
   

   
 

          

 
   

        
 

   
    

   

CHANGE FRAMEWORK BRIEF SERIES 

Introduction to the ECE Workforce 
Systems Change Framework 
Anne Douglass, Rena Hallam, Yujin Lee, Lindsay Beatty, Kristy Sheffler, & Annette Pic 

Introduction 
This brief describes the National Early Care & Education (ECE) Workforce Center's aims for 
improving conditions for the ECE workforce and explains how the ECE Workforce Systems 
Change Framework supports state and local leaders to achieve the aims. In this brief, we 
introduce this Change Framework (see Figure 1), including its grounding perspectives; give 
an overview of its aims, primary drivers and secondary drivers; and provide examples of how 
the Change Framework can guide efforts to make change across systems and programs. 

Figure 1. ECE Workforce Systems Change Framework Structure 



 

 

 

 

  
    

           
  
        

   
  

 
  

 
  

       
 

  
    

 
    

  
   

     
  

    
   

    
  
  

  
 

 
   

     
  

  

  

  
   

       
    

    
     

  

 

Defining Our Aims
A stable, qualified ECE workforce is necessary to strengthen ECE programs, provide families with 
reliable child care, and ensure young children receive high-quality care and education.1 Yet, the 
ECE workforce continues to be impacted by challenges that have caused instability across the 
child care system. To address these challenges, states and communities across the U.S. are 
looking at ways to create good jobs for the ECE workforce, using multiple and integrated 
strategies.2, 3 

The National ECE Workforce Center (“the Center”) Who is the ECE workforce? 
recognizes this need and organizes its work around five 

The ECE workforce includes policy areas, or key topics, as identified by the Early 
educators who provide direct care Childhood Workforce Index developed by the Center 
for children from birth to age five in for the Study of Child Care Employment (CSCCE).4 
licensed ECE programs, including 

These five policy areas include compensation, career center-based programs, family child 
pathways, work environment, workforce data, and care (FCC), preschool, and pre-K. 
financial resources. Each of these areas can be 
strengthened to create good jobs that support, retain, 
and sustain the ECE workforce. 

The ECE Workforce Systems Change Framework 
Figure 2. Aims (the Change Framework) focuses on three aims 

for improving conditions for the ECE workforce: 
competitive and fair compensation, clear and 
accessible career pathways, and positive working 
conditions (see Figure 2).5 These areas represent 
the most immediate challenges that can be 
addressed to create good jobs for the ECE 
workforce. The other two policy areas (workforce 
data and financial resources) are embedded within 
each of the three aims as a means to achieve 
those aims for compensation, career pathways, 
and working conditions. The following section 
describes the present challenges and desired 
changes for each aim. 
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Aim 1: Competitive and Fair Compensation 
• Current challenges: The ECE profession is often seen as an economically unviable and

stagnant career choice. With a national median wage of just $13.07 per hour, it ranks
among the lowest-paid occupations in the United States.6 This low pay makes it difficult
for educators to afford basic living expenses, leading many to question whether a long-
term career in the field is sustainable.7 Low wages are one of the most pressing problems
in the ECE sector.8 However, only a few states have implemented wage scales or
structured pay guidelines that take into account job roles, experience, or education, and
such efforts are still rare and often limited in reach. The lack of structured compensation
and wage systems contributes to inadequate and inconsistent salaries within and across
ECE settings.9 Although many states offer stipends and other financial incentives, these
efforts are often too small to make a meaningful difference on income levels, may be
temporary and reliant on unstable funding, and/or result in loss of other social service
benefits such as Medicaid for dependents.10 These conditions make it difficult to attract
and retain experienced and skilled educators, leading to high turnover rates and ongoing
workforce instability.

