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This brief provides a systemwide look at early childhood teacher turnover using data from all publicly funded, center-based early childhood programs in Louisiana, including subsidized child care,
Head Start, and pre-kindergarten. It provides new evidence on the prevalence of turnover and
explores whether teachers who leave differ from those who stay on a widely used measure of
teacher–child interaction quality. Results show that more than one third of teachers leave their program from one year to the next, and the vast majority of teachers who leave are not teaching in
another program the following year. Turnover rates are higher among teachers working in child care
and with younger children. Compared with teachers who stay, those who leave are rated lower on
interaction quality.
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early childhood education (ECE) programs
can have long-lasting impacts for both children
and society (Markowitz et al., 2018), and
research suggests that these benefits hinge on
the quality of the early educators in the room
(The Institute of Medicine [IOM] & National
Research Council [NRC], 2015). Unfortunately,
in the United States, the oftentimes poor working conditions faced by the adults who teach
and care for young children as well as the
related teacher turnover may undermine efforts
to expand access to high-quality ECE (Howes,
1999; Totenhagen et al., 2016; Tran & Winsler,
2011; Whitebook et al., 2014; Whitebook &
Sakai, 2003).

Although high turnover rates in ECE are often
cited as a problem, the prevalence of turnover
across diverse ECE settings—including subsidized child care, Head Start, and state pre-kindergarten—is not well understood (Phillips et al.,
2019; Totenhagen et al., 2016; Whitebook et al.,
2014). Estimates of turnover vary widely. For
example, according to a 2012 national survey of
ECE directors, 13% of teachers at public ECE
sites left their sites over a 12-month period
(Phillips et al., 2019), whereas other national
estimates are nearly twice that high (Bassok
et al., 2013), and smaller, site-based studies often
cite rates as high as 40% (e.g., Tran & Winsler,
2011; Wells, 2015). That so many existing
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studies rely on small, nonrepresentative samples,
single ECE sectors, director reports (Totenhagen
et al., 2016), or inconsistent definitions of turnover (e.g., site-level, industry-level, cohort-level)
makes it difficult to accurately characterize (or
address) the problem.
In the K–12 context, longitudinal data systems allow researchers to track teacher exits and
transfers across all public schools within a state,
and these data have facilitated the large body of
research on the prevalence, predictors, and implications of K–12 teacher turnover (Adnot et al.,
2017; Hanushek et al., 2016; Redding & Henry,
2018; Ronfeldt et al., 2013; Sorensen & Ladd,
2020). There is no comparable data tracking ECE
turnover.
A major challenge for tracking ECE turnover is that in the United States, publicly
funded, center-based ECE is provided through
three sectors: subsidized child care, which
includes private businesses that receive public
funding to serve children of all ages; federally
funded Head Start, which serves children from
birth through 5; and school-based pre-kindergarten, which is typically funded through state
or local dollars, administered through local
public school systems, and often serves only
4-year-olds. The sectors receive substantially
different levels of per-child funding, face different quality regulations, and offer starkly different levels of teacher pay, benefits, and
professional opportunities (Whitebook et al.,
2014). They operate independently and rarely
coordinate workforce data collection. In fact,
oftentimes, no data exist to track teacher turnover even within sectors (e.g., states do not
track the movements of teachers from one child
care program to another). The decentralized
nature of ECE and the lack of coordinated data
either within or between sectors severely compromise our understanding of the scope and
nature of ECE turnover, making it difficult for
policymakers to effectively target resources to
support and retain early educators.
In this brief, we use unique administrative data
from the Louisiana Department of Education
(LDOE) to provide insight into ECE teacher turnover. Our data have two advantages over earlier
data: (a) We can observe all lead teachers working in publicly funded, center-based ECE settings
in Louisiana—including teachers working in

