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Executive Summary 

The Gateways to Opportunity Registry was established in 2009 to be the statewide data system 

for collecting and reporting on the characteristics of the early childhood education workforce in 

Illinois.  Development of the Gateways Registry was informed by a cross-sector committee of 

the Professional Development Advisory Council (PDAC), and included members representing the 

Department of Children and Family Services (DCFS), Illinois Department of Human Services 

(IDHS), Illinois Head Start Association (IHSA), and Illinois State Board of Education (ISBE).  In 

addition to those state agency partners, professional development agencies including Child Care 

Resource and Referral (CCR&R) agencies, STARNET, and both public and private early childhood 

education programs have been engaged in the work.  This report – Illinois’ Early Childhood 

Education Workforce 2020 Report – is a result of the commitment to establishing a 

comprehensive workforce data repository through the Gateways Registry. 

There has been tremendous growth in the Registry from 2009 to 2020 as it evolved from a 

voluntary system to being mandatory for several sectors within early childhood education.  In 

2012, the Department of Children and Family Services (DCFS) implemented rule changes that 

required those working in licensed settings (center-based and home-based) to join and maintain 

membership in the Gateways Registry.  In addition to DCFS, the Illinois Department of Human 

Services (IDHS), Illinois State Board of Education (ISBE) and Governor’s Office of Early Childhood 

Development (GOECD) have also required Gateways Registry membership for specific groups of 

professionals under their purview, bringing the total number of active individual records close to 

100,000. 

The purpose of this report is to provide rich, descriptive data about Illinois’ early childhood 

education workforce, as shown by analysis of the data within the Gateways Registry.  Several of 

the research questions from the Illinois Early Learning Council’s Research Agenda1 are addressed 

within this report, including: 

• What are the demographics of program staff, directors, and family child care providers? 

• What languages do program staff and directors speak? 

• What education, preparation, and training have program staff, directors, and family 

child care providers received? 

• What credentials do program staff, directors, and family child care providers currently 

have? 

• What are the salaries provided? 

• How long have staff been in their current program? 
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KEY FINDINGS 

1. There is greater racial diversity among teaching staff in licensed centers compared to 

public schools.  However, staff is predominately white in lead teacher and administrator 

positions. 

• Overall, 53% of assistant teachers, 59% of family child care providers, and 64% of family 

child care assistants identified as BIPOC. 

• 61% of center administrators and 58% of lead teachers are White. 

• Regionally, the racial diversity of teaching staff generally mirrors the diversity of the 

population where they work. 

 

2. There is a growing bilingual population within the workforce. 

• Illinois has seen a 42% increase in ELL students served public school bilingual education 

programs since 2010, underscoring the need for bilingual educators. 

• More than 13% of licensed family child care providers and assistants, and 10% of 

assistant teachers in licensed centers reported speaking Spanish or another language as 

their primary language, and English as a second language. 

• In licensed child care centers, over half of the bilingual teaching staff were under the 

age of 35. 

 

3. The majority of directors and teachers in licensed center-based programs have completed 

a college degree, often completing more education than required by licensing. 

• 68% of teachers and 85% of directors in licensed centers have completed an associate 

degree or higher. 

• Levels of education are relatively consistent across the studied geographic regions of 

Illinois.  However, teaching staff in Chicago had higher levels of education.  This is in part 

due to the greater proportion of programs that require additional educational 

qualifications for teachers and assistant teachers. 

• Of educators whose highest completed degree was a high school diploma or GED, 22% 

have taken some college coursework, with an average of 56 credit hours earned.  Nearly 

half of these teachers have amassed 60 credit hours or more – the equivalent of an 

associate degree. 

 

4. There has been a dramatic increase over the last five years in the percentage of the 

workforce that holds Gateways to Opportunity Credentials. 

• The percent of licensed center directors holding a Gateways ECE Credential at Levels 2-6 

increased from 5% in 2015 to 33% in 2020.  Teachers holding an ECE Credential at Levels 

2-6 increased from 4% to 22% during that same time. 

• Just over 25% of center directors now hold a Gateways Illinois Director Credential (IDC), 

compared to 5% in 2015. 
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• Black teachers in licensed centers were the most likely of teachers of any race to have a 

Gateways Credential.  Hispanic/Latinx teachers were more likely to have a credential 

than teachers of any other race except Black. 

• Hispanic/Latinx licensed family child care providers were the most likely of FCC 

providers of any race to have a credential.  Black FCC providers were more likely to have 

a credential than providers of any other race except Hispanic/Latinx. 

 

5. Gateways Registry-approved trainings and conferences are frequently used by the 

workforce for high quality professional development, but there is opportunity for growth. 

• More than 180 professional organizations and agencies now offer training that has been 

quality-assured through the Gateways Registry. 

• Over 60% of staff working in licensed centers and family child care homes attended 

Registry-approved training in 2019. 

• On average, educators took 10-14 hours of Registry-approved training. 

• However, not all 15 hours of training required by DCFS came from Registry-approved 

training.  Licensed center administrators receive 56-67% of their required training 

through Registry-approved sources.  Teachers and assistant teachers received similar 

amounts, with 62-66% and 60-64% of their required training hours coming from 

approved sources. 

 

6. Wages are low compared to other occupations and vary based on education, attainment 

of Gateways Credentials, and ages taught. 

• Licensed center directors earn $17.00 an hour, teachers earn $13.85 an hour, and 

assistant teachers earn $11.00 an hour. 

• Wages increase with higher levels of education.  A licensed center teacher with a 

bachelor’s degree made $15.00 per hour compared to $12.50 for a teacher with a high 

school diploma or GED. 

• Teachers who have a Gateways ECE Credential in addition to a bachelor’s degree earn 

nearly $2,700 more per year than those with the degree alone. 

• Teachers that work with infants and toddlers make $1.40 less per hour than their 

colleagues who work with preschool-age children. 

CONCLUSION 

The challenges faced by the early childhood education workforce are varied and complex.  

Research clearly demonstrates how important qualified educators and caregivers are to a child’s 

growth and development in their early years, as well as to their future success in school.  

Without a well-qualified and well-compensated workforce, the children of Illinois will not 

experience the full range of benefits that can be realized through high-quality early childhood 

education.  It is our hope that this report will be a valuable resource for leaders and 
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policymakers to inform conversations that will further support and advance the early childhood 

education workforce in Illinois.    
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Introduction 

Illinois’ early childhood education workforce plays a crucial role in the state’s economy.  Based 

on data from the U.S. Census Bureau’s 2019 American Community Survey, there are 602,110 

children in Illinois under the age of six where all parents in the household work.2  Without early 

childhood education options available, many of these parents would be unable to participate in 

the labor force.  In addition to their direct value to the present economy, early childhood 

educators play a crucial role in the future economic success of our state.  This “workforce 

behind the workforce” includes over 80,000 individuals who support children’s development 

and learning to ensure they enter kindergarten ready to succeed.  The seminal 2015 report from 

the National Academies of Sciences, Engineering, and Medicine entitled Transforming the 

Workforce for Children Birth Through Age 8: A Unifying Foundation reinforced what we know 

about the science of how children learn and the impact early childhood educators have on 

children’s health, development, and learning.  Professor James Heckman, a Nobel Prize-winning 

expert on the economics of human development, has published a vast array of research 

demonstrating the positive economic benefit of investments in high quality early childhood 

education, one of which is a 7-13% return on investment for children enrolled in high-quality 

early childhood programs.3 

There are several sectors and settings within the field of early childhood education in Illinois, 

including licensed child care centers, state-funded preschool (Preschool for All), Head Start/Early 

Head Start, and licensed family child care.  In addition, there are a substantial number of 

children being cared for in license-exempt and “family, friend, and neighbor” settings.  Finally, 

there are many supporting services that complement and intersect with the early childhood 

education system including home visiting, health, mental health, and other social services. 

