
  

Teachers in child care centers leave their jobs at 

high rates. This turnover can negatively impact 

young children, their families, and the economy 

more broadly.1 Low compensation is one of the 

main contributing factors to high turnover rates. 

Many child care teachers earn minimum wage 

and over half of child care providers nationwide 

receive federal assistance for low-income 

families.2  Unfortunately, wages for early 

educators have remained relatively flat in the 

past three years; since 2019-20, inflation-adjusted 

wages for early educators have increased on 

average by just $0.71 per hour.3 Turnover rates 

are highest in child care sites with low wages.4 

For instance, in Virginia in 2019-20, teachers 

making $9.75 an hour or less were nearly twice 

as likely to leave their sites as those making at 

least $14.25 an hour.5  

The COVID-19 pandemic exacerbated child care 

staffing challenges. In Virginia, nearly all child 

care leaders have reported difficulties staffing 

their sites and many reported having to turn 

families away due to lack of teachers.6 Many 

cities and states are using pandemic relief funds 

to offer bonuses and other financial incentives to 

retain early educators.7 The Center for the Study 

 

• Since 2019, Virginia has been 

administering RecognizeB5 (RB5), 

a financial incentive program 

aimed at supporting early 

educators. A randomized control 

trial found that RB5 cut turnover 

in half among child care teachers. 

In three years, RB5 has tripled in 

reach. 
 

• In 2021-2022, nearly all teachers 

agreed that the RB5 payments 

made them feel like their work 

was valued and/or made them 

more excited about their job. 
 

• Most noted that the funds helped 

them meet basic needs like food 

and housing, paying off debts, and 

addressing emergencies. 
 

• 83% of site leaders reported that 

they thought RB5 was helping 

them retain teachers and about 2 in 

5 teachers indicated that RB5 led 

them to stay in their position 

longer than they otherwise would 

have. 
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of Child Care Employment has identified 67 such programs, ranging from large salary 

bonuses (over $10,000 in cities like Washington, D.C. and San Francisco) to health 

insurance coverage in Nebraska, Washington, and New Mexico. To date, there is very 

little evidence about teachers’ responses to these compensation initiatives.  

This brief fills that gap by describing teachers’ experiences with Virginia’s RecognizeB5 

(RB5)8 – a financial incentive for child care teachers that was piloted prior to the 

pandemic. Our randomized control trial of this pilot found that a $1,500 incentive cut 

turnover among child care teachers in half, from 30% of teachers leaving over an eight-

month period to 15%.9 These striking findings led Virginia to expand state funding for 

the program, and in its two subsequent years, RB5 provided up to $2,000 in financial 

incentives to child care teachers who remained employed at their sites over a 7-month 

period. Now in its fourth year (2022-2023), the maximum RB5 award is $2,500, with 

plans to increase the amount to $3,000 in 2023-2024. 

The goal of RB5 is to recognize early educators’ hard and essential work, improve their 

financial stability, reduce turnover, and in turn enhance young children’s experiences in 

publicly funded early childhood care and education. In this brief, we describe the 

impact of the RB5 incentives in 2021-2022 on each of these three areas: teachers’ senses 

of feeling appreciated in their job, financial well-being, and retention. This brief uses 

survey data from over 3,900 Virginia child care center and family day home teachers 

who participated in the third year (2021-2022) of the RB5 program, a period 

characterized by serious child care staffing challenges. Using survey responses from 

nearly 500 child care leaders of sites that employed RB5 participants (50% of all RB5-

participating sites), we also share leaders’ perspectives on how RB5 affected teachers 

and their sites’ staffing challenges. 

VIRGINIA’S RECOGNIZEB5 PROGRAM 

In 2019, Virginia was awarded a $9.9 million federal Preschool Development Birth 

through Five Initial Grant (PDG) and began a set of efforts to increase families’ access to 

stable, affordable, and high-quality early care and education (ECE). 10 One of the 

initiatives supported by the PDG was the RecognizeB5 (RB5) program, formerly known 

as the Teacher Recognition Program. 

