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The early care and education (ECE) industry has long experienced challenges with recruiting, retaining, and 
compensating staff. In recent years, this workforce has seen an annual turnover rate four times greater 
than elementary school teachers. Low pay, poor working conditions, and the high cost of entry to the field all 
contribute to the educator shortage.1

In July 2020, Early Milestones Colorado collected survey responses from 5,942 of the state’s early childhood 
educators. Unsurprisingly, the data revealed furloughs, lay-offs, and uncertainty about the future of their 
career. Ongoing concerns about health, well-being, and shortages in child care options for their own 
families are big factors facing educators right now.

Compensation. Many of Colorado’s early educators earn wages low enough to qualify for public assistance 
programs.2,3 COVID-19 made financial challenges worse, as many have seen a significant decline in household 
income. Educators of color were more likely to report a decrease in income than respondents who identified as 
white and non-Hispanic.

Job Security. In a 2017 study, 70% of ECE directors reported 
difficulty finding qualified staff.4,5 COVID-19 worsened this 
shortage, as nearly 23% of educators surveyed were laid off or 
furloughed. Among this group, 10% are unsure if they will return 
to the field.

Needed Supports. COVID-19 has revealed a need to provide 
broader learning supports to families. Educators also need better 
resources to facilitate virtual learning and social distancing. 
Priorities include:

•	 equitable access to technology and high-speed internet for families, 
•	 small-group learning materials,
•	 tools to support a social distancing in the classroom, and 
•	 guides for age-appropriate online education and engagement. 

"I absolutely love my job... 
I've worked there for three 
and a half years. Due to the 
pandemic and low enrollment, 
I have been laid off. I'm 
heartbroken. I am praying that 
I get my job back."



The pandemic's impact on Colorado's early childhood educators was distributed unevenly when measured 
against demographics and geographic location. Statewide, 23% of educators reported being laid off or 
furloughed, and 47% reported household income loss. Respondents identifying as Black, Asian, or other 
were significantly more likely to report job disruptions than their white peers.
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Percent of respondents who reported being furloughed or laid off

2,530 White, Non-Hispanic Respondents

123 Asian, Asian-American Respondents

558 Hispanic Respondents

136 Black, African-American Respondents 87 "Other" Respondents

INCOME CHANGES BY RACE

Communities of color may be 
underrepresented in this sample. 
The impact of COVID-19 on the entire 
ECE workforce has been severe, but we 
believe that the effects on educators of 
color are far worse than what is shown.
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Financial Stability. Colorado’s early educators are underpaid. Communities of color and low-income groups were more 
deeply impacted by COVID-19 and may require both public and private financial support. 

Continuing to fund direct support for child care providers, such as the federal Payroll Protection 
Program and the state sustainability grant program, will be critical to maintaining employment 
opportunities. Public investment in the ECE industry should prioritize funding for those most affected 
by the pandemic (i.e., educators of color).

Workforce Retention. More qualified educators were less likely to be furloughed or laid off. Lead teachers were the least 
likely to experience job disruptions.

Investing in more professional development and access to early childhood training programs will 
reduce the risk of furloughs and lay-offs for marginalized populations.

Equitable Access. Both families and educators need access to reliable and affordable high-speed internet and personal 
computing equipment.

Providing access to technology and digital literacy can reduce equity gaps. Priority should be given 
to rural and low-income families. Educators should also be given access to the training and guidance 
they need to effectively serve remote students.

Early Milestones is grateful to our project funders, 
without whom this effort would not be possible. 
We also thank our many partners who are helping 
to distribute surveys, interpret data, and develop 
communication tools. Bell Policy Center played a key 
role in developing the policy considerations included in 
this brief.
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