Given the importance of a qualified early childhood education workforce, it is essential for 

states to be able to track the size and characteristics of that workforce.  The Gateways to 

Opportunity® Registry is the workforce data system established in 2009 to collect and report on 

the characteristics of Illinois’ early childhood education workforce.  Initially voluntary, the Illinois 

Department of Children and Family Services (DCFS) mandated in 2012 that all individuals 

working in a licensed child care center or licensed family child care home join and maintain 

current membership in the Gateways Registry.  While the Gateways Registry is open to all 

individuals working with or on behalf of children and families in Illinois, the DCFS rule has given 

us a full universe of data about the workforce in licensed child care centers and licensed family 

child care homes.4  This also includes most of the Head Start/Early Head Start programs in 

Illinois, as they are predominately in licensed settings.  As such, the focus of this report is on the 

workforce in those licensed center-based and home-based settings.5 
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METHODOLOGY 

Data for this report were pulled on March 1, 2020 and prepared for analysis.  Only individuals 

with active Gateways Registry memberships and valid direct service employment records were 

included.6  The data file was further cleaned to remove inconsistent records (e.g., records where 

job title and setting were not clear), resulting in a total of 89,738 individual records. 

To further analyze some of the variables within this report, we created a variable to define the 

geographic region for the individual’s employment record. For this report, regions were defined 

as follows: 

Northern Counties: Boone, Bureau, Carroll, DeKalb, DuPage, Grundy, Henry, Jo Daviess, 

Kane, Kankakee, Kendall, Lake, LaSalle, Lee, McHenry, Mercer, Ogle, Putnam, Rock 

Island, Stephenson, Whiteside, Will, Winnebago 

City of Chicago 

Suburban Cook County: Suburban Cook County, not including the City of Chicago 

Central Counties: Adams, Brown, Calhoun, Cass, Champaign, Christian, Clark, Coles, 

Cumberland, DeWitt, Douglas, Edgar, Ford, Fulton, Greene, Hancock, Henderson, 

Iroquois, Jersey, Knox, Livingston, Logan, Macon, Macoupin, Marshall, Mason, 

McDonough, McLean, Menard, Montgomery, Morgan, Moultrie, Peoria, Piatt, Pike, 

Sangamon, Schuyler, Scott, Shelby, Stark, Tazewell, Vermilion, Warren, Woodford 

Southern Counties: Alexander, Bond, Clay, Clinton, Crawford, Edwards, Effingham, 

Fayette, Franklin, Gallatin, Hamilton, Hardin, Jackson, Jasper, Jefferson, Johnson, 

Lawrence, Madison, Marion, Massac, Monroe, Perry, Pope, Pulaski, Randolph, Richland, 

St. Clair, Saline, Union, Wabash, Washington, Wayne, White, Williamson 

Throughout the report, references are made to two sources of national data on the early 

childhood education workforce: the National Workforce Registry Alliance (“the Alliance”) and 

the National Survey of Early Childhood Education (NSECE).  These sources are used for 

comparative purposes to explore how Illinois’ workforce equates to what data are available 

about the workforce nationally. 

OVERVIEW OF THE DATASET 

Records within the dataset represented 59,147 licensed child care center staff and 12,202 

licensed family child care providers/assistants, as shown in Table 1.  In addition, there were 

6,869 individuals that worked in license-exempt centers or school-based programs and 11,520 

license-exempt family child care providers in the dataset.  Due to the relatively small population, 
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license-exempt center-based staff were not included in further analyses for purposes of this 

report and the license-exempt family child care providers are outside the scope of this analysis. 

TABLE 1 | POPULATION WITHIN THE 2020 DATASET 

Employment Setting and Role 
Number of 

Records 
Percentage of 

Dataset 

Licensed Center Administrator 5,948 6.6% 

Licensed Center Teacher 23,878 26.6% 

Licensed Center Assistant Teacher 19,674 21.9% 

Licensed Center Teacher Aide 2,250 2.5% 

Licensed Center School-Age Worker 673 0.7% 

Licensed Center School-Age Assistant 461 0.5% 

Licensed Center Substitute/Floater 2,411 2.7% 

Licensed Center Other 3,852 4.3% 

Licensed FCC Owner/Provider 7,432 8.3% 

Licensed FCC Assistant 4,377 4.9% 

Licensed FCC Other 393 0.4% 

License-Exempt Center/School Administrator 847 0.9% 

License-Exempt Center/School Teacher 1,184 1.3% 

License-Exempt Center/School Assistant Teacher/Aide 1,151 1.3% 

License-Exempt Center/School School-Age Worker 646 0.7% 

License-Exempt Center/School School-Age Assistant 1,028 1.1% 

License-Exempt Center/School Substitute/Floater 189 0.2% 

License-Exempt Center Other 1,824 2.0% 

License-Exempt FCC / Family, Friend, or Neighbor 10,841 12.1% 

License-Exempt FCC Other 679 0.8% 

Total in Dataset 89,738 100.0% 
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Demographics 

GENDER AND AGE 

Several national reports, including The Early Childhood Care and Education Workforce: 

Challenges and Opportunities: A Workshop Report and the National Workforce Registry Alliance 

2019 Dataset Report, show that the field of early childhood education is predominantly female.7  

Illinois is no different; in the 2020 dataset, women comprised nearly 96% of those working in 

licensed child care settings.  One remarkable contrast was that 21% of assistants working in 

licensed family child care homes in Illinois were men. This may have been due to the high 

number of family child care homes where both the husband and wife are included on the 

license, with the wife meeting the qualifications for the primary provider and the husband 

meeting qualifications to be an assistant. 

The age of professionals in center-based settings also followed a predictable pattern, with those 

in administrative positions being older than teachers and assistant teachers.  This was in relative 

agreement with Maroto and Brandon’s 2012 analysis of data from two Census sources that 

found the median age for child care workers was 35-39 years (compare to 37 years in this 

report) and the median age of family child care providers was 43 (compare to 48 in this report).8  

Table 2 presents additional data related to the gender and age of professionals working in 

licensed settings. 

TABLE 2 | GENDER AND AGE BY ROLE IN LICENSED SETTINGS 

 Licensed Center  Licensed Family Child Care 

 Director Teacher 
Assistant 
Teacher 

Owner / 
Provider 

Assistant 

GENDER N=5892 N=23,367 N=19,674 N=7388 N=4230 

   Female 96.2% 98.0% 97.5% 96.3% 79.1% 

   Male 3.8% 2.0% 2.5% 3.7% 20.9% 

AGE N=5939 N=23,878 N=19,598 N=7402 N=4158 

   Mean 43 37 33 50 40 

   Under 25 2.8% 13.1% 38.2% 1.7% 21.6% 

   25-34 20.9% 34.0% 29.6% 9.5% 22.8% 

   35-44 28.7% 20.1% 12.3% 21.9% 16.2% 

   45-54 23.9% 17.4% 11.1% 30.0% 16.7% 

   55-64 16.3% 11.7% 6.7% 25.7% 12.7% 

   65 and Older 7.3% 3.7% 2.2% 11.1% 9.9% 
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RACE/ETHNICITY 

Early childhood educators that worked in licensed child care settings were diverse, with 47% of 

teaching staff being persons of color compared to 16% of teachers in public schools.9  The 

race/ethnicity reported by individuals in the Gateways Registry is summarized by role in Table 3.  

Analysis showed there was the least diversity in center-based administrator and teacher 

positions and the greatest diversity in family child care settings.   

TABLE 3 | RACE/ETHNICITY BY ROLE IN LICENSED CENTERS AND FAMILY CHILD CARE 

 

What are the regional differences in race/ethnicity? 

