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Early care and education (ECE) experiences  

can have positive lasting impacts on children's 

learning and development.1 However, there is 

growing concern that the low wages and high 

turnover rates common in child care settings 

compromise quality, and in turn, limit the 

benefits of ECE.2  Due to data limitations, we 

have not previously had good evidence of the 

extent to which wages and turnover relate to 

quality in child care settings.3 

 

In this brief, we ask: 

1. Do centers that pay their teachers more 

display higher levels of quality?  

2. To what extent do child care centers with 

higher turnover have lower quality 

ratings?  
 

Data and Sample 
 

We use data collected through Virginia’s unique ECE data system, LinkB5, from fall 2023, spring 

2024, and fall 2024.4 LinkB5 contains longitudinal data on the universe of publicly funded ECE 

programs.5  We focus on 1,130 publicly funded child care centers with information on teacher 

wages, turnover, and quality in LinkB5.6 We only consider information from lead teachers 

(N=9,777) to create three site-level variables.  
 

Quality scores are based on the classroom observations conducted during fall 2023 and spring 

2024 using the Infant, Toddler, and Pre-K Classroom Assessment Scoring System (CLASS).7 In 

Virginia, each full-time classroom8 at a publicly funded site receives two CLASS observations 
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annually, one in fall and one in spring, as part of the state's ECE quality rating and improvement 

initiative. The Virginia Department of Education combines these scores to calculate sites' overall 

"interaction points" for the year.9 Interaction points can range from 100 to 700, with higher scores 

corresponding to higher CLASS scores and levels of interaction quality. We divide sites into 

quintiles (i.e., five equal parts) based on their interaction points. The first quintile includes the 

lowest 20% of quality scores (below 454), and the top quintile contains the highest 20% of quality 

scores (above 534). 
 

Hourly wage corresponds to the average of lead teachers’ hourly wages reported by site leaders. 

In fall 2023, site leaders reported the average hourly compensation of lead teachers at their site by 

selecting a value on a slider ranging from $0 to $40 or more.10 
 

Turnover rates reflect the percentage of lead teachers employed at a given site in fall 2023 who no 

longer worked at the site as of fall 2024. Sites are classified into three categories according to the 

percentage of teachers who left during the school year: low turnover (less than 20%), medium 

turnover (20–50%), and high turnover (greater than 50%).11 
 

Table 1 provides descriptive statistics for all sites in our sample. Sites had an average quality 

score of 493.4 points. The range of scores varied considerably, with a standard deviation of 50.1 

and values ranging from 306 to 641. Sites paid lead teachers an average of $16.86 per hour. 

Looking at wage ranges by quintile, we find centers in the lowest quintile paid $14.00 or less on 

average, while those in the highest quintile paid $19.50 or more. Lastly, sites lost, on average, 

35.3% of their lead teachers from 2023 to 2024. About 27% of sites experienced low turnover 

(fewer than 20% of teachers left), 50.7% experienced medium turnover (20–50% left), and the 

remaining 22.3% had high turnover (more than 50% of teachers left).  
 

Table 1.  Descriptive statistics 

Variable  Mean/percent SD Min Max 

Interaction Points 493.4 50.1 306.0 641.0 

Average lead teacher wage at site 16.86 4.04 12.00 40.00 

Less than or equal to $14.00 27.4%    

> $14.00 & <= $15.50 18.3%    

> $15.50 & <= $17.00 19.6%    

> $17.00 & <= $19.50 14.3%    

More than $19.50 20.3%    

Turnover rate 35.3% 25.6% 0.0% 100.0% 

Low (<20%) 27.0%    

Medium (>=20 & <= 50%) 50.7%    

High (>50%) 
  

22.3%    

Note: N = 1,130 sites. 
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Findings 

 

Quality scores are higher in sites with higher pay 
 

Sites with higher hourly wages had higher average quality scores (Table 2). Comparing the 

highest and lowest quintiles: sites paying wages above $19.50 had quality scores that were 38.8 

points higher than those paying $14.00 or less. This corresponds to 77% of a standard deviation. 

Figure 1 shows the percentile of sites who were in the top quintile for quality. Sites with the 

lowest average wages were far less likely to be in the top quintile of quality scores: 39% of sites 

paying more than $19.50 per hour were in the top quintile of quality compared to only 14% of 

sites paying $14.00 or less. 
 