The pilot year of RB5 (May through December 2019) included about 2,500 teachers who 

were eligible to receive up to $1,500 if they stayed at their sites for the 8-month period. 

Teachers were eligible for RB5 if they worked directly with children (i.e., as teachers, 

assistant teachers, floaters, etc.) for at least 30 hours per week at a PDG-participating 

site at the time of PDG registration (mid-September). In the pilot year, teachers at all 



types of publicly funded sites, including family child care homes, center-based care, 

Head Start, and state-funded pre-k, were eligible for the program. 

Our experimental findings demonstrated the large effects of the payments on retention 

– and also showed the results were driven by center-based teachers, who are paid much 

less than their peers in school-based pre-k sites.11 In response, Virginia modified RB5 in 

subsequent years to focus on educators in child care programs and family day homes. 

In the first three years of implementation, RB5 rapidly expanded in scope from just 

under 200 child care and family day home sites to 950 (see Figure 1). 

In addition to expanding to more sites, the size of the RB5 incentive increased. As 

mentioned above, in the second and third years of the program, RB5 participants could 

earn payments totaling up to $2,000 if they worked at their sites continuously from mid-

September through the end of April. Teachers could use RB5 payments for whatever 

they wished (including personal expenses and professional expenses). In year 2 of the 

program (2020-2021), Virginia disbursed $4,900,000 to just over 3,000 educators. In year 

3, the state paid $9,540,700 to over 6,000 educators.    

Figure 1. RecognizeB5 Program Growth from Year 1 to Year 3 

Note: The dots on these maps indicate centers and family day homes whose 

teachers qualified for RB5 in program years 1-3. 



RB5 PARICIPANTS IN 2021-2022 

As in prior years, our team invited all year 3 RB5 participants to complete a survey at 

the end of the program that asked them about themselves and their experiences with 

RB5. Participants received a $20 gift card for completing the survey. Over 3,900 RB5 

participants submitted survey responses, constituting a response rate of 62%.  

Respondents included lead, assistant, and floater teachers at child care centers, along 

with family day home owners and assistant teachers. Almost all (98%) participants were 

women. About half (46%) reported being White, non-Hispanic. The average hourly 

wage for center-based RB5 participants was $14.84 per hour. Most (56%) of the sample 

did not have a college degree. Finally, RB5 participants had, on average, 10 years of 

experience working at their sites. Notably, 24% of these educators had been at their sites 

for a year or less. 

  
ABOUT THE SAMPLE 

 

94% 

6% 

Center 

FDH 

 

 

 

Center Teachers 

70% Lead teacher 

30% Assistant teacher, co-teacher, floater, or other role 

  

Family Day Home Teachers 

68% FDH owner, director, or leader 

32% FDH employee, teacher, assistant teacher, or other role 

 

 
35% Black, non-Hispanic 

10% Hispanic 

46% White, non-Hispanic 

9% Other or multiracial, non-Hispanic 

 
$14.84 Average hourly wage 

 

 
26% High school diploma or less 

30% Some college 

18% Associate degree 

26% Bachelor’s degree or higher 

 10 years Average years at current ECE site 

24% 
Educators with one year or less experience at their 

current ECE site 

Note: Based on responses from 2,942-3,908 educators. 



TEACHERS’ VIEWS OF RB5 AND ITS VALUE 

Teachers who participated in RB5 were very enthusiastic about the program. Nearly all 

(95-100%) participants who responded to the survey agreed that the RB5 payments 

made them feel like their work was valued, reduced some of their stress, helped meet 

financial needs, made them feel happy, 

and/or made them more excited about 

their job, as shown in Figure 2. Most 

teachers (>60% for all items) indicated 

very strong support for these items. 

In response to an open-ended question 

about the program, many educators 

shared that RB5 made them feel recognized for their work.12 For example, one wrote: 

“It’s the first time in a very long career in early childhood education that I ever felt someone 

appreciated the importance of what I do.” 

