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High-quality early childhood education (ECE) can have a 
lasting impact on children’s learning and their lives. The 
adults who teach and care for young children in ECE 
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settings are the key drivers of this quality (Institute of Medicine 
& National Research Council, 2015). Despite their importance, 
teachers who work with children ages birth to 5 years in the 
United States typically receive very low compensation and few 
professional supports.

In turn, ECE teachers frequently leave their positions. Studies 
report annual turnover rates of 26%–40% across the United 
States (Totenhagen et al., 2016). In Louisiana, the context for 
the current study, about 37% of ECE teachers working one year 
are gone by the next (Bassok, Markowitz, et al., 2021).

These turnover rates are higher than those observed in typical 
U.S. K–12 settings, which are around 15%–24% (Hanushek et al., 
2016; Papay et al., 2017; Redding & Henry, 2018) and are chal-
lenging for children and the ECE sector. Young children learn pri-
marily through their interactions with sensitive adults (e.g., 
Bronfenbrenner & Morris, 2007; Hamre, 2014), and the benefits 
of ECE hinge largely on stable relationships with caregivers 
(Markowitz et al., 2017; Sandstrom & Huerta, 2013). Turnover 
interrupts these developmental processes (Choi et al., 2019; 
Markowitz, 2019; Tran & Winsler, 2011) and creates stressful envi-
ronments for leaders and teachers who remain at the site and must 

adjust to new duties or coworkers (Cassidy et al., 2011; Kwon 
et al., 2020; Schaack et al., 2021; Whitebook & Sakai, 2004). 
Additionally, turnover compromises quality improvement efforts. 
For example, when teachers leave, investments in their professional 
development are lost, and leaders must spend more time on staffing 
than on supporting remaining teachers and children. Moreover, 
U.S. K–12 data suggest that teachers improve quickly during their 
first few years of teaching (Ladd & Sorensen, 2017; Papay & Kraft, 
2015); early turnover may limit teachers’ improvement.

Although evidence is growing regarding annual turnover rates 
in ECE, lack of administrative data (Whitebook et al., 2018) has 
meant that foundational questions about turnover in ECE set-
tings have not been examined. For example, we know little about 
the prevalence of within-year turnover, which is likely more 
damaging than year-to-year turnover for children and site lead-
ers. We know even less about long-term patterns of turnover 
and, with few exceptions, also know little about how turnover 
patterns vary by site or teacher characteristics.

https://us.sagepub.com/en-us/journals-permissions
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In K–12, state and district longitudinal administrative data 
have facilitated nuanced examinations of within-year turnover 
(Redding & Henry, 2018, 2019) as well as patterns of longer-
term retention (Boyd et al., 2008; Hanushek et al., 2016; Papay 
et al., 2017). These estimates, coupled with information on het-
erogeneity in patterns by site or teacher characteristics, have 
helped policymakers target retention supports. This paper uses 
unique data tracking all ECE teachers working at publicly 
funded, center-based sites serving low-income children in 
Louisiana—including school-based pre-kindergarten, Head 
Start, and subsidized childcare—over a 3-year period to bring 
this type of analysis to ECE for the first time.

Teacher Turnover in ECE

ECE teacher turnover in the United States is high relative to 
K–12 teacher turnover (Bassok et al., 2013; Caven et al., 2021; 
Phillips et al., 2019). However, data limitations have left key 
dimensions of ECE turnover understudied.

For instance, nearly all currently available turnover estimates 
focus on annual turnover rates (over a 12-month period). We 
know very little about the timing of this turnover and specifically 
the prevalence of within-year turnover, even though losing a 
teacher during the school year is likely particularly problematic 
for young children. One study conducted in a sample of children 
attending subsidized childcare in Florida finds that 41% of chil-
dren lost their teachers during the school year (Tran & Winsler, 
2011). Two others provide estimates of within-year turnover for 
teachers in Head Start programs across the United States: 36% 
of first-year teachers (Wells, 2015) and 10% overall (Markowitz, 
2019). However, to date, no studies have reported on within-
year turnover for the broader ECE workforce.

