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Abstract 

Early childhood education and care (ECEC) programs are experiencing high turnover, 

resulting in lower teacher retention rates. High turnover hinders program quality, creates 

financial strain, and adversely affects program sustainability. Despite efforts to increase 

educator retention, a rural midwestern ECEC program’s administrative team continues to 

experience declining retention and high within-year turnover. This study aims to explore 

early educators’ perceptions of the organizational factors that contribute to teacher 

retention and within-year turnover in the selected ECEC site.   The research study 

explores organizational factors using Herzberg’s two-factor theory of motivation. The 

qualitative data collected from current and previous early educators employed at the 

midwestern ECEC center indicated a gap in practice that influenced educator retention 

and within-year turnover. Inconsistent onboarding practices create challenges that impact 

the collective efficacy of the program and influence educator retention and turnover. A 

professional development curriculum designed to facilitate comprehensive, data-driven 

onboarding was created to address the gap. ECEC centers play an essential role in local 

communities. Understanding organizational factors can contribute to teacher retention 

and generate positive social change in the lives of children, their families, and their local 

community. 
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Section 1: The Problem 

The Local Problem 

The problem addressed in this study was that despite adopting new retention 

practices for the 2017/2018 academic year, a rural midwestern early childhood education 

and care (ECEC) center’s administrative team continues to face challenges retaining early 

educators, particularly beyond the first year of employment. The selected ECEC site is 

accredited by the National Association for Education of Young Children (NAEYC) and 

rated a level four out of four in the state quality measurement system. The ECEC center 

consistently serves between 100 and 115 children, with a staff of 25+ early educators. 

The center is well-established in the community and has a reputation for providing high-

quality early education and care for children from birth to six years old.  

The site’s administrative team has faced educator recruitment and turnover 

challenges for the past seven years. In 2017, administrators adopted a new retention plan 

that included increased compensation and two additional paid leave days. Despite this 

effort, the program administrators continued to face challenges with educator retention. 

Table 1 

Early Educator Retention 

 
Total Number of 

Employees 
Number Retained Number Who Left Retention Rate 

2017/2018 34 20 14 58.82% 

2018/2019 39 13 26 33.33% 

2019/2020 31 12 19 38.70% 

2020/2021 31 21 10 67.74% 

2021/2022 44 20 24 45.45% 

2022/2023 47 29 18 61.70% 

Note. During the Covid-19 pandemic, the program enrollment dropped to 18 children. A substantial number 

of the retained employees were at home on temporary layoff receiving unemployment benefits and chose 
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not to return. The program also hired seven new employees in late May and June. If those employees were 

removed, the 2020/2021 retention rate would be 38.7%, which is more consistent with previous years. 

In 2019, the ECEC center’s administrative team created an employee benefits 

package that includes financial assistance for continued education/professional 

development, paid time off, flexible scheduling, and scheduled compensation increases to 

retain early educators. The program owner credited these employee benefits as positive 

recruitment tools but believed they have little influence on retention. The program 

director found the within-year turnover particularly troubling for the program 

(Administrator 1, personal conversation, April 15, 2022). She calculated that within-year 

turnover costed the program approximately $1,000 per employee, based on costs 

associated with licensing requirements such as background checks, drug screens, initial 

training modules, etc. (Administrator 1, personal conversation, April 15, 2022). She 

believes the high within-year turnover rate posed a significant financial burden to the 

general operations of the ECEC program (Administrator 1, personal conversation, April 

15, 2022).  

Table 2 

Within-Year Turnover 

 
Employees Who Left Left Within First Year 

Within-Year Turnover 

Rate 

2017/2018 14 11 78% 

2018/2019 26 14 53% 

2019/2020 19 11 57% 

2020/2021 11 8 72% 

2021/2022 24 17 70% 

2022/2023 18 14 77% 
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Program administrators also believe that within-year turnover affected the social 

climate of the building and influences the physical and emotional health of the staff 

(Administrators 1 and 2, personal conversation, April 15, 2022). These beliefs coincide 

with longitudinal research in Louisiana that concluded high levels of within-year turnover 

negatively impact the working environment of educators and administrators who remain 

with the program (Bellows et al., 2021). The ECEC center’s administrative staff believes 

the consequences of turnover increase the amount of stress in the working environment 

and contribute to further turnover (Administrator 2, personal conversation, December 19, 

2022).    

Within-year turnover likely hinders early educators’ ability to provide safe, 

consistent education and care, compromising the quality of their site and the early 

learning experiences provided (Bassok et al., 2021; Bellows et al., 2021). During the 

program evaluation, the assistant director expressed concerns over the continuity of care 

provided (Administrator 2, personal conversation, December 19, 2022). She calculated 

that 57% of their current employees have been with the program for one year or less 

(Administrator 2, personal conversation, December 19, 2022). The program 

administrators feared that in their current situation, the educational philosophy and 

program mission are not well known among the staff, which could compromise the 

fidelity of services provided to families (Administrators 1 and 2, personal conversation, 

December 19, 2022).   

Declining educator retention and increasing with-year turnover threaten the ECEC 

center’s future ability to consistently provide high-quality early education and care. The 
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financial strain on the program’s general budget caused by the need to increase funding 

for recruitment, onboarding, and training also poses significant concerns for the 

program’s future operations. This program is the largest ECEC in its area and the only 

program to accept state vouchers for low-income families (Administrator 1, personal 

conversation, April 15, 2022). Its closure would significantly impact the community, 

leaving many families without access to preschool or childcare for their young children. 

Rationale 

While teacher retention is problematic across multiple settings, it is observed that 

private early childhood education and care (ECEC) centers serving children from birth to 

five years of age experience significant teacher turnover (Caven et al., 2021), resulting in 

lower retention rates. Because early childhood education is offered through varied 

settings, including privately-owned centers, federally-funded Head Start, local and state-

funded public schools, faith-based programs, and home-based settings, tracking 

workforce data is challenging (Bassok et al., 2021). Each sector operates independently 

with no centralized data source or points, further hindering retention efforts in ECEC 

centers. Despite these data tracking challenges, a growing body of research points to high 

levels of teacher turnover resulting in low retention rates, diminished quality of services, 

equity issues, and financial burdens (Garcia & Weiss, 2019; Sorensen & Ladd, 2020). 

Previous researchers also asserted that teacher retention may be linked to teachers’ 

wellbeing (Grant et al., 2019b, 2019a; Jeon et al., 2018).  

The selected ECEC center’s administrative staff has observed declining retention 

contributing to diminished quality, financial burden, equitable enrollment concerns, 
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increased within-year turnover, and concerns for educator wellbeing (Administrators 1 

and 2, personal conversation, December 19, 2022). It was necessary to speak with early 

educators to gain a more profound understanding of the factors influencing teacher 

retention and within-year turnover and their role in the ECEC setting. The purpose of this 

qualitative study was to explore previous and current early educators’ perceptions of 

factors influencing teacher retention and within-year turnover in the selected early 

childhood education and care center. 

Definition of Terms 

Burnout: A psychological response to chronic work-related stress characterized 

by emotional exhaustion, depersonalization, and reduced personal accomplishment (Ford 

& Forsyth, 2021).  

Caregiver: Professional caregivers work in early childhood programs, facilitating 

learning experiences and providing care for children’s various needs. Early educators are 

sometimes called caregivers, particularly infant/toddler teachers. (Kwon et al., 2020). 

Early Childhood Education and Care (ECEC) Setting: A program that provides 

early education, typically preschool or PreK, and childcare for young children. These 

settings serve children from birth to five years and may or may not include services for 

school-age children as well. ECEC settings include publicly-funded centers, subsidized 

childcare, Head Start, school-based preschool/PreK, privately-funded preschools and 

childcare centers, registered ministries, community organizations, and home-based 

programs. (Bassok et al., 2021) 
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Highly qualified: Refers to the education and competencies acquired by an 

educator. The requirements for educators vary among states, with some requiring a 

bachelor’s, some a CDA credential, and 23 states with no educational requirements. 

Qualifications often vary among age groups, with infant/toddler teachers having different 

requirements from PreK, even when housed in the same setting. (McLean et al., 2016) 

Job satisfaction: Positive or negative judgments made during self-evaluation that 

reflect the intrinsic and extrinsic rewards gained within the context of their position 

(Grant et al., 2019a).  

Motivation: Teacher motivation is influenced positively or negatively by intrinsic 

and extrinsic motivators. In Herzberg’s motivational theory, motivators represent 

intrinsic factors, and hygiene refers to extrinsic motivation factors. (Tran & Smith, 2020).  

Professional commitment: The level of a teacher’s job satisfaction or 

dissatisfaction that determines their intention to remain at or leave their job/career (Grant 

et al., 2019a).  

Retention practices: Practices such as onboarding, induction strategies, mentor 

programs, or professional development are designed to retain highly qualified teachers in 

an education program  

Self-efficacy: One’s capacity to behave in ways that lead to specific achievement, 

often developed through self-evaluation (Jeon et al., 2018).  

Teacher shortage: “The inability to staff vacancies at the current wages with 

individuals qualified to teach the fields needed” (Garcia & Weiss, 2019). 
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Teacher wellbeing: The teacher’s physical, mental, emotional, and social health 

(Tanaka et al., 2020).  

Turnover: Turnover occurs in early childhood education and care settings when 

one educator leaves and another fills the position (Schaack et al., 2022). 

Working environment: Sometimes referred to as working conditions, a working 

environment is a combination of factors that affect a teacher’s general job duties, 

including the physical environment, economic factors, organizational structures, and 

social climate (Geiger & Pivovarova, 2018). 

Significance of the Study 

Low educator retention creates high levels of turnover. Previous studies 

emphasize the negative consequences associated with high levels of educator turnover. 

Turnover financially strains programs (Garcia & Weiss, 2019; Sorensen & Ladd, 2020), 

creates problematic working environments (Schaack et al., 2020, 2022), and diminishes 

learning outcomes for children (Kwon et al., 2020; Sulek et al., 2015). Inequitable access 

to ECEC centers contribute to workforce instability and impacts local communities. 

Improving the selected ECEC center’s retention practices would facilitate retaining 

highly qualified early educators, provide equitable access to high-quality early learning 

experiences, and enhance teacher wellbeing within the program. Early educators are 

leaving the field at an alarming rate, leaving many organizations struggling to provide 

preschool and childcare (Caven et al., 2021; McMullen et al., 2020). Organizational 

challenges threaten the selected ECEC center’s long-term stability (Administrator 1, 

personal conversation, December 19, 2022). A better understanding of early educators’ 
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perceptions of the factors influencing retention and within-year turnover provides 

valuable insights into the multifaceted situation and facilitates developing a retention plan 

that meets the needs of the ECEC center and its early educators. Addressing retention and 

within-year turnover concerns strengthens the ECEC center’s organizational ability to 

foster holistic child development, support local families, and contribute to the larger 

workforce within the community. 

Research Questions 

This research project intended to better understand early educators’ perceptions of 

factors influencing teacher retention and within-year turnover in the selected ECEC 

center. The research project aimed to use the valuable insights provided by previous and 

current early educators to create a retention plan that meets the unique needs of the 

selected ECEC center. The guiding questions for this research project are as follows:  

1. What are early educators’ perceptions of the factors influencing teacher 

retention in the selected ECEC center?  

2. What are early educators’ perceptions of the factors influencing within-

year turnover in the selected ECEC center? 

Review of the Literature 

The fragmented nature of the ECEC field hinders research because programs 

operate independently in multiple settings and rarely coordinate their workforce data 

(Bassok et al., 2021). ECEC is housed in public/private schools, center-based programs, 

Head Start, faith-based programs, and home-based settings. Each center has a variety of 

funding sources and accountability/quality requirements, which vary by state, further 
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impeding data collection (Bassok et al., 2021; Bellows et al., 2021; Grant et al., 2019a). 

Despite these challenges, it is reported that privately owned early childhood education 

and care programs serving children from birth through five years old have high teacher 

turnover rates, with infant-toddler teachers comprising the highest rates (Caven et al., 

2021; Kwon et al., 2020). Research on teacher turnover and retention indicates its factors 

are multifaceted and vary among educational settings, which further suggests that 

comprehensive retention strategies and implementations must also be setting-specific to 

address the unique needs of educators. 

Literature Search Strategy 

Teacher retention and turnover are closely linked. While a large body of research 

exists on teacher turnover, less research focuses specifically on within-year turnover. A 

comprehensive literature review was conducted to explore teacher retention and within-

year turnover, with relevant articles from multiple databases, including Thoreau, 

Education Source, ERIC, Science Direct, and Taylor and Francis Online. Citation 

chaining through Google Scholar and previously published Walden University 

dissertations were also used to obtain relevant research articles within the past five years. 

Keywords used to obtain articles include but were not limited to teacher retention, 

turnover, within-year turnover, retention practices, human resource management, job 

satisfaction, teacher wellbeing, and mentor programs. Each of these terms was searched, 

along with one of the following terms: early childhood education, preschool, childcare, 

or daycare. Multiple search terms narrowed the focus of the search to settings similar to 

the early childhood education and care (ECEC) center selected for this capstone project. 
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Conceptual Framework 

Herzberg’s motivation-hygiene theory, also referred to as Herzberg’s two factor 

theory, emerged in the 1960s and has been applied to multiple fields of practice to 

explore the concepts of motivation, job satisfaction, increased wellbeing, and employee 

turnover (Mitsakis & Galanakis, 2022; Peramatzis & Galanakis, 2022). Maslow’s 

hierarchy of needs influenced Herzberg’s theory (Acquah et al., 2021). Herzberg 

theorized two categories of organizational factors influence employees’ job satisfaction. 

Hygiene factors represented extrinsic needs and were initially referred to as “the need to 

avoid unpleasantness.” In contrast, motivation factors represent intrinsic motivators 

initially associated with “the need for growth or self-actualization” (Peramatzis & 

Galanakis, 2022). Hygiene and motivation factors operate on separate continuums. 

Herzberg theorized that hygiene factors cannot motivate employees, and managers who 

try to use hygiene factors as motivators often produce negative effects (Acquah et al., 

2021).   

Hygiene factors include an organization’s company policy, supervision, working 

conditions, status, and salary (Acquah et al., 2021; Peramatzis & Galanakis, 2022). These 

factors do not motivate employees; however, they do play an important role in meeting 

employee expectations and preventing job dissatisfaction (Chiat & Panatik, 2019). 

Organizations must carefully consider and manage hygiene factors to maintain employee 

productivity and decrease job dissatisfaction, in turn promoting retention and reducing 

employee turnover (Chiat & Panatik, 2019; Mitsakis & Galanakis, 2022). Satisfied 

employees tend to be more creative, productive, and committed to their organization, 
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whereas dissatisfied employees are less productive, exhibit less professional 

commitment, and are more challenging to motivate (Peramatzis & Galanakis, 2022).  

Motivation factors are intrinsically motivated and may include an individual’s 

sense of achievement, recognition, responsibility, opportunity to participate in decision-

making, challenges, an opportunity for promotion, and personal growth (Acquah et al., 

2021; Chiat & Panatik, 2019). Motivation substantially influences job performance, 

professional satisfaction, and intention to stay with an organization. Research identifies a 

significant connection between staff satisfaction and efficacy (Peramatzis & Galanakis, 

2022). Motivators challenge individuals to develop their talents and build professional 

expertise, making them a key factor in organizational performance, workplace climate, 

and employee retention (Peramatzis & Galanakis, 2022).  