 

Table 2.  Average interaction points by wage and turnover 

Variable N Mean 

Wage    

Less than or equal to $14 310 478.1 

> $14 & <= $15.5 207 486.8 

> $15.5 & <= $17 222 491.6 

> $17 & <= $19.5 162 500.4 

More than $19.5 229 517.0 

Turnover    

Low (<20%) 305 506.6 

Medium (>=20 & <= 50%) 573 492.7 

High (>50%) 
  

252 479.3 

Note: N = 1,130 sites. 

 

Figure 1.  Share of sites that are in the top quintile of quality scores, by site average wage 

Note: Based on information from 1,130 sites. The quality scores among sites that are in the top quintile range 

from 534 to 641. 
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Quality scores are considerably lower in sites with high turnover 
 

Sites with high turnover rates had lower quality scores than those with medium or low 

turnover. On average, their scores were 479.3—13.7 and 27.3 points lower than sites with 

medium and low turnover, respectively (Table 2). These differences correspond to 28% and 54% 

of a standard deviation. Similarly, high-turnover centers were less likely to be in the top quintile 

of quality scores: only 12% reached the top 20%, compared with 19% of medium-turnover 

centers and 27% of low-turnover centers (Figure 2). 
 

Figure 2.  Share of sites that are in the top quintile of quality scores, by site turnover 

Note: Based on information from 1,130 sites. The quality scores among sites that are in the top quintile range from 

534 to 641. 

 

Policy Implications 
 

There is a clear relationship between teacher wages, turnover, and quality. Sites that paid their 

teachers less tended to have lower levels of quality. Similarly, sites with more teacher instability 

also had lower quality ratings. This suggests that improved pay and improved stability may be 

useful strategies for improving quality. Of course, the results do not confirm that low pay or 

high turnover cause the low quality, though this is a plausible explanation. Low pay may impact 

the candidates who apply for jobs; it may also lead to stress for teachers, which in turn impacts 

the children they serve. Sites with high turnover may moreover lack experienced or well-trained 

teachers.  
 

These results suggest that investments in quality improvement that do not simultaneously serve 

to stabilize the workforce may yield limited results. For instance, investments in teacher 

professional development may yield limited returns if a substantial proportion of the workforce 

receiving those supports leave their program.   
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7 CLASS is a well-validated and widely used observational instrument that measures the quality of 

teacher-child interactions in the classroom. It is administered by age group—Infant (birth–15 

months), Toddler (16–35 months), and Pre-K (3–5 years)—and evaluates multiple dimensions. 

Observations are typically conducted in four 30-minute cycles, consisting of 20 minutes of 

observation and 10 minutes of coding, during which interactions are rated on a 1–7 scale. For more 

information, see: Pianta, R. C., La Paro, K. M., & Hamre, B. (2008). Classroom Assessment 

Scoring SystemTM: Manual K-3. Brookes Publishing Co. 

 

8 Full-time refers to a classroom that runs at least four days per week, for a minimum of 128 days 

per year, with daily sessions lasting at least three hours. 

 

9 Each classroom receives total CLASS scores in the fall and spring for the appropriate age level, 

calculated as the average across all dimensions for that tool. Site-level interaction scores are then 

computed as the simple average of these classroom-level, age-specific CLASS scores (which 

themselves are averages of the fall and spring scores), multiplied by 100. In other words, the site-

level score represents the average of averages, first across time (fall and spring) within classrooms, 

and then across classrooms within a site—with the final value multiplied by 100. For more details, 

please review this document.  

 

10 Seventeen sites with average hourly wages below $12 (the minimum wage in Virginia in 2023) 

were treated as missing.  

 

11 The literature does not provide specific guidance on how to operationalize categories of teacher 

turnover. We therefore follow Doromal et al. (2022) to define high turnover, while the low and 

medium categories are determined by the distribution in our sample. For more information, see: 

Doromal, J. B., Bassok, D., Bellows, L., & Markowitz, A. J. (2022). Hard-to-staff centers: Exploring 

center-level variation in the persistence of child care teacher turnover. Early Childhood Research 

Quarterly, 61, 170–178. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ecresq.2022.07.007. 
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