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Thank you, Co-Chairs Senator Jerry Cirino, Representative Andrea White and the Committee 

members for this opportunity to provide testimony. 

As former early childhood educator for 20 years in professional roles such as director, teacher, 

and family child care provider, I am now privileged to work on behalf of early childhood 

educators as the executive director of Ohio Association for the Education of Young Children 

(Ohio AEYC). Ohio AEYC is the state affiliate of NAEYC, the largest and most respected early 

childhood association in the country. Our 1,600 members are employed in a variety of 

professional roles in all sectors and all settings in the early childhood system, among them – 

non-profit, for-profit, faith-based, public preschool, Head Start, family child care and higher 

education.  

Ohio AEYC fully supports publicly funded child care (PFCC), the SUTQ program, and the 

importance of high-quality early care and education.  

We support the thoughtful, deliberative study committee approach to evaluating the many 

policy issues pertaining to publicly funded child care and the SUTQ program. We believe that a 

thorough understanding of the complexities of this system is vital to achieving sound public 

policy outcomes. 

Our recommendations are based on these core beliefs: 

• At a minimum, Step Up To Quality standards should reflect what we know about 

children’s growth and development, providing important safety protections for children 

and upholding the quality of early childhood education. 
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• We know too much about the importance of children’s development in the early 

years—and what can happen when children are left in unsafe environments—to have a 

market without strong regulations. 

• Step Up To Quality standards offer an objective measure of program quality and offers 

programs a clear path to continuous quality improvement. 

However, thoughtful improvements to the system are encouraged and welcomed.  

Early childhood educators understand the need for rules and regulations. Yet, we often 

hear that these same dedicated early childhood educators are “complaining” about SUTQ 

and do not want to be accountable by completing necessary documentation. 

I would like to suggest that we look at this issue from a professional practice perspective. 

The NAEYC Code of Ethics outlines each educator’s responsibility to provide care and 

education in settings that are safe, healthy, nurturing, and responsive for each child. And 

the Code of Ethics reminds us that “when policies are enacted for purposes that do not 

benefit children, we have a collective responsibility to work to change these policies… and 

a collective obligation to advocate for the best interests of children within early childhood 

programs.”   

Ohio’s early childhood educators know all too well that when standards are duplicative, rigid, 

and time-consuming – it can interfere with their ability to provide optimal care for children and 

families. We appreciate that ODJFS is working to reduce bureaucracy associated with the SUTQ 

program by proposing reduced paperwork and a continuous rating for programs. These 

adjustments will provide more time for program administrators and teachers to focus on best 

practices of their profession that most directly impact positive outcomes for children and 

families. And when providers find the system to be more streamlined and easier to engage 

with, they are more likely to participate fully and stay committed.  

We must also acknowledge that the barriers and challenges are bigger than SUTQ alone 

and will require system-wide solutions.  

SUTQ exists within the larger early childhood system. As a result of decades of inadequate 

investments in high-quality early care and education, children aren’t getting what they 

need, families can’t afford to pay, and the early childhood workforce is paid so little that 

nearly half live in families that depend on public assistance.  



The pandemic exposed existing issues that were always present but not being addressed. 

Early care and education programs are contending with massive and unprecedented 

staffing shortages, leading to fewer spots and long waiting lists. Many who are leaving wish 

they could stay— they love the children and families they work with — but they too must 

meet the needs of their own children and families.  

NAEYC conducted a nationwide survey of center-based and family child care programs 

open between June 17- July 5, 2021. The Ohio results indicated that 76% of programs were 

experiencing a staffing shortage. Of these programs: 

• 44% of programs impacted by staffing shortages are serving fewer children;  

• 40% have a longer waitlist;  

• 36% are unable to open classrooms; and  

• 19% have reduced their operating hours. 

As a recent Action for Children report stated, “Programs are open, but they are not okay.” 

In addition, 48% of survey respondents say it is more difficult to recruit and retain qualified 

educators compared to before the pandemic.  

• 75% of survey respondents identify wages as the main recruitment challenge 

because they are so low that potential applicants recognize they can make more 

money working just about anywhere else. 

• Similarly, 68% of respondents say that low wages are the most common reason that 

educators leave the field, followed by 17% of respondents who pointed to 

exhaustion and burnout. 

Staffing challenges are real and getting worse, and compensation is both the problem and 

the solution. Increasing compensation to attract and retain well-qualified early childhood 

workforce so programs can fully enroll increases families’ options for safe, high-quality 

child care. 