Applying Herzberg’s two-factor theory to the problem of declining retention and 

increasing within-year turnover suggests the need for balancing hygiene and motivation 

factors within ECEC organizations. A greater emphasis on job demands, working 

environments, and teacher wellbeing is being placed on ECEC settings and human 

resource management to mitigate turnover and support retention (Kwon et al., 2021). 

Teachers’ job satisfaction and motivation affect learning outcomes in educational settings 

(Toytok & Acar, 2021). If either or both factors are irregular, inadequate, or missing from 

an organization, the individual’s sense of satisfaction is compromised (Kwon et al., 2021; 

Toytok & Acar, 2021). Herzberg’s two-factor theory serves as a foundation for talent-

centered educational leadership models (Tran & Smith, 2020). A comprehensive 
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literature review was conducted to explore organizational factors influencing teaching 

retention and turnover. 

International Research 

Teacher turnover, particularly in early childhood settings, poses an international 

challenge for education systems (Eadie et al., 2022; Rasanen et al., 2020; Thorpe et al., 

n.d.). Declining teacher retention and high levels of turnover are international concerns. 

Researchers have gained insights to inform their retention practices in evaluating 

Australia’s educational reform. Australian researchers also report their “long daycare 

centers,” which provide services for children from birth to five years, experience high 

levels of turnover (McKinlay et al., 2018). Multiple studies have concluded that high 

levels of turnover impact the quality of services provided, have adverse effects on 

children’s and teachers’ wellbeing, and hinder the delivery of early interventions 

(McKinlay et al., 2018; Sulek et al., 2015; Thorpe et al., n.d.). Qualitative explorations 

conducted in Queensland suggest more comprehensive training, retention incentives, and 

additional classroom support could increase job satisfaction and educator retention (Sulek 

et al., 2015). Early childhood programs also report high levels of turnover, attrition, and 

job dissatisfaction (Eadie et al., 2022; McKinlay et al., 2018; Thorpe et al., n.d.).  

Similarly, British researchers report a lack of interest in entering the education 

field, suggesting that cultural views of educators and the system may hinder recruitment 

and retention (Perryman & Calvert, 2020). Researchers who conducted longitudinal 

studies collected data that presented a steady decline in educators’ intentions to stay in 

their current role, with few teachers remaining more than five years, and many leaving 



13 

 

within their first year of teaching (Perryman & Calvert, 2020; Rasanen et al., 2020). 

Studies conducted throughout Great Britain, Finland, and Sweden produced data that 

cited low wages, few benefits, excessive paperwork, and physical/emotional exhaustion 

as reasons educators leave the field (Perryman & Calvert, 2020; Rasanen et al., 2020).   

The Education Department of China concluded that preschool teachers are more 

likely to experience social isolation and prejudice because of a general lack of public 

awareness regarding preschool’s significance and its role in the community (Guo et al., 

2021). As observed in other studies, early educators working in childcare settings are 

seen as less professional than their colleagues in different settings, which leads to higher 

attrition rates and less interest in the ECEC field (Guo et al., 2021; McKinlay et al., 2018; 

Perryman & Calvert, 2020). Similarly, early educators in the US have a higher turnover 

rate and lower salaries than their kindergarten colleagues (Grant et al., 2019a).  

International research findings coincide with studies conducted in the United 

States, reflecting similar challenges, perceptions, and organizational factors. Declining 

teacher retention, high levels of turnover, increased job dissatisfaction, inadequate 

working conditions, and negative perceptions of early educators are emerging themes in 

research. Researchers report teaching as an “unattractive profession” based on high 

turnover rates, excessive attrition, inadequate training and support, stressful working 

environments, and lower pay scales (Garcia & Weiss, 2019). 

Turnover 

Turnover occurs in early childhood education and care settings when one educator 

leaves and another fills the position. The ECEC field is characterized by occupational 
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instability (Schaack et al., 2022), with numerous advocacy groups attempting to 

professionalize ECEC by creating a more standardized system. Previous studies’ 

researchers assert that working conditions, teacher wellbeing, and low compensation 

influence educator turnover (Kwon et al., 2020; Schaack et al., 2020, 2022). Ironically, 

high levels of turnover were also cited in qualitative explorations as a reason for 

declining retention (Bellows et al., 2021; Schaack et al., 2020). Early educators expressed 

frustration at inconsistent staffing, changes in leadership, and a lack of consistent co-

teachers in their classrooms (Grant et al., 2019a; Schaack et al., 2022). High educator 

turnover creates various consequences for programs, educators, and children.  

Consequences for Children and Families 

High levels of turnover threaten equitable access to consistently healthy, safe 

early learning environments (Sulek et al., 2015). Staffing shortages, particularly in low-

income urban communities, force some programs to reduce enrollment or close 

completely. Young children form attachment relationships with their caregivers. These 

relationships support early developmental needs, making infants and toddlers vulnerable 

to the adverse effects of turnover (Kwon et al., 2020). Children ages one to three who 

experienced continuity of care with little or no turnover scored higher on social 

competence and self-control than their peers; teachers reported fewer behavioral 

problems (Kwon et al., 2020). Strong attachment relationships also foster language 

development. Young children in lower-quality environments and those who experience 

high levels of turnover exhibit weakened language and communication skills (Caven et 

al., 2021), decreased vocabulary, higher levels of emotional stress, and fewer emotional 
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regulatory skills (Jeon & Wells, 2018). Additionally, high levels of turnover can 

significantly influence academic and behavioral outcomes (Jeon & Wells, 2018; Sorensen 

& Ladd, 2020).  

High levels of turnover also create stress for early educators, leading to “teacher 

burnout” and a decreased capacity for caregiving and fostering early learning (Grant et 

al., 2019b; McMullen et al., 2020). Teachers working with a diminished capacity tend to 

be less responsive and engaged, unintentionally creating adverse conditions for children 

and families. 

Consequences for Teacher Well-being 

Reasons commonly reported for teacher turnover include stress, poor working 

conditions, emotional exhaustion, and burnout (Grant et al., 2019b; Jeon et al., 2018). 

Early educators’ working environments influence their intention to remain or leave a 

program. Teacher-perceived “classroom chaos” contributes to teacher burnout, 

diminishes teachers’ self-efficacy, and reduces their professional commitment (Grant et 

al., 2019a). High turnover levels create inconsistent or inadequately trained staffing 

situations, which generate additional stress and responsibilities for the retained staff.  

High levels of turnover threaten the program’s collective efficacy and create a 

negative working environment (Ford & Forsyth, 2021). Working environments shape 

educator perceptions. Further, negative perceptions may compromise an educator’s 

general wellbeing, including their physical and emotional states, influencing their job 

performance (Grant et al., 2019a; McMullen et al., 2020). An early educator’s 

psychological wellbeing significantly affects the classroom climate and holistic 
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development (Jeon et al., 2018). Early educators report physical health concerns, such as 

ergonomic pain and obesity (Kwon et al., 2021). They also report psychological health 

concerns such as depression, burnout, low self-efficacy, and secondary trauma (Susman-

Stillman et al., 2020; Tanaka et al., 2020). High levels of turnover challenge ECEC 

programs’ organizational operations and create a cyclical situation with adverse outcomes 

for educators, children, and communities. 

Consequences for Early Childhood Education and Care Programs 

Teacher turnover, which often results in shortages, creates a substantial financial 

burden for ECEC programs and consumes significant economic resources (Garcia & 

Weiss, 2019; Sorensen & Ladd, 2020). Additionally, high levels of turnover create an 

influx of new and often inexperienced teachers, which can disrupt the program’s 

organizational stability (Sorensen & Ladd, 2020). Organizational instability hinders 

collective efficacy and may prevent it from meeting collective goals and improving, 

weakening its effectiveness (Ford & Forsyth, 2021). Chronic instability disrupts social 

networks within the organization necessary for creating and working towards a collective 

vision, mission building, instructional quality, and purposeful professional development 

(Ford & Forsyth, 2021; McLean et al., 2016). Because turnover contributes to 

organizational instability and adversely affects children and teachers, many 

administrators and ECEC leaders have shifted their focus to emphasize retention 

practices. 
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Retention 

Educator retention is the inverse of turnover. Retention practices focus on 

organizational stability, continuity of care, and retaining highly qualified early educators 

and caregivers within a program. Retention-minded program administrators create 

positive working environments that support educators and consistently deliver responsive 

early learning experiences. Administrator support is often at the center of retention-

minded programing. Previous researchers indicate that working conditions and positive 

professional identity strongly predict retention (McKinlay et al., 2018). Leaders use a 

variety of practices and strategies to cultivate working environments and cultures that 

facilitate successful, purposeful educator experiences. 

Retention Practices 

ECEC leaders utilize various practices to focus on educator retention. Increased 

planning time, professional development, opportunities for collaboration, and 

involvement in decision-making are some less formal retention practices (Ford & 

Forsyth, 2021). Onboarding, mentor programs, induction process, and embedded training 

are more formal practices to enhance educators’ experiences and increase retention. 

Retention practices foster social networking among early educators in the ECEC 

program. They also plan for and provide ongoing professional development, continued 

collaboration, and support for teacher wellbeing. Teachers who feel less isolated have 

opportunities to share challenges and collaborate with colleagues to find reasonable 

solutions. Fostering professional social networks enables educators to seek emotional, 

contextual, academic, social, and relational support from colleagues, which contributes to 
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healthy emotional processing of stress and more successful teacher outcomes (Ford et al., 

2019; Sikma, 2019). Educators and caregivers who feel supported in their working 

environment are more likely to be autonomously motivated. Autonomously motivated 

educators tend to feel less pressured, manage stressful situations better, and cultivate 

more responsive, empathetic learning environments (Angel et al., 2018). Consistently 

utilizing retention practices creates positive early learning environments that support 

educators, children, and communities. 

Benefits Packages. Early educator salaries are generally lower than teachers in 

other settings or occupations with similar educational requirements (Kwon et al., 2021). 

Compensation is closely linked with attrition. Additionally, many early educators are not 

provided with healthcare benefits, influencing some intentions to leave the field. 

Advocates believe increasing compensation, providing access to healthcare benefits, paid 

professional development, and differential pay in hard-to-staff schools may contribute to 

educator retention (Schaack et al., 2022; Sorensen & Ladd, 2020). Some retention-

minded program administrators also provide incentives such as catered lunches, gift 

cards, positive comments, or reserved parking spaces (Hammonds, 2017). Whereas 

positive associations with benefit packages exist, they only address extrinsic motivations 

for teaching, which may not be enough to retain teachers. Retention-minded education 

leaders should thoughtfully consider benefits packages and couple them with other 

retention practices to meet the holistic needs of educators (Tran & Jenkins, 2022).  

Onboarding. One commonly cited reason for turnover is inadequate training for 

new teachers. New teachers do not feel adequately prepared to provide parent support, 
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handle challenging behaviors, and implement effective classroom management 

(Hammonds, 2017). Inadequate training extends beyond novice teachers because it 

creates stress for the current teaching staff and disrupts the delivery of services provided 

to children and families (Sulek et al., 2015). Retained staff members are then responsible 

for training new employees while performing their job duties.  

 An onboarding program that provides teachers with a comprehensive induction 

plan containing orientation to the program, access to supportive social interactions with 

colleagues, and ongoing targeted professional development supports educator retention 

(Hammonds, 2017; Sikma, 2019). Induction refers to a specific period of additional 

training and socialization (Sikma, 2019). Providing an onboarding plan with an induction 

period that supports early educators’ social, physical, and psychological needs builds 

each educator’s self-efficacy, strengthening the teaching staff’s collective efficacy 

(Tanaka et al., 2020). A holistic approach to onboarding may reduce within-year turnover 

and support educator retention.  

Mentor Programs. Another component of successful onboarding/induction is 

mentor programs that pair new teachers with veteran teachers. Connecticut’s Teacher 

Education and Mentoring (TEAM) program is a state-mandated program, yielding 

promising results for retention. The state’s department of education reported that most 

teachers who completed the five-module formal mentorship were still teaching in their 

position after three years, including in their lowest-performing school districts (Hanita et 

al., 2020). Based on their results and positive association with retention, some education 

leaders suggest extending mentorships beyond induction to support early educators at 
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each career level (Sikma, 2019). However, programs with high levels of turnover may not 

have enough veteran teachers to support a formal mentor program. 

Embedded Training. Retention-minded leaders utilize embedded training to 

provide targeted professional development. Administrative and collegial support 

substantially influence educator retention (Hanita et al., 2020; Sikma, 2019; Tran & 

Jenkins, 2022). Teachers who participate in meaningful professional development and are 

provided timely reflective feedback develop pedagogical expertise, tend to feel less 

isolated, and demonstrate a higher self-efficacy (Keiler et al., 2020; Susman-Stillman et 

al., 2020). Ongoing professional development fosters critical skills necessary to provide 

developmentally appropriate early learning experiences. Meaningful ongoing 

professional development is essential to increasing teacher motivation, efficacy, and 

retention (Bressman et al., 2018). Professional development should focus on teachers’ 

holistic needs to support early educators, foster collective efficacy, and build educator 

autonomy (Ford et al., 2019). 

Retention Strategies 

Various strategies are employed in retention-minded programs. Many current 

retention initiatives provide educator incentives and are a reactionary approach to 

turnover. Strategic retention planning employs various retention practices to meet 

individual needs and reach collective goals. Some ECEC leaders believe a talent-centered 

educational leadership (TCEL) strategy encompasses both proactive and reactive 

practices to focus on retaining highly qualified teachers and caregivers (Tran & Jenkins, 

2022). TCEL views retention through the lens of employee experiences and emphasizes 
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understanding educator needs, anticipating needs and potential challenges, and mapping a 

plan to address specific challenges and needs (Tran & Jenkins, 2022). Its core principles 

emphasize a leadership model that focuses on inclusive talent management, data-

informed decision-making, respectful working environments, focus on social 

engagement, and an understanding that educator needs and student needs are not 

mutually exclusive (Tran & Smith, 2020).  

 Reflective supervision that promotes self-efficacy, emotional awareness, 

empathy, and compassion strengthens early learning environments (Susman-Stillman et 

al., 2020). Another strategy of retention-minded program administrators is frequent, 

intentional, skill-targeted feedback. Mindfully using feedback as part of reflective 

supervision and mentoring programs addressed educator-specific needs (Hammonds, 

2017; Keiler et al., 2020). Retention-minded strategies focus on a holistic approach to 

program leadership that emphasize the positive experiences of educators, children, 

families, and communities. This holistic approach to ECEC creates supportive working 

and learning environments. 

Implications 

This research project explored early educators’ perceptions of factors influencing 

teacher retention and within-year turnover to create a targeted retention plan for the 

selected ECEC center. This project aims to increase teacher retention and decrease 

within-year turnover in the selected ECEC center by addressing the program’s specific 

organizational needs. It is likely that other education leaders in rural, privately-owned 

ECEC centers experience similar challenges with declining teacher retention and its 



22 

 

associated consequences. This project could contribute to positive social change by 

providing valuable insights to ECEC program administrators facing similar challenges 

with declining retention and increasing within-year turnover. Replications of this study 

with a larger sample, such as a regional, state-wide, or cross-sector exploration, could 

contribute to advocacy efforts to stabilize the workforce and professionalize early 

educators to create a more standardized field of practice. 

