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Luckily for our ambitions to quickly ramp up a dramatic expansion of public preschool in 
Multnomah County, there’s a strong pool of potential preschool teachers and administrators in 
the Portland area who are not currently working in the field.  Job openings with competitive 
compensation and the potential for advancement should entice many to return to the career 
for which they trained in college.   
 
As well as people with BAs, there is likely to be another large group with associate’s degrees 
and certificates in early childhood education who are not currently working in preschool or 
child care.  That data, however, is not easily accessible. 
 
Too much energy is being spent thinking about the pipeline. The evidence is that many more 
people are trained and interested in working with young children than have found good jobs in 
which to use their skills.  If we create opportunities to earn a living wage working in preschools, 
we can expect many to return to the field, and more people to take advantage of existing 
education and training programs. 
 
Eighty six percent (86%) of employed people in Multnomah, Washington and Clackamas 
counties with college majors in early childhood education (ECE) are NOT working in 
preschool, pre-kindergarten or childcare.  Of the 740 employed college grads with early 
childhood majors in these three counties, 23% teach in elementary or middle schools.  Another 
11% hold jobs in administrative support positions, more commonly thought of as clerical work, 
but now far more complex than clerical work used to be.   
 
 
Table 1:  Occupational Distribution of Employed Persons with College Degrees in Early 
 Childhood Education in the 3-County Portland Area, Oregon and the U.S. (Percent) 
 
  Preschool/Pre-K & Elementary or Admin  Other 
  Childcare Middle School Support 
Location    
Portland Area* 14 23 11 52 
Oregon 13 27 7 53 
United States 18 41 6 35 
* The Portland Area is defined here as Multnomah, Washington and Clackamas Counties. 
Source:  American Community Survey Data from IPUMS.org, Pooled Sample 2009-2018, 
Analyzed by Catherine J. Weinberger, Affiliated Faculty, Economics Department and The 
Institute for Social, Behavioral and Economic Research, University of California Santa Barbara. 



The data back up the anecdotal evidence that college grads with ECE majors leave the field 
for opportunities to earn more in other occupations, particularly as they age and take on 
more responsibility for supporting a family and/or live in areas with more expensive housing. 
 
We can see a more detailed picture with the larger sample of the national data.  American 
women shift out of work with young children as they age and need to earn more money, their 
participation falling to 16% when over 40, as compared to 20% in their 20s and 30s.   Even 
fewer men than women stay in early childhood education; just 9% of U.S. men with BAs in early 
childhood education are working in the field, as compared with 18% of women of all ages.  
 
As a reference point, Federal Reserve economists Jaison Abel and Richard Dietz report that 27% 
of bachelor’s degree holders in the U.S. work in jobs directly related to their college major, with 
outcomes as high as 53% for people with degrees clearly tied to occupations, such as 
elementary education or accounting.   
 
Abel and Dietz’ figures would be higher, if they reported results based only on employed 
people, rather than on everyone between the ages of 18 and 64.  The group of people “of 
working age” includes both the unemployed, who are actively looking for work, and people 
who are out of the labor force, not looking for work.  Clearly people who are not working are 
also not working in their field, lowering the percentages reported of those who ARE working in 
jobs directly related to their college majors.    
 
Early childhood education is a major that is closely tied to identifiable jobs, in preschool and 
child care positions, as compared to degrees in fields like some in the liberal arts.  However, 
unlike elementary education or accounting, pay for preschool teachers barely rises above the 
minimum wage.  In Oregon in 2018, the median wage for preschool teachers was $13.95 an 
hour, according to the U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics.   
 
In short, we should be less worried about expanding the pipeline of people coming from 
educational and training programs in early childhood education, and more worried about 
keeping them in the field by creating better jobs.  If there are good jobs out there, students 
will recruit themselves into our educational programs. 
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