There were notable regional differences in the race/ethnicity of teaching staff within licensed 

child care centers as shown in Figure 1.  The City of Chicago had the greatest racial diversity: 

43% of their teaching staff were Black, 30% Hispanic/Latinx, and 19% White.  In suburban Cook 

County, 41% of teachers reported they were Black or Hispanic/Latinx.  Central and Southern 

Illinois had the least diversity, as over 80% of the teaching staff reported they were White.  This 

distribution generally reflected the population of Illinois as a whole.  Data from the U.S. Census 

show that 42% of adults in Cook County and 68% in Northern Illinois identify as White, Not 

Hispanic or Latino.  In Central and Southern Illinois, the percentage of White, Not Hispanic or 

Latino adults is 83% and 82%, respectively.10 

  

Race/Ethnicity 

Licensed Center Licensed Family Child Care 

Administrator 
(N=5846) 

Teacher 
(N=23,187) 

Assistant 
Teacher 

(N=18,628) 

Owner / 
Provider 
(N=7340) 

Assistant 
(N=4211) 

White 60.5% 58.1% 47.1% 41.1% 36.1% 

Black 23.5% 20.0% 22.0% 37.6% 31.2% 

Hispanic/Latinx 9.7% 14.4% 22.7% 18.1% 28.6% 

Asian 3.5% 4.0% 3.9% 1.3% 1.4% 

Multi-Racial 1.1% 1.5% 2.5% 0.8% 1.5% 

Other 1.7% 1.9% 1.9% 1.2% 1.2% 
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FIGURE 1 | REGIONAL DIFFERENCES IN RACE/ETHNICITY OF LICENSED CENTER TEACHING STAFF 

 

LANGUAGE 

Practitioners in licensed center-based and family child care settings reported speaking over 20 

different languages, with English (89%) and Spanish (8%) being the most common.  Some of the 

other languages spoken included Polish, Russian, Urdu, Chinese, Arabic, and Hindi. 

As with the race/ethnicity data, family child care providers had the greatest linguistic diversity 

with center-based administrators having the least, as shown in Table 4.  Regional differences in 

the percentage of practitioners that reported speaking a primary language other than English 

are displayed in Table 5. 

TABLE 4 | PRIMARY LANGUAGE SPOKEN BY ROLE AND SETTING 

Primary 
Language 

Licensed Center Licensed Family Child Care 

Administrator 
(N=5948) 

Teacher 
(N=23,877) 

Assistant 
Teacher 

(N=19,674) 

Owner / 
Provider 
(N=6980) 

Assistant 
(N=3734) 

English 93.7% 90.3% 88.3% 85.0% 79.3% 

Spanish 3.4% 5.5% 7.5% 13.5% 18.8% 

Other 2.9% 4.2% 4.2% 1.5% 1.9% 

64%

17%

43%

78% 81%

10%

41%

25%

14%
14%

17%

34%
21%

4% 2%8% 9% 11%

5% 3%

N O R T H E R N
N = 1 4 , 1 9 8

C I T Y  O F  C H I C A G O
N = 9 2 0 3

S U B U R B A N  C O O K
N = 8 3 7 4

C E N T R A L
N = 5 9 9 8

S O U T H E R N
N = 4 0 4 2

White Black Hispanic/Latino Other
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TABLE 5 | PERCENT OF PRACTITIONERS REPORTING PRIMARY LANGUAGE OTHER THAN ENGLISH 

Position Northern 
City of 

Chicago 
Suburban 

Cook 
Central Southern 

Licensed Center 
Administrator 
(N=1945, 1497, 1289, 678, 539) 

4.6% 12.2% 7.3% 0.7% 0.6% 

Licensed Center Teacher 
(N=8788, 4725, 4959, 3287, 2118) 

7.7% 18.2% 13.8% 2.1% 0.7% 

Licensed Center 
Assistant Teacher 
(N=6036, 4823, 3755, 2953, 2107) 

10.1% 18.7% 17.9% 3.3% 1.0% 

Licensed Family Child 
Care Owner/Provider 
(N=2216, 2209, 1045, 1498, 664) 

18.2% 23.7% 21.1% 0.9% 0.2% 

Licensed Family Child 
Care Assistant 
(N=1293, 1349, 666, 714, 355) 

20.7% 33.7% 26.4% 1.0% 0.6% 

 

BILINGUALISM IN CENTER-BASED AND HOME-BASED SETTINGS 

There are a significant number of English language learner (ELL) children in Illinois.  According to 

data from the Illinois State Board of Education, there has been a 42% increase in the number of 

ELL students served in bilingual education programs from the 2009-2010 school year to 2019-

2020.11  Between those two time periods, the number of ELL students served in the City of 

Chicago increased 38%, suburban Cook increased 41%, and the rest of the state increased 46%. 

As early childhood programs include higher proportions of English language learners, it is critical 

that educators in those programs can meet their needs.  Illinois was the first state to require 

that public school-funded preschool programs provide a bilingual education for identified 

English language learners.  With this mandate came a rule that teachers in these programs have 

an endorsement in bilingual education or English as a second language, but the number of 

teachers with these endorsements has been limited.  It is important to understand how bilingual 

early childhood education professionals can be part of the pipeline and further supported to 

earn these endorsements and best serve English language learners. 

For purposes of this report, records in the dataset were coded as bilingual if the individual 

reported speaking English and another language.  Many of these professionals reported that 

English was their primary language, but they also spoke a secondary language, as shown in 

Figure 2.  For example, while one quarter of licensed center assistant teachers reported being 

bilingual, 62% of those reported that English was their primary language.  Regional analysis of 

bilingual professionals followed an expected pattern based on the overall population of Illinois; 
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most individuals who spoke English and another were language located in the northern part of 

the state. 

FIGURE 2 | PERCENT OF BILINGUAL PROFESSIONALS BY PRIMARY LANGUAGE SPOKEN 

 

 

FIGURE 3 | PERCENT OF BILINGUAL PROFESSIONALS BY REGION

Note: See Table 5 on the previous page for a listing of the sizes of each population. 
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Additional analysis, shown in Figure 4, revealed that in licensed child care centers, over half of 

the bilingual teaching staff were under the age of 35, and just over 10% of the bilingual staff 

were age 55 or older.12  In licensed family child care homes, nearly half of the bilingual providers 

are age 35-54.   

FIGURE 4 | BILINGUAL PROFESSIONALS IN LICENSED SETTINGS BY AGE COHORT 
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Education 

The educational qualifications of early childhood education professionals in Illinois tend to be 

higher than the national averages, which can in part be attributed to Illinois licensing regulations 

having higher staff qualification requirements than many other states.13  Even so, we know that 

within Illinois there is a great deal of variability in qualifications based on the setting and funding 

source(s) of the early childhood education program.  For example, the requirements to be a 

licensed family child care provider and to work in a licensed child care center are lower than 

those required to work in a classroom with Head Start or Preschool for All funding. 

The 2020 Gateways Registry data indicated that center-based administrators and teachers 

especially had a solid educational foundation with degrees typically higher than what were 

required by licensing.  Over 85% of licensed center administrators and nearly 70% of licensed 

center teachers had completed a college degree.  Figure 5 shows the highest level of education 

completed by setting and role in licensed centers and family child care homes. 

FIGURE 5 | HIGHEST LEVEL OF EDUCATION BY SETTING AND ROLE 
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COMPLETION OF COLLEGE DEGREES 

While the licensed child care workforce in Illinois overall has a higher level of educational 

qualifications than in many states, an important question to ask is whether there are regional 

differences within Illinois.  Analysis of the 2020 data revealed that while there were some 

regional differences to be found, they were not necessarily significant differences. 