Summary 

The field of education has experienced high levels of teacher turnover, which 

directly affects school settings and student outcomes. However, the highest level of 

turnover is reported in privately owned ECEC programs serving children from birth to 

five years old (Caven et al., 2021). Infant-Toddler teachers are a vulnerable population 

with high levels of turnover (Kwon et al., 2020). Social views that undervalue the 

important role of ECEC and view early educator as less-skilled professionals may 

contribute to turnover (Schaack et al., 2020). 

High levels of turnover are associated with lower-quality programs and may have 

adverse effects on children’s development (Caven et al., 2021; Kwon et al., 2020), 

teachers’ wellbeing (Grant et al., 2019b; Jeon et al., 2018), and diminish the quality of the 

program (Ford & Forsyth, 2021). High levels of within-year turnover disrupt the 

continuity of care and financially strain ECEC centers. Administrators focus attention on 

retention plans that employ practices to mitigate educator turnover in ECEC centers and 

boost retention rates.  
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Retention-minded administrators utilize reflective supervision and intentional 

skill-targeted feedback to promote self-efficacy, support early educators’ social-

emotional needs, and provide meaningful professional development opportunities. 

Additionally, benefits packages offer incentives for recruiting and retaining early 

educators. Onboarding/induction programs provide new teachers with the skills, training, 

and support needed to successfully manage classroom behaviors and provide high-quality 

early learning experiences. Mentor programs pair teachers, which supports social-

emotional needs while providing additional training and feedback. Mentor programs are 

typically designed for new teachers; however, some researchers report that mentor 

programs should be designed to support teachers at every level (Sikma, 2019). Retention 

strategies and practices that focus on program quality and educators’ needs build 

collective efficacy and address the holistic needs of children, educators, and the 

organization.  

ECEC centers play a vital role in the community. Centers that provide equitable 

access to high-quality early learning experiences help stabilize the workforce, foster 

holistic child development, support children and families, and facilitate closing 

achievement gaps. Declining levels of teacher retention pose a serious threat to the 

contributions ECEC centers can make to their local communities.    

ECEC centers, like the one selected for this study, continue to experience 

organizational challenges in retaining early educators and addressing the consequences of 

high levels of within-year turnover. Despite earlier retention efforts, the selected ECEC 

program’s administrative team continues to observe a pattern of declining teacher 
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retention and high within-year turnover. Program directors fear the situation seriously 

threatens their program’s quality and long-term organizational stability. This study 

intended to explore the perceptions of previous and current early educators within the 

selected ECEC center to better understand the factors that influence educator retention 

and within-year turnover. The research project aimed to use the valuable insights 

collected to create a retention plan to address the specific needs of the selected ECEC 

center. 
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Section 2: The Methodology 

Research Design and Approach 

The problem addressed through this study was that despite adopting new retention 

practices for the 2017/2018 academic year, a rural midwestern ECEC center’s 

administrative team continues to face challenges retaining early educators, particularly 

beyond the first year of employment. This study aimed to explore previous and current 

early educators’ perceptions of the factors influencing teacher retention and within-year 

turnover in a selected early childhood education and care (ECEC) setting. The following 

questions guided the study:  

1. What are early educators’ perceptions of the factors influencing teacher 

retention in the selected ECEC center?   

2. What are early educators’ perceptions of the factors influencing within-year 

turnover in the selected ECEC center? Qualitative methods were used to collect data.  

Qualitative research has been defined as “an exploratory investigation of a 

complex social phenomenon conducted in a natural setting through observation, 

description, and thematic analysis of participants’ behaviors and perspectives for the 

purpose of explaining and/or understanding the phenomenon” (Burkholder et al., 2020, p. 

83). This study was an exploratory investigation of the complex social phenomena of 

teacher retention and within-year turnover. Quantitative methods could show the extent 

of the problem; however, qualitative methods are necessary to gather educators’ 

perceptions of the specific organizational factors that influence the problem. Qualitative 

research is essential in early childhood education because it provides a picture of the 
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multifaceted system connecting children, families, ECEC services, and communities 

(Mac Naughton et al., 2010). It also provides a means of responsive practice by 

researching the behaviors and complex interactions that shape the context of early 

childhood education and care (Mac Naughton et al., 2010). Through qualitative 

methodology, researchers develop a complex understanding that can be used to explore 

further, explain, describe, or build theories for how phenomena work within the natural 

setting (Burkholder et al., 2020). 

Participants 

Clearly defined participant selection criteria are essential to meaningful 

qualitative research (Burkholder et al., 2020; Ravitch & Carl, 2021). For this study, 

purposeful sampling was employed to obtain twenty-four participants. “Purposeful 

sampling provides context-rich and detailed accounts of specific populations and 

locations” (Ravitch & Carl, 2021, p. 83).  

Twelve participants from the participant pool represented current early educators 

at the selected ECEC center. Participants range in experience between 1 and 22 years of 

teaching. Additionally, twelve participants represent early educators who left the selected 

ECEC center for another educational setting or professional field. Their employment with 

the selected ECEC center ranged from 3 months to 29 years. The number of participants 

was chosen to ensure data validity and provide a diverse and comprehensive perspective 

of the perceived organizational factors that influence teacher retention and within-year 

turnover.  
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Because this study explored organizational factors influencing both teacher 

retention and within-year turnover, it was necessary to collect data from those who have 

been retained, as well as those who have opted to leave the selected ECEC center. A 

posting was made on the center’s employee communication app to invite current early 

educators to participate in the research study. The invite included a Walden University 

email address so the educators may privately message to participate. This process was 

used to protect the identity of the participants and facilitate their confidentiality. The 

program director maintains a database of previous employees’ contact information. 

Emails were sent to the addresses on file. A social media invite with my contact 

information was also posted to my personal Facebook page to invite individuals to 

participate in this research study.  

All efforts were made to protect the confidentiality of the participants throughout 

the research study. Private email and direct messages facilitated the invitation and 

scheduling processes. Interviews were held outside the selected ECEC center, and no raw 

data was shared with the center’s administrative staff. The researcher and project closely 

adhered to the guidelines set by the Walden University Institutional Review Board (IRB), 

including courses in research ethics, carefully crafted interview protocol, informed 

consent prior to interviews, clearly defined methodology practices, and member 

checking. This study, 05-22-23-0723877, was approved by the Walden University IRB 

and ethically conducted according to the guidelines set. 



28 

 

Data Collection 

Qualitative research aims to incorporate the participants’ voices into presenting 

the findings (Burkholder et al., 2020). For this study, I used semistructured interviews to 

collect data. In semi-structured interviews, the researcher constructs interview questions 

and probes to gather information from the participants. The use of probing questions is 

also anticipated for specific questions or as created by the researcher during the interview 

process (Burkholder et al., 2020). Semistructured interviews are used for an in-depth 

description of processes and experiences, to learn how participants interpret events and 

experiences, and to understand and integrate multiple individual perspectives (Ravitch & 

Carl, 2021). Semistructured interviews provided context-specific experiences and 

perceptions from the early educators participating in this study.  

A self-generated, university-approved interview protocol was used for data 

collection. The protocol had 10 questions for participants, anticipated probing questions, 

and a space dedicated to analytic memo writing. Analytic memos were used throughout 

the data collection and analysis processes as compared to journal entries (Saldana, 2021). 

The dedicated space for analytic memos with each participant’s interview facilitated data 

organization and reflective research. Additional notes were added to a field journal with 

each round of coding. 

Interviews were recorded with an audio device and transcribed following the 

discussion. The recordings were kept in my home office. Interview protocol sheets, 

accompanying analytic memos, and the interview transcripts were filed together in a 
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research portfolio by the participant’s coded number. Names were not used in the 

presentation of findings.   

Understanding the role of the researcher is essential for a qualitative study, and 

identifying one’s positionality before collecting data is recommended for researchers at 

every level (Ravitch & Carl, 2021). Reflecting on one’s social identity, positionality, and 

how external and internal aspects of personal experiences could shape the analysis 

processes that influence the research is essential to a successful qualitative study (Ravitch 

& Carl, 2021). As an early educator who has left and returned to the selected site, I have 

personal experience with the organizational factors that influenced my retention, 

intention to leave, and my decision to return; however, it was important that my voice not 

overshadow the voices of the participants. This study aimed to explore early educators’ 

perceptions of the organizational factors that influence teacher retention and within-year 

turnover. To effectively answer the guiding research questions and fulfill the purpose of 

this study, my role was as an empathetic but objective researcher who carefully collected 

and analyzed the participants’ perceptions. 

Data were collected through audio-recorded semi-structured interviews using an 

interview protocol. Interviews were transcribed using a two-step process. Initial 

transcription was conducted using Otter transcription software, and then interviews were 

manually edited to ensure the accuracy of the transcript. All transcription processes have 

advantages and disadvantages; manual transcription is highly labor-intensive and time-

consuming, while AI transcription is faster but can generate mistakes (Burkholder et al., 

2020). Utilizing both software and manual transcription efficiently and accurately helped 
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to collect the data and provided an organized system for storing digital transcripts. The 

ability to listen to and read transcripts also facilitated the coding cycles.  

Analytic memos are intended to focus engagement and can also be used as data 

(Ravitch & Carl, 2021). Analytic memos during data collection and analysis facilitated 

rigorous, meaningful qualitative research. Reflexive journaling was also used throughout 

the data collection and analysis processes to mitigate potential researcher bias. Reflexive 

journaling is a central tool for qualitative research that cultivates structured reflexivity 

throughout the research study (Ravitch & Carl, 2021). 

Coding Process 

Eclectic coding is considered a form of open coding appropriate for qualitative 

research studies, particularly for beginning researchers (Saldana, 2021). Eclectic coding 

is also used as an initial exploratory technique and can be combined with other coding 

methods (Saldana, 2021). Eclectic coding guided the analysis cycles with emotion, 

descriptive, and evaluation codes generated from the data obtained. Audio recordings 

were reviewed for the first coding round, and emotion codes were generated based on the 

tone of voice and word choices. Codes included tired, frustrated, anxious, passionate, and 

apathetic. Analytic memos from the interviews were reviewed, and reflexive journaling 

about the current stage of the coding process was recorded.  

Qualitative analysis is an iterative process, through which subsequent coding 

cycles produce additional codes. A second round of analysis generated descriptive codes 

from the qualitative data. These codes were then grouped into the following categories: 

induction challenges and suggestions, organizational factors, social aspects, relationships, 
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personal factors, and challenges. Analytic notes and reflexive journaling accompanied 

this round of analysis. 

Table 3 

Categories Created by Eclectic Coding 

Category Codes 

Relationships Interactions with kids; purpose; “lightbulb moments”; connections with 

family; community influence; community; enjoy the children; relationships 

Social Aspects Social aspects; encouragement; communication; admin support; expectations; 

shared experiences; common goals; feedback; supportive culture; someone to 

learn from 

Organizational Factors Progress; quality; welcoming; safety; Conscious Discipline; core values; 

child-centered; consistent expectations; safety 

Personal Factors Working mom; “really unpredictable”; benefits; childcare costs; schedules; 

pay; benefits; “mental toll” 

Challenges 

 

Divided into 

Subcategories: 

induction challenges, 

program-wide 

challenges, individual 

challenges, and 

suggestions 

Induction Challenges – “first year was really tough”; training; consistency; 

training request; inconsistent support 

Program wide challenges – inconsistent support; challenging behaviors; 

budget strain; inconsistent environment; new employees; adverse effects; 

inconsistent routine; wording conditions; continuity of care; inconsistent 

onboarding; adverse effects 

Individual challenges – frustration; extra work; lack of time; tired; 

overwhelmed burnout; coping strategies; burden of training; stress 

management; physically/emotionally demanding 

Suggestions – licensing support; advancement; meaningful PD; informal 

mentor; professional development; known expectations 

 

Statements pertaining to Herzberg’s two-factor theory were used to generate 

codes and align the data collected with the conceptual framework of this study. Hygiene 

factors, motivators, job satisfaction, and job dissatisfaction served as the framework 

components to organize and analyze the qualitative data collected. Descriptive codes 

were generated for the participants’ perceptions of the ECEC center that influenced their 

job satisfaction and dissatisfaction.  
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Table 4 

Conceptual Framework Codes 

Component Codes 

Hygiene Factors 
Onboarding, paid time off, hours/schedules, salary/pay, benefits, staffing 

needs, working conditions 

Motivators 
Social aspects, relationships, rewarding, child-focused, helping children, 

Conscious Discipline 

Job Satisfaction 
Social aspects, child progress, known expectations, admin communication, 

Conscious Discipline 

Job Dissatisfaction 
Staffing, long hours, stress, challenging behaviors, climate, effects on 

children  

 

During the coding process, reflexive notes and analytic memos were recorded. 

Categories, reflexive notes, and analytic memos were grouped to discover emergent 

themes. The categories challenges, hygiene factors, and job dissatisfaction indicated 

program inconsistencies and a gap in practice regarding educator onboarding. The 

categories social aspects, relationships, organizational factors, motivators, and job 

satisfaction indicated that the social climate of the program significantly influences job 

satisfaction, self-efficacy, and employment intentions. The categories personal factors, 

job dissatisfaction, hygiene factors, and the subcategory individual challenges indicated 

that educator retention and turnover is a multifaceted situation with no one clear solution. 

However, some motivators outweighed other factors. An individual’s employment 

intention is heavily influenced by personal experiences.  

I then conducted a literature review to elevate the emergent themes with 

previously presented literature in the field. Multiple perceptions presented in this study 

align with previously conducted studies. Job-related stress, burnout, and a lack of self-

efficacy were cited as intentions for leaving the teaching profession (Herman et al., 2020; 

Steimle & Ryan, 2023). Hammonds (2017) concluded that new teachers often feel 
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inadequately prepared to implement effective classroom management, particularly for 

challenging behaviors. The most frequent codes were consistency, inconsistency, social 

aspects, and communication. Categories generated by codes, analytic memos, and 

literature review indicated three themes that were used to inform the creation of this 

capstone project. 

Research Practices 

Credibility was established through data triangulation and member checks. 

Throughout the data analysis process, transcripts and analytic memos were compared to 

identify patterns among participants’ perceptions of the organizational factors that 

influence educator retention and within-year turnover. The themes generated were 

compared to findings from other relevant research studies conducted within and outside 

the United States. Participants in this study reported organizational factors similar to 

those of participants in previous studies. Member checks were another practice employed 

to establish credibility. Participants received a draft of the data analysis. Responding 

participants agreed that the themes presented reflected their experiences in the selected 

ECEC center. Participants also reported they believed their experiences were similar to 

other early educators in similar settings.  

Transferability was established by systematic qualitative practices and adherence 

to university guidelines. This study followed a basic qualitative design, employing 

practices such as open-ended interview questions, the use of an interview protocol, 

interview transcription, and coding processes. The coding process for this study included 

eclectic coding, a priori coding, and analytic memos to create codes, categories, and 
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themes based on the transcript data. This study also closely followed Walden 

University’s Institutional Review Board guidelines and practices for ethical research. 

