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Universal pre-K, affordable child care,
and teacher shortages: Michigan
Senate candidates weigh in
SARAH WILLIAMS | SATURDAY, OCTOBER 29, 2022

In metro Detroit, as in many other places in Michigan and the U.S., parents struggle to
�nd affordable, quality care for their young children. Thousands of early education
employees, among the lowest wage earners in the state, have left the industry for the
higher compensation and bene�ts offered elsewhere. This has led to sta�ng shortages,

https://mlpp.org/wp-content/uploads/2022/01/confronting-michigans-early-childhood-workforce-crisis.pdf
https://www.modeldmedia.com/features/ChildcareShortage.aspx
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child care facilities closing classrooms and reducing operating hours, and long
waitlists for parents.  

It's becoming more apparent that the lack of affordability in child care is a threat to our
local and state economies. In Michigan, child care for one infant expends 19% of a
family's income at the state's median income, and 55% of the income for a parent
working at minimum wage, according to research from the Michigan League of Public
Policy. For many, child care often exceeds the cost of a mortgage or rental payments
and rivals college tuition payments. 

To create care that meets the needs of working parents and their children, advocates
say the state needs to implement a funding plan for child care that supports living
wages for child care professionals and expands high-quality care for infants and
toddlers. Detroit parents recently attended a virtual forum to question local candidates
running for Michigan's Senate about where they stand on these issues. Poor air quality,
access to asthma treatments in schools, and funding for childhood mental health and
students with special needs were also on the agenda. 

Candidates in the six Senate districts touching at least a portion of Detroit—1, 2, 3, 6, 8,
and 10—were invited to participate. Four candidates showed up to hear and respond to
parents. We've listed them according to the district they hope to represent in
Michigan's newly drawn map released earlier this year by the Michigan Independent
Citizens Redistricting Commission (MICRC).  

Sen. Erika Geiss, D- (District 1), Harry Sawicki, R- (District 2), Sen. Stephanie Chang, D-
(District 3), and Sen. Mallory McMorrow, D-(District 8) were in attendance.  

Parent question: Do you support universal preschool, and how can you ensure that
affordable child care in Michigan while maintaining a quality of living wage for child
care workers? 

Harry Sawicki said he believes a universal preschool program is good but questions
how to fund it alongside everything else. "I will try to support as much as I can within the
limits of what our budgets are," he said. 

Erika Geiss supports universal pre-K starting at age four, so kids have a strong
foundation moving into kindergarten. Countries that already do this show students with
higher retention as they move through school and tend to go on to other things post-

https://www.modeldmedia.com/features/michiganhousecandidatelivingwagechildcareworkers.aspx
https://mlpp.org/child-care-refinancing-reform/
https://www.modeldmedia.com/features/michigan-senate.aspx
https://www.modeldmedia.com/features/specialneeds.aspx
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https://michigan.mydistricting.com/legdistricting/comments/plan/280/23
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secondarily, she said. As for affordable child care, the legislation infused funds toward
expanding and supporting child care in this past budget season, she said, including
Great Start Readiness Programs, and ensuring childcare organizations and institutions
could access additional grants and funding.  

"From the time kids are ready to have those social and educational interactions, we
need to make sure they have high-quality access to those educators, people, and
nurturers who are for them," she said. "And in such a way that all of our parents have
access to that care." 

Stephanie Chang said preschool teachers are heroes. She's "hugely supportive" of
universal pre-K, which will require a solid pipeline of high-quali�ed people who can
obtain the salaries they need and deserve.  

"We are grateful for what we've been able to do with the money available," she said,
pointing to the $250 million Michigan's child care centers have received in support
through COVID-19 stabilization grants. "But, we've got to make sure we're building things
out in a sustainable way because these problems are not going away anytime soon, and
if anything, are likely to get worse unless we take bold action now." 

Mallory McMorrow also favors universal pre-K and said she was frustrated to see this
cut from the Build Back Better federal negotiations. She advocates for approaching this
and childcare as an economic issue. As Democratic Vice Chair of the Senate Economic
Development and Small Business Committee in Michigan, McMorrow's concerned
about the state's potential �scal cliff due to its many retirees and lack of a young
workforce. She said we have to start considering subsidizing child care as a
government, which strongly happens in business.  