One remarkable exception was the percentage of licensed center teachers and assistant 

teachers in the City of Chicago with completed college degrees.  As displayed in Figure 6, the 

City of Chicago percentages were notably higher compared to other regions.  This may be 

attributed to the fact that more licensed centers in Chicago blend and braid sources of funding 

(such as Head Start and Preschool for All), which come with higher educational requirements for 

teaching staff.  Analysis of program-level data from the statewide Illinois Child Care Resource 

and Referral System database showed that 43% of licensed centers in Chicago report having 

Head Start and/or Preschool for All funding, compared to 18% of centers in the rest of the 

state.14 

FIGURE 6 | COMPLETION OF COLLEGE DEGREE BY REGION 
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concerns about what would happen to the workforce as the most-educated generation retired 

over the next 10-15 years. 

Analysis of Illinois data on degree attainment by age cohorts revealed some significant 

differences.  Figures 7-9 show the percentage of administrators, teachers, and assistant teachers 

in licensed center-based settings whose highest completed level of education was an associate 

degree or higher, or a bachelor’s degree or higher.  For each of these roles, the proportions 

were compared across age categories and the statistically significant results are summarized in 

Tables 6.16 

For center-based professionals, those younger than 25 had the lowest educational attainment 

and were significantly less likely to have a degree compared to all other age categories.  With 

licensed center administrators, there were no other significant differences across age cohorts at 

the associate degree or higher level.  For those with at least bachelor’s degree, the oldest 

administrators (age 65+) were more likely to have attained that level of education than their 

younger counterparts.  This finding offers some support to the Herzenberg, Price, and Bradley 

work. 

The data for licensed center teachers were more closely related to the findings of Herzenberg et 

al.  The youngest teachers (<25 and 25-34) were less likely to have at least an associate degree 

compared to older teachers.  Teachers age 65 and older were more likely to have at least a 

bachelor’s degree compared to all other age groups.  For assistant teachers, those aged 25-34 

were less likely to have at least an associate degree compared to colleagues age 35-64; they 

were also less likely to have at least a bachelor’s degree than those aged 35-54. 

FIGURE 7 | LICENSED CENTER ADMINISTRATORS DEGREE ATTAINMENT BY AGE COHORT 

Note: Sample sizes are:  <25=160; 25-34=1228; 35-44=1652; 45-54=1354; 55-64=922; 65+=410  

53%

84% 86% 87% 88% 87%

<25 25-34 35-44 45-54 55-64 65+

A
S

S
O

C
IA

T
E

 D
E

G
R

E
E

 O
R

 H
IG

H
E

R

33%

61% 62% 63%
60%

70%

<25 25-34 35-44 45-54 55-64 65+

B
A

C
H

E
L

O
R

'S
 D

E
G

R
E

E
 O

R
 H

IG
H

E
R



 

 

Illinois’ Early Childhood Education Workforce – 2020 Report 17 

 

FIGURE 8 | LICENSED CENTER TEACHERS DEGREE ATTAINMENT BY AGE COHORT 

Note: Sample sizes are: <25=2961; 25-34=7898; 35-44=4586; 45-54=3954; 55-64=2667; 65+=839 

 

FIGURE 9 | LICENSED CENTER ASSISTANT TEACHERS DEGREE ATTAINMENT BY AGE COHORT 

Note: Sample sizes are: <25=6885; 25-34=5534; 35-44=2250; 45-54=2019; 55-64=1222; 65+=407 
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TABLE 6 | STATISTICALLY SIGNIFICANT RESULTS OF EDUCATIONAL ATTAINMENT BY AGE 

CATEGORY ANALYSIS: LICENSED CENTERS 

Educational 
Attainment 

Licensed Center 
Administrators 

Licensed Center 
Teachers 

Licensed Center 
Assistant Teachers 

Associate 
Degree or Higher 

• < 25 are less likely 
to have degree 
compared to all 
categories 

• < 25 are less likely 
to have degree 
compared to all 
categories 

• 25-34 are less likely 
to have degree 
than older 
counterparts 

• 65+ most likely to 
have degree 
compared to all 
others 

• < 25 are less likely 
to have degree 
compared to all 
categories 

• 25-34 are less likely 
to have degree 
than older groups 
except 65+ 

Bachelor’s 
Degree or Higher 

• < 25 are less likely 
to have degree 
compared to all 
categories 

• 65+ are more likely 
to have degree 
compared to all 
except 45-54 

• < 25 are less likely 
to have degree 
compared to all 
categories 

• 25-34 are less likely 
to have degree 
than older 
counterparts 

• 65+ are more likely 
to have degree 
compared to all 
others 

• < 25 are less likely 
to have degree 
compared to all 
age categories 

• 25-34 are less likely 
to have degree 
than 35-44 and 45-
54 

 

Similar analysis was completed for licensed family child care providers, as shown in Figure 10.  

As summarized in Table 7, licensed family child care provider educational attainment data were 

shifted more toward younger age cohorts.  Except for those younger than 25, the younger 

cohorts (25-34 and 45-44) were more likely to have at least an associate degree compared to all 

other age categories.  They were also more likely to have a bachelor’s degree or higher 

compared to all other groups. 
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FIGURE 10 | LICENSED FAMILY CHILD CARE PROVIDERS DEGREE ATTAINMENT BY AGE COHORT 

Note: Sample sizes are: <25=112; 25-34=692; 35-44=1530; 45-54=2035; 55-64=1701; 65+=688 

TABLE 7 | STATISTICALLY SIGNIFICANT RESULTS OF EDUCATIONAL ATTAINMENT BY AGE 

CATEGORY ANALYSIS: LICENSED FAMILY CHILD CARE 

Educational 
Attainment 

Licensed Family Child Care Owners/Providers 

Associate 
Degree or Higher 

• 25-34 and 35-44 are more likely to have degree compared to other age 
categories; 55+ are more likely to have degree compared to <25 

Bachelor’s 
Degree or Higher 

• 25-34 and 35-44 are more likely to have degree compared to all other 
age categories 

 

These findings suggest that, generally speaking, older professionals in licensed centers are more 

likely to have degrees than their younger counterparts, while the opposite is true in licensed 

family child care homes. 

Do teachers that serve different ages of children have the similar levels of education? 
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the National Survey of Early Care and Education (NSECE) revealed that center-based teachers 

working with infants and toddlers had lower levels of education than those working with 

preschool-age children.  Only 36% of teachers serving 0-3 year-olds had an associate degree or 
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higher compared to 62% of their colleagues serving 3-5 year-olds.  Data from the National 

Workforce Registry Alliance 2019 Dataset Report supported this finding and showed that 39% of 

teachers of infants and toddlers have an associate degree or higher compared to 63% of those 

teaching preschoolers17.  Illinois data, shown in Figure 11, revealed a similar gap, though not as 

large as what was seen nationally; 62% of infant/toddler teachers completed a college degree 

compared to 77% of preschool teachers. 

FIGURE 11 | EDUCATION OF LICENSED CENTER TEACHERS BY AGE OF CHILDREN SERVED 
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average of 56.  In fact, more than 41% of those teachers with “some college” had amassed 60 

credit hours or more – the equivalent of an associate degree.  Figure 12 shows the distribution 

of college credits earned by licensed center teachers who have some college coursework, but no 

completed degree. 
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 FIGURE 12 | TOTAL COLLEGE CREDITS EARNED BY LICENSED CENTER TEACHERS WITH “SOME 

COLLEGE, NO DEGREE” (N=1591) 

 

We then examined records for all participants that worked in licensed child care settings and 

had completed some college coursework but not a degree and saw a similar profile with regard 

to the number of credit hours earned, as shown in Figure 13.  The average age of this group was 

39, and completion of a college degree would lead to a significant increase in earning potential.  

As shown in Figure 14, early childhood educators with a bachelor’s degree would earn 20% 

more than those with a high school diploma over 30 years ($1,085,290 compared to $904,410).  