Others shared that they saw RB5 as a signal that the Commonwealth cares about the 

challenges of their work supporting young children’s development. “It was the only time 

I've felt financially valued doing my job… we sacrifice many things for the love of every aspect 

our job entails: We are educators, mothers, fathers, nurses, chefs, judges, psychiatrists, 

therapists, caretakers, and friends. It takes special people to do all of those jobs for next to 

minimum wage, I'm just saying,” wrote one teacher.  

Figure 2. Teachers’ Perceptions of the RecognizeB5 Program: “Overall, receiving the payment(s) 

through the [RecognizeB5] Program…” 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Note: Based on 2,913 to 2,973 responses. 

“It’s the first time in a very long 

career in early childhood education 

that I ever felt someone appreciated 

the importance of what I do.” 



LEADERS’ VIEW OF RB5 AND ITS VALUE 

Leaders of centers with RB5 participants were also very enthusiastic about the impact 

that RB5 has had on their teachers. Figure 3 shows nearly all leaders (95%) reported that 

the RB5 program helped their employees feel appreciated and meet their financial 

needs. Importantly, 83% of leaders also reported feeling like RB5 impacted their 

teachers’ decisions to stay working at the site, a primary goal of the program. Most also 

felt that RB5 helped their teachers reduce stress (82%). Interestingly, less than half (47%) 

of leaders reported that RB5 helped recruit new teachers to their sites.  

Figure 3. Leaders’ Perceptions of the RecognizeB5 Program: “As far as you know, how much 

has the [RecognizeB5] Program impacted teachers to…” 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

THE EFFECT OF RB5 ON TEACHER FINANCES 

One of the primary goals of RB5 was to reduce teachers’ financial stress, and as shown 

in Figure 2, 98% of respondents indicated the payments helped them meet their 

financial needs. Teachers could use RB5 incentives in any way they chose. The survey 

asked participants to what extent RB5 helped them meet seven different types of needs: 

personal or family needs (i.e., housing, food, bills), paying off debts, emergencies, 

materials for the classroom, saving money, professional development or education, and 

rewards or treats (i.e., vacations, going to the movies), shown in Figure 4 below.  

Note: Based on 404 to 477 responses. 



Nearly all respondents (97%) reported that the payments helped them meet personal or 

family needs such as housing and food, with 69% indicating RB5 funds helped very 

much. The next most frequently reported uses were paying off debts and addressing 

emergencies.  

Figure 4. Teachers’ Perceptions of the RecognizeB5 Program: “The payments helped with the 

following expenses…” 

 

 

In open-ended responses, many RB5 participants shared that the payments helped 

supplement their low incomes and lack of benefits to stabilize their families’ finances. 

One teacher wrote, “I cried when I received it. I was able to pay two months of rent in one 

sitting. Early child care teachers are some of the most impoverished workers in America. It 

means everything to feel valued by my state.” Another explained, “It has been a lifeline for my 

family. We can catch up on bills or use it for added expenses. It means Christmas presents for my 

children.” 

Others shared that RB5 payments have helped them manage rising costs of living. For 

example, one wrote: “The [RecognizeB5] Program has helped me financially so much, especially 

since the price of living has increased with no increase in my hourly rate for work.” 

Note: Based on 2,502 to 2,917 responses. 



Many also shared how RB5 payments helped them during crises such as medical 

emergencies and housing instability. “It was a life saver last January. I would have been 

evicted from my apartment had it not been 

for the 900 dollars,” wrote one teacher. 

Another shared, “My daughter had 

brain surgery and the bills are 

extravagant. RB5 helped us through some 

tough times financially.” 

However, others shared that the RB5 

award, while appreciated, was not 

enough to offset the low wages in 

many child care centers. One teacher explained, “It’s been a nice bonus and many of my 

coworkers have depended on it. I’m glad that early childhood professionals are getting some 

recognition. It doesn’t do much to offset the low wages that this industry is used to. Better pay 

overall would be ideal.” 

