
As we enter a third calendar year 
of COVID-19, the pandemic has 
strained every single industry.  But 
there is one struggling industry 

that all others rely on: early childcare and ed-
ucation. With the recent surge of the Omicron 
variant hitting in December, childcare centers 
across Kansas City – and across the country – 
were closing almost every day, and that put a 
huge strain on the workforce. Experts say the 
childcare industry is collapsing.

“It's a crisis,” said Paula Neth, President 

of the Family Conservancy. “Our childcare 
system has been fragile for a long time. The 
funding model that existed pre-pandemic left 
little or no room for any sort of business inter-
ruption. Our childcare providers are constant-
ly faced with a virtually impossible economic 
model. COVID is shining the spotlight on 
everything.”

More than 50% of childcare providers 
nationwide closed when COVID-19 first hit in 
March 2020. Many reopened, but many did 
not. In KC, which had a childcare shortage 
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before the pandemic, things have only got-
ten worse. The Family Conservancy reports 
that more than 200 providers across Greater 
Kansas City have closed during the pandem-
ic, leading to a permanent loss of more than 
5,000 childcare spaces. And the ones that are 
still open are operating at significantly lower 
capacity. The impact on the workforce has 
exacerbated a workforce shortage that existed 
even before COVID. More than 1.5 million 
working parents and caregivers have left the 
workforce in large numbers due to the lack of 
childcare, and they aren’t coming back any 
time soon.

CONSTANT CLOSURES
Local childcare providers on both sides of 

the state line are struggling to stay open. The 
zip codes may be different, but the challenges 
are the same.

Dr. Lee Howell runs The Rock at Stony 
Point Learning Center in Kansas City, Kan-

sas. She and her staff do their best to provide 
consistent, quality care to KCK families. But 
consistency has been hard to find lately. 
“When COVID first hit in March 2020, we 
had to close our doors for nine months,” she 
said. “We opened and then had a few 15-day 
shutdowns here and there, but we were so 
excited we had a stretch without any closures. 
Then came December 14.”

On December 14, The Rock closed its 
doors for six weeks. Howell said all but two 
of her teachers tested positive for COVID, 
and the two who didn’t test positive had 
children who were exposed at their own 
elementary schools. The lack of staff means 
The Rock, which is licensed for 51 kids, is 
currently serving 35.

Across the state line in Kansas City, Mis-
souri, Myron McCant, co-owner of KD Acade-
my, has a similar story. KD Academy is the re-
gion’s only 24-hour childcare center. McCant 
and his wife Penny opened the doors to KD 
Academy after a multimillion-dollar expan-
sion late last summer. They saw the need for 
quality care and education across all hours of 
the day. But thanks to a shortage of teachers, 
COVID, and most recently the Omicron surge, 
there are many empty seats. McCant has only 
been able to accept about 100 kids instead of 
the 450 he’s licensed for.

“It’s the worst I’ve ever seen it. We have 
great opportunities but because of COVID I 
can’t take advantage of those opportunities,” 
said McCant, who has been in the childcare 
industry for nearly 20 years. “We are expe-
riencing the same thing that every industry 
across the country is experiencing. Expo-
sure to COVID makes your workforce lean. 
It doesn’t allow us to have teachers in the 
classroom to be able to provide services to 
the families.”
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It’s not only affecting his current facility, 
but McCant had plans to expand KD Acade-
my into at least three other locations across 
the Metro, areas where there is a need for 
quality care. Right now those plans – and 
those coveted spots – are on hold. 

“We can’t say the word ‘workforce’ enough,” 
said Dr. Jovanna Rohs, Director of Early 
Learning and Head Start, Mid-America Re-
gional Council. “It was approaching crisis 
levels before, but when COVID hit it exacer-
bated a larger workforce shortage. Suddenly 
everybody was hiring and that’s when child-
care tends to suffer the most.”

With more than 20 years of experience 
across all sectors of early learning, Rohs says 
wages have long been a challenge. Many 
providers pay less than minimum-wage. She 
became concerned when Missouri raised 
the minimum wage to $12 an hour. “We had 
some of our providers where the majority 
of their staff were making less than $12 an 
hour, probably more in that $8-$9 range. 
They were already looking at making up a 
three-dollar gap just to get to even with mini-
mum wage, but the childcare industry has to 
go above what minimum wage is just to be 
attractive to workers.” 

It’s not only the need for higher wages 
creating challenges. Just running an early care 
program costs more. The Center for American 
Progress shows providers are facing an aver-
age 47% increase in operating costs during 
the pandemic. Basic things like food, cleaning 
products, arts and crafts supplies, and toys to 
name a few, have escalated in price thanks to 
inflation and supply chain issues. And unlike 
most businesses, providers generally can’t 
pass that increase on to families. 

