such 
as how likely are you to stay in the field of early care and 
education? and how important is (pay, benefits, job satis-
faction, etc.) in deciding to stay in your current position? 
One open-ended question at the end of the survey encour-
aged participants to share any other comments that might 
contribute toward a better understanding of Montana’s early 
childhood workforce, and also invited participants to indi-
cate their interest in participating in a focus group to provide 
further insight. Focus group questions were aimed to better 
understand how each participant came into the early child-
hood profession, the incentives that were available to support 
attainment of higher education degrees, and their motiva-
tions to stay in the field. See the "Supplementary material" 
for a complete list of survey and focus group questions.

Upon Montana State University Institutional Review 
Board (IRB) approval, the survey was delivered electroni-
cally in December 2018 to 3471 participants who met 

any one of three criteria: (1) current or recent member of 
the Practitioner Registry (active within the prior eighteen 
months), (2) had a currently submitted application to the 
Practitioner Registry, or (3) had ever previously applied for 
or received the Leadership and Financial Assistance award 
through the Montana Preschool Development Grant (PDG). 
Survey participation was incentivized with raffle prizes of 
$50 worth of children’s books which was awarded to nine 
survey participants. The research team was particularly 
interested in receiving feedback and learning more from 
those who had received financial assistance, and so the 76 
individuals in the survey who had received PDG Leadership 
and Financial Assistance awards were asked to indicate their 
interest in participating in a focus group. Of these, eight 
participants engaged in one of two focus groups held in Feb-
ruary 2020.

Survey Results

Eight hundred sixty-nine respondents provided consent to 
participate in the research study and completed the survey, 
representing a 25% rate of return. Questions about age, role, 
and years of experience in the early childhood profession 
contributed to a descriptive understanding of the early child-
hood workforce. Data regarding wages provided evidence of 
low compensation, and information about benefits helped 
build an understanding of incentives to stay in the field. An 
examination of education attainment by age and role further 
described workforce trends and potential areas of needed 
support. An analysis of motivation to stay in the field as 
well as examination of open-ended comments yielded rich 
insight into recruiting and retaining a highly qualified early 
childhood workforce in Montana.

Age

Members of the early childhood workforce in Montana rep-
resented all age categories (Fig. 1). However, nearly half of 
the workforce represented in the sample (48%) was between 
31 and 50 years old (n = 405) and just over half of the work-
force (52%) was over 40 years old (n = 434). In other words, 
the majority of the workforce (77%) that participated in this 
study was over 31 years old.

Role

Survey participants were asked to select among a variety of 
role categories (director/owner, program administrator, lead 
teacher, and assistant teacher) to best describe their current 
position. Role types on the survey were selected based on 
broad categories represented in Montana childcare licensing. 
Although the categories seemed distinct, an “other” category 
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was also included and selected by almost 16% of respond-
ents (n = 131). The director/owner category was selected by 
34% of the sample (n = 288), followed by 29% of respond-
ents that indicated lead teacher as their role (n = 246) and 
14% (n = 119) that indicated assistant teacher. Only 7% of 
survey participants (n = 55) identified themselves as program 
administrators. Distribution of role types are displayed in 
Fig. 2.

Role by Age

A closer look at survey data revealed a better understanding 
of the kinds of positions held by Montana’s early childhood 
workforce at different ages. Eight hundred thirty-eight par-
ticipants reported both age and role type. Among survey 

participants less than 20 years old, 57% of respondents 
reported their role as an assistant teacher (n = 8). Among 
respondents aged 20–25 years old, 3% (n = 8) reported their 
role as director or owner, but 76% of respondents in that age 
span (n = 58) reported holding a lead or assistant teacher 
position. Among survey participants aged 26–30 years old, 
45% reported holding a lead teacher position (n = 45), with 
just under 20% of professionals in that age group report-
ing director/owner or assistant teacher positions (n = 18). 
Among respondents between 31 and 40 years old, 41% 
reported holding a director/owner position (n = 88), followed 
by 28% in lead teacher roles (n = 60). Among survey partici-
pants between the ages 41 and 50 years old, 44% indicated 
a director/owner role (n = 88), and another 25% reported 
lead teacher roles (n = 48). Distribution of role types by age 
ranges is displayed in Fig. 3.