Whereas qualitative research is not intended for replication, the research practices 

employed in this study maintain elements of transferability. This project design could be 

used to obtain valuable data from other ECEC programs willing to participate in research.   

Confirmability was established through reflexive notes and member checks. 

Reflexive notes were written following each participant interview. As a researcher, it is 

essential to ensure that the participants’ perceptions are accurately portrayed in the 

research findings. As a former early educator at the participating ECEC center, I had 

previous experiences with its organizational factors. Being cognizant of my personal 

experiences and my role as a researcher helped to reduce bias. As part of the member 

checking process, participants received a data analysis draft and were asked to respond to 

the email. Participants were specifically asked, “Do the themes presented in this study 

reflect your personal experiences as an early educator?” Participants were also provided a 

space for additional feedback if they felt facets of their experiences were not accurately 

or entirely portrayed. One hundred percent of participants responded, indicating the 

themes generated in this study reflect their personal experiences and perceptions 

regarding early educator retention and within-year turnover.   

The detailed description of the research design, methodology, and analysis 

process established dependability. Rigorous qualitative research practices were employed 

and detailed within the study. The practices described in this study could serve as a model 

for future research to determine organizational factors that influence early educator 
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retention and within-year turnover. The rigorous qualitative research practices, adherence 

to university guidelines, review of relevant literature, and systematic data collection and 

analysis promote trustworthiness through credibility, transferability, confirmability, and 

dependability. 

Data Analysis Results 

After careful analysis of the data, the following themes emerged. 

Theme 1: Inconsistent onboarding and induction practices create challenges that 

impact the collective efficacy of the program and influence retention and turnover.  

Of the 24 participants interviewed, no two described the same onboarding 

process. Each educator had a different experience and timeline for entering the ECEC 

center. Participants also described varied induction levels, with some educators having a 

full month induction period and some having no induction period as part of their 

onboarding. Even though Participants C4 and P10 had begun at the same time, their 

onboarding and induction experiences varied.  

Multiple participants acknowledged their onboarding met the state requirements 

for training; however, they felt that it inadequately prepared them for their daily job 

functions and coping with everyday stressors associated with their position. Participants 

who had left the ECEC setting for other educational settings spoke of longer induction 

periods, mentor programs, and routine staff meetings that empowered them with the skills 

and support necessary to succeed in their current positions. Participants currently 

employed at the ECEC center believe that the program is making positive changes in its 
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onboarding practices. However, they suggest that more consistent training for new 

employees before they enter the classroom would benefit the program.  

Program-wide Challenges  

Inconsistent onboarding practices hinder the program’s collective efficacy 

because they create an unstable organizational culture and fail to produce shared 

experiences and common goals. Multiple participants reported that they did not feel 

adequately prepared for their job when entering the classroom. Some participants 

mentioned classroom experiences prior to onboarding, with multiple participants stating 

they had to figure out classroom management techniques, policies, and procedures as 

they were happening in the classroom.  

Participant C1 discussed her first year in the program, working with children of 

varying abilities without specialized training. She described it as “a really rough first 

year.” She has observed the program’s administrative team focusing more on onboarding 

employees and providing additional training in the past few years but feels like many new 

educators still enter the classroom feeling overwhelmed at the tasks they need to 

complete in the classroom during a typical day. Participant P3 described her overall 

onboarding as a positive experience; however, she later felt that she was not fully 

prepared for the quality measurement and accreditation observations in her classroom. 

She spoke about not knowing the same information her colleagues knew, which made her 

room less prepared and created stressful working conditions as she had little time to 

change the physical environment.  
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Participants C3, C4, C6, P9, P10, and P11 reported requesting additional training 

to manage their job responsibilities better. These participants spoke about advocating for 

more meaningful professional development. Each participant talked to a program director 

about needing more training or beginning an educational program such as a CDA 

credential or associate’s degree. These early educators also described frequent, short-term 

feelings of job dissatisfaction when they doubted their self-efficacy after experiences in 

the classroom where they felt inadequately prepared for the situation. They also 

expressed a desire for more administrative support and feedback to mitigate stressful 

classroom experiences. They reported having to seek help and ask questions, with 

varying responses from administrators.  

Because educators were focused on their self-efficacy and advocating for their 

personal needs, they narrowed their focus to their individual classrooms rather than the 

collective efficacy of the program and collaboratively working with colleagues. 

Participant P9 expressed regret about not working more collaboratively with colleagues. 

She reported that perhaps if she had others to work with, she could have overcome some 

of the mental fatigue associated with the job and stayed in the ECEC center. Similarly, 

Participant P3 reported she enjoyed working with the children and admired the program’s 

child-centered philosophy; however, she could not cope with her current classroom 

situation and the inconsistent support provided.  

Early educators who perceive themselves as inadequately prepared and 

advocating for their personal needs hinder retention efforts and contribute to higher 

turnover levels. All 24 participants believe high turnover situations adversely affect the 



38 

 

children because they disrupt daily routines and influence their perceived sense of safety. 

Participant P7 explained that she has coping strategies for managing change as an adult. 

Still, young children have not developed those strategies, and she believes the turnover 

situation is much more overwhelming for children than adults. Multiple participants 

working with infants and toddlers expressed their concerns about high turnover periods 

because it produces fear and anxiety in the children and disrupts the continuity of their 

care.  

Educators also described how inconsistencies in onboarding practices shifted the 

burden of training new employees to the current educators. Multiple participants 

expressed frustration and exhaustion when the burden of training new employees was 

added to their responsibilities while still caring for children. Participant C7 spoke of a 

year when she had four different assistants. She said that each time she got a new 

assistant, it was like “starting over again” in the classroom. She recalled that year was 

substantially more stressful than other years because the flow of the class was disrupted, 

daily routines were disrupted, the children exhibited more challenging behaviors and 

emotional upset, and she found herself struggling to provide high-quality early learning 

experiences while also training her assistant on classroom management techniques, 

procedures, and best practices. She reported feeling more physical and emotional fatigue 

that year and higher job dissatisfaction, which heavily influenced her intent to leave.  

She also noted that her current situation is more positive with the new focus on 

retention and that the stability significantly influences her intention to stay. She has a 

good working relationship with her current assistant. “We have a good rhythm, and that 
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makes the day better for kids and for us.” Participant C5 expressed a similar sentiment 

regarding staffing consistencies, “When we’re all on the same page, it’s just better for the 

babies. They have a better day. And when they have a good day, we have a good day.” 

The situations, perceptions, and concerns described by the participants highlight 

an area for improvement and an opportunity to strengthen the program’s collective 

efficacy. Focusing on more consistent onboarding practices could provide better 

organizational stability, improve early educators’ perceptions of support and self-

efficacy, and enhance classroom climates for both children and educators.  

Induction Challenges 

Another pattern found in the data is inconsistent induction periods. Induction 

periods are intended to support employees during their initial experiences with the 

organization. Each of the 24 participants reported a different induction period and level of 

support for that period, with multiple participants who reported not having an induction 

period. Consistent induction plans create organizational stability and can mitigate 

inconsistencies and job dissatisfaction. 

Multiple employees who had left the ECEC center to accept positions in the 

public school system compared the two induction experiences. Participant P5 recalled 

that at the ECEC center, she learned from another teacher, but not in a formal sense. They 

just shared information because they enjoyed working together. However, in the public 

school setting, she had a year-long induction period with monthly meetings for new 

teachers to gather and collaborate, along with a formal mentor who checked in regularly 

and provided structured support. Similarly, Participant P12 described working in multiple 
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ECEC centers where the induction periods varied but were typically less than one month. 

However, when she accepted a position in a public school setting, the school provided a 

one-year induction period with a formal mentor, monthly teacher meetings, and a bi-

monthly administrator check-in. She credited that induction period to her feelings of self-

efficacy and feeling supported and encouraged as an effective professional educator. 

Creating an induction plan to meet the needs of newly hired early educators could 

also strengthen the ECEC program’s collective efficacy and contribute to retention 

efforts. An induction plan that consistently provides opportunities for collaboration and 

structured layers of support would enhance the ECEC center’s organizational stability 

and create a more cohesive staffing situation while mitigating educator stress and job 

dissatisfaction. Following a model that mirrors public school systems, where early 

educators are consistently provided with a one-year induction period, could significantly 

reduce the center’s within-year turnover rate.   

Suggestions from Educators  

During the data collection, participants were asked what suggestions they had for 

increasing educator retention rates. Of the 24 participants, only two mentioned higher 

wages, 11 mentioned healthcare and 401K benefits, and three mentioned larger childcare 

discounts. The majority of participants mentioned targeted support, collaboration 

opportunities, more professional development, licensing support, mentor opportunities, 

support staff, and consistently communicated expectations and feedback. Participant P2 

urged administrators to:  
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Listen to the teachers and really hear what their needs are. I know sometimes their 

hands are tied from state mandates and whatnot. But if they really listen to what 

teachers need, and teachers feel supported, and they’re being heard, a lot more can 

be accomplished.  

Both current and previous early educators suggested enhancing program 

consistency, providing more support and meaningful professional development 

opportunities, and increasing time for collaboration. Based on the data collected, early 

educators want administrative staff to anticipate their professional needs and consistently 

provide support, training, and collaborative opportunities to meet those needs, 

particularly within their first year of employment at the ECEC center.  

Theme 2: Relationships and positive social aspects in the working environment 

strongly influence job satisfaction and contribute toward educator retention.  

Two categories of codes emerged when examining the data: relationships and 

social aspects. In Herzberg’s two-factor theory, hygiene factors represent organizational 

factors such as onboarding and induction processes intended to decrease job 

dissatisfaction (Chiat & Panatik, 2019). Motivation factors influence professional 

satisfaction and perceptions of self-efficacy (Peramatzis & Galanakis, 2022). 

Relationships and social aspects emerged as two salient motivators influencing job 

satisfaction and contributing to early educator retention.    

Relationships  

During the data collection process, all 24 participants were asked what aspect of 

their ECEC position they enjoyed the most. Every answer included some aspect of 
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relationships. Participants reported they enjoyed their interactions with children and 

watching their progress. They also enjoyed connecting with families and contributing 

meaningfully to their community.  

Participant C4 stated, “I particularly like working in the community that I live in 

and feeling like I can create a positive impact on the children and families.” Participant 

C8 said the aspect of her job she found the most rewarding is “the relationships that I get 

to build with the children and watching them continue to grow after they leave my 

classroom.” Similarly, Participant C9 stated she loves watching children meet their 

milestones and then has an opportunity to share that child’s success with their family. 

Participant P2 said, “It’s so rewarding, working with children daily and helping them to 

see their full potential.” Multiple other participants spoke fondly when they discussed 

working with children and families and their role in the community.  

The professional relationships early educators build with children and their 

families are a strong motivator contributing to educator retention. Participant C3 said she 

often thinks about leaving her position at the ECEC center, but then she thinks about the 

kids and knows she wouldn’t enjoy another field. Similarly, Participants C1, C7, P3, and 

P9 left the ECEC center for employment with higher wages and benefits but returned to 

early childhood education and care because they missed the connections with children 

and families and realized their professional passion for early education was important to 

their happiness. Participant P9 elaborated, “Working as an infant/toddler teacher fed my 

soul, but not my children.” After a brief stint in another field, she and her husband were 

able to shuffle finances so that she could return to early childhood education.  
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It is essential for administrators to understand the importance of relationships as 

motivators to help manage hygiene factors that enable program consistency and provide 

opportunities for early educators to create positive connections with the children in their 

care, their families, and the larger community. Acknowledging that relationships are a 

key motivator for many of their current staff also provides administrators with keen 

insights for hiring new employees and cultivating their staff and organizational climate. 

Feeling a sense of purpose and making a positive contribution are key intrinsic 

motivators that boost professional commitment and contribute to longer retention.  

Social Aspects  

Several participants mentioned that social aspects are an important part of their 

workday because they tend to work long days, with all 24 participants reporting to work a 

full-time 40+ hour work week. Educators spoke about turnover situations negatively 

impacting the climate of their center. Participant P10 spoke about times that she felt very 

isolated during short-staffed periods. Participant P3 explained that when the center is 

short-staffed, and educators work alone in ratio with children, they do not know if 

another person can provide a bathroom break. Not knowing when you can go to the 

bathroom or have a sip of water can be stressful. That level of uncertainty takes a mental 

toll on a person. Participants P4, P7, and C2 all spoke of the importance of having 

someone to collaborate with, share ideas, and learn from.  

Culture. Unfortunately, turnover is a cyclical process. Sometimes, people leave 

because of the effects of turnover, which creates a higher turnover and amplifies its 

effects, resulting in less retention and more turnover. Participants in this study observed 
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that a culture of consistency is paramount when working with young children. Multiple 

participants discussed how inconsistencies amplify challenging behaviors, increase 

emotional upset in children, and generate uncertainty for teachers, which increases stress 

and anxiety. Participant C1 explained, “It is really challenging to plan and implement 

learning activities when you never know who is going to be in your room.” Participant 

C3 discussed how inconsistencies amplify her emotional fatigue because the children 

need additional emotional support from her and exhibit more challenging behaviors, 

increasing her stress during the workday. She discussed periods of teacher burnout and 

how she has learned to cope with those experiences to take care of herself and still 

provide the best care possible for her children at school.  

Creating a culture of consistency is challenging for ECEC centers. One way to 

contribute towards consistency is by addressing educators’ social needs. Participants in 

this study reported that encouragement, consistent administrative support, clear 

expectations, frequent communication and feedback, and opportunities to create and 

discuss shared goals are important motivators for them. The data suggest that addressing 

educators’ intrinsic social needs creates a supportive climate that mitigates job 

dissatisfaction and elevates professional commitment by ensuring educators feel seen and 

heard.  

Mentor. The participants in this study had mixed emotions regarding their 

experiences and perceptions of mentor programs. When asked about mentor programs, 

several participants felt it would be helpful for new teachers to have a mentor. Participant 

C6 said,  
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That would have been great for me; my first year was really rough…when they 

expect you to lesson plan, learn to do the COR, work on your CDA, have the 

room ready for Paths to Quality, and teach your kids, it’s really stressful and hard. 

For this new educator, every aspect of the position was unknown. She found 

herself in a situation where she was learning new content, skills, technology, and 

strategies while still being asked to provide exceptional care for young children. 

Inversely, Participant P10 discussed being in a mandatory mentor program. She felt it 

created additional work for the mentor and strained the relationship between her and her 

colleague, the designated mentee.  

Participant P4 observed another challenge with mentor programs: they typically 

pair an experienced teacher with a new one. Often, in high turnover situations, there are 

not enough experienced teachers to serve as mentors for newly hired teachers. Multiple 

participants expressed frustration with the desire for a mentor but the lack of feasible 

options for working with one.  

Suggestions from Educators 

Participant P12 suggested a less traditional approach to mentoring by pairing new 

teachers together and providing time for them to observe other teachers, discuss their 

observations, and share ideas. Similarly, Participants C10 and C11 asserted they do not 

believe they need a mentor for everything. Still, having someone for specific things 

would be helpful, suggesting a more targeted approach to mentoring. Participant P1 

suggested a “buddy system” where you are paired with another person to periodically 

check in and share ideas. Participant P8 suggested a similar system of pairing teachers so 
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they had someone to talk to about classroom stress. This pairing would not necessarily 

work together but would check in with one another and provide emotional support and 

encouragement.  