• Desired change: The Center’s goal is to achieve competitive and fair compensation for
early educators across all settings—FCC, center-based programs, Head Start, and public
pre-K—by aligning salaries with those of similarly qualified K-12 teachers. This may
involve strategies such as establishing wage scales that take into account roles,
qualifications, experience, or education levels; ensuring that FCC providers are included in
fair and competitive pay efforts; guaranteeing benefits such as health insurance,
retirement contributions, and paid leave; and securing sustainable public and/or private
funding to ensure that salary increases do not cause educators to lose access to essential
public benefits or lead to higher costs for ECE that place a financial burden on families.

Aim 2: Clear and Accessible Career Pathways 
• Current challenges: The ECE workforce lacks clear, accessible career pathways. For many,

the cost of training and education remains a major barrier to career advancement.11

Additionally, although almost all states have adopted a set of competencies for ECE
educators, what educators are expected to know varies across states and is often shaped
more by job setting (e.g., schools, centers, homes) and program funding sources (e.g.,
public pre-K, Child Care Development Fund, Head Start, private/family fees) than by the
knowledge needed to perform the job.12 These inconsistencies result in preparation and
degree programs with differing goals, content, and practices; and this then results in
inconsistencies in the professional preparation of the ECE workforce.13 Furthermore, a
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lack of support from workplaces and professional development systems creates additional 
barriers to career growth.14 

• Desired change: The Center's goal is clear, accessible career pathways with multiple entry 
points for early educators with varying qualifications, experiences, and education levels. 
This can be achieved through a range of strategies, such as setting consistent qualification 
standards across settings, aligning funding streams with preparation and degree programs, 
and creating a structured pathway for career advancement. Professional development 
programs and systems can provide holistic support that is targeted at the varied needs 
and entry points of the ECE workforce. This includes financial assistance, effective 
delivery of educational programs (e.g., higher education, apprenticeships, professional 
learning opportunities), diverse learning environments, and individualized support. Equally 
important is that career pathways are aligned with clear competencies, and the 
progression on these pathways should result in increased competencies. Mechanisms 
such as higher wages and bonuses upon completion can reward accomplishments and 
create career pathways for professional advancement. 

Aim 3: Positive Working Conditions 
• Current challenges: The demanding working conditions, along with low compensation 

and lack of essential benefits—such as health insurance and retirement plans—further 
destabilize the workforce.15 The ECE work environment often fails to ensure safe, healthy, 
and supportive conditions for educators.16 Conditions, such as paid planning time, breaks 
away from children, support for professional learning, and manageable workloads, are 
missing in many workplaces. Limited resources make it difficult for ECE programs and 
centers to establish and maintain high standards for work environments, leading to 
educator stress, burnout, and high turnover rates.17 

• Desired change: The Center's goal is to have clear work environment standards and 
support for ECE programs in adopting them to ensure safe, healthy, and supportive 
conditions for educators. This can involve strategies such as policies for work 
environments, along with financial and technical assistance, to enable ECE programs to 
implement and sustain these standards. The role of instructional and distributed 
leadership is an important aspect, as supports for effective ECE leadership can promote 
the adoption of standards, foster collaborative practices, and engage educators. By 
improving these conditions, programs can enhance job satisfaction, reduce stress and 
burnout, and retain skilled educators. 

Achieving these aims related to compensation, career pathways, and working conditions is critical 
to building a stable, high-quality ECE workforce. Investing in these areas can support the well-
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being of early educators and ensure high-quality experiences for children and families across ECE 
settings. 

Taking a Systems Change Approach to Achieving the 
Aims 
The ECE workforce challenges described above are complex problems that do not arise from a 
single cause. Instead, they are shaped by multiple, interrelated factors, such as policies, 
governance structures, and underlying norms and beliefs. Addressing such complex issues 
requires a holistic, system-level approach. However, there is limited guidance on how to take a 
system-level approach that addresses these complexities. 

Often, change efforts focus on the part of a system that appears "broken" and attempt to fix just 
that part, only to wonder why we did not achieve better results. This is because changing one 
part on its own rarely works when the issue is interconnected with other parts of the system. 18 

Without considering the broader system, solutions may fail to address underlying causes or be 
difficult to sustain over time. 