Similarly, we know little about the likelihood teachers stay at 
their sites beyond a year. Whitebook and Sakai’s (2003) study, 
released nearly 2 decades ago, is the only one we are aware of that 
examines multiyear turnover in ECE. Of teaching staff at 92 
childcare centers in California, 76% of individuals employed in 
1996 were no longer there by 2000 (Whitebook & Sakai, 2003). 
More recent estimates based on larger samples are needed.

Identifying Site, Job, and Teacher 
Characteristics Related to Turnover

Beyond describing within- and multiyear turnover rates in a 
large, statewide sample, the current study examines how patterns 
differ based on ECE sector, age of children in the classroom, and 
whether a teacher is new to their site.

Existing research shows that although teachers report attach-
ment to their work, the stress and expanding difficulty of teach-
ing in ECE overshadow these benefits (e.g., Kwon et al., 2020; 
Schaack et al., 2021). Low compensation, lack of benefits, and 
lack of instructional resources drive teachers out of classrooms 
(Kwon et al., 2020; Schaack et al., 2021; Wells, 2017; Whitebook 
& Sakai, 2004).

As described below, these challenges—and, in turn, staffing 
challenges—may be particularly pronounced for teachers in sec-
tors in which compensation and support are lowest as well as those 
working with the youngest children and those newest to the job.

Variability by Sector

In the United States, public funds support three types of center-
based ECE: school-based pre-kindergarten, which is typically 
administered through local public schools and may serve 3- or 
4-year-olds; Head Start, a federal program targeted to children 
from birth through age 5 years from families with very low 
incomes and children with special needs; and private childcare 
centers, which receive subsidies to serve children from families 
with low incomes of any age (e.g., from about 6 weeks onward).

Although all sectors serve children from families with low 
incomes, these sectors are funded at different levels, face differ-
ent oversight and regulatory systems, and offer varied teacher 
compensation and professional growth opportunities. Teachers 
in childcare centers are typically paid much less than teachers in 
the other two sectors and have access to fewer professional sup-
ports (Whitebook et al., 2014). For example, in a recent survey 
of two large parishes in Louisiana, lead teachers at childcare sites 
reported yearly salaries of $21,000, as compared to $38,000 and 
$41,000 for Head Start and school-based pre-kindergarten 
teachers, respectively (Bassok et al., 2019).

Differences in compensation and resources may contribute to 
differences in turnover across sectors. In Louisiana, 46% of 
childcare teachers left their site in a single year, compared to 
34% of Head Start teachers and 26% of school-based pre- 
kindergarten (Bassok, Markowitz, et al., 2021). Although 
within-year and multiyear turnover is hypothesized to be highest 
in childcare, no studies we are aware of have made cross-sector 
comparisons.

Variability by Age of Children in the Classroom

School-based pre-kindergarten primarily serves 4-year-olds, 
whereas Head Start and childcare settings typically serve chil-
dren from birth through age 5 years. These differences in ages 
served combined with other cross-sector differences likely mean 
that the youngest learners face the highest levels of turnover. 
Indeed, in Louisiana, 31% of teachers working with preschool-
ers turn over annually, compared to 49% of teachers working 
with toddlers (Bassok, Markowitz, et al., 2021).

Even within sector, teachers working with children of differ-
ent ages may face somewhat different job demands, credential-
ing requirements, compensation levels, and labor markets (e.g., 
a preschool teacher working in childcare may change sectors 
more easily). One national, although cross-sector, study suggests 
that ECE staff working with infants and toddlers earn less than 
those working with preschoolers (National Survey of Early Care 
and Education Project Team, 2013). If this is the case, turnover 
for the teachers of the youngest children may be higher within-
sector as well.

Variability by Teacher Entry Status

A third potential factor influencing turnover and retention is 
whether a teacher is new to the site. In the U.S. K–12 context, 
beginning teachers are more likely to leave than are teachers with 
more experience (Boyd et al., 2008; Papay et al., 2017; Redding 
& Henry, 2019). This pattern may be even more pronounced for 
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ECE teachers because in some sectors, barriers to entry are low. 
In Louisiana and many states, childcare teachers do not need a 
college degree or certification to begin teaching. To date, no 
studies have examined whether teachers who are new to their 
sites are more likely to leave than those with more experience.

