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Now is the time to invest more in Ohio’s Step Up to Quality child care rating system.

A few years ago I volunteered to read on a regular basis at a child care program in Dayton.
Maurice was just one of the preschool students in the class, all of whom were full of energy
and curiosity. He loved the Disney Cars movies, and I would bring in any book I could find that
featured Lightning McQueen.

Maurice would light up with excitement when we read. He is bright, and he asked great
questions. It was easy to envision him as a leader — when he’s off to school, even when he’s
on the job.

But Maurcie was dreadfully bored. His teacher, who had recently graduated from high school,
did not have a clue what to do with 12 preschoolers. She sat in her chair and barked orders at
the children, threatening that she would call their mothers if they didn’t behave.

This caregiver — clearly, it would be wrong to suggest she is a teacher in the honest sense of
the word — isn’t a bad person. She just didn’t have any training on teaching young children.
Ohio’s licensing system does not require her to go to school to understand how to manage and
teach a classroom of young children. All that you need to work in child care is a high school
diploma and to take basic CPR/First Aid/Child Abuse Prevention classes.

Now let me tell you about Ms. S — a teacher who has worked at a child care program in
Dayton for the last two decades. Ms. S has a wealth of experience nurturing young minds at a
time when their brains are being hard-wired for future learning.



Just last week she shared that she was struggling to understand why her high-school-aged
son makes more flipping hamburgers at Burger King than she does teaching children. “I do this
because I believe in the kids, but I don’t understand why I am paid so little,” she said.

Another teacher in our community — Miss M — went back to school to earn a degree in early
childhood education. She wanted to improve her teaching and the quality of life for her own
daughter. She thought if she went back to school, she’d be a better teacher and earn more to
take care of her own family. Little did she know that when she graduated, her small raise
would cause her to lose Medicaid benefits. Getting her degree and a small raise meant she was
$700 to the negative every month.

And then there’s Mom C who has a decent job and is raising three children. One of her sons
has special needs, so when it was time to find child care for him, she knew she needed a
program that would do more than provide babysitting. She sought out a 5-Star center that
would care for all of her children and offer support and early education.

Finally, there’s the business owners opening in what we call the airport corridor near the
Dayton Airport. Thousands of jobs are coming, but the employers are frantically looking for
workers.

These are the stories of real people in our Dayton community. What’s the common thread
among them? They represent the three reasons we should invest more in the SUTQ system.
Our children, our early educators and our businesses need Step Up to Quality — and increased
investment in it.

Step Up is important because it helps programs like Maurice’s that are simply not good
enough. The benchmarks for each Star Rating tier gave Maurice’s child care site a path to
improve and provides incentives to do so. In a 5-Star-plus environment, Maurice and the other
children in his class will learn to love learning and be more ready to start kindergarten on track.
We want this period to be a time when we ignite Maurice’s and his classmates’ curiosity that’s
bubbling in their sponge-like brains.

Mom C needs Step Up and a 5-Star program so she can be confident she’s leaving her children
in a nurturing and enriching environment as she heads to work. While Step Up provided her
some assurance about quality, the reality is the 5-Star system doesn’t say anything about
teachers being trained and educated in supporting and teaching special needs children.

Step Up is just that — a step in the right direction of how we think about child care and early
learning for children. In no way is it enough as it currently exists. Earning a 1-Star requires very
little of programs in terms of offering quality programming. A 5-Star distinction is definitely
going in the right direction.



Dayton’s Preschool Promise, which I lead, has very intentionally said that Step Up is just one
marker of quality. We require all of our partner child care and preschool sites to be Star-Rated
AND to commit to continuing to improve their teaching practices.

Our data show that children who attend Star-Rated sites do better as they start kindergarten,
but the children are still not fully ready. That’s because even a 5-Star system is not deluxe
high-end child care. It’s simply a step toward better learning environments.

The reason Step Up falls short is we’re not focusing enough on ensuring teacher quality, and,
importantly, paying TRAINED teachers enough to remain in the field.

Research shows that teachers’ skill levels, the quality of their interactions with children in the
classroom and adult-to-child ratios are what improve outcomes for children.

Now let’s go back to Ms. S and Miss M - the teachers at child care sites in Dayton who are
working hard to raise their own families and struggling to make ends meet. They’re receiving
public assistance themselves because they’re paid so little. They’re paid so little because the
child care system — under Step Up — is not adequately funded. And families can’t possibly
pay the real cost of supporting a high-quality early learning classroom.

We just did a survey last month with child care teachers in Dayton. It found that lead teachers
make an average of just under $15 an hour, while assistant teachers make $13 per hour. Half
of the teachers are on public assistance because their wages are so pitifully low. And these
hourly rates are actually higher than the last time we asked, clearly because of the current job
market.

When Burger King, CVS and Amazon are paying $17-$20/hour for someone who doesn’t have
a degree or credential, it is difficult to attract people to work in early learning and child care.

We have talked with administrators of child care programs and run our own cost models —
and the Step Up math doesn’t work. When you look at a program entirely funded by PFCC, you
are in the red if you attempt to pay your teachers more than the current going rate. In other
words,  funding is not covering the real cost of quality. But, at least the 5-Star level pays
something more. Without the 5-Star-level reimbursement, child care program would be out of
business.

And by way of explanation, Preschool Promise is a nonprofit, funded primarily by the City of
Dayton and Montgomery County. We do not receive any funding from PFCC or the CCDBG and
do not benefit from Step Up to Quality in any direct way.

Now is the time to invest in the quality child care system in Ohio. Child care has been woefully
underfunded for many years, but, in the face of COVID-19, the system is at a breaking point.
We have child care providers all over our County that have waiting lists because they cannot
open classrooms because they cannot find teachers willing to work for the extremely low pay.



We have teachers leaving the field in droves — one recently left to work at an office cleaning
company because she would make nearly double in that role. The moms and dads on waiting
lists are prospective employees for businesses clamoring for workers.

When I and others tell you that child care is in crisis, we are advocating for children and
families. But we’re also speaking up for, and on behalf of, businesses— they simply cannot find
the workers they need to grow and even stay in business. Women unemployment rates are
reaching all-time lows and a significant reason is they cannot figure out viable child care
options.

Child care teachers have for years subsidized the government’s inadequate funding of a
teetering system by accepting low wages. But today, more than ever, they have choices about
where they can earn enough to support themselves and their own children. We’re giving our
most committed and passionate early educators no choice but to leave a profession they may
love but that doesn’t love them back.

It’s time that we stop propping up the child care system on their backs. We have to step up and
invest more in quality child care — for Maurice, our amazing and dedicated early educators and
our businesses that can’t succeed without high quality child care for their employees.