For those with some college coursework, completion of a bachelor’s degree would mean a 15% 

increase in earnings over 30 years compared to their current wages.  Given this potential, great 

importance should be given to working with this population of the workforce to assist them in 

completing college degrees through successful research-based models, such as cohorts, 

articulation pathways, and new innovations being developed within higher education.   
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FIGURE 13 | TOTAL COLLEGE CREDITS EARNED BY LICENSED CENTER STAFF AND FAMILY CHILD 

CARE PROVIDERS WITH “SOME COLLEGE, NO DEGREE” BY AGE COHORT 

 

 

FIGURE 14 | 30-YEAR EARNING POTENTIAL FOR LICENSED CENTER TEACHERS BY EDUCATION 
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Training 

Ongoing professional development is an important aspect of being a professional in any field, 

and early childhood education is no exception.  According to the National Association for the 

Education of Young Children (NAEYC), “Professional development is a continuum of learning and 

support activities designed to prepare individuals for work with and on behalf of young children 

and their families, as well as ongoing experiences to enhance this work.  These opportunities 

lead to improvements in the knowledge, skills, practices, and dispositions of early childhood 

professionals.”19  In Illinois, early childhood educators working in licensed settings are required 

by the Department of Children and Family Services (DCFS) to take at least 15 contact hours of 

training per year. 

The Gateways Registry documents, in the form of a Professional Development Record (PDR), the 

college coursework and training that professionals complete.  College coursework is recorded in 

the system if it is verified based on receipt of an official college transcript.  The training records 

include both verified and self-reported training.  A verified record indicates not only that the 

individual completed the training, but also that the training itself went through the quality 

assurance process required for it to be considered a Registry-approved training.  In March 2020, 

there were 181 Registry “authorized entities” – organizations that offer professional 

development to early childhood educators and have been through a quality assurance review to 

ensure their trainer and training processes meet the Gateways Registry standards.  Those 

organizations offered more than 4,950 Registry-approved training events during calendar year 

2019.  In addition, individual Registry-approved trainers (those not already working with a 

training organization) offered another 238 trainings, making more than 5,100 Registry-approved 

trainings available for early childhood educators in 2019. 

For purposes of the following analyses, we explored only the verified college coursework and 

verified training records in the Gateways Registry.  College credit hours were converted into 

contact hours by using the formula that 1 semester hour is equivalent to 15 contact hours. 

What is the average number of contact hours taken in a year? 

To examine the number of contact hours that early childhood educators took in 2019, we first 

limited the dataset to only those individuals who had a valid employment record with a start 

date before January 1, 2019.20  The reason for this limitation was to ensure that an individual 

had likely been employed for the full year and as such, had a more complete training record.  

While this may have caused some under-representation of the data, it provided a more accurate 

basis for analysis. 
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Table 8 shows results of the analysis.  On average, professionals in licensed settings took 

between 10 and 14 hours of training that was recorded by the Gateways Registry, or between 

11 and 21 hours if converted college coursework was included. 

TABLE 8 | 2019 TRAINING CONTACT HOURS RECORDED AND VERIFIED BY THE REGISTRY 

Role 

Contact Hours 
 (Including College Coursework) 

Contact Hours 
(Training Only) 

Mean Median Mean Median 

Licensed Center 
Administrator 

20.3 8.3 12.5 8.0 

Licensed Center 
Teacher 

19.0 8.0 11.3 7.5 

Licensed Center 
Assistant Teacher 

15.3 7.5 11.4 7.0 

Licensed Family Child 
Care Owner/Provider 

16.0 9.0 13.4 9.0 

Licensed Family Child 
Care Assistant 

11.7 8.0 10.6 8.0 

 

How much of the DCFS-required training being taken is Registry-approved and 

verified? 

As seen in Table 8, not all 15 hours of training required by DCFS came from Registry-approved 

and verified training.  DCFS licensing representatives utilize the Gateways Registry tools, 

including the Professional Development Record (PDR), to verify the training contact hours 

professionals have completed; however, there is no requirement for how many of those hours 

must be Registry-approved. 

Even though there is not a requirement, the analysis revealed that more than 60% of early 

childhood educators took training from Registry-approved sources in 2019.  In fact, they took 

between half to two-thirds of their required DCFS hours from Registry-approved sources.  Table 

9 displays the findings for each position in licensed settings.  As an example, of the 18,666 

licensed center teachers employed at the same program during 2019, 63.8% took at least some 

Registry-approved training.  The mean percentage of the 15 hours required by DCFS that were 

from Registry-approved training was 64.5% (or 9.68 contact hours). 
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TABLE 9 | PROFESSIONALS WITH 2019 TRAINING CONTACT HOURS VERIFIED BY THE REGISTRY  

 
Number w/ Same 
Employer in 2019 

Percent with Verified 
Training in Registry 

Mean Percent of DCFS 
Hours in Registry 

Licensed Center 
Administrator 

5220 70.8% 62.5% 

Licensed Center 
Teacher 

18,666 63.8% 64.5% 

Licensed Center 
Assistant Teacher 

12,056 50.6% 62.3% 

Licensed Family Child 
Care Owner/Provider 

7120 77.0% 60.1% 

Licensed Family Child 
Care Assistant 

3517 49.6% 58.4% 

 

In addition to utilizing the sources of Registry-approved training available, early childhood 

programs may bring trainers to their center to offer in-service training, or the director may 

provide training for the staff.  In order to determine whether there was a difference in Registry-

approved training utilization based on the size of the center, we first looked to see how many 

staff did not have any training hours verified by the Registry in 2019.  This means that they 

would have received all 15 hours of training from sources that had not gone through the 

Registry’s quality assurance process.  The results showed that smaller centers tended to have 

higher percentages of staff who had no verified hours in the Registry when compared to staff in 

larger programs.   

FIGURE 15 | LICENSED CENTER STAFF WITHOUT VERIFIED TRAINING IN THE REGISTRY BY 

CENTER SIZE (BASED ON TOTAL LICENSED CAPACITY) 
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We then plotted the mean percentage of DCFS-required training hours verified by the Registry 

across positions and center size.  Licensed center administrators received 56-67% of their 

required training through Registry-approved sources.  Teachers and assistant teachers received 

similar amounts, with 62-66% and 60-64% of their required training hours through approved 

sources, respectively.  Like the previous analysis, there was very little difference across center 

size.  Regardless of the size of the program, staff earned more than half of the required training 

hours via Registry-approved training. 

FIGURE 16 | MEAN PERCENT OF DCFS REQUIRED TRAINING VERIFIED BY REGISTRY BY POSITION 

AND CENTER SIZE 

 

These findings provide a strong foundation from which to launch discussions about the quality 

of on-going professional development trainings early childhood educators receive.  
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Credentials 

CHILD DEVELOPMENT ASSOCIATE (CDA) CREDENTIAL™ 

The Child Development Associate (CDA) Credential™ plays an important role in professional 

development for early childhood educators.  It is based on a core set of competency standards 

and available for several settings, age-levels, and specializations, including center-based 

preschool, center-based infant/toddler, family child care home-based, and home visitors.  All 

have bilingual specializations available. 

While the CDA Credential is one option to demonstrate qualifications for roles such as licensed 

center teachers and Head Start assistant teachers, there are relatively few professionals in the 

Gateways Registry that reported holding a valid CDA.  In fact, just 5.5% of all licensed center 

teachers and 2.2% of licensed center assistant teachers had listed a valid CDA in the Registry.  

This may represent some level of underreporting, as those with higher educational qualifications 

could have chosen to simply not report the fact that they had earned a CDA.  Characteristics of 

CDA holders in Illinois are shown in Figures 17-19. 