A systems change approach moves beyond fixing a single broken part. Instead of isolating one 
problem, systems change examines key system-level factors to understand how they contribute 
to improvements. By shifting from isolated solutions to a systemic perspective, change efforts 
become more sustainable and impactful, leading to meaningful improvements. 

The ECE Workforce Systems Change Framework 
The National ECE Workforce Center developed the Change Framework with a system-level 
approach to guide efforts to achieve the Center’s three aims to improve conditions for the ECE 
workforce. The Change Framework synthesizes evidence about systems change from research, 
policy, and practice into a set of nine primary drivers that can lead to progress toward achieving 
the aims. The term “driver” refers to levers for change; these are the factors or strategies that 
have shown to be most impactful in achieving systems change. 
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There are three types of primary drivers that, 
together, can produce systems change. 

1. Practice Drivers: The programmatic and 
policy actions taken to achieve the aims. 

2. Infrastructure Drivers: The structural 
aspects necessary for achieving and 
sustaining the aims. 

3. Principles Drivers: The underlying beliefs 
and mindsets necessary for achieving the 
aims. 

Impactful, sustainable systems change requires 
incorporating aspects of all three types of primary 
drivers. Figure 3 illustrates the 
interconnectedness of the three types of primary 
drivers. Focusing on only one type of driver when 
planning for change generally leads to less fruitful 
results due to how closely practices, 
infrastructure, and principles are connected. 
Figure 4 presents and defines the nine primary 
drivers, organized by the three types of drivers. 
Taken together, these nine primary drivers provide 
a holistic foundation for ECE workforce systems 
change. 

Figure 3. Three 
Interconnected Primary 
Driver Types 
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Figure 4. Primary Drivers 

The Change Framework secondary drivers are 
Figure 5. Secondary Drivers equally important as the primary drivers in systems 

change. Secondary drivers are active components 
of the primary drivers. They specify the necessary 
conditions and strategies for change (see Figure 5). 
Secondary drivers are the promising, innovative, 
and evidence-based practices and strategies that 
are needed to put the primary drivers in place. 

The secondary drivers are unique and specific to 
each of the three aims. They are concrete 

strategies that can drive change toward the aims for compensation, career pathways, and work 
environments. For example, Tables 1-3 below show the secondary drivers unique to each aim 
aligned with each of the primary drivers. 
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Table 1. Aim 1 – Competitive and Fair Compensation 

PRIMARY 
DRIVERS 

SECONDARY DRIVERS 

Pr
ac

ti c
e 

D
riv

er
s 

Policy-
Specific 
Promising 
Practices 

A wage scale is designed to ensure competitive compensation with K-3 
based on factors such as roles, qualifications, and experiences. 

A benefit model is designed to ensure parity with K-3, such as health 
insurance, retirement plans, loan forgiveness, and tax credits. 

Early educators have access to financial relief such as child care 
assistance, hiring and retention bonuses, and tax credits. (an interim 
strategy) 

Targeted 
and Aligned 
Policies 

The wage scale is linked to educational attainment, such as qualifications, 
degrees, certifications, and years of experience. 

Policies are designed to prevent benefit cliffs caused by wage increases. 

Data-focused policies support effective data collection, data sharing and 
use, and individual privacy. 

Data-Driven Programs and initiatives are monitored, and their progress and impact 
Decision data are used to inform and refine systems change efforts. 
Making 

Compensation data are shared and reviewed to assess the current state 
of compensation. 

Data regarding financial investments specific to supporting increased 
compensation are collected and analyzed at all phases of implementation 
to ensure sustained funding. 
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In
fr

as
tr

uc
tu

re
 D

riv
er

s 

Leadership & 
Governance 

Leaders from state and local agencies, ECE programs, professional 
associations, workforce councils, labor groups, community 
organizations, and government bodies are actively engaged and 
supportive of fair compensation initiatives. 