Present Study

This paper uses a longitudinal data set covering all center-based 
ECE sites receiving public funds in Louisiana to address two key 
questions. First, what proportion of teachers working at publicly 
funded, center-based ECE sites in the fall of 2016 were still 
employed either at the same site or at any publicly funded ECE 
site in each subsequent spring and fall, through the fall of 2019? 
Second, do patterns of retention vary by sector, age of children 
in the classroom, or whether the teacher is new to the site? In 
addressing these questions, we provide the first statewide esti-
mates of within-year and multiyear teacher stability and begin 
examining potential correlates of teacher retention.

Data and Methods

We use administrative data collected twice annually by the 
Louisiana Department of Education (LDOE) as part of its 
Quality Rating and Improvement System (QRIS), a statewide 
early childhood accountability system that is mandatory for all 
center-based ECE settings receiving public funds, including 
school-based pre-kindergarten, Head Start, and subsidized 
childcare. As part of the QRIS, trained observers collect data 
every fall and spring in every classroom serving toddler- or pre-
school-aged children within all publicly funded, center-based 
ECE sites. Our data, which stem from these observations, 
include all lead teachers working at publicly funded, center-
based sites and, as far as we know, are the first universal, state-
wide data of their kind. Sites that do not receive public funds 
and home-based programs are not beholden to the policy and 
thus not in our data set.

We follow a cohort of teachers observed during the fall of 
2016. Our sample includes 4,465 teachers working in 1,318 
sites. We restrict our sample to teachers at sites that were con-
tinuously open between the fall of 2016 and the fall of 2019 to 
ensure that we are capturing turnover—that is, voluntary or 
nonvoluntary exits from operational sites—rather than site clo-
sures. Doing so excludes 608 teachers working in 218 sites that 
closed by the fall of 2019.

Creating a Longitudinal Data Set Tracking Teachers

Louisiana does not formally track teacher employment or exits 
in ECE settings. However, the QRIS, which mandates twice-
annual observational data collection in every classroom, pro-
vides a unique opportunity to track these patterns. At the 
beginning of each year, site leaders must submit a list of operat-
ing classrooms and corresponding teachers. Classroom observa-
tions are scheduled based on these lists, and sites are notified of 
observations in advance. During the observation sessions, 
observers are required to record the name of the classroom’s lead 
teacher as part of their protocol. This results in a list of all lead 

teachers working in publicly funded ECE in the fall and the 
spring of each academic year.

We match teachers across a 3-year period from the fall of 2016 
through the fall of 2019 (seven time periods in all), using their 
observer-reported names (Louisiana does not attach unique iden-
tifiers to ECE teachers). We use fuzzy matching  algorithms to 
account for typos and different spellings in  teachers’ names across 
time points (for more information about the data and match pro-
cess, see Appendix A online).

Defining Retention. Our primary research question focuses on 
the long-term retention of teachers working in publicly funded, 
center-based ECE sites beginning in the fall of 2016. We define 
retention as the proportion of teachers who stay at their sites (or 
in any publicly funded ECE site) at each subsequent spring and 
fall through the fall of 2019. That is, beginning in the fall of 
2016, if we observe a teacher in the same site in the next observa-
tion period (e.g., the spring of 2017), they are coded as retained. 
This process is repeated for each of six time points.

Some teachers may exit and then reenter their sites over a 
short period of time (due to, for example, maternity leave). If a 
teacher was not observed in one time period but was observed in 
the period prior and the period following, we count the teacher 
as retained throughout.1

Finally, we repeat this coding but, rather than calculate site 
retention, calculate overall ECE retention; that is, we calculate 
whether a teacher was observed at any publicly funded, center-
based ECE site in Louisiana during each subsequent time period 
(subsequently referred to as “overall retention”).

Variation in Retention. We examine how retention rates vary by 
sector type, classroom age, and entrant status. We observe or 
construct these measures for all observations in our data such 
that no data are missing.

Sector type is provided by LDOE, and we use this to 
 determine whether a teacher worked in a school-based pre- 
kindergarten, Head Start, or childcare in the fall of 2016.