FIGURE 17 | CDA TYPE BY ROLE 
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FIGURE 18 | RACE/ETHNICITY OF CDA HOLDERS 

 

 

FIGURE 19 | HIGHEST COMPLETED DEGREES OF CDA HOLDERS 
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ECE Credential 

Infant Toddler Credential 

Illinois Director Credential 

Family Child Care Credential 

School-Age and Youth 

Development Credential 

Technical Assistance Credential 

Family Specialist Credential 

GATEWAYS CREDENTIALS 

GATEWAYS TO OPPORTUNITY® CREDENTIALS 

Gateways to Opportunity® Credentials are symbols of professional achievement that 

demonstrate a professional’s knowledge, skills, and experience in caring for and educating 

children and youth.  These credentials are awarded and recognized by the Illinois Department of 

Human Services (IDHS) Bureau of Child Care and Development.  Some credentials have been 

integrated within licensing regulations through the Department of Children and Family Services 

(DCFS) and also included within requirements for receiving state-funded Preschool for All dollars 

through the Illinois State Board of Education (ISBE).  In addition, the ECE Credential, Infant 

Toddler Credential, and Illinois Director Credential are included within staff and director 

qualification standards in ExceleRate® Illinois, the state’s quality recognition and improvement 

system (QRIS). 

There has been a tremendous increase in the number of Gateways Credentials awarded over 

the last several years, as seen in Figure 20.  The first big increase when 6,818 Gateways 

Credentials were awarded in State Fiscal Year 2015 (FY15; 7/1/14-6/30/15) and 8,257 were 

awarded during FY16 (7/1/15-6/30/16).  A major contributing factor to this increase was the 

Race to the Top – Early Learning Challenge Grant (RTT-ELC).  ExceleRate, created through the 

RTT-ELC grant, represented the first time that staff and director qualification standards in the 

form of credentials were included within the state’s QRIS.  In preparation for the increased 

demand for credentials, grant funds were also utilized to 

reduce the fees for Gateways Credentials, making a $30 

application fee an accessible option for staff in programs 

pursuing a circle of quality in ExceleRate.  In addition, 

during this time period there were several policy 

changes made to remove barriers for first-time 

credential-earners.  This resulted in being able to award 

many credentials that had previously been pending 

completion of additional requirements.  The next peak 

came with the ECE Level 1 Credential specifically, with 

16,874 being awarded in FY18 alone.  This spike was due 

to the state implementation of new health and safety 

requirements of the Child Care Development Block 

Grant (CCDBG).  The initial requirements included 

completion of the ECE Level 1 Credential training, a 48 

clock hour training series that is available both online 

and in person.  Upon completion of the training series, 

the ECE Level 1 Credential is automatically awarded. 

  



 

 

Illinois’ Early Childhood Education Workforce – 2020 Report 30 

 

FIGURE 20 | NUMBER OF GATEWAYS CREDENTIALS AWARDED BY FISCAL YEAR SINCE FY10 

 

As a result of these policy decisions, there has also been dramatic increase in the proportion of 

the early childhood education workforce that holds a stackable credential.  Figure 21 shows the 

baseline data pulled in March 2015.  At the time, no more than 5% of individuals within the roles 

analyzed held a Gateways ECE Credential.  The second data point in the figure shows the great 

strides that have been made in just 5 years toward increasing the saturation of the workforce 

with an ECE Credential.  Over half of all licensed center directors, 45% of teachers, and 28% of 

assistant teachers held an ECE Credential at any level.  Over one-third of licensed family child 

care providers held an ECE Credential as well. 

A third data point is provided in Figure 21 to show the percentage of staff in each role with an 

ECE Credential, excluding the ECE Level 1.  In 2015 when the baseline data were pulled, the ECE 

Level 1 Credential was not typically earned by center directors and teachers and very few held 

that introductory-level credential.  The reason is that the required qualifications to be a center 

director or teacher were higher than the introductory-level training that is the basis for the ECE 

Level 1.  Beginning in 2017, many directors and teachers earned the ECE Level 1 Credential as 

they were working toward the initial CCDBG health and safety requirements.  Because of this, 

making a comparison between 2015 and 2020 for licensed center directors and teachers is 

challenging.  For that reason, we have the second data point which is inclusive of all levels of the 

ECE Credential (Levels 1-6) and a third data point that represents just attainment of ECE 

Credential at Levels 2-6.   
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FIGURE 21 | PROFESSIONALS WITH GATEWAYS ECE CREDENTIALS – 2015 TO 2020 COMPARISON 

 

 

What are the demographic characteristics of Gateways Credential holders? 

Gateways Credential holders represent a broader diversity – both in race and language spoken – 

than the early childhood education workforce at large, especially licensed center teaching staff 

and licensed family child care providers.  Figures 22-26 show comparisons of race and primary 

language between Gateways Credential holders and the full workforce. 
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FIGURE 22 | RACE/ETHNICITY COMPARISON BETWEEN LICENSED CENTER DIRECTORS WITH 

GATEWAYS CREDENTIALS AND OVERALL POPULATION OF LICENSED CENTER DIRECTORS 

     
Note:  This and chart should be read, “Of licensed center directors with Gateways Credentials, 2.8% are 

Asian compared to 3.5% of licensed center directors overall.” 

 

FIGURE 23 | RACE/ETHNICITY COMPARISON BETWEEN LICENSED CENTER TEACHERS WITH 

GATEWAYS CREDENTIALS AND OVERALL POPULATION OF LICENSED CENTER TEACHERS 
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FIGURE 24 | RACE/ETHNICITY COMPARISON BETWEEN LICENSED CENTER ASST. TEACHERS WITH 

GATEWAYS CREDENTIALS AND OVERALL POPULATION OF LICENSED CENTER ASST. TEACHERS 

      

 

FIGURE 25 | RACE/ETHNICITY COMPARISON BETWEEN LICENSED FCC OWNER/PROVIDER WITH 

GATEWAYS CREDENTIALS AND OVERALL POPULATION OF LICENSED FCC OWNER/PROVIDER 
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FIGURE 26 | PRIMARY LANGUAGE SPOKEN BY GATEWAYS CREDENTIAL HOLDERS COMPARED TO 

OVERALL WORKFORCE BY ROLE 

Note: Gateways Credential holders depicted in the columns that have a dotted outline.  This chart should 

be read, “Of all licensed center directors in Illinois with a Gateways Credential, 4% speak Spanish as their 

primary language, compared to 3.4% of the whole population of licensed center directors.” 

Taking the analysis a step further, we split the data into two groups – those who held a 

Gateways Credential and those who did not – and conducted chi-square analyses to compare 

proportions across race categories.  There were several significant findings for licensed center 

teachers and licensed family child care providers: 

• Black teachers in licensed centers were the most likely of teachers of any race to have a 

Gateways Credential.  Hispanic/Latinx teachers were more likely to have a credential than 

teachers of any other race except Black. 

• Hispanic/Latinx licensed family child care providers were the most likely of FCC providers of 

any race to have a credential.  Black FCC providers were more likely to have a credential 

than providers of any other race except Hispanic/Latinx. 

What percentage of the workforce have age-specific and role-specific credentials? 

While the ECE Credential forms the foundation of the ECE career lattice, there are several age-

specific and role-specific credentials that build off that foundation.  The Illinois Director 

Credential (IDC) was the inaugural Gateways Credential and the first one was awarded in 2000.  

The Infant Toddler Credential (ITC) was designed as a specialization for those working with 

children age 0-3 and was implemented in 2008.  A Family Child Care Credential (FCCC) was 
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launched in 2017 because of development and pilot work that occurred during the RTT-ELC 

grant. 

In addition to the increase in percentage of early childhood educators holding a Gateways ECE 

Credential, there was also growth in the percentage of individuals holding these age-specific and 

role-specific credentials.  One quarter of all licensed center directors had an Illinois Director 

Credential (IDC) and 13% of licensed center teachers who worked exclusively with infants and 

toddlers held an Infant Toddler Credential (ITC), as shown in Figure 27.   

