
Improving Early Childhood Education
The median wage among Wisconsin child 
care workers is just $8.66 per hour.

The turnover rate among state child care 
workers is 40 percent annually.

Just 29% of teachers in full-day child care 
centers had an Associate’s Degree or 
higher in 2004. 

Wisconsin Shares is the state’s program to 
help low-income families pay for child care. 
Annual budget of roughly $315 million. 
Serves roughly 53,000 children each month. 

Wisconsin Shares ranks among top 
performing states in terms of wait lists, 
co-pays, eligibility and state payment 
rates, according to the National Child Care 
Information Center. 

Just over half of Wisconsin’s school districts 
offer 4-year-old kindergarten, covering 32% 
of the state’s 4-year olds.

 

By the time a child reaches age three, 85 to 90 percent of his or her core 
brain structures have already been formed. Without regular stimulation and 
nurturing, normal brain development can be stunted, placing children at 

great risk of falling behind emotionally and intellectually. Providing high quality 
care to children from infancy is essential to avoiding this risk, and helping to 
prepare Wisconsin’s youngest residents for success in education and, eventually, 
the world of work. 

Roughly 75 percent of young children in Wisconsin are cared for regularly by 
someone other than a parent – in day care centers, homes, preschools and Head 
Start programs around the state. While some of these settings provide a safe and 
enriching learning environment, many do not. Poor compensation for child care 
workers combined with a lack of incentives to ensure the provision of high quality 
care mean that not all children in the state are getting off to the best possible 
start.

Investing in the quality of care our kids receive in the early years may have the 
highest long-term pay-off of any economic development program. The state of 
Wisconsin has been a leader in some programs for children, but there is much 
more that can be done to strengthen the quality of care that our children receive.   

1.  Keep Wisconsin Shares strong. For many low-income families, child care 
costs would be out of reach without the assistance of the state’s subsidy 
program, Wisconsin Shares. The program provides about $315 million 
annually to help cover child care costs for approximately 53,000 children from 
some 32,000 families each month. A 2004 report by the National Child Care 
Information Center found that according to criteria based on wait lists, co-
pays, eligibility and state payment rates, Wisconsin’s subsidy program ranks 
among top performing states.

 Currently, families must have an income below 185 percent of poverty ($29,772 
for a family of three in 2005) to be initially eligible for the program, but can 
continue participation until their income exceeds 200 percent of poverty. 
Wisconsin Shares requires parents to provide co-pays based on family size, 
income, and the type of child care setting they select. Co-pay levels cannot 
exceed 12 percent of a family’s income; typically parents pay about 10 percent 
of the cost of care. Unlike many other states, there is no waiting list for 
Wisconsin Shares – all eligible families receive subsidies. The lack of waiting 
lists and broad reach of the program are two reasons that it ranks so highly in 
the nation. 

 This standing is, however, in jeopardy, as the state responds to budget 
shortfalls in the program. On the table are  proposals to increase co-pays, 
lower the income eligibility level, lower payment rates to child care providers 
and institute waiting lists to save money in the program. To support low-wage 
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workers in the state, and to secure child care for the state’s children, leaders 
should work hard to keep Wisconsin Shares strong and to not undermine it with 
restructuring that saves money at the expense of the quality of care we have. 

2.  Reward higher quality providers under Wisconsin Shares. Parents can choose 
any provider who participates in Wisconsin Shares – licensed child care centers, 
licensed or certified family day care homes, or more informal child care settings. 
The chosen provider is subsidized, regardless of quality by the state investment; in 
fact, a substantial portion of the child care subsidies go to low quality providers, 
in part because there are very few programs that rate as “high quality” and also 
because the maximum reimbursement guidelines restrict parental choice to lower 
quality programs which tend to be cheaper.

 According to a 2002 Wisconsin Child Care Research Partnership study of child 
care centers receiving subsidies from the state, just 15 percent were of “good” 
or “excellent” quality, while the majority – fully 74 percent – were considered 
“mediocre.” The remaining 11 percent were of “poor” quality. To improve these 
ratings, Wisconsin should provide incentives to ensure that the providers it 
subsidizes are high quality.

 Wisconsin should adopt a rating system for providers participating in Wisconsin 
Shares, as Governor Doyle has proposed to do in his “Quality Care for Quality 
Kids” initiative (the governor has proposed spending $2.8 million on this initiative in 
2008-09), where reimbursement levels are highest for those with high quality, “five-
star” rankings. Such a structure would reward the providers that already offer better 
quality care while encouraging lower quality providers to make improvements to 
services. The policy also sends a strong signal that the state expects that all of its 
children are able to get off to a good start. Thirty-four states currently have tiered 
reimbursement systems.

3.  Improve compensation for child care workers. Child care workers in Wisconsin, 
like the rest of nation, earn very low wages; in 2004, the median wage among child 
care workers was a meager $8.66 per hour, or about $18,000 per year. Most receive 
few, if any, employer-provided benefits. Nearly half of all child care workers in the 
state are not offered health care insurance by their employer, and just 29 percent of 
employers who do provide health insurance cover more than half the cost. 