In Louisiana, observers use different observation tools, 
depending on the age of the majority of children in the class-
room (e.g., preschool-age, or 3– 5 years; or toddler-age, or 15–
36 months). We use the observation type to label teachers as 
working with preschoolers or toddlers based on their classroom 
in the fall of 2016.2

Finally, we identify whether teachers were new to their site or 
returning during the fall of 2016, using the prior year of data. 
We classify teachers as “entrants” if they were not observed at 
their site in 2015–16 (i.e., the previous school year). We classify 
teachers as “returning” if they were observed teaching at their fall 
2016 site during either the fall of 2015 or the spring of 2016.3 
This approach allows us to identify site entry status for all 
teachers.

Analytic Approach

To address our first research question, we calculate within-year 
teacher retention as the proportion of teachers from our initial 
fall 2016 sample who remained at their site (or in ECE overall) 
in the spring of that same school year. We then calculate the 
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proportion of the 2016 teachers remaining at their site (or in 
ECE overall) at each time period thereafter, through the fall of 
2019. We present these proportions in a figure showing reten-
tion in each of the six post-baseline time periods.

To address our second research question, we disaggregate 
these retention patterns—site and overall—by sector, age of chil-
dren in the classroom, and teacher entry status. Site retention 
rates at each time point are presented in Figures 2–4, and overall 
retention rates in Appendix B online (Figures B1–B3). Although 
our data are population-level and do not require significance 
tests, we note that at all time points, all cross-sector, age, and 
teacher entry status comparisons are statistically significant.

As described above, sector, age of children taught, and like-
lihood of being new to the site are all correlated. Because of this 
correlation, we also explore whether age and entrant patterns 
hold within each sector in Appendix C (online only). 
Additionally, it is possible that community-level factors are 
correlated with our key characteristics and teacher retention, 
such that we might overstate the relationship between turnover 
and sector, age, and entrant status. To address this issue, we 
formalize our estimates in discrete time survival models that 

simultaneously account for all key characteristics as well as a 
suite of community-level covariates. Models are presented in 
Appendix D (online only); our descriptive patterns are 
unchanged across analyses. In Appendix E (online only), we 
also show the percentage of teachers remaining in each period, 
conditional on whether they were teaching in the previous 
period.

Results

Table 1 presents sample descriptive statistics. In the fall of 2016, 
about two-fifths of teachers worked in school-based pre- 
kindergarten, nearly one-fifth worked in Head Start, and the 
remainder worked in childcare. The majority of teachers (71%) 
taught preschoolers, but this number varied by sector: Although 
none of the school-based pre-kindergarten teachers in our 
 sample taught toddlers, the majority of childcare teachers (59%) 
did. Nearly a third (31%) of teachers were entrants. This status 
also varied by sector: More than twice as many childcare teachers 
(44%) were entrants in the fall of 2016, compared to school-
based pre-kindergarten teachers (19%).

FIgURE 2. Proportion of fall 2016 ECE teachers remaining at initial site, disaggregated by sector.

FIgURE 1. Proportion of fall 2016 ECE teachers remaining at initial site and in ECE.
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Within-Year and Multiyear Retention

The black bars in Figure 1 show the proportion of teachers 
observed in the fall of 2016 who remained at the site where they 
started over the following six time periods. The first one indi-
cates that by the spring of that same school year, 89% of teachers 
were still at their sites. By the following year, the fall of 2017, 
68% of teachers remained at the same site. In other words, about 
11% of teachers left within the year, and 32% left from one fall 
to the next. After 3 years, about two-fifths (39%) of the original 
sample remained at their site.

The white bars show the proportion of teachers retained in 
ECE overall—that is, teachers observed working at any publicly 
funded, center-based site in Louisiana. The black and white bars 
are quite similar, suggesting very little movement from one pub-
licly funded site to another. For instance, although 68% of 
teachers were still at their original site after 1 year, 72% were 
teaching either at their site or in ECE overall. given this similar-
ity, we discuss variability for site-level retention only throughout 
the rest of the Results section; analogous results for overall reten-
tion are presented in Appendix B (online only) and are substan-
tively similar.