FIGURE 27 | PROFESSIONALS WITH AGE-SPECIFIC/ROLE-SPECIFIC CREDENTIALS – 2015 TO 2020 

COMPARISON 

Note:  The Family Child Care Credential was launched in 2017, so there is no baseline for this credential 

available from March 2015.  
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Wages 

There are numerous sources of data that show early childhood educators are some of the 

lowest-paid workers in the country.  The National Survey of Early Care and Education (NSECE) 

found the median hourly wage for all center-based teachers and caregivers working with 

children birth through five was $10.60.21  The Center for the Study of Child Care Employment is 

another excellent source of information on compensation issues in early childhood education.  

In their 2014 report titled Worthy Work, STILL Unlivable Wages: The Early Childhood Workforce 

25 Years after the National Child Care Staffing Study, they explore this issue in depth.  Their 

analysis of Bureau of Labor Statistics data showed that “child care worker” is one of the 

occupations that has consistently been paid the lowest, ranking in the 2nd or 3rd percentile 

among all occupations based on mean annual salary.  Occupations at a similar percentile 

included food preparation workers, parking lot attendants, and dry-cleaning workers.22 

In 2020, the median hourly wage for a teacher in a licensed child care center in Illinois was 

$13.8523.  Center-based administrators earned a median wage of $17.00 per hour and assistant 

teachers made $11.00 per hour.  As expected, wages increased with higher levels of education.  

A licensed center teacher with a bachelor’s degree made $15.00 per hour compared to $12.50 

for a teacher with a high school diploma or GED.24  Additional wage data are presented in Table 

10 and Figure 28. 

TABLE 10 | HOURLY WAGE BY ROLE IN LICENSED CHILD CARE CENTERS 

Role N Mean Std. Dev. 
10th 

Percentile 
Median 

90th 
Percentile 

Licensed Center 
Administrator 

3616 $20.25 $10.26 $11.50 $17.00 $36.00 

Licensed Center 
Teacher 

16,434 $14.52 $5.19 $10.00 $13.85 $18.00 

Licensed Center 
Assistant Teacher 

14,389 $11.64 $2.89 $9.00 $11.00 $14.75 
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FIGURE 28 | MEDIAN HOURLY WAGE BY HIGHEST LEVEL OF EDUCATION 

 

The hourly wage for teachers in licensed centers also varied based on the age group they 
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Multiple Ages 2581 $13.91 $4.63 $10.00 $13.17 $17.00 
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qualifications experienced a wage gap based on the ages of children served, and the gap 

increased as the level of education increased.  For teachers that held an associate degree, there 

was a difference of $0.43 an hour, a difference of $1.33 per hour for those with a bachelor’s 

degree, and a difference of $2.95 an hour for those with a graduate degree.  It is likely that a 

portion of this gap can be attributed to Illinois’ policies that teachers in center-based classrooms 

with state-funded Preschool for All (PFA), who must meet the same educational qualifications as 

their colleagues in school-based settings, also receive the same compensation.  The higher 

wages earned by these teachers impact the overall average wages for teachers with bachelor’s 

degrees or higher, but we do not know to what degree.  To unpack this further, additional data 

is needed to know which center-based programs have PFA funding and which teachers in those 

programs are considered the PFA teachers and as such, receive greater compensation by 

requirement. 

FIGURE 29 | LICENSED CENTER TEACHER AVERAGE WAGE BY AGE GROUP TAUGHT AND 

HIGHEST LEVEL OF EDUCATION 
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and an ECE Credential make $14.25 per hour.  This $1.33 per hour difference adds up to more 

than $2750 per year.   Teachers with a bachelor’s degree and an ECE Credential earn more than 

$7000 more per year than those with the degree alone.  While these wages are still far from 

what they should be, they demonstrate the additional value given to attainment of Gateways 

Credentials and increased earning potential of those that have earned them. 

FIGURE 30 | AVERAGE HOURLY WAGES FOR LICENSED CENTER TEACHERS BY EDUCATION AND 

ATTAINMENT OF A GATEWAYS ECE CREDENTIAL (LEVEL 2 OR HIGHER) 
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Turnover and Job Longevity 

Turnover in early childhood settings is a concern both statewide and nationally.  When children 

experience turnover in their teachers, it impacts the quality of their care.  Wages are one of the 

leading factors influencing turnover.  Conversely, research has shown that centers with low 

turnover that pay high wages have been able to increase and sustain higher quality care, as 

evidenced by increased scores on The Early Childhood Environment Rating Scale (ECERS) and by 

earning program accreditation.25  In an effort to address the high rates of turnover in Illinois, the 

Illinois Department of Human Services (IDHS) created the Great START Wage Supplement 

Program.  This program, created in 2000, rewards eligible early childhood and school-age 

professionals with a wage supplement for attaining education beyond what is required for their 

position and for remaining at their current place of employment.  The program has been 

successful in its goal of reducing turnover in licensed settings: recipients of Great START wage 

supplements had a turnover rate of 16% in State Fiscal Year 2020 (FY20; 7/1/19-6/30/20)26, 

compared to statewide turnover rates of 32% for early childhood teachers and 46% for assistant 

teachers.27 

Collection of turnover data within the Gateways Registry is relatively new and is still being 

refined.  Typically, professionals do not report when they leave a job, so turnover records are 

limited.  They are currently created when a center director with access to the Registry’s Director 

Portal updates their staff listing and notes employment end dates for staff that are no longer 

with their program.  During this process, the director selects their best understanding of the 

reason the employee left or the type of position to which they went.  In many cases, the 

turnover reason selected is “other” or “unknown”.  Given these limitations, caution should be 

exercised in interpreting these data; however, they do represent some initial findings that can 

be explored further as more data become available. 

Program directors and administrators who left their position voluntarily in 2019 had been with 

their employer for an average of 5 years and 54% of them stayed in the field of ECE.  Teachers 

were equally split between a new job in the field of ECE, a new job in public schools, and a new 

job in an unrelated field.  Assistant teachers more often left for a job in an unrelated field (56%) 

compared to staying in ECE (31%).  Additional detail on the practitioners with reported turnover 

by new job location is shown in the Table 12. 
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TABLE 12 | PRACTITIONERS WITH REPORTED TURNOVER IN 2019 BY NEW JOB LOCATION AND 

AVERAGE MONTHS AT PREVIOUS EMPLOYER 

Role 
Total 

Individuals 

Field of ECE Public School Unrelated Field 

% Avg.  % Avg.  % Avg.  

Administrator / 
Director 

182 53.8% 71.9 19.2% 71.1 26.9% 49.9 

Teacher 1436 38.2% 34.3 26.45 39.5 35.4% 32.8 

Assistant Teacher 1104 30.8% 20.7 13.1% 25.1 56.1% 17.4 

 

While the sample size of the population with turnover records indicating new job location is 

small, an interesting finding emerged when we brought in the highest level of education 

attained.  In 2017, analysis showed that with increasing levels of education, the teachers that 

left their previous position and stayed in the field of ECE remained consistent while the percent 

of those that took positions in public schools increased.  The increase went from 16% at the 

associate degree level to 37% at the graduate degree level.  Furthermore, only teachers that had 

an associate degree tended to stay within the field of ECE more than half the time.  The analysis 

of 2020 data did not reveal a similar pattern.  Here we see that teachers with graduate degrees 

more often stayed in the field of ECE as opposed to moving into a job in public schools.   

FIGURE 31 | TEACHER TURNOVER BY EDUCATION AND NEW JOB LOCATION 
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How long do early childhood educators stay with the same employer? 

Related to the topic of turnover is job longevity.  In Illinois, the average licensed center director 

had been at the same program for 9.4 years, teachers for 4.9 years, and assistant teachers for 

2.5 years.  Staff in licensed centers who held an associate degree had the greatest job longevity 

across all roles.  Figure 32 shows that with increasing levels of education, job longevity began to 

drop off slightly, though for teachers it remained relatively constant. 

