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Finding and keeping good substitute child care workers is a problem that touches everyone 
in the field: teachers, administrators, resource and referral workers, and of course, the subs 
themselves. This article is addressed to all these groups in the hope that coordinated efforts 
can lead to better practices and new solutions. Below, you will find information on what's 
causing the substitute "crisis" and how community agencies around the country are respond- 
ing. 

The Problem 

It's 6:30 in the morning and two 
teachers have called in sick. Next Week, 
another teacher will go on vacation and 
still another has given notice that she 
will be leaving the job in thirty days. 
Next to the phone, a list of possible 
substitutes is taped to the wall, but 
you" ve already called six of  them: three 
have found permanent teaching jobs, 
one is already substituting elsewhere 
for the next two weeks, and two have 
moved out of town. What next - -  short 
of abandoning child care and moving 
out of  town yourself? 

This article is excerpted from the booklet A 
Good Sub is Hard to Find. To order copies 
please write: Child Care Employee Project, 
P.O. Box 5603, Berkeley, CA 94705. 

Child care programs throughout the 
country report that their problems in 
finding reliable substitutes are increas- 
ing. In many areas the lack of sub- 
stitutes is the most visible sign of a 
larger problem: a steadily worsening 
shortage of trained teachers. 

Directors speak of job openings that 
remain vacant for months, and of 
spending unreasonable amounts of time 
and energy locating substitutes or sub- 
bing in the classroom themselves. 

Teachers hestitate to stay home from 
work because of illness, convincing 
themselves that they are really "not that 
sick." They feel pressured to work 
extra hours to cover for absent co- 
workers and are drained by the constant 
need to orient and train one new co- 
worker after another. 

Substitutes, for their part, often feel 
under-recognized and unwelcome (as 
well as underpaid). At a recent meeting 
in Oakland, California, an after-school 
teacher/director admitted that, "A lot of 
subs just won't come back. I don't have 

the time to orient them when they come 
in; I need them to be there with the kids 
right away. Often they walk out of here 
in a daze, like they're thinking, 'What 
happened this afternoon?'" 

Apart from the obvious cost of pay- 
ing substitutes an hourly wage, centers 
pay enormous "hidden costs" for sub- 
stitute care which are not calculated in 
creating a "sub budget." 

Consider: 
• The number of hours the admin- 

istrator or other staff members spend 
looking for subs each month or year, or 
subbing themselves instead of doing 
their regular jobs. 

• The number of staff days per year 
for which subs are hired; the cost of 
paying a staff member for working 
overtime when no sub can be found. 

• The cumulative and disorienting 
effect on both children and parents. 

• The drain of energy and resources 
which caregivers could so much better 
devote to chi ldren--  and to each other. 
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What's causing the teacher and sub- 
stitute shortage? Several trends at once: 

Child Care Expansion 

The Bureau of Labor Statistics pre- 
dicts a growth rate for preschool teach- 
ers in the coming decade of 37.9% to 
43.9%, compared to a total projected 
labor force growth of 23% to 28%. As 
birth rates rise and mothers continue to 
enter the workforce, the demand for 
child care can be expected to keep in- 
creasing.  So can the compet i t ion  
among programs for trained, qualified 
teachers. 

Turnover 

Studies conducted by the Child Care 
Employee Project and local groups 
across the country have found teacher 
turnover rates (the number of staff leav- 
ing their jobs) ranging from 15% to 
30% a year. In t985 the Child Care 
Information Service of NAEYC esti- 
mated that, "Between 1980 and 1990, 
42% of" all child care workers in edu- 
cational and service posi t ions. . ,  will 
need to be replaced each year, just to 
maintain the current supply of child 
care providers. These rates are more 
than double the average replacement 
rate of 19.4%for all occupations. Low 
pay, lack of benefits, and stressful 
working conditions are the major rea- 
sons child care providers leave their 
jobs in such high numbers", (NAEYC, 
1986). 

A recent Bureau of Labor Statistics 
study ranked child care among the ten 
job categories with the highest turnover 
in the nation; dishwashers, peddlers, 
and gas station attendants shared the 
top "honors." 

Shortage of Elementary 
School Teachers 

School enrollment is on the rise at a 
time when more than half the nation's 
teachers are approaching retirement 
age. Cutbacks in recent years have 
eliminated many younger teachers 
from the profession, and the current 
low wages and low professional status 
of the education field leads college stu- 

dents to prepare for more lucrative ca- 
reers. 