subsidized child care, federally funded Head
Start, and school-based pre-kindergarten, and (b)
we observe each teachers’ ratings from an in-person observation focused on the quality of teacher–
child interactions.
These data features allow for three main contributions. First, we are able to compare turnover
rates across sectors. This is important because
the ECE sectors differ significantly with respect
to their teacher credentialing requirements, rates
of compensation, and a host of other structural
factors that have been hypothesized to influence
turnover (Totenhagen et al., 2016; Whitebook
et al., 2014; Whitebook & Sakai, 2003). In many
states, including Louisiana, lead teachers in
school-based pre-kindergarten programs must
hold educational credentials similar to elementary school teachers and are paid on the same
pay scale. In contrast, many child care teachers
lack education beyond a high school diploma,
earn below US$10 per hour and are significantly
more likely to depend on government assistance
programs (Whitebook et al., 2014). A recent survey in two large Louisiana communities showed
that 43% of child care lead teachers had a high
school diploma or less as their highest level of
education, compared with only 10% of Head
Start lead teachers, and about 2% of schoolbased teachers (Bassok et al., 2019). This analysis is the first we are aware of to leverage
statewide data from all lead teachers in publicly
funded, center-based programs to describe sector-based turnover. Similarly, although the
youngest children are often in the least regulated
settings (e.g., child care), existing studies have
not disaggregated turnover by age groups served.
Our study fills those gaps.
Second, our data allow us, for the first time, to
disaggregate teacher turnover to understand
whether teachers who leave their program switch
to another program in the same sector, another
program in a different sector, or discontinue
teaching in the publicly funded, center-based
system altogether. Other existing studies have
not been able to delineate across these scenarios,
a major limitation as each implies different policy solutions.
The final contribution of our data is that they
provide the first opportunity we are aware of to
explore whether ECE teachers who leave their
program differ from those who stay or enter on a
173
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widely used measure of classroom quality. This
is important because the effects of turnover may
depend on the characteristics of the teachers who
leave and those who replace them. In both the
ECE and K–12 literatures, there is concern that
higher ability teachers may be more likely to
leave because they are more able to access higher
paying, lower stress jobs than their peers (e.g.,
Barnett, 2003; Johnson, 2006; Loeb et al., 2005),
but to our knowledge, this is the first systemwide
exploration of this hypothesis in ECE.
Data and Measures
This brief uses data collected by LDOE as
part of their Quality Rating and Improvement
System (QRIS). QRIS are accountability systems which aim to define and measure quality
and incentivize improvement. Participation in
Louisiana’s QRIS is mandatory for all publicly
funded, center-based ECE programs and as part
of the QRIS, Louisiana collects observational
data twice a year in every classroom serving
toddler- or preschool-aged children within all
publicly funded, center-based ECE programs.
Our data, which stem from these observations,
thus include the universe of lead teachers working in these programs. With these data, we
address three questions:
1.

2.

3.

What proportion of teachers working in
publicly funded, center-based ECE programs were still employed in the same
program the following year, and do patterns vary by sector and child age?
Of teachers who leave their programs,
what proportion stops teaching in publicly
funded, center-based ECE programs in
Louisiana altogether and what proportion
switches to another program?
Do teachers who leave their programs
differ from those who stay or newly
entering teachers with respect to the
observed quality of their interactions with
children?
Measuring Quality