Variability by Sector

Figure 2 presents variability in retention by sector. We find that 
our overall estimates mask differences by sector, with higher 
retention rates in school-based sites relative to childcare. Whereas 
in the spring of 2017, school-based pre-kindergarten sites retained 
96% of their teachers, childcare sites retained 82%. Retention 
rates for Head Start teachers were closer to those for school-based 
pre-kindergarten (91%). After 1 year, 76% of school-based pre-
kindergarten teachers were still at their site, compared to 59% of 
childcare teachers. This 17-percentage-point “retention gap” 
stayed relatively stable over time. By the fall of 2019, 49% of 
teachers in school-based pre-kindergarten were still teaching at 
their initial site; this number was 30% in childcare.

Variability by Child Age

Retention patterns of ECE teachers also varied by the age of 
children in the classroom. As shown in Figure 3, at every time 
point examined, the retention rate for preschool teachers was 
higher than that of toddler teachers. For example, by the fall of 
2019, 44% of preschool teachers remained, whereas only 27% 
of their counterparts teaching toddlers stayed.

Table 1
Sample descriptives

All School Head Start Childcare

Number of sites (#) 1318 608 163 547
Number of teachers (#) 4465 1796 786 1883
Age level of children served (%)  
Preschool (3–5 years) 71 100 80 41
Toddler (15–36 months) 29 0 20 59
Entry status (%)  
Entrant 31 19 28 44

Note. Teachers are considered “preschool teachers” when the majority of children in a classroom are preschool-age (3–5 years) and “toddler teachers” when the majority 
are toddler-age (15–36 months). “Entrants” are teachers who were not observed at their site in 2015–16; “returning” teachers were observed teaching at their fall 2016 
site during either the fall of 2015 or the spring of 2016.

FIgURE 3. Proportion of fall 2016 ECE teachers remaining at initial site, disaggregated by age of children taught.
Note. Teachers are considered “preschool teachers” when the majority of children in a classroom are preschool-age (3–5 years) and 
“toddler teachers” when the majority are toddler-age (15–36 months).



570   EDUcATIONAL RESEARcHER

Recall that school-based pre-kindergarten in Louisiana serves 
only preschoolers, so these differential rates of retention reflect, in 
part, sector differences. To test whether this differential retention 
by age holds after accounting for sector differences, we first fully 
disaggregate retention rates by sector and child age in Appendix C, 
Table C1 (available online only). Within Head Start and child-
care, retention rates were lower for toddler teachers than for pre-
school teachers. In formal models controlling for sector, age, and 
community characteristics, results were unchanged (Appendix D 
online).

Variability by Teacher Entry Status

Our sample of fall 2016 teachers was a mixture of teachers new 
to sites (entrants) and teachers returning to sites (returning 
teachers). As shown in Figure 4, retention rates were lower 
among entrants than for returning teachers over time. In the 
spring of 2017, 94% of returning teachers remained, compared 
to 78% of entrants. By the fall of 2019, 22% of 2016 entrants 
remained at their initial sites; in contrast, about half of 2016 
returning teachers remained.

Consistent with patterns observed in Figure 2, the proportion 
of entrants in childcare in the fall of 2016 was higher than in 
other sectors, raising the possibility that entrant patterns may 
largely reflect sector differences. We explore this possibility by 
fully disaggregating retention rates by sector and entrant status 
(see Table C2 in the online supplementary material). Within all 
three sectors, retention rates were lower for entrants than for 
returning teachers. In formal models controlling for sector, age, 
and community characteristics (see Appendix D online), results 
were unchanged.

Discussion

This paper is the first we know of to use statewide data to track 
ECE teachers’ employment stability, including within-year 
movements and multiyear employment trajectories. We track 
nearly 4,500 teachers longitudinally and calculate teacher 
 retention—that is, the proportion of teachers still at their sites 

across six time points over a 3-year period. We also explore 
whether patterns differed across sector, by age of children taught, 
and by teacher entry status. In doing so, we provide the first 
evidence on the prevalence of understudied types of turnover in 
ECE and on variability by key characteristics that can inform 
policy response (sector, age of children in the classroom, and 
teacher entry status).