Governance structures ensure that decision makers collaborate and 
align actions for cross-sector compensation initiatives in the ECE sector 
(i.e., home-based and center-based child care, Early Head Start, Head 
Start). 

ECE program leaders apply leadership and business management best 
practices to achieve competitive compensation. 

Multi-Sector 
& Multi-
Partner 
Collaboration 

Cross-sector state or community coalitions/partnerships are convened 
to jointly plan, make decisions, implement, and evaluate compensation 
initiatives. 

Diverse cross-sector coalitions/partnerships are in place and work 
together to establish and operate with shared understanding, goals, and 
vision to guide their efforts. 

Regular meetings and financial incentives are in place to promote active 
engagement and collaboration among cross-sector partners for 
compensation initiatives. 

Data Compensation-related data exist in formats that allow researchers and 
Infrastructure stakeholders to extract meaningful insights and are accessible to key 

stakeholders. 

Compensation-related data are collected from center-based programs, 
FCC, and out-of-school settings. 

Sustainability Dedicated and sustainable source(s) of funding are identified and 
designated for compensation initiatives. 

A system is in place for financing compensation initiatives that is 
coordinated, efficient, easy to navigate, feasible to administer, and 
transparent. 
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Formal policies, regulations, or written documents protect and sustain 
standards for compensation. 

Formal policies, regulations, or written documents increase the 
flexibility of funding and enable the use of multiple funding streams for 
compensation initiatives. 

Dedicated and sustainable source(s) of funding are designated for the 
purpose of building and maintaining a comprehensive, integrated data 
system that can inform compensation initiatives. 

Pr
in

ci
pl

es
 D

riv
er

s 

Engaging 
Educators in 
Systems 
Change 

Educators who represent a range of backgrounds and experiences are 
active leaders in designing and implementing the vision and plan for 
change related to compensation aims. 

Outreach strategies, capacity-building efforts, and information related 
to compensation initiatives are appropriate, available, and accessible to 
enable educator engagement. 

Educators have substantial influence and decision-making power in 
shaping and guiding compensation initiatives. 

Culture & 
Narrative 

Policy and decision makers, the public at large, and the ECE sector are 
aware of the importance of securing funding to enable competitive 

Shift compensation and ensure a skilled stable, and valued ECE workforce. 

Policy and decision makers are aware that financial relief initiatives 
(such as tax credits, bonuses) are an interim strategy, not a long-term 
solution to achieve competitive compensation. 
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Table 2. Aim 2 – Clear and Accessible Career Pathways 

PRIMARY 
DRIVERS 

SECONDARY DRIVERS 

Pr
ac

ti c
e 

D
riv

er
s 

Policy-
Specific 
Promising 
Practices 

Educator preparation and career development programs are financially 
accessible to ensure that early educators can graduate debt free. 

Educator preparation and career development programs are tailored to 
address the unique needs of early educators, ensuring they create the 
conditions for success in higher education. 

Career pathways are clearly articulated to provide comprehensive scope 
and sequence in education and training that facilitate credential/degree 
attainment. 

Educator preparation and career development programs prioritize 
cultivating a workforce with a range of backgrounds and experiences. 

Educator preparation and career development programs are grounded 
in high-quality, evidence-based practices, and aligned with professional 
standards to ensure educators acquire the knowledge, skills, and tools 
to support their effectiveness as educators. 

Targeted and Policies are designed to ensure that educators who attain/hold higher 
Aligned credentials earn higher wages. 
Policies 

Baseline education and training requires all early childhood teaching 
staff have foundational knowledge (i.e., a Child Development Associate 
Credential or equivalent) and lead teachers and program leaders have a 
bachelor’s degree with ECE specialization and individual licensure or 
certification, in line with what is required for teachers of older children. 

