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Chair Abney, Vice Chairs Slater and Marszalkowski, and members of the committee,

Thank you for the opportunity to provide informational testimony regarding H.B. 5199, which proposes to
establish a 30% funding set aside from RI Pre-K expansion funds to sustain and strengthen access to
quality infant and toddler child care. High-quality child care during the earliest years of life supports
children’s development during a critical period and efforts to support the early educator workforce are
needed to ensure families with infants and toddlers have access to affordable care.

At Vanderbilt University's Prenatal-to-3 Policy Impact Center, we empower state leaders with rigorous
evidence on state policies proven to improve outcomes for children, their families, and the economy. We
focus on identifying state policies and programs that are backed by the most rigorous evidence available,
with a particular emphasis on the policies that help children and families thrive. As a nonpartisan
organization, we do not take official positions on any particular piece of legislation, and our testimony
reflects the research on any given topic, rather than the views of the University.

The Importance of the Earliest Years

The infant and toddler years are the most sensitive period of brain and physical development, affecting all
future learning, behavior, and health."? Children’s experiences during this time, particularly those with
responsive caregivers, provide important positive stimulation and protect the developmental process
from disruption due to stress.? These interactions are fundamental to shaping brain architecture and are
crucial whether children are at home with their parents or in child care.*

Despite the importance of early experiences, high-quality care is not available to all. Access to care is
shaped by affordability and proximity of care, and many families have limited options, especially when it
comes to infant and toddler care. Child care typically accounts for a substantial portion of a family’s
budget, approximating—and often eclipsing—the cost of housing.> Lack of options for infant and toddler
care is pronounced across the country, as this care is more expensive and difficult to find than care for
older children.t

Child Care Workforce

Efforts to improve access to child care require supports for early educators, who play an essential role
during the earliest years of development. However, early educators commonly earn wages that are
insufficient for meeting basic needs and experience high rates of food insecurity, as well as poor mental
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wellbeing.” The national median wage for early educators is $13.07 per hour—lower than 97% of all other
occupations and below a living wage in every state.® Those caregivers who work with infants and toddlers
typically earn even lower wages than their peers who work with children aged 3 to 5.° These challenges
affect caregiver-child interactions and the overall quality of care, and require action to promote workforce
development and retention.

In the past few years, states have acknowledged the importance of caring for the youngest children by
supporting early educators in different ways. Recent research from Virginia' and the District of Columbia”
suggest that bonuses to the child care workforce reduce turnover and increase the number of early
educators. Around the country, states are implementing different bonus programs to supplement early
educators’ wages.
e New Mexico: The Infant Toddler Pay Parity Program provides compensation to early educators
working with infants and toddlers comparable to that of similarly qualified public school teachers.
e North Carolina: The Child Care WAGES ® program provides biannual, education-based bonuses
to early educators and directors earning up to $23 per hour who work with children up to age 5.
o West Virginia: The WV STARS Pathways to Earnings program provides annual bonuses to early
educators and directors working in child care programs that serve children using subsidies.
Bonuses are dependent on the educator’s credentials.

Considering the infant and toddler period is the most sensitive period of development, supports are
needed to ensure families have access to affordable child care and early educators are supported to
promote high-quality services. The 30% funding set aside has the potential to provide important and
sustained funding to support compensation for early educators.

Thank you for the opportunity to provide testimony.

Maria Spinetti

Senior State Policy Analyst
Prenatal-to-3 Policy Impact Center
Vanderbilt University
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