THE EFFECT OF RB5 ON EDUCATOR STABILITY 

A primary goal of RB5 is to reduce teacher turnover. The first-year experiment provided 

compelling evidence that, at least in 2019-2020, that goal was achieved. We did not 

experimentally evaluate RB5 in subsequent years so cannot directly measure how much 

the program impacted retention. In year 3, over 80% of RB5 participants stayed at their 

sites for the full 7-month program period. While we do not know if turnover rates 

would have been higher in the absence of the 

program, many participants reported that RB5 

helped prevent their turnover: Of participants 

who answered the post-program survey, about 2 

in 5 indicated that RB5 kept them in their 

position longer than they would have stayed 

otherwise.  

Some teachers described this impact in their open-ended responses. One teacher wrote, 

“This has honestly been the only reason I stay at my job. Knowing that an outside organization 

appreciates the work I do more than my own company is frustrating. But I am very appreciative 

for the chance to be a part of it.” Another shared, “Having this extra money is much needed 

and helps relieve stress. I am thankful for this program and hope that it encourages people to stay 

in their childcare site. Children need stable teachers they can see and depend on daily.”  

“I was able to pay two months of 

rent in one sitting. Early child care 

teachers are some of the most 

impoverished workers in America.  It 

means everything to feel valued by 

my state.” 

“…the incentive offered helped 

me stay on through the end of a 

term and not leave my fellow 

teachers scrambling for a 

replacement.” 



Another teacher elaborated on the impact of the program: “I would have quit my position 

2 months earlier, but the incentive offered helped me to stay on through the end of a term and not 

leave my fellow teachers scrambling for a replacement. Thank you from myself, my coworkers, 

and most of all, my sweet students.” 

The survey also asked participants how much knowing that they could be eligible to 

receive more RB5 funds in the coming year would impact their decision to stay. Most 

teachers (78%) reported that the continuing RB5 program would have some impact on 

their decision, and more than a quarter (28%) said it would affect their decision very 

much.  

CONCLUSION 

Teachers are very positive about RB5. In every year of the program, the vast majority of 

teachers have reported the program served as a powerful signal from the 

Commonwealth that their work is valued and that it helped them financially. 

Experimental evidence from year 1 showed that educators who received the incentive 

were far more likely to stay in their positions. In years 2 and 3, many educators reported 

that the RB5 program helped them remain in their positions.  

In 2022-2023, the fourth year of RB5, Virginia increased the award amount to $2,500 

dollars, which is roughly an 18% annual wage increase.13 Over 11,000 educators in 

approximately 1,600 sites are eligible for the RB5 program this year. In year 5 (2023-

2024), the award amount will increase to $3,000 per educator, and it will be available to 

teachers working in every publicly funded child care center and family day home in 

Virginia.  

However, the RB5 program, which has been supported by federal Preschool 

Development Grant (PDG) funds, American Rescue Plan Act (ARPA, i.e., COVID-relief) 

funds, and state appropriations, is a temporary solution to a systemic challenge in the 

ECE sector. Currently, ECE turnover remains high across the Commonwealth (~20% 

over a 7-month period in the 2021-2022 program year) and RB5 payments alone will not 

be sufficient to tackle these high rates 

of instability. 

Building high-quality and accessible 

ECE systems requires a stable early 

care and education workforce. 

Increasing state investments with 

long-term funding sources and 

comprehensive compensation reforms 

“I’m glad that early childhood 

professionals are getting some 

recognition. It doesn’t do much to 

offset the low wages that this 

industry is used to. Better pay overall 

would be ideal.” 



are necessary to support early educators’ well-being, the quality of their teaching, and 

the experiences of children and families. Some states and localities have made bold 

moves towards this goal. In addition to significant state investments in RB5, the 

Commonwealth of Virginia is further supporting increased compensation for ECE 

educators by using ARPA funds to make child care subsidy reimbursement rates more 

closely align with the actual cost of care. Importantly, the estimated cost of care used in 

this model assumes more competitive compensation for teachers.14   

However, ARPA funds are temporary and long-term funding sources are needed to 

sustain – and build on – this reform. For example, New Mexico recently passed a ballot 

measure to establish a permanent ECE funding source in the state constitution, making 

it the first state in the country to do so.15 Permanent public funding that supports the 

ECE workforce is a critically needed investment in educators, children, and families.  
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