When new qualifications policies are put into place, they also specify 
how the existing ECE workforce maintains their employment through 
flexible options such as credit for work experience and realistic 
timelines to meet new requirements. 
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Data-focused policies support effective data collection, data sharing 
and use, and individual privacy. 

Data-Driven 
Decision 

Programs and initiatives are monitored, and their progress and impact 
data are used to inform and refine systems change efforts. 

Making 
Qualifications and educational supports data are shared and reviewed 
to assess the current state. 

Data regarding financial investments specific to supporting 
qualifications and educational supports are collected and analyzed at all 
phases of implementation to ensure sustained funding. 

In
fr

as
tr

uc
tu

re
 D

riv
er

s 

Leadership & 
Governance 

Leaders from state or local agencies, ECE educators, professional 
associations, workforce councils and labor groups, community groups, 
government bodies, higher education, and high school/district 
administrators are actively engaged and supportive of qualifications and 
educational support aims. 

Governance structures ensure that decision makers collaborate and 
align actions for cross-sector qualifications and educational support 
initiatives in the ECE sector (i.e., home-based and center-based child 
care, Early Head Start, Head Start). 

ECE program leaders apply leadership and business management best 
practices to support early educators’ attainment of qualifications and 
career development through financial and structural supports (e.g., time 
off, flexible schedules). 

Multi-Sector 
& Multi-
Partner 

Cross-sector state or community coalitions/partnerships are convened 
to jointly plan, make decisions, and implement and evaluate 
qualifications and educational support initiatives. 

Collaboration 
Diverse cross-sector coalitions/partnerships are in place and work 
together to establish and operate with shared understanding, goals, and 
vision to guide their efforts. 

Regular meetings and financial incentives are in place to promote active 
engagement and collaboration among cross-sector partners for 
qualifications and educational support initiatives. 
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Data Qualifications and educational support-related data exist in formats 
Infrastructure that allow researchers and stakeholders to extract meaningful insights 

and are accessible to key stakeholders. 

Qualifications and educational support-related data are collected from 
center-based programs, FCC, and out-of-school settings. 

Sustainability Dedicated and sustainable source(s) of funding are identified and 
designated for qualifications and educational supports initiatives. 

A system is in place for financing qualifications and educational support 
initiatives that is coordinated, efficient, easy to navigate, feasible to 
administer, and transparent. 

Formal policies, regulations, or written documents protect and sustain 
standards for qualifications and educational support initiatives. 

Formal policies, regulations, or written documents increase the 
flexibility of funding and enable the use of multiple funding streams for 
qualifications and educational support initiatives. 

Dedicated and sustainable source(s) of funding are designated for the 
purpose of building and maintaining a comprehensive, integrated data 
system that can inform qualifications and educational support 
initiatives. 

Pr
in

ci
pl

es
 D

riv
er

s 

Engaging 
Educators in 
Systems 
Change 

Educators with a range of backgrounds and experiences are active 
leaders in designing and implementing the vision and plan for change 
related to qualifications and educational support aims. 

Outreach strategies, capacity-building efforts, and information related 
to qualifications and educational support initiatives are appropriate, 
available, and accessible to enable educator engagement. 

Educators have substantial influence and decision-making power in 
shaping and guiding qualifications and educational support initiatives. 

Culture & 
Narrative 
Shift 

Policymakers and decision makers, the public at large, and the ECE 
sector are aware of the importance of securing funding to support 
qualifications requirements and educational support to ensure a skilled, 
stable, and valued ECE workforce. 
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Policymakers and decision makers are aware that high-quality ECE 
educator preparation and career development programs provide 
preparation around practices that support child development, unique 
from traditional K-12 preparation/training. 

Table 3. Aim 3 – Positive Working Conditions 

PRIMARY 
DRIVERS 

SECONDARY DRIVERS 

Pr
ac

ti c
e 

D
riv

er
s 

Policy-
Specific 
Promising 
Practices 

Educators have adequate breaks and time off, adequate coverage, 
and adequate professional support. 