Within-Year and Multiyear Patterns

Like prior research on teacher turnover and retention in ECE, 
our study shows that early educators leave—their sites and ECE 
overall—at rates much higher than do teachers in K–12 settings. 
A key contribution of our study is our ability to observe within-
year turnover, which likely creates the greatest challenges for 
young children and sites. Our findings indicate that between the 
fall and the spring of 2016, the first year we study, 11% of early 
educators left their sites, and 10% left ECE overall. This esti-
mate is more than twice as high as the within-year turnover rate 
for K–12 teachers in another southern state (4.6%; Redding & 
Henry, 2018).

When we consider turnover from the first fall of our panel to 
the next fall—an estimate more like commonly reported annual 
turnover rates—we find that 32% of teachers left their sites and 
28% left ECE overall. This means that roughly a third of early 
educators left their sites from one year to the next, and about a 
third of these were within-year exits. Supplementary analyses 
presented in the online material as part of Appendix E show that 
in all 3 years under study, and in all three sectors, within-year 
turnover was considerably less likely than between-year turnover. 
In other words, teachers were more likely to leave their positions 
in the summer than during the school year. Because within-year 
turnover is hypothesized to be particularly challenging for chil-
dren and sites, this pattern is encouraging. However, within-year 
turnover was still prevalent, especially in childcare, where 8%–
18% of teachers left within the year across our 3-year panel.

A second contribution of our study is the ability to track 
teacher turnover and retention over 3 years. By the fall of 2019, 
just 39% of teachers remained at their initial site, and 45% still 

FIgURE 4. Proportion of fall 2016 ECE teachers remaining at initial site, disaggregated by entry status.
Note. “Entrants” are teachers who were not observed at their site in 2015–16; “returning” teachers were observed teaching at their 
fall 2016 site during either the fall of 2015 or the spring of 2016.



DEcEmbER 2022    571

taught in publicly funded, center-based ECE in Louisiana. That 
more than half of early educators in publicly funded ECE pro-
grams were gone within 3 years has implications for returns on 
teacher-centered quality improvement investments (e.g., coach-
ing or professional development). These types of investments 
will only yield desired benefits if coupled with efforts to reduce 
turnover.

Variation by Site, Job, and Teacher Characteristics

Policies aimed at stabilizing the ECE workforce require a clear 
understanding of which teachers are leaving. This study exam-
ines how retention patterns vary based on three policy-relevant 
characteristics.

Sector. Teacher turnover was larger in childcare settings than in 
Head Start or school-based pre-kindergarten, both within the year 
and across years. We find that within-year turnover for school-
based pre-kindergarten teachers was similar in magnitude to 
K–12 estimates (4%; see Redding & Henry, 2018), but within-
year turnover for childcare teachers was about four times as high 
(18%). Within-year turnover for Head Start teachers was between 
estimates for childcare and school-based pre-kindergarten teach-
ers, similar to national estimates (9%; see Markowitz, 2019).

Similar sector-level gaps emerge for multiyear turnover. Over 
the course of our 3-year panel, 51% of school-based pre-kinder-
garten teachers left their sites, an estimate within the range of 
3-year turnover rates in K–12 (36%–55%; Hanushek et al., 
2016; Papay et al., 2017). These rates were about 10 percentage 
points higher for Head Start and 20 percentage points higher for 
childcare. Indeed, fewer than one-third of childcare teachers 
observed at the start of our panel were still at their sites 3 years 
later.

Our data cannot say why these large sector differences exist, 
but differences in teacher compensation are one likely candidate 
explanation: school-based pre-kindergarten teachers have sub-
stantially higher wages and access to benefits than do teachers in 
the other sectors, particularly childcare (Bassok et al., 2020; 
Whitebook et al., 2014). In turn, Head Start and childcare 
teachers are more likely to be food-insecure or to report that they 
are unable to afford basic expenses, such as medical care, than are 
school-based teachers (Bassok et al., 2019). School-based teach-
ers also have greater access to professional supports (Johnson 
et al., 2019). These resources may explain why school-based pre-
kindergarten teachers were less likely to leave their positions.