Personnel costs account for the bulk of spending in labor-intensive child care programs, 

and it is deeply challenging for programs to compensate staff at a rate that approaches the 

value they provide. Imagine if parents had to individually shoulder the cost of third grade 

for their child or if elementary school teachers’ wages were determined by what parents 

could afford. 



While Ohio and other states across the country have increased accountability for educators 

by raising expectations and educational requirements, they have frequently done so 

without sufficiently attending to increased compensation. By meeting higher quality 

standards and completing degrees, early childhood educators are keeping their end of the 

bargain, but still earning poverty-level wages. 

Investing in compensation of those working in early childhood education is the best supply 

building strategy available to policy makers. 

We must flip our understanding of quality and put educators in the center. 

To care about the children and families in Ohio is to care about the professionals who support, 

care for, and educate them. Dr. Junlei Li, Harvard Graduate School of Education, asserts that, 

“We can’t make a lasting impact on children by skipping over the adults in the middle.” 

The quality of care “ultimately boils down to the quality of the relationship between the child 

care provider…and the child (Institute of Medicine, 2000, From Neurons to Neighborhoods: The 

Science of Early Childhood Development, p. 314). In other words, when we help educators, we 

help children and families. But when we underinvest in educators, we also undermine the 

quality of early childhood education programs, diminishing their short- and long-term benefits, 

decreasing the return on investment, and harming children and families. 

It is a particular challenge for educators operating family child care homes, many of whom are 

running small businesses in which they pay themselves last. The inability to balance the books is 

one of the factors that has led to steep drops in licensed and regulated family child care, 

reported in states from across the nation. 

Early Childhood Workforce: The NAEYC survey results confirm what we already know – low 

wages are the primary factor contributing to the staffing crisis. Ohio AEYC encourages the 

Committee to examine ways to improve compensation through an expanded wage supplement 

program, developing a target compensation scale to be used to inform the cost of the quality 

child care and used as a pathway to support increased compensation of the early childhood 

workforce.   

Multiple Paths to Quality: There are multiple ways to demonstrate quality. As you heard 

from this morning’s testimony, many communities are also working on quality-related 

issues and providers have met certain quality standards aligned with these initiatives. In 



Virginia, a “Fast Track” was created within their QRIS system to acknowledge their 

established commitment to quality.  

The Fast Track process gives a boost to providers whose programs are already partners in 

programs like the local initiatives you’ve heard about, as well as Head Start programs in 

good standing and programs that have earned NAEYC Accreditation or similar national 

accreditation. Through the Fast Track process, these programs enter the system at Level 3; 

by saving them time and resources, providers are encouraged to stay engaged. 

Provider Voice:  We applaud the efforts of this Committee to engage with various stakeholder 

groups and build true buy-in from the early education community. Programs are more likely to 

take ownership of program practices when those practices reflect the expertise and real-world 

experiences of front line early childhood educators. 

Money: The hard truth is what programs need most is money. Owners and directors of child 

care programs can’t financially plan their way out of a market failure. Parents can’t afford to 

pay. Teachers can’t afford to stay. Owners and directors can’t budget with revenue they don’t 

have, and expenses that exceed what families can afford to pay. 

Ohio’s market rates and reimbursement policies are a barrier for both center-based and family 

child care programs. Reimbursement rates are set too low to cover the true cost of providing 

quality care, forcing providers to operate on extremely tight margins. To complicate matters, 

providers serving children receiving subsidies are paid retroactively based on child attendance, 

rather than enrollment, hindering providers’ ability to accurately predict cash flow and their 

ability to plan for and sustain wage increases. 

Conclusion: 

As changes are contemplated in our system of publicly funded child care and the SUTQ 

system, I believe we need to ask, “How will this recommendation positively or negatively 

impact the children and the dedicated early childhood educators who care for them?” 

“How will this recommendation support the many small business owners — who are 

primarily women — operate and sustain their program in a way that maintains quality 

while also increasing their ability to fully enroll and serve the children and families in their 

communities?”  



Ohio AEYC supports an improved, effective and sufficiently financed Step Up To Quality 

system in our state to ensure programs can deliver on the promise of high-quality early 

childhood education.  All families deserve the opportunity to be able to choose between 

quality settings in which their children are safe, healthy, and learning. Ultimately, we 

envision a first-rate early childhood system where families only have a choice between one 

high-quality program or another high-quality program that best meets their family’s needs. 

Ohio’s children and families deserve no less. 

 