LDOE measures the quality of teacher–child
interactions using the Classroom Assessment
Scoring System (CLASS, Pianta et al., 2008), a
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widely used observational tool that has been
linked to children’s development in many contexts including Louisiana (Vitiello et al., 2018),
although recent evidence highlights that correlations with learning are often modest and
inconsistent (Burchinal, 2018; Guerrero-Rosada
et al., 2020).
CLASS is a classroom-level measure that
captures the warmth and sensitivity of interactions, the extent to which the classroom is organized in a child-centered manner, and the use of
language and feedback to support children’s
development. Observations are conducted by
certified reliable observers and scales differ
slightly for preschool-aged (3- to 5-years old)
and toddler (15- to 36-months-old) classrooms,
but both range from 1 to 7 (see Supplementary
Appendix A in the online version of the journal).
Louisiana conducts CLASS observations
twice a year in every classroom in every publicly
funded, center-based program serving toddler- or
preschool-aged children; each year, we average
both scores to generate teachers’ CLASS scores.
LDOE has collected these data statewide starting
in the 2015–2016 school year. This brief focuses
on data collected in the most recent years available (2017–2018 and 2018–2019), with results
for prior years presented in Supplementary
Appendices in the online version of the journal.
Defining Turnover
Each CLASS observation is linked to the
teacher leading the class during observation
(see Supplementary Appendix A in the online
version of the journal for more detail). We use
these data to operationalize turnover. First, we
calculate the percentage of teachers who are no
longer observed at their same program the next
year; that is, we observe them in one program in
2017–2018, and not in 2018–2019. We define
“stayers” as teachers observed in the same program at least once in each year: that is, they
were a “stayer” if they appeared in the 2017–
2018 data in either fall or spring and again in
2018–2019 in either fall or spring. “Leavers”
are those teachers observed at their program
only in 2017–2018 and “entrants” are teachers
new to their program in the 2018–2019 data.
We then disaggregate program leavers into (a)
those who are observed the following year in a
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different program but in the same sector (e.g., a
Head Start teacher moving to a different Head
Start); (b) those who are observed in a publicly
funded, center-based program in a different sector (e.g., a Head Start teacher moving to a prekindergarten), and (c) those who are no longer
observed at all. Understanding the extent to
which ECE teachers who leave their program
remain in the field is critical, especially for
understanding returns on professional development investments.
Study Sample
LDOE classifies ECE programs as belonging
to one of three sectors: child care, Head Start,
or school-based pre-kindergarten. Teachers are
identified as serving “toddlers” (15–36 months)
or “preschoolers” (3–5 years) based on the age of
the majority of children in the classroom.
Because infant rooms were not observed during
the study period, infant teachers are excluded.
School-based settings only serve preschoolers,
but both Head Start and child care serve children
across ages (see Supplementary Appendix B in
the online version of the journal).
Our sample for our focal analyses includes
about 5,900 teachers in 1,500 programs. In
2017–2018, about half of teachers worked in
child care (48%), about a third in school-based
programs (34%), and the remainder in Head
Start (18%). We excluded the 10% of programs
that operated and/or served publicly funded
children in only one of our study years because
including these programs mechanically overstates turnover.
Results
Figure 1 provides the overall proportion of
teachers who turned over, overall, by sector, and
by age. It shows that more than one third of
teachers observed at their program in 2017–
2018 were not teaching there the following year.
This is more than twice the rate estimated for
K–12 teachers (Goldring et al., 2014; Redding
& Henry, 2018). The figure also shows large
differences in turnover across sectors and child
age. For instance, while about one fourth of
teachers working in school-based settings were
no longer teaching at their program the following year, nearly half of child care teachers (46%)

stopped teaching at their program from one year
to the next.
Teachers working with toddlers were also
nearly 20 percentage points more likely to stop
teaching at their program than those working
with older children. In part, this may be because
teachers of toddlers do not work in schools,
which offer different working conditions than
their counterparts in other sectors. However,
even when comparing within the child care and
Head Start sectors—which serve both ages—the
turnover rate for teachers of toddlers was still
higher than the turnover rate for teachers of
preschool-aged children (see Supplementary
Appendix Figure B1 in the online version of the
journal). For instance, in subsidized child care
centers, the turnover rate for teachers of toddlers
was 11 percentage points higher than for teachers
of preschool-aged children.
Exits Versus Switchers
Table 1 shows the vast majority of teachers
who left their programs between 2017–2018 and
2018–2019 were not observed as lead teachers in
any publicly funded Louisiana center the following year. Put another way, among all lead teachers in the data, 37% were no longer at their site
the following year and 32% were no longer at
any site in our data. Overall, about 11% of leavers (and 3.96% of all teachers) were observed
working in a different program in the same sector
(e.g., a child care teacher moving to a different
child care program), and only 3% of leavers
(1.03% of the total) were observed working in a
different sector. Patterns were similar across sectors and age groups, although 90% of teachers
who left subsidized child care were no longer in
the data the following year, compared with 85%
of pre-kindergarten teachers and 74% of Head
Start teachers.
Turnover and Teacher–Child Interactions
Figure 2 shows average 2017–2018 CLASS
scores for leavers (teachers who are no longer
observed at the same program in 2018–2019) and
stayers (teachers who were observed at the same
program in both years). It also shows average
2018–2019 CLASS scores for the stayers and for
teachers who are newly observed at that program
in 2018–2019 (entrants). The figure only includes
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Figure 1. Early childhood teacher turnover in Louisiana: Proportion of 2017–2018 teachers no longer
teaching in the same program in 2018–2019.
Note. Counts of preschool and toddler teachers do not sum to the total number of teachers. An additional 48 teachers, who are
included in overall turnover rates and turnover rates disaggregated by sector, taught both preschoolers and toddlers in 2017–2018.