Participants also suggested using consistent, frequent staff communications to 

create a culture of consistency. Participant P8 feels “things just go better when we are all 

on the same page.” Multiple participants mentioned frustration with miscommunications 

and feelings of isolation. Multiple participants suggested a system of communication that 

enables everyone in the building to have the same information. They also indicated that 

common goals, encouragement, classroom success stories, and shared experiences are 

communicated with the staff. The data collected show frequent communication and 

feedback are significant motivators in increasing job satisfaction, contributing positively 

to educator retention.    

Theme 3: Both personal and organizational factors influence an individual’s 

intentions to stay or leave an ECEC center; however, some factors significantly 

mitigate dissatisfaction and contribute to educator retention.  

Educator retention is a multifaceted situation with no clear solution for reducing 

turnover. Comprehensive strategies must be employed to increase retention. Talent-

centered human resource approaches contribute to building retention by empowering staff 

to grow professionally. It is important to note that an individual’s intention to stay or 

leave a profession is highly individualized and often complex.  
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Personal Factors  

A unique dichotomy emerged for some codes. For example, “working mom” was 

coded for some individuals’ reasons to remain in the ECEC center and for some 

individuals’ reasons to leave the ECEC center. Participant C1 explained that her position 

“worked nicely for our growing family.” Participants C2, C3, and P6 remarked that this 

job was good for working mothers because of the schedule. Participants C4 and C7 

commented that they needed the childcare discount that comes with the position to afford 

high-quality care for their young children. They both mentioned that they could probably 

find higher-paying jobs elsewhere; however, they would not make substantially more if 

they had to pay full price for childcare. Inversely, Participant P9 said, “It is hard to be a 

working mom when you work with young children all day and come home to care for 

young children at night.” Participants P7 and C6 discussed the financial challenges of 

working in an ECEC center as single mothers.  

Another example of a dichotomous code was teaching expectations. For some, 

this code was used as motivation to stay. Multiple participants discussed teaching 

expectations and observing children’s progress as motivation to remain in early 

education. However, some listed teaching expectations, when coupled with licensing 

requirements and quality measurements, as stressors that influenced their intention to 

leave the ECEC center.   

Organizational Factors  

Despite the differences in personal factors that influence retention and turnover, 

some organizational factors were identified as aspects of the center that significantly 
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mitigate job dissatisfaction and contribute to educator retention. Program quality, child-

centered approach, core values, emphasis on safety, welcoming environment, and 

Conscious Discipline were listed by multiple participants as organizational factors that 

influence their job satisfaction.  

Participants C8 and P11 compared their experiences at other centers with the 

selected ECEC center and reported they chose to remain in that center because of its 

“family-like atmosphere.” Participant P4 said, “We are always trying to improve and do 

better…and that’s really important.” Participant C3 explained that she had worked in 

other centers that did not have the same level of quality. She went on to express how 

important program quality was in her decision to stay, and when facing difficult 

situations, she reminds herself that maintaining the highest quality is challenging. 

Participant C7 reported she remains at the selected center “because they treat children the 

way I want my kids treated.”  

At some point in the interview, 23 out of 24 participants mentioned program 

quality. Their professional commitment to providing high-quality, safe, welcoming, early 

learning environments is a strong motivator for their intention to remain teaching at the 

selected ECEC center. Participants who had left the center spoke positively about its 

commitment to quality. Participant P5 said she learned “a better way to treat children … 

and a better way to teach” during her time there. Almost every participant also mentioned 

Conscious Discipline at some point in their interview. This curriculum also appears to be 

a strong motivator for professional commitment. 
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Research Questions 

This research project intended to understand better early educators’ perceptions of 

factors influencing teacher retention and within-year turnover in the selected ECEC 

center. The following research questions guided this study: 

1. What are early educators’ perceptions of the factors influencing 

teacher retention in the selected ECEC center?  

2. What are early educators’ perceptions of the factors influencing 

within-year turnover in the selected ECEC center?    

After carefully analyzing the data collected, a thoughtful balance of 

hygiene factors and specific motivators mitigate job dissatisfaction and influence 

early educator retention in the field.  
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Table 5 

Research Question: What are early educators’ perceptions of the factors influencing 

teacher retention in the selected ECEC center? 

From Data Analysis From Literature 

Social aspects and relationships influence educators’ 

intentions to stay or leave 

Research identifies a significant connection between 

staff satisfaction and efficacy (Peramatzis & 

Galanakis, 2022) 

Climate affects individuals’ stress management Data suggest beneficial and satisfying relationships 

between teachers might provide additional 

incentives to stay at their school (Geiger, 2018) 

Program quality and core values are motivators that 

influence retention 

Low wages, meager benefits, and negative work 

climate influence educator attrition (Kwon et al., 

2021) 

Consistent communication, support, and feedback 

are key organizational factors to support retention 

Staffing inconsistency placed additional pressure on 

existing staff and shifted the responsibility of 

training new staff to existing staff (Sulek et al., 

2015) 

Turnover is cyclical   

Retention impacts the collective efficacy of the 

program and perceptions of progress 

Turnover influences perceptions of challenging 

behaviors and the ability to manage stress and 

feelings of teacher burnout 

Climate-related hygiene factors such as administrative communication and 

support, shared goals, consistent expectations, and training practices outweigh some 

hygiene factors such as pay, benefits, and paid time off. Early educators view low pay 

and meager benefits as part of the ECEC field. They are willing to overlook them when 

climate-related hygiene factors and motivators are thoughtfully balanced and presented. 

Some level of turnover is expected in the ECEC field. The organization’s turnover 

management and level of support to existing educators significantly shape perceptions of 

self-efficacy in the classroom and intentions to remain in the ECEC setting.  
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Social aspects of the early educator position are key motivators in retention. 

Relationships with children, families, and colleagues, workplace culture, opportunities to 

collaborate, community contributions, shared experiences, common goals, and consistent 

communication were identified as motivation factors contributing to early educator 

retention in the selected ECEC setting. Social aspects of the program were also identified 

as factors that facilitate stress management and mitigate job dissatisfaction. Inversely, 

feelings of isolation, lack of support, and inconsistent communication were labeled as 

factors that compound stress and contribute toward intentions to leave. Social aspects 

shape perceptions of classroom management, program efficacy, stress management, and 

ability to cope with teacher burnout. 
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Table 6 

Research Question: What are early educators’ perceptions of the factors influencing 

within-year turnover in the selected ECEC center? 

From Data Analysis From Literature 

Inconsistent levels of support influence intentions 

to leave 

 

The cycle of turnover impedes retention because 

turnover creates additional stress that leads to more 

turnover (Sulek et al., 2015) 

Challenging behaviors and stress management 

influence within-year turnover 

 

Frequent changes in caregivers hinder social 

development; preschoolers can become socially 

withdrawn or aggressive (Joungyoun et al., 2020)  

Turnover is cyclical and creates challenges that 

make it difficult to retain educators 

 

Teachers enter the field through various pathways, 

often not participating in a traditional 4-year 

program. Novice teachers may not be prepared to 

engage, support, and teach the low-income/diverse 

populations of children their program serves 

(Redding & Henry, 2019) 

Pay/benefits/paid time off are not good for this 

field and cause people to leave 

 

 

Inconsistent routines/schedules and unpredictable 

days influence turnover 

 

 

Onboarding practices meet requirements but do not 

necessarily empower educators with skills and 

confidence to complete job responsibilities 

 

Within-year turnover is a multifaceted challenge in the ECEC field. Within-year 

turnover creates a myriad of challenges for the program, including financial strain, 

inconsistent organizational culture and climate, adverse effects for children, and 

compounded stress for remaining staff. Unfortunately, recruiting participants with less 

than one year of employment in the selected ECEC center was difficult and poses a 

limitation of this study. For context, two early educator participants employed in the 

selected ECEC center at the beginning of the academic year are no longer employed prior 

to the year’s midpoint. One of the participants left within the year for another ECEC 

center and returned to the participating program within two months. Multiple participants 



53 

 

described leaving the participating center for another field or setting and returning at 

some point. Early educators’ fluidity further exasperates the turnover cycle in ECEC 

settings. 

Working conditions, challenging behaviors, perceived lack of support, and 

organizational inconsistencies were identified as factors influencing educators’ intentions 

and decisions to leave the selected ECEC center. These factors contributed to attrition 

and educator mobility, with most educators leaving for the public school system. The 

most frequently cited reasons for leaving the selected ECEC center were low wages, lack 

of benefits, educational costs, longer hours, and inconsistent daily expectations. 

Summary 

Based on the data collected, this research study affirms that educator retention and 

turnover are multifaceted, complex situations with no one clear solution. However, 

organizational factors that focus on program quality, child-centered approaches, and safe, 

welcoming environments contribute positively toward retaining early educators. A part of 

generating these types of high-quality ECEC centers is acknowledging early educators’ 

social needs and providing consistent support and communication to meet those needs. 

Early educators feel that a culture of consistency is best for young children. One area of 

improvement for this program is generating consistent onboarding and induction 

practices. 
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Section 3: The Project 

Introduction 

The problem addressed in this study was that despite adopting new retention 

practices for the 2017/2018 academic year, a rural midwestern ECEC center’s 

administrative team continues to face challenges retaining early educators, particularly 

beyond the first year of employment. This qualitative study explored previous and current 

early educators’ perceptions of factors that influence teacher retention and within-year 

turnover in the selected ECEC center. After careful data collection and analysis, a gap in 

practice regarding the selected ECEC center’s onboarding and organizational 

socialization practices was identified. The data collected through this study and a 

comprehensive review of existing literature informed the creation of a professional 

development/training curriculum to facilitate more systematic onboarding practices to 

meet early educators’ needs and improve the selected ECEC center’s educator retention.  

Rationale 

Low educator retention creates high levels of turnover, which is known to have 

adverse effects on ECEC centers. Turnover financially strains programs (Garcia & Weiss, 

2019; Sorensen & Ladd, 2020), creates problematic working environments (Schaack et 

al., 2020, 2022), and diminishes learning outcomes for children (Kwon et al., 2020; Sulek 

et al., 2015). Inequitable access to ECEC centers contributes to workforce instability and 

impacts local communities.  

The selected ECEC center’s administrative staff had observed declining retention 

contributing to diminished quality, financial burden, equitable enrollment concerns, 



55 

 

increased within-year turnover, and concerns for educator wellbeing (Administrators 1 

and 2, personal conversation, December 19, 2022). Organizational challenges also 

threaten the selected ECEC center’s long-term stability (Administrator 1, personal 

conversation, December 19, 2022).  

Through thematic analysis conducted in this study, three themes emerged:  

Theme 1: Inconsistent onboarding and induction practices create challenges that 

impact the collective efficacy of the program and influence retention and turnover.  

Theme 2: Relationships and positive social aspects in the working environment 

strongly influence job satisfaction and contribute toward educator retention.  

Theme 3: Both personal and organizational factors influence an individual’s 

intentions to stay or leave an ECEC center; however, some factors significantly mitigate 

dissatisfaction and contribute to educator retention.  

Implementing a professional development/training curriculum that addresses the 

unique needs of early educators, provides systematic organizational socialization, and 

emphasizes educator support can attend to the identified gap in practice. Further, more 

consistent onboarding and organizational socialization practices may influence collective 

efficacy, job satisfaction, and the selected ECEC center’s organizational culture, 

improving educator retention. Increased preparation and support through the first year of 

employment will reduce the within-year turnover rate in the selected ECEC center. 

Improving educator retention at the selected ECEC center positively contributes to social 

change because it elevates the program quality, attends to educator wellbeing, facilitates 
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equitable enrollment practices, and tackles challenges threatening the center’s long-term 

stability, which substantially impacts the local community. 

Review of the Literature  

Researchers conducting longitudinal studies of Head Start programs concluded a 

demographic change in the teaching qualifications of preschool teachers. Their study 

concluded that in 2006, 40% of participating cohort teachers had a college degree. In 

contrast, only 25% had a college degree in 2009 (Steimle & Ryan, 2023), indicating a 

trend in the field toward less professionalized teaching staff. The field also continues to 

experience high levels of turnover, with as many as 40% of new teachers leaving the 

profession within the first five years (Herman et al., 2020). Job-related stress, burnout, 

and a lack of self-efficacy are often cited as intentions for leaving the field (Herman et 

al., 2020; Steimle & Ryan, 2023). The majority of early educators also fall within the 

generational categories of Millennial and Gen Z. Emergent research indicates these 

employees may have specific personal and professional needs that differ from previous 

generations (B. Chillakuri, 2020; B. K. Chillakuri, 2020).  

Current literature supports that a successful onboarding program is an essential 

component of an organization’s talent management and contributes to effective employee 

retention (Sharma & Stol, 2020). A strategically planned and implemented onboarding 

program provides new hires with the skills and support needed to feel comfortable in 

their organizational role (Sibisi & Kappers, 2022). Effective onboarding programs are 

associated with job satisfaction (Song et al., 2015), increased productivity (Olynick & Li, 

2020), and authentic social integration (Nielson et al., 2023). While onboarding programs 
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vary among organizations, a well-designed program reduces anxiety, provides role 

clarity, and creates a line of communication for newly hired employees (B. Chillakuri, 

2020).  

Literature Search Strategy  

A comprehensive literature review was conducted to further explore the concept 

of onboarding in theory and practice. Additionally, literature pertaining to organizational 

socialization was reviewed. Relevant articles were obtained from multiple databases, 

including Thoreau, Education Source, Science Direct, Research Gate, ELSEVIER, and 

Emerald Insight. Citation chaining through Google Scholar was also used to obtain 

relevant research articles within the past five years. Keywords used to collect articles 

include but were not limited to onboarding practices, induction, organizational 

conditions, human resource management, talent management, organizational 

socialization, onboarding best practice, work-life balance, organizational culture, and 

workplace culture and stress management. The literature reviewed was essential to 

inform the project design.    

Onboarding  

Onboarding provides opportunities for organizations to ensure newcomers quickly 

become engaged, productive, and well-versed in the organizational culture (Becker & 

Bish, 2021). Two commonly adopted models include the Inform-Welcome-Guide (IWG) 

and 4Cs (Becker & Bish, 2021; Nielson et al., 2023; Ricker et al., 2021). The IWG model 

emphasizes providing information, socialization opportunities, and professional guidance 

(Becker & Bish, 2021; Frogeli et al., 2023). The 4Cs model focuses attention on 
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compliance, clarification, culture, and connection (Becker & Bish, 2021; Nielson et al., 

2023). Both models are intended to provide newly hired employees with the information 

and skills necessary to quickly adapt to their position, connect with coworkers, and adopt 

the organization’s culture.  