Data collected also suggested that the early childhood 
profession often requires “wearing many hats” and tak-
ing on more than one role, particularly among family and 
group program professionals. For example, one respondent 
indicated “Family provider—I do it all.” Of the 131 “other” 
responses, 20% indicated that they held more than one role.

Years of Experience in the Early Childhood 
Profession

Survey questions regarding years of experience included one 
question about longevity in the field and one question about 
employment length in their current position. Eight hundred 
thirty-nine survey participants reported their years of experi-
ence. Of those, 45% (n = 374) reported employment in the 
early childhood profession for less than 10 years, while 27% 

Fig. 1  Montana’s early childhood workforce by age range (n = 839)

Fig. 2  Montana’s early childhood workforce by role type (n = 839) Fig. 3  Role types by age range (n = 838)
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(n = 229) reported between 11 and 20 years of experience, 
and 28% (n = 236) reported more than 20 years of experi-
ence. Seventeen percent of respondents (n = 145) reported 
more than 25 years of employment in the early childhood 
profession. Distribution of data regarding longevity in the 
field of early childhood is displayed in Fig. 4.

Data regarding years of employment suggests that the 
majority of survey respondents are new to their current posi-
tion. Thirty-five percent of the sample (n = 293) has held 
their current position for less than three years. Another 22% 
of respondents (n = 185) reported 3–5 years of employment 
in their current positions while 16% of the sample (n = 134) 
reported 6–10 years of employment in their current posi-
tions. Only 9% of respondents (n = 74) reported 11–15 years 
of employment in their current positions and just 6% of 
respondents (n = 51) of respondents reported 16–20 years of 
employment in their current positions. The greatest amount 
of longevity in their current position—more than 20 years—
was reported by 12% of the sample (n = 102). Data are dis-
played in Fig. 5.

Wages

Survey participants were able to report hourly, monthly, or 
annual wages and salaries. Monthly salaries were converted 
to and are included with annual salaries. Program adminis-
trators reported the highest earnings, while assistant teachers 
earned the least. Wage results by role type are displayed in 
Table 1.

Benefits

Approximately 60% (n = 472) of respondents reported that 
some benefits were offered by their employer. Of the list 
of possible benefits, paid time off was the most common 
with 25% of all respondents reporting this benefit (n = 426). 
Financial support for professional development and edu-
cation, health insurance, and retirement options were also 
very popular (15–20%). Free or reduced childcare and paid 

membership in a professional organization were less com-
mon with about 7–8% of survey respondents reporting these 
benefits.

Education

Survey questions regarding degree and education attainment 
included selecting the highest level of education attained, 
and indication of current enrollment status in higher educa-
tion and anticipated date of graduation. Figure 6 shows the 
distribution of the 791 participants who reported their high-
est degree received. One third of the workforce reported a 
bachelor’s degree as their highest degree earned (n = 267), 
followed by 29% with a high school diploma or equivalent 
(n = 229), 18% with an associate degree (n = 139), and 10% 
with a master’s degree (n = 83). Eight percent of participants 
(n = 67) reported a Child Development Associate credential 
as their highest level of education. Less than one percent of 
survey participants have received a doctorate degree (n = 3) 
or did not complete high school (n = 3). Fifteen percent of 
respondents (n = 122) indicated they were currently enrolled 
in college.

Motivation to Stay in the EC Field

Participants were asked about their likelihood to stay in 
their current position and also their likelihood to stay in 

Fig. 4  Years employed in the early care and education field (n = 839)

Fig. 5  Years employed in current position (n = 839)

Table 1  Average hourly and annual wages by role (n = 852)

Role type Average 
hourly 
wage

Average 
annual 
salary

n Percent of 
role types

Assistant teacher $11.03 $22,140 124 15%
Lead teacher $12.99 $35,883 249 29%
Other $15.23 $35,206 135 16%
Director/Owner $16.22 $34,457 289 34%
Program administrator $18.76 $37,180 55 6%
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the early childhood profession over the next three years. Of 
the 798 who reported their intentions of remaining in the 
field, 82% (n = 651) reported that they were extremely or 
somewhat likely. Three-quarters of the 797 respondents who 
reported their intentions of remaining in their current posi-
tion (n = 596) reported extremely or somewhat likely.