Nationwide, the average starting 
salary for public school teachers was 
$14,500 in 1984, more than many child 
care teachers earn after years on the job 
(NAEYC, 1986). Public school jobs, 
therefore, are an attractive option for 
early childhood staff with bachelors 
degrees and/or credentials, creating a 
further drain on the pool of trained 
personnel available to work in child 
care programs. 

Low Pay 

If  child care providers typically 
make an annual wage at or below pov- 
erty level, substitute providers are on 
an even lower rung. In the San Fran- 
cisco Bay area, the average sub pay is 
about $5 an hour - -  a wage most tem- 
porary clerical or domestic workers 
would consider unacceptable - -  but in 
many areas of the country the average is 
much lower. 

A resource and referral worker in 
Iowa says she tells subs to expect "min- 
imum wage and little more." A sub- 
stitute child care program in Pennsyl- 
vania asks potential subs for five refer- 
ences, conducts a standard interview of 
up to fifteen questions ("What strengths 
would you bring to the position?", 
"What is the most important ingredient 
in working with children?") - -  then 
asks, "Are you willing to work for 
$3.35 an hour?" 

Lack of Training 

In most parts of the country, where 
unemployment rates are high, the prob- 
lem is not so much a shortage of 
workers  as a shortage of  trained 
workers. Child care programs them- 
selves typically have few resources to 
train substitutes; as we have noted, subs 
often do not receive even the basic 
orientation they need to get their bear- 
ings. 

Many programs rely on their local 
child care resource and referral agency 
or another community group for a cur- 
rent pool of substitutes, but feel frus- 
trated by the minimal child care train- 
ing - -  or even screening - -  subs un- 
dergo before entering this pool. In the 

last-minute desperation to find a sub, 
inadequately trained people are often 
hired sight unseen, tried once, and re- 
jected. 

If even a minimal training program 
were available, many subs could be 
better prepared for the job. They might 
even be motivated to pursue child care 
as a career option instead of giving up 
in frustration. 

Establishing a Substitute 
Referral System 

How are communities coping with 
the shortage of substitutes? In order to 
study the situation and to generate new 
approaches, the Child Care Employee 
Project interviewed dozens of people 
around the country who have been tack- 
ling the problem in various ways - -  
resource and referral staff members, 
teachers and subs, consultants and 
trainers. We talked to people who are 
just now establishing a substitute sys- 
tem in their area, and others who have 
had a system in place for years; people 
who feel their current arrangement 
works well, and others who are dissat- 
isfied and experimenting with new ap- 
proaches. 

Recruiting and Advertising 

When you undertake a recruitment 
effort, begin by targeting all the groups 
who may be interested and identify how 
best to reach them. Consider students, 
parents of young children who may 
want only part- t ime or occasional 
work, retired seniors, and job training 
program participants. Where can these 
groups be found? Where do they gath- 
er, work, or shop? What newsletters or 
newspapers do they read? What other 
agencies serve them? What are the best 
times of year to reach them? 

The most important step is to make 
and maintain personal contacts with 
agencies, colleges, and other insti- 
tutions. For example, you can alert a 
great number of students to substitute 
work if you arrange to include infor- 
mation in their fall registration pack- 
ets. 

Most groups coordinating a sub- 
stitute program find that they need to 
advertise regularly to keep the system 
going. Even a program that has been 
active for years can dwindle if outreach 
efforts slacken. 
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stitute's experience and work pref?r- 
ences. Applications should include: 

Although the Child Care Resource 
Center (CCRC) in Cambridge,  
Massachusetts, had been producing a 
monthly substitute teacher list for about 
ten years, by the summer of 1985 the 
number of listings for subs had shrunk 
to less than ten per month. CCRC sent 
flyers and information packets to ever}, 
college student placement office, voca- 
tional training program, senior citizen 
group, and community agency in the 
Boston area. CCRC also placed ads in 
neighborhood and student newspapers, 
which were less costly than city papers 
and produced better results. After this 
increased outreach effort throughout 
the fall, CCRC's  list now includes 
more than twenty subs per month and 
continues to grow. 

It 's important to make sure that you 
are reaching all the major sources of 
potential subs in your community,  
using every possible means of low-cost 
advertising at your disposal. Don't  be 
afraid to advertise - -  it may cost less 
than you expect. Child Care Connec- 
tions, a new resource and referral 
agency in Boise, Idaho, has obtained 
free ongoing space in the Boise news- 
paper to publicize its substitute place- 
ment and other services. Check with 

your local newspapers, radio, and TV 
stations about the possibility of free 
advertising, calendar listings, and pub- 
lic service announcements. 