"We've got to keep pushing, she said. "If we believe, as a state, and as a country, in
supporting working families, then we have to invest in the same way we do
manufacturing and engineering jobs, which is going to attract people to the state, and
keep people in the state." 

Question: How will we build the workforce needed for early childhood and education?  

Early childhood educator and doula Lakeshia Grant also had a question for the
candidates. She said when talking about universal preschool, we must address the vast
need to recruit more people to go into classrooms and �eld that.  

https://www.msn.com/en-us/news/us/gov-whitmer-announces-dollar250-million-grant-distribution-to-child-care-providers/ar-AA12FPiC#:~:text=Gov.%20Whitmer%20announces%20%24250%20million%20grant%20distribution%20to,distributed%20to%20child%20care%20programs%20across%20the%20state.
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Erika Geiss said we could tackle the teacher shortage in many ways, but ensuring
respect and fair compensation for the profession is paramount. She pointed to a bill she
introduced this year with Sen. Dayna Polehanki, both former educators. The bill would
help increase the pipeline to education by giving paraprofessionals a path to becoming
certi�ed teachers. Also, in this past cycle, she said, she and her colleagues on the
Education and Career Readiness Committee put language into the budget that would
provide stipends for students studying to become teachers. She said both measures
could help create a pathway for people to enter the �eld, become certi�ed, and see it as
a well-paid career. 

"A lot of careers that tend to be more dominated by women are the ones where women
are not receiving the type of pay that matches their expertise and professionalism," she
said. "So we need to make sure those are some of the issues we're also addressing." 

Senator Chang echoed the ideas in the bill package by Sen. Polehanki, focused on
teacher recruitment and retention in Michigan. These include providing a student-
teacher stipend, reimbursing student-teachers for the cost of childcare during their
service, helping to pay for teacher professional development, and providing coaching
and a system of support for new teachers. All these ideas center on the need to respect
and reward people for their work, which is critical, she said, for the future of our state.  

"Right now, clearly, we are not doing enough, and teachers are being disrespected at
every turn. We've got to do better because they are some of the most important people
in our communities," she said, "who are building out what we're going to be." 

Mallory McMorrow said she was passionate to co-sponsor all of the bills in this
package. There's a massive weight on teachers and child care providers to solve
everything, she said, and the fact that states are considering arming teachers is
horrifying. Teachers want to teach in a safe environment and provide a space for kids
where they can learn and grow and feel creative, she said, but we're asking them to do
so many things beyond their pay.  

She said we must increase the teacher pipeline with pay and eliminate hurdles. She also
noted teachers who spend hundreds of dollars out of their pockets to decorate
classrooms and purchase supplies. "We don't pay for that in our budgets right now. That
is a necessary thing that we need to include in budgets," she said, "so teachers do not
have to pay for that themselves to be able to provide a good experience for kids." 
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Harry Sawicki agrees there is a teacher shortage problem in Michigan.  

"We also have a problem in the shortage of nurses; we have a problem in a shortage of
tradespeople. We need to do something at a state level to improve the quality of life so
we can retain these people in our state and bring these people back into our state." 

Check out the rest of this series to learn how these candidates responded to more
questions from parents about family issues and how Michigan House candidates
answered to parents in a September forum. This community conversation has been
edited for clarity and brevity. 

This entry is part of our Early Education Matters series, exploring the state of early
education and childhood care in our region. Through the generous support of
the Southeast Michigan Early Childhood Funders Collaborative (SEMI ECFC), we'll be
reporting on what parents and providers are experiencing right now, what's working and
what's not, and who is uncovering solutions.

Read more articles by Sarah Williams.

Sarah Williams is a freelance writer and photojournalist based in metro Detroit. Her work
focuses on individuals and nonpro�t organizations investing in their communities
through arts and culture, holistic healthcare, education and neighborhood revitalization.

Follow her on Instagram @sarahwilliamstoryteller 
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