Child Age. Teachers working with toddlers were less likely to 
stay in their positions than those working with preschool-age 
children. Toddlers have substantial capacity for learning and 
may benefit most from stable relationships, so this systematic 
difference is troubling (Sandstrom & Huerta, 2013).

Differences in retention rates by age were partially explained 
by sector differences. However, they remained even when looking 
within sectors (see Appendices C and D, online only). This pat-
tern may be explained by discrepancies in pay by age level even 
within sectors or by unique challenges related to teaching tod-
dlers. Alternatively, teachers of toddlers may move into infant 
classrooms (which we do not observe in our data) more frequently 

than do teachers of preschoolers. Additional research on the spe-
cific challenges faced by teachers working with the youngest 
learners is needed.

Teacher Entry Status. Finally, teachers new to their sites at baseline 
(entrants) were less likely to stay than those with prior experience. 
Entrants were more than three times as likely to exit within the 
2016–17 school year (22%) than were returning teachers (6%). 
By the fall of 2019, just 22% of entrants remained, less than half 
of returning teachers. The turnover rates among entrants in ECE 
were also high relative to those of new teachers in K–12 (Boyd 
et al., 2008; Papay et al., 2017; Redding & Henry, 2019).

These high rates are particularly concerning in childcare set-
tings, where nearly half of childcare teachers were entrants in any 
given year. Of those entrants, the majority were new to the site 
and new to teaching in publicly funded, center-based ECE in 
Louisiana. Although we can determine whether teachers are new 
to publicly funded, center-based ECE in Louisiana, we cannot 
determine whether these new teachers previously taught in pri-
vately funded ECE in Louisiana or previously taught in publicly 
funded, center-based ECE in another state. However, given that 
most teachers new to their sites were new to publicly funded, 
center-based ECE in Louisiana (rather than switching sites), we 
suspect that they were new to ECE more generally.

For children, having teachers very new to the job may mean 
lower-quality experiences (Bassok, Markowitz, et al., 2021). 
Evidence from K–12 suggests that new teachers improve sub-
stantially in their first years of teaching (Ladd & Sorensen, 2017; 
Papay & Kraft, 2015); the high exit rates of entrant ECE teach-
ers likely mean that most ECE teachers are not staying long 
enough at their sites to realize those improvements. As policy-
makers consider strategies to improve the knowledge and skills 
of ECE teachers, identifying supports that might keep beginning 
teachers in the classroom is essential. Otherwise, programs that 
invest in novice teachers’ professional development will continue 
to serve a revolving door of participants, and classrooms will not 
benefit from the additional training.

Limitations and Future Directions

Our study uses multiyear, statewide data to answer key questions 
around ECE teacher turnover and retention for the first time. In 
doing so, it begins to overcome some of the existing limitations 
surrounding ECE workforce data. Our data are not designed to 
track teacher employment, however; thus, the study also high-
lights challenges to doing this work and future directions to 
pursue.

First, our data highlight the importance of teacher data sys-
tems with unique teacher identifiers. Because teachers are not 
assigned to unique identifiers during their QRIS-required 
observations, we match teachers by name and site. Our main 
results may include a few cases in which a teacher is matched 
who should not be matched or a teacher is not matched who 
should be (particularly if the teacher changed names; see 
Appendix A in the online supplementary material). Investing in 
ECE data systems that align with those available in K–12 will 
allow future researchers to answer basic questions about the 
ECE workforce without this limitation.
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Second, because our data are derived from Louisiana’s QRIS, 
we are restricted to lead teachers in classrooms with toddler- or 
preschool-age children. This necessarily excludes teachers in 
infant classrooms and assistant teachers, both of whom are essen-
tial to ECE sites. Because of this limitation, we cannot speak to 
the turnover and retention of these teachers. Additionally, by not 
having the full roster of teachers working at a site, it may be that 
teacher movement in and out of roles (e.g., movement to a new 
classroom or assistant director) or irregularities in who is 
observed for the QRIS (e.g., observing an assistant teacher due 
to an unexpected absence) erroneously increase turnover rates. 
Because observations are scheduled with sites, however, it is 
unlikely that this happens frequently. Although these challenges 
are unlikely to affect our main findings, they should be consid-
ered in the development of future data systems.