Educators work in positive work climates that promote their 
teaching practices and well-being. 

Educators work in physical work environments/facilities which are 
safe, updated, healthy, and meet the needs of both adults and 
children. 

Targeted and 
Aligned 
Policies 

All ECE staff are aware of their rights in the workplace. Protections 
are in place for workers who report workplace or regulatory 
violations (e.g., state whistleblowing laws). 

A wage scale is designed to ensure competitive compensation with 
K-3 based on factors such as roles, qualifications, and experiences. 

A benefit model is designed to ensure parity with K-3, such as health 
insurance, retirement plans, loan forgiveness, and tax credits. 

ECE work environment standards are addressed in other systems 
(e.g., QRIS, OSHA standards, licensing, housing policies). 

Data-focused policies support effective data collection, data sharing 
and use, and individual privacy. 
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Data-Driven 
Decision 
Making 

Programs and initiatives are monitored, and their progress and 
impact data are used to inform and refine systems change efforts. 

Work environment data are shared and reviewed to assess the 
current state of work environments. 

Data regarding financial investments specific to supporting work 
environments are collected and analyzed at all phases of 
implementation to ensure sustained funding. 

In
fr

as
tr

uc
tu

re
 D

riv
er

s 

Leadership & 
Governance 

Leaders from state and local agencies, ECE programs, professional 
associations, workforce councils, labor groups, community 
organizations, and government bodies are actively engaged and 
supportive of work environment aims. 

Governance structures ensure that decision makers collaborate and 
align actions for cross-sector work environment initiatives in the 
ECE sector (i.e., home-based and center-based child care, Early 
Head Start, Head Start). 

ECE program leaders foster a positive, supportive workplace culture, 
address work environment issues, and promote educator agency. 

Multi-Sector 
& Multi-
Partner 
Collaboration 

Cross-sector state or community coalitions/partnerships are 
convened to jointly plan, make decisions, implement, and evaluate 
work environment initiatives. 

Diverse cross-sector coalitions/partnerships are in place and work 
together to establish and operate with shared understanding, goals, 
and vision to guide their efforts. 

Regular meetings and financial incentives are in place to promote 
active engagement and collaboration among cross-sector partners 
for work environment initiatives. 

Data Work environment-related data exist in formats that allow 
Infrastructure researchers and stakeholders to extract meaningful insights and are 

accessible to key stakeholders. 

Work environment-related data are collected from center-based 
programs, FCC, and out-of-school settings. 
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Sustainability Dedicated and sustainable source(s) of funding are identified and 
designated for work environment initiatives. 

A system is in place for financing work environment initiatives that is 
coordinated, efficient, easy to navigate, feasible to administer, and 
transparent. 

Formal policies, regulations, or written documents protect and 
sustain standards for work environment initiatives. 

Formal policies, regulations, or written documents increase the 
flexibility of funding and enable the use of multiple funding streams 
for work environment initiatives. 

Dedicated and sustainable source(s) of funding are designated for 
the purpose of building and maintaining a comprehensive, 
integrated data system that can inform work environment initiatives. 

Pr
in

ci
pl

es
 D

riv
er

s 

Engaging 
Educators in 
Systems 
Change 

Educators with a range of backgrounds and experiences are active 
leaders in designing and implementing the vision and plan for 
change related to work environment aims. 

Outreach strategies, capacity-building efforts, and information 
related to work environment initiatives are appropriate, available, 
and accessible to enable educator engagement. 

Educators have substantial influence and decision-making power in 
shaping and guiding work environments initiatives. 

Culture & 
Narrative 
Shift 

Policymakers and decision makers, the public at large, and the ECE 
sector are aware of the importance of securing funding to enable 
competitive compensation to ensure a skilled, stable, and valued 
ECE workforce. 

The ECE sector (e.g., licensors, state agencies regulating child care, 
directors, administrators) thinks in new ways about work standards 
and positive work environments, challenging typical ways of working 
to make systems educator-centered and supportive. 