Millennial and Gen Z Focus 

The generation of individuals born between 1981 and 1994 are referred to as 

Millennials, and individuals born between 1995 and 2012 are referred to as Gen Z. These 

two generational groups comprise a large portion of the current workforce. Researchers 

have identified that both cohorts hold distinct expectations for communication, 

organizational feedback, and career expectations (B. K. Chillakuri, 2020). Younger 

Millennials and Gen Z have the unique role of “digital natives” because they have never 

lived in a time without the internet (B. Chillakuri, 2020). In exploring the needs of this 

demographic, researchers have determined that this cohort has specific expectations 

regarding meaningful work, work-life balance, personal connections, performance 

management, and learning, creating a need for human resource managers to reflect upon 

recruiting and onboarding practices (B. Chillakuri, 2020; B. K. Chillakuri, 2020). 

Neglecting the needs of newly hired employees can result in job dissatisfaction, 

disengagement, and high levels of turnover (Song et al., 2015); so, understanding the 

workforce’s needs and carefully designing onboarding programs to meet their needs is a 

key facet of organizational success and retention.  
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Comparison to Other Fields 

Like many other fields, the ECEC field currently faces many challenges. Despite 

reporting that implementing a formal onboarding program can produce 50% greater 

employee retention among new hires, a 2021 Gallup poll reported that only 12% of 

employees feel their company effectively onboard new employees (Sibisi & Kappers, 

2022). Looking to successes in other fields may provide the changes to methods and 

content needed to elevate onboarding practices within the ECEC field.  

Nursing.  Nurses and educators share similar working environments. Both 

professions work long hours in fast-paced settings and are responsible to care for others. 

Teaching and nursing can be physically, mentally, and emotionally demanding. Both 

fields have different levels of professionalization that are accompanied by varied levels of 

responsibilities, training, and content knowledge. Exploring onboarding successes in 

nursing could provide valuable insight into generating change in ECEC onboarding 

practices.  

Formal onboarding programs for nurses set goals, reflect on critical organizational 

factors, consider facilitating organizational fit, and examine cost (Ricker et al., 2021). 

Human resource managers consider possible implications of compassion fatigue, burnout, 

insufficient staffing, musculoskeletal discomfort, working hours, and excessive workload 

during the onboarding program design (Tuna et al., 2022). The field was forced to 

examine and alter its onboarding practices during the COVID-19 pandemic, with most 

healthcare facilities opting for a virtual format (Koppolu et al., 2023). The Physician 

Assistant Education Association (PAEA) identified a specific need for onboarding nurse 
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practitioners. One-third reported not feeling proficient in their first year, citing anxiety, 

isolation, and lack of confidence in their new role (Morgan et al., 2020). The PAEA set 

specific onboarding goals to retain providers, promote provider well-being, ensure the 

quality of care, standardize expectations, provide competence in commonly 

underdeveloped areas, contribute to long-term success, and develop recruitment 

advantages (Koppolu et al., 2023; Morgan et al., 2020).  

Information Technology and Software Professionals (IT). High levels of 

turnover characterize the IT field. The job market is flexible because IT professionals are 

highly skilled and can work remotely. Soft developers can potentially change jobs yearly 

(Sharma & Stol, 2020). Some experts suggest it may take up to 12 months for a new hire 

to become productive within the company; recruiting and onboarding practices are 

essential for companies to invest in professionals who will stay long-term (Sharma & 

Stol, 2020). Similarly, education settings experience similar challenges with retaining 

employees and managing turnover’s adverse, costly effects (Redding & Henry, 2019). 

While the IT field acknowledges that most onboarding programs cover general content 

areas, those that include organizational socialization experience more onboarding success 

(Sharma & Stol, 2020). Sharma and Stol’s (2020) quantitative study determined a strong 

statistical significance between support and onboarding success.  

Supply Chain Management. Human resource managers working within the 

supply chain field acknowledge the role that effective onboarding plays in job-related 

familiarization, rapid mastery of work tasks, and increased productivity (Nielson et al., 

2023). It is crucial for employees to understand role expectations. The field has created a 
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framework for structured onboarding that provides detailed, systematic plans for 

onboarding, induction, orientation, and organizational socialization (Nielson et al., 2023). 

Carefully designed initiatives are aligned with goals to couple operational actions and 

corporate strategies (Nielson et al., 2023).  

Higher Education. The university setting varies from other educational settings; 

however, those employees experience similar challenges with job-related stress, 

workload, and burnout. Clark et al. (2018) published survey findings that 48% of 

radiology professors reported experiencing burnout within their first five years. 

Onboarding programs in higher education recommend practices such as empowerment 

training (Zamiri et al., 2020), reflective practice (Harwood & Koyama, 2022), and 

structured mentor programs (Clark et al., 2018). Each of these practices intends to 

mitigate stress, promote educator wellbeing, and support healthy organizational climates 

with opportunities for collaboration.  

Organizational Socialization 

A crucial component of onboarding programs is organizational socialization (OS). 

Organizational socialization influences job satisfaction, work engagement, and self-

efficacy (Song et al., 2015). OS provides opportunities for newly hired employees to 

secure relevant job skills and develop organizational understanding through supportive 

social interactions with their coworkers (Gardner et al., 2022). Integrating organizational 

socialization into the onboarding process elevates the organizational culture. The 

organization’s culture influences productivity, job satisfaction, and professional 

commitment.  
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Four types of organizational culture are commonly recognized: clan, adhocracy, 

market, and hierarchy (Olynick & Li, 2020). In their simplest forms, clan emphasizes 

collaboration; adhocracy values employee individuality; market focuses on competition; 

and hierarchy relies on conformity and efficiency (Olynick & Li, 2020). In a quantitative 

study of organizational culture, clan represented the least reported culture; however, the 

collaborative nature promoted higher levels of productivity and less job-related stress 

(Olynick & Li, 2020). Organizational cultures that support socialization foster employee 

wellbeing and self-efficacy (Gardner et al., 2022).    

Addressing Educator Needs  

Early educators exhibit higher turnover rates than their elementary counterparts, 

citing burnout, job-related stress, self-efficacy, and school climate (Kim et al., 2020; 

Zhang et al., 2021). Educators experiencing chronic anxiety and stress tend to experience 

diminished working memory and greater difficulty managing classroom behaviors (Wang 

& Hall, 2021). Teachers report feeling unprepared to face classroom management 

challenges and often seek professional development to facilitate personal learning 

(Sebastian et al., 2019). Onboarding programs that provide comprehensive training 

develop teachers’ sense of self-efficacy and foster wellbeing (Zhang et al., 2021). 

Creating a “professional learning community” within the organization through supported 

socialization encourages continued learning, collaborations, shared goals, and reflective 

practice (Sebastian et al., 2019). 
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Project Description 

A professional development/training (PD) curriculum was created to address a 

gap in practice at the selected ECEC center. The PD curriculum focuses on the selected 

ECEC center’s onboarding process, including interview practices, professional 

development, and induction process. While the existing onboarding practices met the 

state guidelines for licensed childcare centers, participants reported feeling unprepared 

for their job responsibilities. Participants also reported inconsistency in the content 

delivery and timelines and the level of support provided throughout the process. An 

updated onboarding curriculum meets educator and organizational needs which may 

contribute to increased educator retention.  

Purpose 

Onboarding programs that focus on practical skills training (Frogeli et al., 2023), 

organizational culture (B. Chillakuri, 2020; Sharma & Stol, 2020), role clarity (Nielson et 

al., 2023; Sharma & Stol, 2020), and social integration (B. Chillakuri, 2020; Nielson et 

al., 2023; Sibisi & Kappers, 2022) contribute to onboarding success, job engagement, and 

employee retention. Effective onboarding programs also focus on employee wellbeing 

and support from leadership throughout the process (B. K. Chillakuri, 2020; Sibisi & 

Kappers, 2022). Emergent research on Gen Z employees in the workforce indicates that 

personal connection and frequent feedback from leadership are important motivators 

contributing to job satisfaction and retention (B. Chillakuri, 2020). With these key facets 

in mind, the PD curriculum and materials were designed to provide more consistent 

onboarding practices and induction support to newly hired employees. Addressing the 
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ECEC center’s gap in practice should reduce challenges that contribute to declining 

educator retention. 

Target Audience  

The PD curriculum is intended for onboarding purposes. Its target audience is 

newly hired employees at the selected ECEC center. However, this PD curriculum could 

easily be adapted to meet the needs of other ECEC centers. Despite focusing on newly 

hired employees, the PD curriculum contains a short-term mentor program. The mentor 

program enables current early educators to share their knowledge and experiences while 

learning alongside their mentees. Because this PD curriculum focuses on organizational 

socialization, the entire staff is included in the professional development process.  

Goals and Learning Outcomes 

This PD curriculum aims to increase the consistency of early educator preparation 

before assuming job responsibilities in the selected ECEC center. Multiple participants 

shared experiences of not feeling prepared, having high-stress levels, and questioning 

their self-efficacy during their first year of employment. The structure of this PD 

curriculum intends to equip newly hired early educators with a more comprehensive skill 

set before they assume their job responsibilities in the classroom. Consequently, 

consistent professional development and support should alleviate work-related stress, 

enhance one’s concept of self-efficacy, and reduce within-year turnover.  

The PD curriculum combines content modules and experiential learning to 

achieve learning outcomes. Learning outcomes include the following:  
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1. Newly hired early educator has introductory knowledge of content including 

math, literacy, play-based learning, active supervision, Conscious Discipline, and 

NAEYC standards/expectations.  

2. Newly hired early educators engage in experiential learning that contributes to 

work-related skills, including active supervision, facilitating play, and 

creating/maintaining learning environments.  

3. Newly hired early educators participate in a mentor program that increases their 

knowledge base and contributes to positive self-efficacy.  

Professional Development/Training Curriculum Components and Timeline 

The PD curriculum includes a two-step interview process, an orientation week, 

and a short-term mentor program. The timeline for the curriculum is one year. The PD 

curriculum could be implemented within the academic year following the publication of 

this research study.  

Interview Process  

Previously, the selected ECEC center conducted one interview with an 

administrator and a “working interview” for some positions. A two-interview process was 

designed to provide more consistency, role clarity, and focus on organizational fit. For 

the first interview, prospective early educators will meet with an administrator to discuss 

their previous work experiences educational background, and ask questions about the 

ECEC center and its position. At this time, prospective employees will also receive a 

written job description and have an opportunity to discuss the role. At the conclusion of 

this interview, prospective employees will schedule an appointment for the second 
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interview. The ECEC administrator will inform the prospective employee of the 

observational interview schedule and expectations.  

The second interview is an observational interview designed to help the 

administrative team and prospective employees determine if a good organizational fit is 

likely. The prospective employee will observe two classrooms in the ECEC center for 

thirty minutes each. During this time, they will have an opportunity to engage in play and 

observe learning activities and care practices. During their interview, the prospective 

employee will also be asked to select a book to read to a large or small group of children 

in at least one of the classrooms.  

The administrative team will make an offer to the candidate(s) they feel best fits 

the available position(s). If an employment offer is made, the newly hired employee will 

receive their initial paperwork to complete, an orientation schedule, and a welcome video 

via email. The welcome video will share information about the organizational culture, 

goals, values, and mission of the selected ECEC center. These changes were designed to 

provide consistency in practice, enhance role clarity, and outline the center’s shared goals 

and values. Providing this information before the employee’s first day will also 

streamline the onboarding process, helping new employees feel prepared to arrive at the 

center.  

Orientation Week 

Previously, orientation tasks were performed during the employee’s first month of 

employment; however, this was not consistently reported, with some participants’ 

orientation happening over a period of months. During this time, the employee was 



67 

 

working in the classroom. Some participants expressed this inconsistency in practice as a 

source of frustration and felt inadequately prepared for the job responsibilities. A week-

long orientation was designed to streamline the onboarding process and take a more 

systematic approach. This orientation combines training periods, targeted observation, 

and social integration for the newly hired educator.  

The newly hired educator will receive a full week of orientation training, with an 

8:30 to 4:00 daily schedule that includes a lunch period. The orientation schedule will be 

provided in the welcome email sent to newly hired educators. A detailed schedule for 

orientation week is available in Appendix A. Orientation includes training modules 

created for this project and state-mandated training for licensed ECEC centers.  

Day 1 includes introductions to the administrative team, targeted observations for 

content from learning modules, personnel policies, and training modules. Modules 

outline content in health/safety, early childhood education and care settings, child 

development, and active supervision. New hires will also meet their first monthly mentor.  

Day 2 includes training modules in Conscious Discipline, safe sleep practices, 

CPR, and first aid. Targeted observations are scheduled to locate Conscious Discipline 

structures and observe routines, as well as naptime routines and procedures. A certified 

Red Cross instructor provides CPR and first aid training with accompanying paper-based 

and skills tests. 

Day 3 includes training modules in universal precautions, health/safety 

procedures, nutrition, licensing regulations, and NAEYC standards. The newly hired 
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early educator will also have an opportunity to work with their mentor for two hours, 

caring for children and receiving side-by-side coaching with feedback.  

Day 4 includes training modules in child abuse, engaging circle times, curriculum, 

cleaning/sanitation, and toileting practices. The newly hired educator will be able to 

observe circle time in two classrooms. The new hire will also help with the end-of-day 

classroom cleaning process and review procedures and expectations.  

Day 5 includes training modules in math activities, play-based learning, and 

visual schedules/individualized supports. The new hire will also have opportunities to 

observe small group activities and free choice playtime in various classrooms and spend 

another two hours working in the classroom with their mentor. This day also includes an 

administrative check-in to outline the next steps in the induction process and an 

opportunity for the new educator to ask questions for role clarification or seek additional 

support and guidance.  

Mentor Program  

Mentor programs have proved to be a powerful tool in organizational 

socialization and onboarding. Participants in this study expressed positive sentiments 

regarding mentor programs but were also concerned about accepting the burden of 

training someone for an entire year. Participants reported previously assigned new hires 

who were inadequately prepared and required training in the classroom. This process 

contributed to additional workload, job dissatisfaction, work-related stress, and, for some 

participants, attrition. A formal mentor program that provides mentors with 

materials/resources for a specific content area for a one-month period was designed to 
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support both newly hired and current early educators. This mentor model consistently 

provides newly hired early educators with a one-year induction period and targeted 

support of critical components of early childhood education and care. 

A detailed list of mentor topics and resources is available in Appendix A. The 

newly hired educator will receive targeted mentoring in nine content areas, with two 

months reserved for educator-selected topics. The first-month mentor is a welcoming 

mentor who provides initial information, facilitates introductions/socialization, and offers 

support. The educator selects the final two months’ topics as a component of reflective 

practice. A member of the administrative team will facilitate selecting a topic and assign 

a mentor. Months two through nine will focus on Conscious Discipline, learning 

environments and materials, active supervision, supporting play, curriculum and learning 

activities, challenging behaviors, more in-depth Conscious Discipline, stress management 

and work-life balance, and professional development opportunities. 

Project Evaluation Plan 

This project will require long-term and short-term evaluation points to determine 

its efficacy in improving educator retention and reducing within-year turnover in the 

selected ECEC center. Administrative check-ins are scheduled during orientation, every 

three months during induction, and at the end of the educator’s first year of employment, 

providing a formative assessment of the PD curriculum’s efficacy toward learning 

outcomes. The program currently conducts annual employee performance evaluations 

and will continue to do so. The selected ECEC center also engages in annual program 

evaluation practices to determine its efficacy in meeting goals and maintaining quality 
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and best practices. The center’s administrative team will continue to utilize its reflective 

practices and annual evaluation procedures. These practices will evaluate short-term 

program goals of enhanced organizational socialization, increased focus on educator 

wellbeing, and higher levels of job satisfaction. This study provides the program with its 

previous retention and within-year turnover rates. The ECEC center’s administrative 

team will continue monitoring retention and within-year turnover rates annually to 

evaluate the efficacy of the PD curriculum designed in this capstone study. Rate 

reductions within three years following implementation will be considered a measure of 

success.  