teachers working with preschoolers because of
small differences in the CLASS tool by age group
(see Supplementary Appendix A in the online version of the journal). Although it is often posited
that higher quality teachers are most likely to exit,
our results show that, at least with respect to the
CLASS, ECE teachers who leave their sites do not
provide systematically stronger interactions for
children. Rather, leavers’ CLASS scores were
0.33 points lower than stayers’ scores in 2017–
2018, which was roughly 46% of the full sample
standard deviation (0.71). This pattern holds
across sectors (see Supplementary Appendix B in
the online version of the journal): For nearly all
sector and age combination, leavers had CLASS
scores 0.20 to 0.30 points below stayers. At the
same time, the figure also highlights that new
entrants scored similarly to leavers, and also lower
than stayers in the 2018–2019 year. This suggests
that targeted supports for new teachers may be a
worthwhile investment (see Supplementary
Appendix B in the online version of the journal).
Discussion
Understanding the scope, causes, and consequences of turnover in ECE is essential for ensuring high-quality early learning opportunities.
176

Unfortunately, there is a workforce data deficit in
ECE, which limits our understanding of the
early educators who play a critical role in shaping children’s development (Whitebook et al.,
2018). This brief used data from Louisiana’s
QRIS to provide a systemwide look at ECE
teacher turnover from all lead teachers working
in publicly funded, center-based programs over
a 2-year period.
We find that ECE teacher turnover in
Louisiana is high relative to both K–12 teacher
turnover and to ECE teacher turnover reported in
national data (e.g., Bassok et al., 2013; Phillips
et al., 2019; Redding & Henry, 2018; Whitebook
et al., 2014). More than a third of ECE teachers
observed in 2017–2018 were no longer observed
at that same program 1 year later. This level of
instability likely harms children (Markowitz,
2019; Ronfeldt et al., 2013; Tran & Winsler,
2011) and compromises the success of quality
improvement efforts.
Our brief also provides the first systemwide
evidence we are aware of on the extent to which
teachers who leave their program switch to other
programs. We find that the vast majority of ECE
teachers who leave their programs are not
observed teaching in any publicly funded, centerbased ECE program in Louisiana the following

Table 1
ECE Teacher Mobility in Louisiana, 2017–2018 to 2018–2019, Stratified by Age and Sector

Overall turnover rate (%)
Year-to-year teacher mobility
% at same program
% at different program, same sector
% in different sector
% leaving ECE

Overall

Child care

Head Start

School

Toddler

Preschool

37.01

45.68

33.86

26.38

48.68

31.09

62.99
3.96
1.03
32.01

54.32
3.56
0.81
41.31

66.14
6.51
2.14
25.21

73.62
3.16
0.75
22.47

51.32
3.92
0.81
43.94

68.91
4.01
1.13
25.95

Note. Leaving ECE refers to leaving teaching in publicly funded, center-based ECE in Louisiana. ECE = early childhood education.

year (Table 1). This pattern raises concerns that
investments in professional development are
severely compromised by so many teachers leaving the field each year.
The overall turnover rate masks considerable
variation across sector and age of children served.
Nearly half of child care teachers are no longer at
their program 1 year later. In school-based settings, which provide the highest pay and require
the highest levels of education, turnover is about
half as high. Turnover is also pronounced among
those teachers working with toddlers: Nearly half
of toddler teachers turned over from one year to
the next. Our findings highlight the need for specific efforts to reduce the large disparities across
ECE sectors with respect to compensation and
other professional supports, and suggest a particular need to focus on supports for teachers of
the youngest children.
To do so effectively, information is needed
about the correlates of turnover, including specific characteristics of the teachers who leave
and the programs they exit. We observe one such
characteristic: teachers’ ratings on an observational measure of interaction quality. Counter to
the hypothesis that the most effective teachers
are most likely to leave, our results indicate that,
at least with respect to CLASS scores, those
teachers who left were rated somewhat lower
than those who stayed. Although encouraging,
there are many potential explanations for the
observed patterns (e.g., teachers with less experience may have both lower CLASS scores and
higher turnover; program leaders may counsel
out teachers with lower scores), and the current
data do not allow us to unpack these links.