Open Ended Feedback

Participants provided extensive comments about their 
experience in Montana’s early childhood workforce in the 
open-ended question at the end of the survey. Responses 
were analyzed and coded by theme by each member of the 
research team to ensure reliability of data, and several com-
mon themes emerged, including education, scholarships, 
pay, joy, the Practitioner Registry, and benefits. Figure 7 
shows these themes.

Focus Group Results

Eight survey participants who had received financial assis-
tance through the Montana Preschool Development Grant 
provided insight about their experience in Montana’s early 
childhood workforce by engaging in one of two focus groups 
held in February 2020. Because education was the most 
prominent theme of the open-ended feedback gathered in the 
survey, specific questions about attainment of higher educa-
tion degrees were included in the focus groups. Addition-
ally, participant insight about entry into the field, impact of 
incentives, and ongoing professional goals provided a deeper 
understanding of this specific sector of the workforce and 
gave insight into motivation to stay in the field. Although 

focus group participant identities are kept anonymous in this 
report, demographic data was obtained by matching identi-
ties to Practitioner Registry data.

The eight focus group participants came from eight differ-
ent counties in Montana, with half residing in larger cities, 
and half from smaller towns. There was also representa-
tion from five of Montana’s seven Child Care Resource and 
Referral (CCR&R) regions. All participants were Caucasian 
and non-Hispanic. An attempt was made to include a more 
racially and ethnically diverse group, however many eligible 
and willing participants were unable to participate. Ages of 
the focus group participants ranged from 29 to 53, with an 
average age of 39. The average number of years participants 
had been working in the field was 12, with a range from 6 
to 25 years.

Entry into the Field of Early Childhood Education

Each participant told a unique story about their path to the 
profession, representing a wide variety of experience. Of the 
eight focus group participants, six talked about becoming a 
parent as a catalyst for entering the early childhood work-
force. The struggle to find quality care led four participants 
to start their own early care and education programs.

Impact of Incentives to Attain Higher Education 
Degrees

Participants cited the importance of higher education and 
the opportunity for financial support as motivation to obtain 
a teaching credential or master’s degree. Prior to receiv-
ing a financial assistance award, two participants had not 
completed a higher education degree, one had an associate 
degree in early childhood, and five had bachelor’s degrees. 

Fig. 6  Highest degree earned by Montana’s early childhood work-
force (n = 791)

Fig. 7  Open-ended comment themes (n = 158)
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Among the bachelor’s degrees, two were in related fields 
(e.g., Elementary Education), and three were in unrelated 
fields (e.g., Art).

Previous bachelor’s degrees in both related or unrelated 
fields, such as elementary education or art, did not prevent 
three participants from pursuing and completing a second 
bachelor’s or even graduate level degrees in early child-
hood, however one participant explained, “I wouldn’t have 
attempted it [without the assistance].” Another comment was 
“financial assistance helped formalize my commitment to 
the field.” Another participant expressed gratitude for the 
financial support, but also explained that she “can be there 
for parents, for children. That’s why I go to school.” This 
same participant is thinking of pursuing a specialized degree 
to provide targeted support for struggling learners.

Montana provides other incentives to registry partici-
pants, beyond tuition and fees to cover higher education 
costs. Five of the participants had previously received par-
tial tuition funding through an established higher education 
incentive award, which provides a set amount of assistance 
per semester based on the number of early childhood credits 
earned. Two participants also completed the Montana Early 
Childhood Apprenticeship Program (MECAP), an incentive 
program that provides on-the-job training with the support 
of a mentor as well as college-level classroom instruction. 
One participant started her educational career with an asso-
ciate degree as the end goal, but went on to complete her 
bachelor’s degree and then became an apprenticeship spon-
sor. Focus group participants shared their interest in more 
financial support towards achieving a higher education such 
as a service payback or additional scholarship opportunities 
to help them complete their degrees.