 Low wages and weak benefits are major deterrents to attracting and retaining high 
quality child care workers in the state. A 2001 survey of credentials held by child 
care workers in Wisconsin reflect this problem: just 14 percent of child care workers 
had a Bachelor’s degree; 58 percent had no more than a high school diploma. 
Attracting more highly educated child care providers will only happen if Wisconsin 
takes the steps needed to better compensate these workers. 
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For more on Early 
Childhood Education

Wisconsin Council on 
Children and Families 
Early Education 
Project provides policy 
recommendations and 
data on early education. 

Find it at: www.wccf.org/
proj_education.php

Wisconsin Child Care 
Research Partnership 
offers data on child care 
quality and workforce 
issues.

Find it at: www.uwex.edu/
ces/flp/wccrp

 

Washington State’s Career and Wage Ladder Project  
 

The Washington Legislature, recognizing that low wages for child care workers 
limits the availability of quality child care in the state, enacted legislation in 2005 
to improve wages in the industry. The Child Care Career and Wage Ladder 
Project provides increased pay for child care workers based on work experience, 
level of responsibility, and education. Wage increments are paid by the state and 
participating child care centers. An evaluation of 126 child care centers in the pilot 
program that preceded the legislation found that the ladder improved the quality 
of early learning by reducing staff turnover and encouraging child care workers to 
pursue academic programs in early childhood education. 

For more information, see the 2005 Economic Policy Institute report Achieving 
High Quality Early Learning and Care in Washington State. 



 Build a stronger wage floor and provide incremental wage gains for various 
education and experience: This would send a strong signal to potential child care 
workers that the state is serious about early education and attracting more qualified 
workers. A wage minimum could be supplemented by a program which awards 
additional subsidized wages on the basis of education, tenure, and responsibility.

 Extend health care insurance to more workers: This could be done, as has been 
proposed, by expanding BadgerCare, the state’s health insurance program for low-
income families, to cover child care employees without children of their own (and 
therefore not currently eligible for BadgerCare). This would provide thousands of 
child care workers with affordable health insurance, and could help attract new, 
qualified workers to the field.  
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Providing Health Care for Child Care Workers in Rhode Island 
 
In 1997, the Rhode Island legislature made history by becoming the first state 
to offer comprehensive health and dental coverage to in-home child care 
providers. The program not only extended benefits to a vulnerable segment 
of the population, but also helped establish higher standards that would help 
make positions in the child care industry more attractive (the subsidy was later 
extended to center-based child care workers as well). As a result of the health 
care legislation, the number of child care providers living in poverty in Rhode 
Island dropped substantially; between 1998 and 2002, the poverty rate for 
participating child care workers fell from 44 percent to 15 percent. 

A detailed account of the Rhode Island initiative by Public/Private Ventures can 
be found at www.ppv.org/ppv/publications/assets/206_publication.pdf. 

4.  Expanding 4-year-old kindergarten programs. Another approach to improving 
quality care for Wisconsin’s young children is to expand 4-year-old kindergarten 
(4K) programs. When such programs are designed in close collaboration between 
high quality early childhood education providers and school districts, the resources 
help build quality of care and education and ensure that more kids are ready to 
learn when they get to kindergarten. While the curriculum is often “play-based” 
the investment reaps serious rewards. Collaboration between schools and providers 
ensures that the curriculum and teaching resources are sufficient to meet standards 
and that the schedule and location can meet the needs of families and children in 
our communities.

 Currently, 56 percent of Wisconsin’s 426 school districts offer 4K, and 32 percent 
of the state’s 4-year-olds are enrolled. Although the number of school districts 
offering 4K is steadily increasing, the current number of participating 4-year-olds 
in Wisconsin is small compared to some other states. Oklahoma, for example, is 
considered a national leader on universal 4K and enjoys a participation rate of over 
90 percent. Wisconsin spent $95.6 million on 4K in 2005-06, roughly two-thirds of 
which came form the state, with the remaining coming from local school districts. 
About $4,552 was spent on each 4K student enrolled in Wisconsin. (For more 
information on 4K statistics in Wisconsin and around the country, see The State of 
Preschool 2006 by the National Institute for Early Education Research.)

 Make funding available to school districts interested in instituting 4K: The state can 
provide the financial resources to enable school districts to build 4K programs if 
they choose. In fact, Governor Doyle’s 2008-09 budget does just that, by providing 
$3 million to help school districts with 4K start-up costs. Such investments could 
help demonstrate Wisconsin’s commitment to high quality early education, and, by 
expanding 4K in the state, bring Wisconsin closer in line with national leaders on 
this front.  

The Center on Wisconsin 
Strategy (COWS) is a non-
profit, nonpartisan “think-
and-do tank” dedicated 
to improving economic 
performance and living 
standards in the state of 
Wisconsin and nationally. 
Based at the University 
of Wisconsin-Madison, 
COWS works to promote 
“high road” strategies 
that support living wages, 
environmental sustainability, 
strong communities, and 
public accountability.

For more information visit:  
www.cows.org
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