Screening and Interviewing 

Substitute programs vary widely in 
the amount of screening and inter- 
viewing they conduct before referring 
subs to child care programs. Most re- 
ferral programs disclaim any liability 
for sub placement. Instead they offer a 
centralized service that saves child care 
centers a few steps without eliminating 
the necessity of carefully checking po- 
tential employees.  Child care pro- 
viders, on the other hand, are often 
unable to screen a sub carefully when 
they need someone to cover a class- 
room right away. Hence, many com- 
munities feel a conflict over where the 
role of screening lies: within each child 
care program,  or at a communi ty  
agency level. Centers feel rushed and 
needy; referral workers are reluctant to 
become employment agencies. 

Whatever level of screening they 
conduct, most substitute referral pro- 
grams have developed an application 
form - -  the simpler, the better - -  to 
elicit basic information about a sub- 

• education level 
• experience with children (which 

age groups, what kinds of settings, how 
many months or years, which age 
groups preferred) 

• special interests or skills (music, 
sports, other languages spoken) 

° when and where available for 
work (which time shifts, limits on 
transportation) 

• recent employment or experience 
• names, addresses, and phone 

numbers of two or three references, 
preferably those who have seen the 
applicant's work with children 

Many cities and states - -  especially 
in the wake of recent accusations of 
child abuse in child care programs - -  
also require fingerprinting or criminal 
background checks. Although the prac- 
tical value of such safeguards is ex- 
tremely limited, substitute referral pro- 
grams can save child care centers valu- 
able time by gathering this kind of 
information centrally, if it is required 
by law. Medical exams and TB tests 
may also be required by law in your 
state, and again, the referral program 
can save centers time and assist poten- 
tial subs by researching where to secure 
these services easily and cheaply. 

Frequently an application form and 
any required criminal and health checks 
are all the substitute program collects 
before placing subs on its availability 
list. Child care providers are then com- 
pletely responsible for interviewing the 
sub and checking references. 

Some sub programs, however, have 
become dissatisfied with this minimum 
approach and have started to screen 
subs more thoroughly before referring 
them to centers, largely because of 
complaints from child care providers 
and concern about safeguarding the 
quality of care. The Child Care Re- 
source Center in Cambridge, Massa- 
chusetts, now interviews applicants 
and checks their references. CCRC has 
found that people  who are inap- 
propriate for subbing tend to "screen 
themselves out" by not following 
through on all the required steps. 

Such interviews should be brief and 
simple; this is not the time to ask the 
soul-searching questions you might 
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pose for a permanent position. Child 
Care Resource and Referral  (CCRR) 
in Rochester, Minnesota, for exam- 
ple, typically asks substitutes two ques- 
tions in a group interview: "What kinds 
of things do you like to do with chil- 
dren?" and "How do you handle mis- 
behavior?" CCRR also invites several 
directors at a time to meet a similar 
number of potential subs. This group 
screening helps subs to get more infor- 
mation about "what they're getting 
into" as well as providing directors with 
an unpressured screening mechanism. 

One of CCRR's special features is its 
recruitment and training budget, sup- 
ported by parent fees for child care 
referral and fees for community train- 
ing sessions ($2.50 per training hour). 
This allows CCRR to pay potential 
subs, after an initial interview, either 
$10 for a three-hour visit to a day care 
center or a family day care home, or 
$20 for both. The provider then sends 
an evaluation of the sub to CCRR so 
that other providers will know that, at 
the very least, some concrete, on-the- 
job screening has taken place. Al- 
though $I0 is low pay for a three-hour 
visit, it's a great improvement over the 
unpaid initial visits that many programs 
ask subs to make. 

Training 

All of us in child care know that 
money and resources for training are 
scarce. Yet sub programs around the 
country have developed some low-cost 
models. Following are some examples: 

Child Action, Inc. in Sacramento, 
California, combines screening of ap- 
plicants with some basic training. 
Every two months, using guest pre- 
senters from the local Infant/Toddler 
Network and other provider groups, 
Child Action conducts a three-hour 
training and screening session to pro- 
vide basic information on health and 
safety, first aid, child development, 

and practical suggestions for classroom 
activities. Each applicant is then briefly 
interviewed (the typical format is four 
situational questions), asked for refer- 
ences, and promptly notified by pre- 
printed post card whether he or she has 
been accepted onto the sub list. 

Family and Children's Services of 
Kansas City, Kansas, formed an ad 
hoc group with two other organizations 
early in 1985 and worked with their 
local NAEYC affiliate to develop a 
"Substitute Provider Training Pro- 
gram." A small one-year Membership 
Action Grant from NAEYC helped 
them publicize the program 'and de- 
velop a traning manual, a 100+ page 
anthology of basic child care readings 
from a variety of sources. Three-hour 
training sessions are held monthly, and 
subs are then encouraged to observe at 
centers before they begin work. 