Ongoing Professional Goals

There was clear voice about the passion for early childhood 
education and the commitment to young children and their 
families throughout the focus groups. One participant spoke 
about her role in a small Montana community, explaining 
about children that she got to “start them off” and “see them 
grow up.” This joy has kept her in the field. Another partici-
pant also spoke about her commitment to the community, 
explaining that she holds high standards in her program 
because she wants to provide for the community. Her next 
professional goal is to “advocate for quality care and turn 
this into a profession.” Similarly, another participant sees 
herself leaving teaching for a leadership position to advo-
cate for publicly funded pre-K, explaining that “this is a 
really important time …. to solve community problems.” 
The theme of leadership and advocacy was summed up by 
one participant who wants to “venture into bigger things” 
by taking a more active role in state boards and becoming a 
conference presenter.

Discussion and Recommendations

In this study, new insight was gained about Montana’s early 
childhood workforce, including information about role, age, 
education, wages, motivation to stay in the early childhood 
field, and impact of financial incentives. Several interesting 
conclusions and suggestions for further research are high-
lighted in the sections below.

Role

As previously reported, almost 16% of survey respondents 
(n = 131) selected “other” as their role type. Within the 
31–40 years old age range, 15% of respondents (n = 33) 
indicated different role types and professional responsibili-
ties, ranging from caregiver to mental health consultant to 
elementary school teacher. This suggests that many early 
childhood professionals contribute to the workforce and 
provide services to children and families in unique ways, 
beyond the categorizations provided in the survey. Among 
focus group participants, a variety of typical programs and 
roles were represented, such as center director, group child-
care owner, and head start teacher, but also ranged from 
undergraduate student completing her student teaching to a 
community college faculty member, indicating that access 
to higher education and degree attainment provides different 
opportunities for career advancement throughout different 
stages of professional growth.

A variety of “other” role types reported on the survey 
suggests inconsistencies among agencies and organizations 
across the state that employ early childhood professionals. 
For example, the Montana Early Childhood Project Practi-
tioner Registry uses the role types “early childhood teacher,” 
“assistant teacher,” and “director/owner.” Similarly, Mon-
tana Child Care Licensing uses the role types early child-
hood lead teacher, assistant teacher, and director, reflecting 
recent changes to licensing rule. However, some data track-
ing systems in Montana continue to use the word “caregiver” 
to refer to early childhood professionals employed by early 
care and education programs. It is recommended that all 
early childhood systems use consistent language and titles, 
such as early childhood educator, that are aligned to the lan-
guage and standards used by the National Association for the 
Education of Young Children (NAEYC) that advocate for 
and professionalize the field of early childhood education.

Role by Age

Among survey participants under age 20, 21% (n = 3) 
reported that they are student aides helping lead teach-
ers. This suggests that a portion of the workforce might be 
enrolled in higher education and is employed by an early 
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care and education program, perhaps on a college campus. 
As the workforce gets older, age somewhat predicts moving 
into roles with greater management responsibility, such as 
taking on a director or administrative role. This also has 
implication for wage and salary, as management positions 
earn more money than teaching roles. Focus group data fur-
ther supports this claim, as participants with the most years 
of experience held higher level positions.

Education

An analysis of education attainment among survey partici-
pants at various ages and within different role types revealed 
trends and characteristics about Montana’s early childhood 
workforce. Survey data, shown in Figs. 8 and 9, suggests 
that high school and bachelor’s degree attainment were fairly 
evenly split in each age range. Master’s degrees became 
less prevalent as age increased, and bachelor’s degrees were 
most commonly associated with director/owners and lead 
teachers.

Interestingly, focus group participants provided some neg-
ative sentiment about the impact of their education and cited 
some of the challenges to completing a degree. One respond-
ent explained that “the coursework wasn’t groundbreaking” 
and another shared that she hasn’t “received a lot of benefit 
from my education.” Follow up questions were not asked 
to better understand the kinds of benefits that were antici-
pated, but one participant explained that “professionally, I 
am still in the same position,” suggesting that perhaps she 
expected to achieve a higher-ranking position in her place 
of employment. One participant spoke about the “hoops to 
jump through” to obtain her teaching credential, explaining 
that, in particular, student teaching was very difficult to com-
plete while also trying to earn an income. She suggested, and 
the researchers agreed, that financial incentives are crucial 

to a teacher candidates’ ability to ensure financial stability 
while finishing a teaching endorsement.