The selected ECEC center annually communicates program evaluation goals and 

progress to its stakeholders. Stakeholders include families, collaborating institutions, and 

community organizations. The annual report will include a summary of short-term 

progress and retention/within-year turnover rates. 

Project Implications  

Cost is always an issue when implementing new systems within an ECEC 

program. The new onboarding plan is labor-intensive because it provides structured 

support for a year-long induction period. The project design creates additional 

responsibilities for the administrative team and requires some training for the program 

mentors. However, the consistency of onboarding practices, additional support provided 

to educators, and positive changes to organizational culture should increase retention, 

which will offset the cost incurred from higher levels of turnover. So, the long-term 
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outcomes of the PD curriculum should outweigh the initial expense of training of 

implementation.  

The PD curriculum created aims to mitigate organizational challenges created by 

onboarding inconsistencies, address the social needs of early educators, and capitalize on 

organizational factors that contribute to job satisfaction. The project encapsulates the 

three themes that emerged from the qualitative data collected in this study. This project 

identified and addressed a gap in practice to provide the selected ECEC center with a 

data-driven approach to increasing educator retention and decreasing within-year 

turnover. Ideally, this project will contribute to enhanced organizational culture, 

improved educator wellbeing, program consistency, and high-quality early learning 

environments. This project also intends to alleviate the financial burden caused by 

turnover expenses to facilitate program stability for the ECEC center and the local 

community.  

Currently, the local community expresses concern for access to high-quality early 

education and care. The community has held multiple meetings regarding the topic and 

formed an exploratory grant writing committee seeking funds for ECEC in the local 

community. The selected ECEC center is the largest in the area. Threats to its long-term 

stability would substantially impact the local community. Stabilizing the center’s 

educator retention, reducing turnover costs, and maintaining equitable access to high-

quality early experiences is imperative for the community and its workforce. This project 

intends to positively contribute to the local community by providing consistent 
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preparation and educator support for the selected ECEC center, in turn strengthening the 

program and enabling it to continue serving the community. 
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Section 4: Reflections and Conclusions 

Project Strengths and Limitations 

This capstone project intended to explore previous and current early educators’ 

perceptions of factors influencing educator retention and within-year turnover in the 

selected ECEC center. The problem addressed in this study was that despite adopting new 

retention practices, a rural midwestern ECEC center’s administrative team continues to 

face challenges in retaining early educators, particularly beyond the first year of 

employment. Through qualitative data collection and analysis, three themes emerged. 

First, inconsistent onboarding and induction practices create challenges that impact the 

collective efficacy of the program and influence retention and turnover. Second, 

relationships and positive social aspects in the working environment strongly influence 

job satisfaction and contribute toward educator retention. Last, both personal and 

organizational factors influence an individual’s intentions to stay or leave an ECEC 

center; however, some factors significantly mitigate dissatisfaction and contribute to 

educator retention.  

These three themes indicate a gap in practice within the selected ECEC center. 

The qualitative data collected and onboarding literature, within and outside the early 

education field, were reviewed and used to design a data-driven approach to addressing 

the problem. The resulting project is an onboarding-focused professional 

development/training curriculum that provides systematic interviewing and orientation 

procedures, relevant training to meet educators’ needs, enhanced organizational 

socialization, and a mentor program that supports educators through their first year of 
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employment. The review of literature and data analysis section provided the rationale for 

the content and timeline of the PD curriculum. 

This onboarding program is center-specific. The data were collected from one 

participating center and created to meet its specific needs. The project encompasses state-

mandated training topics with skills early educators reported as necessary for success in 

their position. The project uses current onboarding practices and accounts for 

demographic changes in the ECEC center. Because the center employs mostly younger, 

less-educated teachers, it was essential to research the needs of Gen Z employees in the 

workforce and organizational support for professional development pathways. The 

project is also designed with the ECEC center’s operating hours to create a feasible 

orientation training. The project design also considered program size, number of 

classrooms, access to training, current/previous evaluation practices, and state 

requirements.  

While the specificity of this project is a strength, it is also a limitation. Other 

ECEC center administrative teams may face similar challenges, but their problem should 

be addressed differently. The gap in practice identified and addressed in this capstone 

project cannot be generalized to other ECEC centers in this region without further 

qualitative research utilizing a larger sample. Replicating this research study with 

additional programs may yield another strategy for addressing the problem of declining 

retention in ECEC centers.  



75 

 

Recommendations for Alternative Approaches 

Expanding this research topic could provide valuable insights for improving 

educator retention in ECEC centers. A mixed methods approach using a larger sample 

could facilitate further research. Quantitative methods, such as a state-wide survey, could 

identify onboarding concerns for ECEC centers and could examine the extent of the 

problem and suggest changes for state-mandated training and licensing guidelines. 

However, qualitative methods are necessary to determine the support needed to elevate 

organizational culture through enhanced socialization, promote early educator wellbeing, 

and evaluate working conditions that contribute to job satisfaction and dissatisfaction. 

Multiple participants in this study indicated a need for administrators and policy-makers 

to listen to educators’ concerns. They want their voices heard and reflected in early 

childhood policy and funding. Qualitative methodology is essential to explore the 

phenomenon of educator retention, particularly when viewing it through Herzberg’s two-

factor theory of motivation. 

Scholarship, Project Development and Evaluation, and Leadership and Change 

ECEC centers play a significant role in the lives of children, their families, and 

the local community. Families need safe, nurturing environments for their young 

children. Communities need young children to have meaningful early experiences 

supporting their holistic development for the current and future workforce. Without 

access to high-quality early learning and childcare, our communities suffer. Researchers, 

community leaders, policy-makers, and ECEC leaders must find ways to increase 

educator retention.  
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Supporting early educators positively contributes to social change in multiple 

ways. First, the ECEC is predominantly employed by females, including a substantial 

number of ECEC centers owned and operated by women. Generating change in this field 

supports working mothers who may struggle to achieve work-life balance in other 

professions. Secondly, providing equitable access to high-quality early experiences closes 

socioeconomic achievement gaps by ensuring healthy child development for all children. 

Reflection on Importance of the Work 

Increasing educator retention is paramount to stabilizing ECEC centers and 

maintaining high-quality education and care for children. Early educators are the 

cornerstone of program quality. This project objectively evaluated program policy, 

procedures, and practices by speaking with current and previous early educators to 

identify specific growth areas. This project provides a tangible means of addressing a 

problem within the field. ECEC administrators facing similar challenges with retention 

and turnover could use the project design from this capstone as part of their reflective 

practice and program evaluation to meet their center’s specific onboarding and induction 

needs. Improving early educator retention enhances the quality of education and care 

provided and positively influences children, families, and local communities. 

Implications, Applications, and Directions for Future Research 

The selected ECEC center faces financial challenges created by turnover 

experiences that threaten the long-term stability of the program (Administrator 1, 

personal conversation, December 19, 2022). High levels of within-year turnover also 

hinder the collective efficacy and quality of the ECEC program. This PD curriculum will 
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better prepare newly hired early educators for their classroom responsibilities. The 

extended induction period is designed to provide support through the critical first year to 

reduce within-year turnover. The PD curriculum designed is a data-driven approach to 

target specific challenges to the program. Implementing these measures should provide 

both short and long-term success toward goals. Strengthening the selected ECEC 

program positively impacts the local community. The program is the largest and only 

accredited facility in the rural midwestern community. Community organizations have 

voiced concerns regarding the ECEC center’s long-term stability and fear that its closure 

would substantially impact the local community and its workforce. Implementing this 

capstone project positively will influence the selected ECEC center and its local 

community.  

The selected ECEC center is not the only center in its state experiencing retention 

and within-year turnover challenges. Other ECEC centers that identify a gap in practice 

regarding their onboarding practices could use components from this capstone study to 

create their own PD curriculum. Fields outside of education have adopted more 

systematic models for onboarding, induction, and organizational socialization practices. 

Further research of those models could provide valuable insights for ECEC 

administrators designing retention-minded onboarding programs for their centers. This 

capstone study could serve as a template for generating a professional 

development/training curriculum that meets their specific onboarding needs.  

Further mixed-methodology research could provide valuable insights into the 

support necessary for strengthening the state’s ECEC framework and communities. A 
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deeper understanding of the organizational factors influencing early educator retention 

and within-year turnover could inform upcoming policy initiatives, particularly funding 

for equitable access to care and professionalizing early educators. Further, a state-wide 

sample could provide a more nuanced understanding of the problem. 

Conclusion 

This capstone project is specific to the participating research site and its local 

population of early educators and was designed as a tangible means of addressing the 

selected ECEC center’s problem with educator retention by addressing a gap in practice. 

The capstone project provides a comprehensive onboarding program intended to support 

the needs of younger, less professionalized early educators entering the workforce. The 

capstone project aims to stabilize practices in the participating ECEC center by 

generating training opportunities whose consistent implementation would better prepare 

early educators for challenges faced in the classroom and enhance the collective efficacy 

of the program.  

Through this study, I acknowledge significant challenges in the early childhood 

education and care field; however, challenges cannot be addressed until the ECEC field 

can engage in reflective practices at the local, state, and national levels. Identifying the 

organizational factors contributing to declining early educator retention and increased 

within-year turnover is imperative for the ECEC field. Children, families, and 

communities deserve equitable access to high-quality early education and care. Early 

educators deserve fair compensation and healthy working environments. Thus, 

implementing a data-driven response to reflective practice will strengthen this 
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participating ECEC center and its local community. It is a small step toward greater 

change. 

While this capstone project is site-specific, the utilization of the research design 

and the literature review is advantageous for ECEC center administrators who desire to 

study the organizational factors that influence educator retention and within-year 

turnover. Improving educator retention is paramount in providing high-quality early 

experiences. A better understanding of organizational factors contributing to educator 

retention and within-year turnover provides valuable insights into supporting educator 

wellbeing and professionalization. ECEC professionals who choose to generate change 

locally and share that change with others contribute to improving the larger ECEC 

framework and repairing a fragmented field that significantly influences our future 

generations. 
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Appendix A: The Project 

Overview 

This project is intended to address the gap in practice regarding inconsistent 

onboarding practices that create challenges for program stability and collective efficacy, 

which contributes to early educator retention and turnover. Previously, the selected 

ECEC program had an orientation process that met the state requirements for licensed 

centers; however, it did not have a consistent timeline or levels of support. Participants 

expressed the previous orientation left them unprepared for the challenges encountered in 

their position. The stress created by this situation influenced some participants’ intentions 

to stay or leave the ECEC center.  

This capstone project has three parts. The first component is a two-step interview 

process that includes an observational interview. Redesigning the interview process 

ensures prospective employees know and understand the position’s responsibilities. It is 

also an important recruitment tool to determine a prospective employee’s organizational 

fit. A welcome presentation is designed to communicate information and prepare newly 

hired employees for orientation.  

The second component is a weeklong orientation process that includes state-

mandated and researcher-created training modules and targeted observation periods. The 

researcher-created training modules are based on the data collected to address the 

inconsistency of training and experience that influenced participants’ stress levels and 

self-efficacy. The provided training is designed for the first week of employment, so 

newly hired employees are given the skills needed for success in their position. It also 



92 

 

removes the burden of training from the current educators. Multiple participants 

expressed that training newly hired employees while performing their job responsibilities 

compounded their work-related stress.  

The third component is a twelve-month mentor program that provides 

organizational socialization and educator support. The mentor program assigns newly 

hired employees with multiple short-term mentors. Ten topics have been selected, with 

the remaining two months reserved for employee-selected topics based on their reflective 

practice and needs. The mentor program also includes administrative check-ins to 

facilitate consistent communication, reflective practice, and educator support.  

Important Information  

The participating ECEC center is masked in this study per Walden University’s 

IRB guidelines for doctoral research. [ECEC center] is used for publication on the 

materials in appendices A and B, and the state’s name is redacted. Also, this project 

refers to state-mandated training. Requirements vary among states. Anyone using this 

project as a reference must utilize the required training for their state. Lastly, this project 

includes Conscious Discipline as a training topic. Conscious Discipline is a copyrighted, 

social-emotional curriculum belonging to Dr. Becky Bailey and her associated 

companies, Loving Guidance and Conscious Discipline. Materials presented in this study 

were obtained from the free resources available to the general public on the company’s 

website.   
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Interview and Welcome Process 

This section of the project includes an initial interview protocol for the 

administrative team. It is a conversational interview accompanied by a tour of the ECEC 

center. It also includes interview protocols for the observational interview—one page to 

be completed by the prospective employee and another by the classroom teacher. If a 

prospective employee accepts a position, (s)he will receive a welcome email that includes 

a PowerPoint presentation with information for the newly hired employee. In this state, 

licensed centers’ employees must have a physical, background check, drug screen, and 

TB test on file. The appointment dates are included in this email to ensure that these 

appointments do not conflict with the orientation schedule.  
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Orientation Week   

Inconsistent onboarding practices created knowledge gaps and 

miscommunications among early educators in the selected ECEC program, which often 

generated challenges that hindered the program’s collective efficacy. Participants 

discussed not feeling prepared for classroom challenges when working in their assigned 

positions. This project creates an orientation schedule that empowers newly hired early 

educators with information and skills obtained through online and experiential learning 

methods to address this gap in practice. The schedule is completed before newly hired 

employees begin working in their assigned positions.  

The orientation schedule includes state-mandated training modules, which are 

indicated with a double asterisk **. It also contains optional training modules selected by 

the researcher but obtained through the state online learning website. These training 

modules are indicated with a single asterisk *. The researcher created all other training 

modules to emphasize specific components discussed by participants in this study. 

Training modules created by the state are free access to anyone who creates a username 

and password on the state’s Office of Early Childhood and Out of School Learning 

website. Slides to the researcher-created training modules are located in Appendix B.  
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Table A1 

Orientation – Day 1 

Time Activity 

8:30  Meet the administrative team 

8:40 – 9:40 Introduction to Early Childhood … Module 1: Child Development** 

9:40 – 10:10 Classroom Observation (developmentally appropriate practice) 

10:10 – 11:10 Introduction to Early Childhood…Module 2: Health** 

11:10 – 11:40 Classroom Observation (healthy practices) 

11:40 – 12:10 Lunch Break 

12:10 – 1:10  Introduction to Early Childhood…Module 3: Safety** 

1:10 – 1:40 Classroom Observation (safe learning environments) 

1:40 – 2:20 Personnel Policies 

2:20 – 3:20 Active Supervision 

3:20 – 4:00 Meet first monthly mentor & classroom observation (supervision and transitions) 

Note. Times are subject to change slightly based on the length of time to complete training modules 

 

Table A2 

Orientation – Day 2 

Time Activity 

8:30 – 9:30  Conscious Discipline 

9:30 – 10:30 Classroom Observation (Conscious Discipline) 

10:30 – 11:30 Safe Sleep Practices Module 1: Reducing Sudden Unexpected Infant Death** 

11:30 – 12:30 Safe Sleep Practices Module 2: Implementation in Childcare Settings** 

12:30 – 1:00 Lunch Break 

1:00 – 2:00 Observe Naptime (including transition to) 

2:00 – 3:00  CPR Training** 

3:00 – 4:00 First Aid Training** 

Note. Times are subject to change slightly based on the length of time to complete training modules. 
 

