
A salary scale is a tool to help determine proper 
compensation for the early childhood workforce. They define 
expected earnings in a uniform way, usually comprised 
of a number of levels, with beginning and end points, that 
have clearly defined criteria (such as education, roles, and 
responsibilities) that promote transparency and equity.

Click here for The Salary Scale
Click here for User Guide Worksheet for Implementing a Salary Scale in Your Early Childhood Business
Click here for User Guide: Implementing a Salary Scale in Your Early Childhood Business

Click here for The Salary Scale White Paper
Click here for The Impact of Compensation and Benefits on the ECE Workforce
Click here for the CCI at NCMC
Click here for the Living Wage Calculator at MIT
Click here for NAEYC’s Unifying Framework for the Early Childhood Education Profession
Click here for MI’s ECE Professional Standards and Competencies
Click here for the accompanying Evaluation Tool

What is it?

Why is it valuable?

How do I use it?

Where can I learn more?

A CCI team member is available to consult with you on your customization.
Contact us at ECE@ncmich.edu 

Who can I talk to?

Salary Scale 
Overv iew

This salary scale is valuable because it establishes a transparent, equitable compensation framework that 
reflects the skills, experience, and qualifications of early childhood professionals. Grounded in living wage 
principles and aligned with professional standards, the scale empowers programs to recognize and reward 
educator expertise while supporting long-term recruitment and retention. By connecting compensation 
directly to demonstrated competencies and clear role definitions, the salary scale promotes organizational 
stability and professional growth. Ultimately, it serves as a critical tool for strengthening the early childhood 
workforce and advancing the quality of care and education for young children.

https://www.ncmich.edu/_binaries/_child_care_initiative/cci-salary-scale-white-paper.pdf
https://www.ncmich.edu/_binaries/_child_care_initiative/comp-bebefits-ec-workforce-report.pdf
https://livingwage.mit.edu/
https://www.naeyc.org/resources/pubs/yc/mar2020/unifying-framework-early-childhood-education
https://learn.miaeyc.org/michigan-professional-standards-and-competencies
mailto:ece@ncmich.edu
https://www.ncmich.edu/community-events/child-care-initiative/toolkit-files/4-evaluation.pdf






A salary scale is a structured compensation tool that defines pay levels for the early childhood workforce 
based on clearly defined criteria such as education, experience, role responsibilities, and professional 
competencies. By outlining uniform earning expectations, a salary scale supports transparency, equity, 
and retention within your workforce. In many cases, salary scales are informed by local cost of living data, 
ensuring that wages align with the economic realities of your community. 

Start by identifying what you currently pay your staff. Next, identify the current monthly tuition charged to 
families. Example: Staff are paid $15/hr. Families are charged $1200/month. 

Define your compensation goal using tools like the MIT Living Wage Calculator to identify what it truly costs 
to live in your area. This provides a realistic target for early educator wages. Example: You aim to raise wages 
from $15/hr to $20/hr, the local living wage, and increase tuition from $1200/month to $1600/month to 
support the increase sustainably.  

Every early childhood program’s budget is unique, but most include similar core drivers: Staff Wages/Benefits 
(75-80%), Facilities (10%), Materials (5-7%), and Professional Learning/Quality (5-7%). These percentages 
serve as a general guide for structuring a True Cost Operational Budget, or a budget that reflects actual 
costs and aligns with quality and workforce goals.

Achieving your compensation goal requires a phased approach. Below are sample wage and tuition 
increase strategies over 3-year and 5-year timelines with a starting hourly rate of $15/hr for the ECE 
workforce and $1200/month for families, and an ending hourly rate of $20/hr for the ECE workforce and 
$1600/month for families.

What is a Salary Scale? 

Step 1: Understand Your Current Compensation Structure

Step 2: Set a Compensation Goal

Step 3: Understand Budget Drivers

Step 4: Create a Compensation Timeline

Implementing a Salary Scale in 
Your Early Childhood Business 
User  Guide



At Anna’s Preschool, a small early childhood program serving 16 children aged 3 to 4, staffing costs make up 
the core of the annual operating budget. The classroom is supported by four full-time staff members, each 
earning $20 per hour—an annual wage of $38,400. With added benefits (35%) and payroll taxes (25%), the 
total annual cost per staff member rises to $61,440, bringing the total staffing cost to $245,760.

Since staffing accounts for 80% of the overall operating budget, Anna must also plan for facilities (10%), 
materials (5%), and professional learning and quality improvements (5%). These additional costs bring the 
total annual budget to $307,200. To meet this amount, Anna would need to charge $19,200 per year, or $1,600 
per month, per child to ensure the program remains financially sustainable while maintaining high-quality 
care and learning. 

Anna’s staff used to earn $15/hr, but when she struggled with staff attraction and retention, she decided 
to make a change. Her goal was to compensate her staff $20/hr; however, that increase did not happen 
overnight. Anna chose to increase staff wages and tuition for families using the 3-year plan in the table 
above. In Year 1, she raised staff wages to $16.67/hr and tuition for families to $1333/month. In Year 2, she 
raised staff wages to $18.52/hr and tuition for families to $1467. At Year 3, she was able to raise staff wages 
to $20.57/hr by charging families $1600/month for tuition. She gradually increased both amounts, clearly 
communicating her intent with both staff and families. 

A goal without a plan is just a wish. Whether you adopt a 3-year or 5-year compensation timeline, 
implementation requires intentional planning, transparent communication, and a commitment to both 
workforce equity and family affordability. Raising tuition to reflect the true cost of care can also be balanced 
with support strategies for families. 

Consider the following:

Example 
Anna’s Preschool 

Final Thoughts 
From Goals to Action

This user guide is designed to be used in conjunction with the attached worksheet, helping you 
transition from aspiration to action and ensuring your early childhood business is financially 
sustainable, professionally rewarding, and grounded in quality care for every child.



To support early childhood program leaders in aligning staff wages with the true cost of care through 
strategic use of a salary scale, tuition planning, and budget forecasting.

Purpose

Worksheet for Implementing a Salary 
Scale in Your Early Childhood Business



Other Varies