More data are needed to unpack these patterns
and to identify the drivers of turnover more
broadly. Unfortunately, the data used for the current analysis lack information on teachers’ education levels, experience, wages, access to
professional development, or other factors that
may relate to turnover decisions (e.g., Grissom
et al., 2016; Totenhagen et al., 2016; Whitebook
et al., 2016). Alongside efforts to track teacher
mobility across longer periods of time, these are
key areas for future research.
The data used in the current study do, however, provide unprecedented coverage of a statewide ECE landscape—including observed
measures of turnover for every teacher in every
toddler and preschool classroom in every publicly funded, center-based program in the state—
allowing for a more comprehensive look at
turnover in ECE than earlier studies which have
typically relied on small samples and director
reports. Moreover, although we present data
from 2 years (2017–2018 to 2018–2019) for
simplicity, analyses presented in Supplementary
Appendix Table A1 in the online version of the
journal show that turnover rates, including estimates of teachers’ cross-sector mobility, are consistent across all three year-to-year time periods
from 2015–2016 to 2018–2019.
Louisiana is a unique context and it is not
clear whether our results generalize to other
states or other types of programs (e.g., private
schools or family day homes). We know, for
example, that K–12 teacher turnover is higher in
Louisiana than in many states, so it is plausible
our ECE turnover rates are higher as well. We do
expect that the patterns we document with respect
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CLASS scores for teachers working with preschoolers by turnover status.

Note. Counts of “stayers” are for teachers working with preschoolers in 2017–2018 who were also working with preschoolers at
the same program in 2018–2019. An additional 69 teachers, who are included in turnover rates, remained at the same program
but switched from teaching preschoolers in 2017–2018 to teaching toddlers in 2018–2019. CLASS = Classroom Assessment
Scoring System.

to sector and age would replicate in other state
contexts. This is because the very low compensation, lack of professional supports, and minimal
education requirements of child care teachers
relative to early educators in other sectors are
largely consistent across states (e.g., Whitebook
et al., 2014; Whitebook & Sakai, 2003). We
acknowledge, however, that this is an empirical
question, and hope more states begin compiling
data that would allow for much-needed crossstate comparisons.
Tracking turnover was not an explicit goal of
Louisiana’s QRIS, and the data are imperfect
for the current analysis. For one thing, they lack
teacher identifiers beyond names. We get around
this using fuzzy name matching, but caution
readers this approach is less precise than matching with unique identifiers. Second, like many
datasets used to study K–12 teacher turnover,
our data lack information about early educators
other than lead teachers. Nonetheless, the use
of QRIS data in this brief does suggest that
with relatively small additional investments, the
collection of QRIS data could provide a rich
opportunity for better understanding the ECE
workforce, particularly when participation is
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mandatory, as in Louisiana. QRIS data could
provide an opportunity to explore how factors
such as education and compensation affect turnover. They also create an opportunity to track
investments in ECE quality, document crosssector disparities, and target supports to the programs and educators who need them most.
Policy Implications
Using data from Louisiana’s QRIS, this brief
provided the first state-level, systemwide look at
ECE teacher turnover, filling an important gap in
the literature and providing insights for policymakers in Louisiana and beyond seeking to promote quality improvement and to support the
ECE workforce. Our data suggest that policy
investments in the ECE workforce that focus on
on-the-job training may be inefficient without a
concurrent focus on turnover reduction. If more
than one third of teachers leave their ECE program from one year to the next, and if the vast
majority are no longer teaching in publicly
funded ECE sites in the state, investments in professional development and coaching alone will
not achieve desired results. Future research
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should seek to identify factors that are causally
linked to teacher turnover to guide such policies.
The substantial disparity in turnover rates across
sectors suggests that the structural factors that
distinguish the sectors, such as compensations
and benefits, may play a role, and the comparably high levels of turnover in classrooms serving
the youngest children suggest that identifying
and implementing policies supporting teachers in
child care settings should be prioritized. These
findings provide empirical backing for and lend
urgency to calls for the professionalization of the
ECE workforce (e.g., IOM & NRC, 2015).
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