For more information about how these drivers were developed, see Appendix A. 
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Using the Change Framework to Guide Systems Change 
The Change Framework is designed for use by a broad range of stakeholders working to 
strengthen the ECE workforce system. The Change Framework can serve as a guide for change 
leaders who want to take intentional, coordinated action to build a stable and qualified ECE 
workforce. This may include state-level administrators; state and community ECE agencies; 
researchers; local ECE program leaders and staff working in various settings, such as Head Start, 
FCC, community-, center-, and school-based ECE programs; or institutions of higher education 
(IHEs) that support workforce development through educational programs and pathways. 

Using the Change Framework in 
States and Communities 
Change leaders can use the Change Framework to Change leaders: 
identify strengths and gaps within each of the primary 

People who want to take drivers. Change leaders can refer to the Change 
intentional coordinated action to Framework and reflect on the following questions: 
build a stable and qualified ECE 

• Reflecting on the aims: Which aim is most workforce 
relevant to or needed in your context: 

Change initiative:competitive and fair compensation, clear and 
accessible career pathways, or positive working A coordinated and targeted effort 
conditions? to leverage multiple primary 

drivers to achieve an aim • Reflecting on the primary drivers: In what ways 
do your efforts address all three types of 
primary drivers: practices, infrastructure, and 
principles? If your efforts are focused on just one, how might thinking about the other 
types of drivers help you to advance progress? 

• Reflecting on the secondary drivers: To what extent are the secondary drivers in place in 
your context: Not at all? Some? A lot? 

This kind of assessment can help change leaders to see progress to date as well as areas that they 
can focus on for ongoing improvement. Change leaders can use their assessment of the drivers to 
decide which are most relevant, needed, and feasible given their goals, available resources, and 
current context. They can share their findings with other change leaders in their 
networks/communities and discuss how to work towards achieving the aims through change 
initiatives. By focusing on the most relevant drivers and integrating their efforts across all three 
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driver types, change initiatives can take strategic steps to strengthen their ECE workforce 
systems and achieve lasting improvements. 

Using the Change Framework in Research 
The Change Framework can also serve as a theory of change for researchers studying systems 
change. Researchers can refer to the Change Framework and reflect on the following questions: 

• In what ways are you accounting for these drivers when studying systems change? 

• Does your research account for the interrelatedness of the three types of primary drivers: 
practices, infrastructure, and principles? If your research is focused on just one, how 
might thinking about the other types of drivers help you to investigate and advance 
knowledge about systems change? 

• Are there opportunities to share what you are learning from your research with others 
involved in research and policy related to ECE systems change? 

Conclusion 
This brief described the Center's aims to improve ECE workforce policy. It introduced the ECE 
Workforce Systems Change Framework as a guide for systems change that can help change 
leaders to achieve the aims. 

To find out more about the work of the Center, please visit our website, subscribe to our 
newsletter, or follow us on social media. If you would like to share feedback based on your use of 
the Change Framework, please contact the Center team at workforcecenter@childtrends.org. 
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Glossary 
Aims: The goal/desired impact of change on ECE workforce systems and policies. Aims represent 
the most important challenges that need to be addressed to create good jobs for the ECE 
workforce 

Change initiatives: A coordinated, targeted effort to leverage multiple drivers to achieve an aim. 

Change Framework: A structured framework that identifies the primary and secondary drivers 
that can result in achieving the aims for improving conditions for the ECE workforce. 

Change leaders: People who want to take intentional, coordinated action to build a stable, 
qualified ECE workforce. 

Compensation: Financial compensation (salary, wages) and additional benefits with potential 
monetary value including paid time off (sick, vacation, personal), retirement plans, reduced tuition 
for a child at the center, and health insurance. 

Cross-sector partners: Organizations influencing the ECE workforce working together across 
sectors to achieve mutually beneficial outcomes (e.g., private organizations, nonprofit 
organizations, government) 

Educational supports: Programs/systems/conditions that support educators to gain 
credentials/training; this would include higher education, apprenticeship programs, and 
professional development systems. 