Our study also has limitations related to generalizability and 
external validity. Although the ability to follow the universe of 
teachers working in any publicly funded site in Louisiana is 
unique, our data exclude centers that do not accept public funds 
as well as home-based sites. These programs serve large numbers 
of children, and understanding instability in these settings would 
present a more comprehensive picture of the early childhood sec-
tor. Moreover, given that data suggesting turnover in K–12 
schools are negatively correlated with the family incomes of the 
children served (grissom et al., 2016), estimating turnover in 
ECE sites that do not receive public funds to serve low-income 
children could also shed light on the ways in which differential 
turnover rates in early childhood may contribute to inequality.

Similarly, we study a single state, Louisiana. It is likely that 
turnover patterns vary across states. As state ECE data systems 
improve, comparing turnover in ECE across policy contexts may 
illuminate differences that help us understand how state ECE 
policies relate to the well-being of the ECE workforce.

Finally, although the current study adds to our understanding 
of teacher turnover and retention in ECE, many questions 
remain unanswered. As more states work on tracking ECE 
teacher movements, future research should tackle these ques-
tions, including more deeply examining which teachers leave 
(e.g., the role of education and training) and why (e.g., the role 
of compensation and supports) as well as the impacts of turnover 
on child and family well-being. In light of COVID-19 and the 
subsequent childcare crisis, there is a need and an opportunity to 
dig deeper.

Conclusion and Policy Implications

Using unique data that follow all teachers in publicly funded, 
center-based ECE across an entire state over 3 years, we find 
substantial within-year and multiyear turnover, particularly in 
childcare, for teachers of toddlers, and for teachers new to their 
sites. Although there is no agreed-upon benchmark for too much 
turnover, the rates documented in this paper are far higher than 
those observed among K–12 teachers and likely have negative 
implications for children, families, teachers, and leaders. What’s 
more, without efforts to reduce turnover, other investments in 
ECE may be ineffective at creating a better system for children, 
families, and early educators. One promising way to address 
these turnover rates is to increase compensation and other work 

supports (e.g., health insurance and other benefits) for early edu-
cators, particularly those working in childcare centers (Bassok, 
Doromal, et al., 2021). Doing so would require increasing pub-
lic supports to childcare sites (e.g., through increasing subsidy 
reimbursement rates to levels that allow for higher pay). 
Additionally, efforts to support new teachers through their first 
year of teaching—when turnover rates are particularly high—
may be worthwhile. Coaching and mentoring programs may 
offer one promising approach. Many states have used COVID 
relief funds to experiment with new approaches to teacher reten-
tion, and research on these approaches could offer promising 
lessons. Such research will be essential for creating policies to 
stabilize and support this important setting for children and 
families.
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1Nearly 10% of our sample experienced at least one missing period 
of observation but were later observed teaching at the same site. The 
majority of teachers reentering, approximately 263 of the total 4,465 
teachers (6%), were missing one time period but observed during the 
prior and following periods at the same site. Four teachers repeated this 
pattern multiple times. These teachers are recoded as being at the same 
site during their missing time period. As we do not observe teachers 
in the spring of 2020, it is possible that some teachers observed in the 
spring of 2018 who were not observed in the fall of 2019 would simi-
larly be observed in the spring of 2020. We estimate that this would 
raise overall retention estimates for the fall of 2019 by 1–2 percentage 
points.

2In a small number of cases, teachers are recorded teaching differ-
ent age levels in different years (37 teachers switched age level and site, 
and 212 teachers switched between age levels at the same site) or mov-
ing across sectors (61 teachers). Infant classrooms were not observed in 
2016–17 and are therefore excluded from all analyses.

3Of “entrant” teachers (i.e., teachers who were not observed at 
their site in 2015–16), the vast majority (84%) were new to publicly 
funded, center-based ECE in Louisiana entirely (i.e., we do not observe 
them at another publicly funded ECE site in Louisiana in 2015–16). 
As we do not have data from privately funded sites in Louisiana or data 
from other states, they could have previously been teaching in privately 
funded ECE in Louisiana or in publicly funded ECE in another state.
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