Although the Child Care Resource 
Center in Cambridge, Massachu- 
setts, does not conduct ongoing train- 
ing for subs, each person who signs up 
on the sub list receives the excellent 
orientation booklet "Guidelines for 
Day Care Substitutes." The booklet 
includes a brief form that subs can use 
to get written references on their work. 

Community colleges may also be a 
resource for training substitutes. The 
Early Childhood Education department 
at Cabrillo College in Santa Cruz, 
California, has held a six-week series 
of three-hour Saturday classes for subs. 
These classes give an overview of child 
care work including health and safety 
and communication skills. 

In Corpus Christi, Texas, the 
Coastal Bend Child Care Admin- 
istrators' Association m a group of 
about 40 directors - -  worked with the 
Early Childhood Specialist Department 
of Del Mar College to set up a 12-hour 
non-credit course during the summer of 
1985. The course included information 
on child growth, child abuse, dis- 

The Child Care Employee Project (CCEP) advocates for improved wages, 
status and working conditions of child care providers in order to ensure high 
quality child care available to all families regardless of economic status. The 
CCEP is a non-profit agency that provides resources, training, and con- 
sultation to the child care community. For more information, please call 
(415) 653-9889 or write CCEP, P,O. Box 5603, Berkeley, CA 94705. 

cipline, handling emergencies, and the 
state minimum standards. The 28 par- 
ticipants who completed the course 
were placed on a substitute list sent to 
local child care centers. Their training 
costs were reimbursed by the admin- 
istrators' association, and they also ob- 
tained a food handlers' card, job refer- 
ences, a TB test, and a training certifi- 
cate. The course was so successful that 
the organizers plan to repeat it. An 
information packet describing the de- 
velopment of the course is available for 
$5 from Glenda Stanton, YMCA, 3166 
Reid Dr., Corpus Christi, TX 78404. 

In other communities, such as Oak- 
land, California, local child care di- 
rectors' associations are considering 
conducting occasional training sessions 
specifically for substitutes. Association 
members would rotate the respon- 
sibility for teaching the sessions, and 
by pooling their efforts they would each 
decrease the amount of time spent train- 
ing and orienting every sub they use. 

Referral~Feedback/Updating 

Many substitute programs produce a 
substitute list monthly or bi-monthly 
for members or subscribers. The Child 
Care Resource Center (CCRC) in 
Cambridge, Massachusetts, for in- 
stance, mails a monthly list to sub- 
scribers who pay $15 per year. The list 
contains the basic information from 
each sub's application: name, address, 
phone number, best time to call, edu- 
cation, length of experience with dif- 
ferent age groups and in different kinds 
of programs,  languages and other 
skills, times available for work, and 
any transportation limits or needs. 

CCRC reminds its subscribers that, 
"We have not evaluated the work of 
these substitutes. We ask that you, the 
provider, fill out the enclosed evalu- 
ation form for each substitute con- 
cerning their performance and return it 
to us. All evaluations will be reviewed 
to determine if a person's performance 
is satisfactory, or whether removal 
from the list needs to be considered. 
Evaluation forms will be kept on file at 
CCRC and may be read by providers 
and the substitute." Providers have 
found this evaluation system helpful, 
but CCRC admits that they tend to 
receive only the extremes - -  the very 
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positive or very negative evaluations. 
Substitutes who wish to remain on the 
list can simply re-register by phone 
each month. 

Child Action in Sacramento, Cali- 
fornia, goes a step beyond printing a 
disclaimer on its substitutes list; before 
child care or family day care providers 
can subscribe to the list, they them- 
selves must receive a brief orientation 
to the sub program from the Child Ac- 
tion staff. To keep their list up-to-date, 
Child Action periodically sends post- 
cards out to its registered subs. 

Other programs, such as Carifio in 
Albuquerque, New Mexico, or Child 
Care Resource and Referral in Ro- 
chester, Minnesota, give substitute 
referrals to providers over the phone 
instead of mailing out a list. Providers 
then maintain their own sub lists and 
call the substitute program only when 
they need new referrals. 

Broader sponsorship of a substitute 
program can be very beneficial. The 
Office for Children (OFC) in Fairfax 
County, Virginia, has a unique net- 
work of 52 school-age child care pro- 
grams sponsored by the the county 
government, and has a staff member at 
its central office to coordinate the refer- 
rals. OFC budgets nine permanent 
"'floating sub" positions, and also keeps 
a list of about 35 on-call subs who are 
hired as needed. 