Wages

The Center for the Study of Child Care Employment 
reported that “teaching in early care and education (ECE) 
programs is one of the lowest-paid occupations in the United 
States” (Whitebook, et al., 2018, p. 1). In other fields, salary 
and wages can be indicative of the value of work completed, 
but chronic low wages persist despite the value placed on 
early childhood education. One focus group participant 
revealed that “families view me as more professional but 
I’m not paid more.” Open ended comments on the survey 
also revealed strong themes about pay, following comments 
about education and scholarship. One participant noted, “I 
love the field of Early Childhood and want to stay in this 
field, but I am having a hard time finding a job that can pay 
me a living wage and includes benefits.”

In this study, wages were reported either hourly, monthly, 
or annually. Curiously, nearly 14% of survey respondents 
(n = 120) did not provide wage or salary information on the 
survey. Some program owners explained in the open-ended 
comments that they do not earn reportable wages, which 
suggests a need for more professional development about 
business practices, including tax credits, income reporting, 
and recognizing financial gain for household expenses that 
are covered by revenue generated by tuition.

A limitation to the study results was discovered regard-
ing calculation of average earnings. The researchers did not 
parse out full time or part time employment when partici-
pants reported their salary instead of hourly wages, therefore, Fig. 8  Education levels by age (n = 785)

Fig. 9  Education levels by role type (n = 659)
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calculations about average earnings may not be accurate. A 
recommendation for further research is to determine num-
ber of hours worked to get a clearer picture of wages. This 
limitation is consistent with a recent Montana Department 
of Labor and Industry (DLI) report (Watson, 2019) about 
earnings for the early care and education workforce. In the 
DLI report, wage reporting was focused to childcare licens-
ing role types, which are one subset of roles reported in the 
current study. In the current study and the DLI report, com-
pensation seems to be tied to professional role (i.e. managers 
are paid more than assistant teachers), but a clearer align-
ment of pay to education might help establish pay scales and 
guidance for employers seeking to improve compensation.

Motivation to Stay in the Field

Survey participants were asked about their likelihood to 
stay in the early childhood profession and the importance of 
wage, benefits, personal fulfillment, and opportunities for 
growth in their career planning. A closer analysis of these 
motivators is needed to further understand perceptions of 
Montana’s early childhood workforce. Continued analysis 
and reporting of the qualitative data obtained through the 
open-ended question on the survey could continue to add to 
the understanding of Montana’s early childhood workforce. 
Among focus group participants, there was clear sentiment 
regarding passion for young children and families. The moti-
vation to stay in the field seemed most focused on making a 
difference in the community.

Conclusion

Globally, early childhood education is a valuable profession, 
but it is fraught with compensation disparity and barriers 
to the pursuit and attainment of higher education degrees. 
Wages must reflect the education, knowledge, and commit-
ment of professionals who support young children and their 
families. Degree attainment, coupled with ongoing profes-
sional development and mentoring, can ensure the delivery 
of high-quality early care and education.

Investment in the early childhood workforce, in Montana 
and beyond, requires a keen understanding of how indi-
viduals come into the profession and why they stay. In this 
study, an understanding was gained regarding Montana’s 
early childhood workforce. Recommendations to further 
support recruitment and retention efforts resulted from sur-
vey and focus group data analysis that revealed some gaps 
in data collection. Addressing these gaps could help other 
states, territories, and countries continue to support the early 
childhood workforce. Specific recommendations for policy 
change include: (1) utilizing economic data and wage report-
ing to best align role types with earnings, (2) identifying the 

diverse role types within the early childhood profession, (3) 
establishing financial incentives for role advancement, (4) 
outlining a career path with education attainment achieve-
ment recognition, and (5) providing start-up grants and men-
torship opportunities to encourage entry into the profession. 
Recognizing and celebrating early childhood professionals 
as an essential influence on the health and strength of our 
communities could spark more effective recruitment and 
retention, thus supporting young children and their families.
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