“We serve a lower-income part of the com-
munity, and we just cannot increase our rates,” 

said McCant. “Tuition for seven-out-of-ten of 
our kids is also subsidized so there’s nowhere 
we can really increase revenue.”

SEARCHING FOR SOLUTIONS
When elected leaders and policymakers 

learned how those closures are affecting the 
KC workforce, they reached out to the Cham-
ber to talk directly with providers. The ques-
tion that brought elected officials and child-
care experts to the table is a simple one: how 
do we fix this? But the answer is complicated. 
There has been talk about combining a larger 
physical space with increasing teacher-to-stu-
dent ratios which would allow centers to 
have more students in the classroom without 
increasing teachers. But providers are shaking 
their heads. Even ones with large classrooms.

“Increasing the head count is definitely 
not the answer,” said McCant. “To add on 
more space is not the answer either. I have 
large classrooms thanks to our expansion 
that can have up to 20 kids. But many days 
I only have one staff person. If we increase 
the ratio for that staff person, all it does is 
increase her stress.”

Howell agrees. The Rock is located in a 
church basement, not unlike many providers, 
and Howell has to work with the space avail-
able to her. It’s just too small to accommodate 
increased capacity and higher ratios. She’s 
also a Head Start program. "As a Head Start 
program, we follow Federal ratios. Our num-
ber is 1 to 4, so we have to follow that,” she ex-
plained. “Honestly, the most important thing 
for any center is safety. We want to keep our 
kids safe, and if we don’t have enough teach-
ers, we can’t keep them safe and we can’t have 
kids at the center.”

In addition to safety concerns, giving teach-
ers more kids to care for dilutes the education-
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al part of early childhood education. “It really 
changes the opportunity for the teacher in 
that classroom to actually have any education 
enhancement for the kids,” said Rohs.

In January, the Family Conservancy issued 
a survey to 1,000 local childcare center opera-
tors. The respondents said the biggest barrier 
for them was the availability of childcare. Sev-
enty-four percent have a waitlist with more than 
2,000 children total on those waitlists. The sur-
vey asked what providers need to address these 
barriers. The respondents said the biggest barri-
er for them was the availability of workforce. 

 1 57% said salary supplements

 1 48% said hiring bonuses

 1 42% subsidy increase

 1 30% stabilization of funding
Deidre Anderson, CEO of earlystART, had 

to close her childcare centers for a few weeks 
during the latest surge of Omicron. For her, 
subsidies have helped keep earlystART from 
more permanent closures. She said it’s import-
ant for lawmakers and policymakers to know 
how vital that funding is. “It has been great 
to be paid based on authorization of children 
versus by a child’s attendance when it comes 
to State subsidies. We need that to continue 
and to be made permanent.” she said. “In 
addition, as our costs have increased, the rates 
for subsidy reimbursements have not in-
creased for years, this needs to be addressed.”

“Stabilization of funding is so important,” 
said Neth. “When providers have interrup-
tions in care and often, they aren’t able to 
bring in the income, but still have to pay the 
staff, this causes a real hardship on the pro-
gram. The bottom line is that providers say 
they need more funding into these programs.” 

Howell says in addition to funding, she’s 
also worried about her staff’s mental health. 
“They have started asking me ‘Is my job safe? 

Will I still have a job?’ I keep paying them 
even when we’re shut down because they have 
families too. There’s just only so much we can 
do with the current system. I’ve never seen it 
this bad.”

Childcare providers are doing whatever 
they can to support their staff and the families 
they serve. “There are days when my wife and 
I go into the classroom or the director goes 
to the classroom because we just don’t have 
enough teachers,” said McCant. “My older 
grandchildren even come when they don’t 
have school. We are utilizing every possible 
opportunity we have.” Unless there is action, 
experts say the early care and education field 
cannot continue to support the workforce the 
way it has. Providers are under constant stress, 
and they have said conditions are not improv-
ing. One survey respondent put it bluntly: 
“People are no longer willing to do this import-
ant work for low wages, lack of benefits, unre-
alistic expectations, and ‘tough’ customers.”

“Childcare is the backbone of the essential 
care infrastructure,” said Neth. “We have to 
do a better job of recognizing their skills. We 
have to make sure childcare providers have 
the resources to be competitive in the market, 
and to be able to retain staff.” E

F E B R U A R Y  2 0 2 2     14    KC C H A M B E R . C O M

EARLY EDUCATION STRUGGLES TO RECOVER FROM PANDEMIC CHALLENGES

1 READ GROW KC FEBRUARY 2022