Financial relief: Initiatives or efforts that provide additional income outside a worker’s expected 
pay and benefits (compensation), typically based on eligibility. Financial relief programs are often 
one-time payments or short-term programs and may include bonuses, incentive programs, 
stipends, and tax credits. 

Financial resources: ECE funding sources (e.g., Child Care Development Fund, Preschool 
Development Grant Birth through Five) and mechanisms (e.g., contracts, grants) that are or can 
be used to fund workforce initiatives, supports, and/or wider ECE infrastructure needed to 
implement workforce initiatives/supports. 

Infrastructure drivers: The structural aspects necessary for achieving the aims. 

Practice drivers: The programmatic and policy actions taken to achieve the aims. 

Primary driver: Levers for change that can lead to progress towards achieving the aim. 

Principles drivers: The underlying beliefs necessary for achieving the aims. 

Secondary driver: Promising, innovative, and evidence-based practices and strategies needed to 
put the primary drivers in place. 
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Appendix A 
How was the Change Framework developed? 

1. Literature review: We first developed search parameters identifying inclusion and 
exclusion criteria. We employed a database search within six academic databases, each 
selected to encompass systems change literature broadly and within ECE. Additionally, we 
compiled and reviewed key resources in two categories: 1) broad systems change 
resources across disciplines and 2) ECE-specific resources (e.g., reports, briefs, toolkits) 
related to the three focus policy areas: compensation, career pathways, and work 
environment. Our search for key resources continued until we reached saturation 
(Appendix B includes a detailed list of the literature). 

2. Identified primary drivers: Using insights from broad systems change resources, we 
identified an initial set of primary drivers. We sought to organize the primary drivers such 
that they were grouped, labeled, and ordered in a way that was intuitive and accessible. 
The systems change framework crosswalk19 offered three key types of primary drivers for 
systems change (infrastructure drivers, practice drivers, and principles drivers), which we 
used to define and organize our primary drivers. 

3. Compiled state and community examples for Aim 1: Competitive and Fair Compensation: We 
used ECE-specific resources to identify real-world state and community examples related 
to workforce compensation. These examples were mapped onto primary drivers, and if an 
example did not fit an existing primary driver, we considered creating a new primary 
driver or revising the language of an existing one. 

4. Developed secondary drivers for Aim 1: Competitive and Fair Compensation: We reviewed 
the compiled state and community examples for each primary driver and distilled key 
ingredients (e.g., features, tools, strategies, approaches, core values) from those examples 
to identify secondary drivers for the aim. 

5. Compiled state and community examples for Aim 2: Clear and Accessible Career Pathways 
and Aim 3: Positive Working Conditions: We repeated the process for the remaining two 
aims. We mapped examples that aligned with previously identified drivers for Aim 1 
accordingly. We also identified drivers unique to Aim 2 and Aim 3 and added them to the 
framework. 

6. Developed secondary drivers for Aim 2: Clear and Accessible Career Pathways and Aim 3: 
Positive Working Conditions: We reviewed the compiled state and community examples 
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for each primary driver and distilled key ingredients (e.g., features, tools, strategies, 
approaches, core values) from those examples to identify secondary drivers for the aims. 

7. Gathered insights from the literature review and collaboration: We continued to review 
literature and collaborated with technical assistance experts to guide the development of 
the drivers. The process was iterative, and we drafted several versions. 

8. Elicited feedback: We shared the identified primary and secondary drivers with other 
Center staff for feedback. We also gathered input from external stakeholders, such as 
those who attended the “Wage and Salary Scales” and “Creating Partnerships and 
Pathways to Support Credential and Degree Attainment” Communities of Practice (CoPs) 
that the Center held in its first year. Their feedback was incorporated into the Change 
Framework to ensure it is relevant and practical for real-world application. 
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