The University of California at 
Berkeley, which provides space and 
student fee support for six state-funded 
child care centers, holds free in-service 
training - -  a one-week series of work- 
shops on subjects such as infant/toddler 
curricula, health and music - -  every six 
months. Subs are paid to attend! More- 
over, University sponsorship of these 
centers allow an unusually high rate of 
pay for subs. As of Spring 1986, start- 
ing pay was $9.47 an hour tbr those 
with early childhood education creden- 
tials and $8.36 an hour for non- 
credentialed subs. Although subs aren't 
guaranteed daily employment, the size 
of the University system, combined 
with the high rate of pay, creates a pool 
of eager, well-trained temporary teach- 
ers. 

ChiM Care Substitute Registries 

People in many other professions - -  
such as public schools, hospitals, and 

business offices - -  have long had cen- 
tralized "registries" or employment 
agencies which simplify their search 
for substitute help. Several child care 
agencies around the country are now 
investigating the possibility of adapting 
such a model to our profession. The 
Western New York Child Care 
Council in Rochester, New York, is 
seeking start-up funds for a "child care 
personnel service." So is a group of 
about 30 child care centers in the Fre- 
mont, California, area. 

Public school districts, for example, 
have operated substitute registries for 
years. Once substitutes have enrolled in 
the registry, they call in for assign- 
ments, usually at least one day before 
they are available. A central school 
district office typically arranges subs 
on both a daily and a weekly basis. 
Schools call in for subs as soon as they 
identify a need; even after office hours 
they are often able to leave a recorded 
message. The school district, not the 
individual school, is liable for any pro- 
vable negligence or wrongdoing by a 
substitute. 

In the San Francisco (California) 
Unified School District, between 100 
and 2,000 subs are typically available, 
and work an average shift of four hours 
per day. Wages are quite high, espe- 
cially since 1984 when subs organized 
a union - -  the San Francisco Substitute 
Teachers' Organization, As of Sep- 
tember 1986, subs receive a starting 
pay of $11.43 an hour; after 75 as- 
signments the hourly pay increases to 
$12.14. 

A substitute registry for child care 
centers is an appealing possibility. In- 
dividual  centers  could save con- 
siderable time and money getting subs, 
even if they had to pay a significant 
annual subscription fee; training and 
orientation could become standardized, 
and hence more reliable; and sub wages 
could improve - -  although not, most 
likely, to public school district levels! 

Yet there are still some unresolved 
dilemmas, especially concerning such 
issues as liability and insurance. In the 
current child care insurance crisis, lia- 
bility coverage for a central registry 
office would most likely be prohibitive. 
Child care registries may need to mod- 
ify their systems so that the liability 
remains with the individual centers. 

The Fremont, California, area Di- 
rectors '  Council is offering to manage 
a substitute registry and dispatching 
service for 150 local child care centers. 
A staff member would be responsible 
for recruitment, interviewing, training, 
evaluation, and referral of subs. Local 
centers would pay an annual subscrip- 
tion fee based on their size, and an 
additional fee each time they used the 
service. Policies, procedures, and pay 
would be standardized, with built-in 
pay increases to reward subs for length 
of service. Individual centers would 
assume liability as the employers of 
each sub they hire. For insurance pur- 
poses, the registry's rote would be sim- 
ilar to that of a resource and referral 
agency in giving chitd care referrals to 
parents.  The registry would save 
centers several steps, but each center 
would retain the responsibility for mak- 
ing careful choices in hiring. 

Foundation and Corporate Support 

In breaking new ground to improve 
the substitute teacher situation, child 
care programs need all the allies they 
can find. Start-up funding may be 
available from a variety of sources. 
Don't overlook foundations and cor- 
porations in your area, although they 
may prefer to support a child care proj- 
ect that benefits the entire community 
rather than a single center. A number of 
the resource and referral programs de- 
scribed above obtained small grants 
from a Substitute List Fund established 
by Work/Fami ly  Direc t ions ,  a 
corporate-funded resource clearing- 
house in Boston, Massachusetts. The 
National Association for the Education 
of Young Children has also awarded 
Membership Action Grants for local 
affiliate groups to create sub programs_ 

Conclusion 

We hope this information, gleaned 
from so many dedicated child care peo- 
ple, will assist you in your efforts to 
make good subs easier to find and keep. 
We encourage you to discuss your 
policies and ideas and to share them 
with us at CCEP so that we can pass 
them along to others around the coun- 
try. ~[ 
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