Table A3 

Orientation – Day 3 

Time Activity 

8:30 – 9:30 Universal Precautions** 

9:30 – 10:30 Introduction to Paths to Quality* 

10:30 – 11:30 Nutrition in Early Childhood Settings 

11:30 – 12:30 Observe Mealtimes 

12:30 – 1:00 Lunch Break 

1:00 – 2:00 NAEYC standards/accreditation process & code of ethics 

2:00 – 3:00  Working with Infants & Toddlers 

3:00 – 4:00 Infant/Toddler Classroom Observation 

Note. Times are subject to change slightly based on the length of time to complete training modules. 
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Table A4 

Orientation – Day 4 

Time Activity 

8:30 – 9:30 Child Abuse and Neglect Detection and Prevention** 

9:30 – 10:30 Engaging Circle Times & Read Alouds 

10:30 – 11:30 Classroom Observations (circle times) 

11:30 – 12:00 Lunch Break 

12:00 – 1:00 Introduction to the New Xxxxxx Early Learning Foundations* 

1:00 – 2:00 [ECEC Center] Curriculum and Lesson Planning 

2:00 – 2:30  Cleaning & Sanitation Training 

2:30 – 3:00 Diaper/Toileting Training 

3:00 – 4:00 Help clean a classroom and review procedures with a staff member 

Note. Times are subject to change slightly based on the length of time to complete training modules. 

Table A5 

Orientation – Day 5 

Time Activity 

8:30 – 9:30  Counting Collections & Math Activities 

9:30 – 10:00 Classroom Observation (toddler math) 

10:00 – 10:30 Classroom Observation (preschool math) 

10:30 – 11:30 Play-Based Learning 

11:30 – 12:00 Lunch Break 

12:00 – 1:00  Classroom Observation (free choice playtime) 

1:00 – 1:20  Administrative Check-in 

1:20 – 1:50 Visual Schedules & Individualized Supports 

1:50 – 3:50 Working in a mentor teacher’s classroom with teacher and children 

Note. Times are subject to change slightly based on the length of time to complete training modules. 

 

Induction Mentor Program 

A consistent 12-month induction program is designed to reduce within-year 

turnover and provide early educator support. Participants spoke positively about mentor 

programs but expressed concerns and challenges with implementation in the ECEC 

setting. Some participants’ previous mentor experiences had created additional work-

related stress over time. A short-term mentor was designed for this project to address this 

issue. Short-term mentors enable current educators to share expertise and take on 

meaningful leadership roles without making a long-term commitment. The short-term 
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design also facilitates organizational socialization because newly hired employees can 

collaborate with multiple educators.  

Table A6 

Monthly Mentor Plan 

Month Number Targeted Mentor Content 

1 Introduction to the ECEC program and its staff 

2 Conscious Discipline 

3 Learning Environments/Materials 

4 Active Supervision & Supporting Play 

5 Curriculum, Lesson Plans, & Learning Activities 

6 Challenging Behaviors 

7 Family Communications & Engagement 

8 Conscious Discipline 

9 Stress Management & Work-Life Balance 

10 Professional Develop 

11 Employee-selected based on professional development plan and educator needs 

12 Employee-selected based on professional development plan and educator needs 

 

Mentors and mentees will meet weekly each month. Meetings will vary in length 

depending on the educators’ needs. During this time, the mentee is encouraged to ask 

questions, collaborate with their mentor, and request resources. The following materials 

are designed to facilitate discussion and guide learning; however, the mentor program 

intends to be flexible to provide meaningful support.  
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Mentor Resources  

[ECEC Center] 
 

Induction Mentor Program    Month 1- Welcome to Our School Family 
 

Week 1 

Introductions 
• Introduce yourself 
• Find out about their experiences 
• Share your experiences at [ECEC Center] 
• Discuss personal interests, hobbies, families, etc.  

Week 2 

Staff Introductions 
• Introduce the mentee to other staff members – 

highlight what they do and how they can be helpful 
• Check in with mentee to see how the first week went 
• Offer opportunities for questions  

Week 3 
No meeting this week  - mentee will have administrative 
check-in during this time 

Week 4  

Introduce the next mentor and content area:  
• Why we use Conscious Discipline 
• Share your experience with Conscious Discipline in 

your position 
• Provide opportunities for questions and resource 

requests 
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 [ECEC Center] 
 

Induction Mentor Program              Month 2- Conscious Discipline 

Week 1 

Introduce Conscious Discipline 
• Describe the structures 
• Physically show different structures in different 

classrooms 
• Show the active calming centers and how to use them 
• Have your mentee select a structure to focus on in 

their classroom 

Week 2 

Greetings, Breathing Exercises & I Love You Rituals 
• Teach your mentee some greetings 
• Show your mentee your favorite breathing exercises 

(2-3) 
• Teach your mentee your favorite I Love You Ritual 
• Help your mentee create visuals for greetings and 

breathing exercises (if your mentee is in a lead 
position) 

Week 3 

Safe Place 
• Discuss how and when to use the classroom safe 

place 
• Provide opportunity for your mentee to ask questions 
• Show your classroom safe place and materials 
• Help your mentee create a classroom safe place (if 

your mentee is in a lead position) 

Week 4  

Positive Intent 
• Discuss positive intent and why it is important for 

children 
• Share your experiences 
• Check in with your mentee – how do they feel about 

Conscious Discipline? How is going in their 
classroom? Do they need help with any aspects or 
additional materials?  
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[ECEC Center] 
 

Induction Mentor Program                           Month 3- Learning Environments/ Materials 

Week 1 

Environments 
• Visit different rooms and look at the arrangement  
• Go over the different types of centers required for 

each room and some typical materials found in each 
• Ask about their room – are there spaces that are 

problematic? Do they like the arrangement? Do they 
have their centers clearly defined and marked?  

Week 2 

Materials 
• Discuss the materials in their classroom (if they are a 

floating assistant, try to visit multiple rooms)  
• Creating provocations – show and discuss with them 

some of your favorite materials to pair together, tray 
activities, sensory bins, etc.  

• Collaborate with them on how they could use their 
existing materials to create provocations in their 
classroom 

Week 3 

Center Labels and Movement 
• Discuss how they are moving children among centers 
• Show them different visual movement strategies for 

helping children navigate centers, currently in place 
in other classrooms 

• Collaborate on transitions to and from centers, and 
center movement – offer support and help create 
visuals if needed 

Week 4  

Rotating Materials 
•  Show your mentee where additional materials are 

located 
• Discuss how often you rotate materials (with theme, 

with interest, on a scheduled basis, etc.) 
• Collaborate with mentee on strategies for rotating 

materials 
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 [ECEC Center] 
 

Induction Mentor Program         Month 4- Active Supervision & Supporting Play 

Week 1 

Active Supervision 
•  Share some of your classroom management strategies 
• Ask your mentee about their classroom – how is it 

going? Are there difficult periods in the day? Is the 
schedule working well? Etc.  

• Highlight transition strategies and the importance of 
counting children often; review the Kaymbu check-
in/out process  

Week 2 

Playground Supervision 
• Discuss playground supervision 
• Share ways that you can play with children while still 

supervising the play of other children 
• Check in with your mentee on their playground times  
• Collaborate on strategies for using the additional 

fenced areas and loose parts to extend/elevate 
children’s outdoor playtime 

Week 3 

Supporting Play 
• Remind your mentee that free choice playtime can be 

challenging; ask them about their room and offer 
support if needed 

• Share strategies for supporting play – where do you like 
to position yourself? How frequently do you move? Do 
you have a preferred center to begin in? etc.  

• Collaborate with your mentee on strategies they can 
use to support play in their classroom  

Week 4  

Creating Play-based Learning Activities 
•  (If possible) set aside time to lesson plan together with 

your mentee 
• Discuss how to use questions and reflections to extend 

play into learning opportunities 
• Share some of your favorite games to play with children 

and why you like them, what skills the children learn, 
and what materials they would need to play those 
games in their classroom 
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[ECEC Center] 
Induction Mentor Program                          Month 5- Curriculum, Lesson Plans, & Learning 

Activities 

Week 1 

Curriculum 
•  Go through the month’s curriculum with your mentee – 

highlight where to find the learning goals and the 
differentiation tables 

• Locate books from the curriculum together – share your 
process on selecting books for your classroom  

• Share some of your favorite activities for the curriculum 
theme and collaborate on activities to try in their 
classroom 

Week 2 

Curriculum and COR Maps 
• Go through the curriculum map with your mentee – 

show them how to use the map to anticipate upcoming 
goals and plan accordingly 

• Go through the COR maps with your mentee – discuss 
your strategies for documenting observations  

• If your mentee is a lead teacher, review the process for 
entering observations into the COR assessment and 
how/when the data is communicated to families 

Week 3 

Lesson Plans 
• If your mentee is an assistant – walk them through your 

lesson plans, so they know how to read and follow them 
if they are asked to substitute teach a classroom 

• If your mentee is a lead teacher – create your lesson 
plans together; side-by-side coaching to ensure they 
know how to effectively use the goal setting page and 
lesson plan template 

Week 4  

Setting Goals and Creating Intentional Learning Activities 
•  Review the goal setting page and discuss how it helps 

inform the lesson plans and observations collected 
• Provide an opportunity for your mentee to ask 

questions, seek materials, etc.  
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[ECEC Center] 
Induction Mentor Program                                                                               Month 6- Challenging 

Behaviors 

Week 1 
Quick introduction (if needed) – no meeting because this 
week is a scheduled administer check-in for the mentee 

Week 2 

Composure when addressing challenging behaviors 
• Review the skill of composure  
• Share your personal strategies for maintaining 

composure while addressing challenging behaviors 
• Discuss triggers – it’s okay to have them and knowing 

them helps early educators manage triggers more 
effectively 

Week 3 

Facilitating conflict resolution 
• Discuss how and when to intervene with conflict 

resolution 
• Review Conscious Discipline vocabulary for resolving 

conflict 
• Share your strategies for facilitating conflict 

resolution 
• Look at classroom patterns to determine if there is a 

period of time or specific center with more conflict 
than others; and collaborate on possible solutions to 
minimize conflict 

Week 4  

Implementing Consequences 
•  Discuss the difference between redirection and 

consequences 
• Review the Conscious Discipline consequence 

model 
• Share how you use this model in your classroom and 

help your mentee with how they might use it more 
effectively in their classroom 
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[ECEC Center] 
 

Induction Mentor Program                                    Month 7- Family Communications 

Week 1 

Using the Kaymbu app 
• Review processes for using the communication app – 

what gets communicated through the app and when 
• Show how to make a storyboard 
• If your mentee is a lead teacher – show how to access 

COR summary data to share with families during 
conferences 

Week 2 

Family Engagement 
• Share your favorite family engagement activities 
• Collaborate to create engagement opportunities in 

the mentees classroom 

Week 3 

Professional Language 
• Review professional language and discuss why our 

word choices are important  
• Review communication policies (ie: social media 

policy, no private conversations in the foyer, etc.) 

Week 4  

Calendars and Newsletters 
•  If your mentee is a lead teacher, show examples of 

various calendars and newsletters in the building 
• Collaborate with the mentee on when and what 

format they would like to use for their classroom 
• If your mentee is an assistant who does not create 

family communication documents, use this 
opportunity as a social check-in to see how they are 
doing in their current position and provide them an 
opportunity to ask questions 
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[ECEC Center] 
 

Induction Mentor Program                                                                  Month 8- Conscious 
Discipline 

Week 1 

Reviewing Brain States and Tools for Each State 
• Review the three brain states 
• Discuss what they look like and what tools are helpful 

to address each state 
• Provide an opportunity for mentee to reflect on 

Conscious Discipline use in their classroom and 
what areas they would like to know more about 

Week 2 

Review Routines and Structures 
• Reflect on routines and structures in place in the 

classroom – how they working? Are more materials 
needed? Should something change? Etc.  

• If mentee is a lead teacher, help them freshen up 
visuals and add materials or structures to the 
classroom 

Week 3 

Review Vocabulary 
• Conscious Discipline has several vocabulary terms 

that are important to implementation; review them 
with your mentee and make sure they are 
comfortable with the models (ie: your face looks like 
this [describe] you seem…) 

• Provide an opportunity for the mentee to practice 
noticing, an assertive command, and a consequence 
model 

Week 4  

Babydoll Circle Time, Active Calming, and Feeling Buddies 
•  Show your mentee where to find the materials for 

each of these activities (if needed) 
• Review the active calming process and when it is 

used 
• Review baby doll circle time model – make sure to 

emphasize the need for eye contact, playfulness, and 
routine 

• Review how and when to use the feeling buddies 
• If needed, supply extra materials or photocopies of 

scripts to help the mentee get started 
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[ECEC Center] 
 

Induction Mentor Program               Month 9 – Stress Management & Work-life Balance 

Week 1 

Introduce yourself (if you have not already met this employee) 
– No meeting this week; it is a scheduled administrator check-
in  

Week 2 

Stress Management 
• Discuss challenges that arise in the ECEC center 
• Share some of your strategies for managing stress and 

potential strategies for your mentee (if needed) 
*This should be an open, non-judgmental conversation. We 
all have different stressors in our lives. We all have different 
methods for disengaging stress. Each is valuable and 
important and should be treated with respect.  

Week 3 

Work-life Balance 
• Provide the mentee with an opportunity to reflect on 

work-life balance 
• Share some of your strategies for maintaining balance 

Week 4  

Socialization & Reflection 
•  By this point, the mentee should be more comfortable 

with their position at [ECEC Center]. Take this 
opportunity to socialize with one another and reflect 
on progress and areas of development.   
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[ECEC Center] 
 

Induction Mentor Program                            Month 10 – Professional Development 

Week 1 

Professional Development Plan  
• Look at the [ECEC Center] professional development 

plan form and discuss the components on it 
• If comfortable, show your mentee your professional 

development plan 

Week 2 

Exploring the TEACH Scholarship and other Opportunities 
• Discuss the CDA program 
• Discuss the TEACH Scholarship for obtaining an 

undergraduate or graduate degree 
• If your mentee is interested, look at website for 

various programs and discuss what is important to 
them in a program 

• Feel free to add an administrator to this meeting, if 
you would like help with providing resources or 
answering questions 

Week 3 

Setting Short-Term and Long-Term Goals 
• Collaborate to create some short-term and long-term 

professional goals for the mentee – Do they plan on 
staying in early childhood? What leadership aspects 
would they like to assume at some point? Etc.  

Week 4  
Creating a Plan 

•   Provide an opportunity for the mentee to create their 
professional development plan, offering support as 
needed.   
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[ECEC Center] 
 

Induction Mentor Program       Topic: ____________________________________________ 

Week 1 

 

Week 2 

  

Week 3 

 

Week 4  
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Appendix B: Training Presentation Slides 
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