FIGURE 32 | JOB LONGEVITY (IN YEARS) AT CURRENT EMPLOYER BY ROLE AND EDUCATION 

 

  

9.0 

7.6 

9.9 
9.5 9.0 

4.5 
4.9 

5.2 5.1 5.1 

2.4 
3.1 

3.5 

2.5 2.4 

0.0

2.0

4.0

6.0

8.0

10.0

12.0

H I G H  S C H O O L  /  
G E D

C O M M .  C O L L E G E  
C E R T I F I C A T E

A S S O C I A T E  
D E G R E E

B A C H E L O R ’ S  
D E G R E E

G R A D U A T E  
D E G R E E

Administrator/Director Teacher Assistant Teacher



 

 

Illinois’ Early Childhood Education Workforce – 2020 Report 43 

 

Conclusion 

Data from the Gateways to Opportunity Registry provide a comprehensive picture of the 

demographic characteristics, qualifications, wages, and ongoing professional development of 

Illinois’ early childhood education workforce in licensed settings.  This 2020 report provides 

insight into many of the workforce-related research questions on the Illinois Early Learning 

Council’s research agenda, but comprehensive data from other sectors of the workforce is 

needed to provide a more robust understanding of these issues across the whole field of early 

childhood education.  Even so, several interesting findings emerged from the analysis that 

warrant additional analysis and in-depth exploration. 

Bilingual Professionals in the Early Childhood Education Pipeline 

The number of children in Illinois who are English language learners (ELL) is on the rise, but 

preliminary findings from the Illinois Early Childhood Workforce Hiring Survey show that 56% of 

early childhood education programs find it very or extremely difficult to find the bilingual 

teachers they need to support those children.28  There is a significant population of bilingual 

early childhood educators that could be bolstered to meet this increasing demand; however, 

many of these professionals have not yet completed a college degree, and additional education 

is often needed to meet qualification requirements.  Ensuring that these educators have a clear 

pathway and supports toward degree attainment and specialized credentials for bilingual/ESL 

teaching is an important step toward developing this pipeline. 

The Illinois Early Learning Council Quality Committee and Gateways to Opportunity Professional 

Development Advisory Council (PDAC) have worked to advance recommendations for pathways 

to address educator shortages across the state.  One shortage is the number of qualified 

professionals that have the knowledge and skills to be linguistically responsive to an increasing 

number of multilingual children.  A pathway for teachers with a bachelor’s degree and 

Professional Educator License (PEL) already exists in the form of the Bilingual/ESL endorsement 

available through the Illinois State Board of Education (ISBE) teacher licensure process; however, 

the supply of qualified teachers is low. PDAC created a committee to begin work on 

development of an ESL/Bilingual Credential with competencies for use in associate degree and 

non-licensure bachelor’s degree programs.  This credential is currently in pilot, with statewide 

rollout anticipated for State Fiscal Year 2022 (7/1/21-6/30/22). 

As progress is made toward these recommendations, the Gateways Registry can be used to 

track the supply of educators with these endorsements and credentials, and to continue to 

identify bilingual professionals that may be candidates to participate in cohorts to achieve these 

credentials. 
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Professionals with Some College, No Degree 

There is a distinct population of early childhood educators in Illinois who have completed some 

college coursework but have not earned a degree.  With 41% of the “some college, no degree” 

professionals having amassed 60 credit hours or more, concerted effort to assist with degree 

completion would be beneficial to opening more career pathways and opportunities for higher 

wages.  One prospect for further study is to explore what the barriers have been toward degree 

completion and consider designing supports accordingly.  A promising model that has shown 

success is the Education Reimbursement Initiative, first funded through the Race to the Top-

Early Learning Challenge Grant in 2017. This support is currently funded through the Preschool 

Development Grant Birth through Five (PDG B-5).   This time-limited program allows for 

reimbursement of tuition, fees, or outstanding student debt.  Nearly 80% of the recipients 

indicated that the funds would help them to enroll (or re-enroll) in ECE coursework and 71% 

indicated that the support was needed for degree completion.29 

Aside from supports to encourage degree completion, consideration should be given to the fact 

that many of these professionals have earned a state- and employer-recognized Gateways ECE 

Credential and as such, could be counted towards Illinois’ goal of ensuring that 60% of all adults 

have a college or career credential by 2025.30  Relying on traditional reporting mechanisms 

would likely miss these educators as they have not completed a degree program.  The Gateways 

Registry, as part of the Illinois Longitudinal Data System (ILDS) and in partnership with the 

Illinois Board of Higher Education (IBHE) and Illinois Community College Board (ICCB), can play 

an important role by ensuring that individuals with some college and no degree who also 

attained an employer-recognized Gateways credential can be counted toward the 60 by 2025 

goal.31   

Identification of Center-Based Teachers in Preschool for All Classrooms 

Given the disconnected nature of the systems containing data about the early childhood 

education workforce, we are limited in our ability to provide analysis across the broad spectrum 

of early childhood settings and programs.  Though the Gateways Registry data system includes 

data on the full universe of the workforce in licensed center- and home-based settings, those 

settings can have multiple funding streams that require differing qualifications and 

compensation.  Because of this, there is some amount of impact on our analysis of education 

and wages, but to what extent?  Obtaining a list of licensed centers that have Preschool for All 

funding, as an example, is a task that can be accomplished by working with state agencies, 

though this would not be enough to identify which specific staff at those sites are being funded 

and thus are required to have higher levels of education and pay.  To most accurately describe 

the qualifications and compensation of the early childhood education workforce, it is important 

to be able to examine the data by funding stream as it relates to the teacher, not just at a 

program level.  Continued conversations are needed to develop meaningful ways to get to this 

level of detail, be it through data sharing activities or clearly articulated and reliable data 

collection parameters. 
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Turnover in Early Childhood Settings 

Given the significance of strong emotional attachments between children and the important 

adults in their lives, we know the negative impact that occurs when a child’s teacher leaves.  

Better understanding the turnover that occurs in early childhood programs is essential for 

development of supports and policies needed to mitigate the reasons for that turnover.  There 

are recent state studies, including the Illinois Salary and Staffing Survey of Licensed Child Care 

Programs and the Early Childhood Workforce Hiring Survey, that highlight the impact of turnover 

on program hiring practices. 32  Furthermore, the coronavirus pandemic has elevated the early 

childhood educator staffing emergency to a crisis.  The Gateways Registry can help provide a 

picture of turnover from the teacher’s perspective to help us better understand the 

characteristics of those who are leaving programs, their reason for leaving, and even the type of 

setting/field to which they are moving.  Currently, turnover data in the Gateways Registry is 

limited to reporting by program directors as they maintain staff listings and report turnover to 

the best of their ability.  Further development investments are needed to ensure that the 

Registry is well-positioned to capture and report key data related to turnover in early childhood 

settings. 

In conclusion, children’s development and learning in the early years provide the foundation for 

success in school and beyond.  Educators and caregivers who are knowledgeable, skilled, 

consistent, and represent the diversity of the children they serve are a vital component of high-

quality early learning environments important to the success of Illinois’ 602,000 children under 

the age of six whose parents’ work.  The challenges faced by the early childhood education 

workforce are varied and complex, from the lack of clear pathways to advance toward more 

career opportunities, to the low wages that are frequently a barrier to earning the educational 

qualifications required to advance.  Without a well-qualified and well-compensated workforce, 

the children of Illinois will not experience the full range of benefits that can be realized through 

high-quality early childhood education.  Comprehensive data, including what is tracked through 

the Gateways to Opportunity Registry and provided in this report, is an essential resource for 

leaders and policymakers to inform conversations that will further support and advance the 

early childhood education workforce in Illinois.    
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