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Chair Abney, Vice Chairs Slater and Marszalkowski, and members of the committee, 
 
Thank you for the opportunity to provide informational testimony on H.B. 5200, which proposes 
continued funding for child care educator bonuses through the Child Care WAGE$ model and provides 
statutory language for T.E.A.C.H. and apprenticeship programs. Early educators are essential to high-
quality child care and children’s healthy development. Bonuses are an evidence-based strategy to reduce 
turnover and grow the workforce, and recruitment efforts are key to expanding care options for families. 
 
At Vanderbilt University’s Prenatal-to-3 Policy Impact Center, we empower state leaders with rigorous 
evidence on state policies proven to improve outcomes for children, their families, and the economy. We 
focus on identifying state policies and programs that are backed by the most rigorous evidence available, 
with a particular emphasis on the policies that help children and families thrive.  As a nonpartisan 
organization, we do not take official positions on any particular piece of legislation, and our testimony 
reflects the research on any given topic, rather than the views of the University.   
 
The Importance of the Early Educators 
The earliest years of life are the most sensitive period of brain and physical development, shaping all 
future learning, behavior, and health.1,2 Children’s experiences during this time, particularly those with 
responsive caregivers, support healthy development and buffer against stress.3 Yet, child care workers 
commonly earn wages that are insufficient to meet their basic needs, experience high rates of food 
insecurity, and report poor mental wellbeing.4 The national median wage for early educators is $13.07 per 
hour—lower than 97% of all other occupations and below a living wage in every state.5  
 
Low wages contribute to high turnover, with national estimates indicating that 15% to 25% of early 
educators leave their jobs each year.6 This instability affects the quality of care and creates broader 
economic costs. A lack of infant and toddler care results in estimated annual losses of $122 billion in 
earnings, productivity, and revenue for the US economy.7 These challenges underscore the need for 
workforce supports that promote retention and stability. 
 
Child Care WAGE$ 
Child Care WAGE$ provides education-based bonuses every six months to infant and toddler educators 
earning $23 or less per hour and working at least 10 hours per week in licensed programs. Bonus amounts 
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range from $3,000 for a Child Development Associate to $12,000 for a bachelor’s degree with 24 early 
childhood credits. 
 
Recent research suggests that workforce bonuses, similar to Child Care WAGE$, reduce turnover and grow 
the workforce.  

• In Virginia, a $1,500 cash incentive reduced staff turnover by 11 percentage points.6 
• In the District of Columbia, a $14,000 cash incentive for lead teachers increased the number of 

early educators by 3.2%.8 One year later, the workforce had grown by 7%, or approximately 219 
early educators.9  

 
Workforce Pathways  
The RI Early Childhood Registered Apprenticeship program and the T.E.A.C.H. Early Childhood Workforce 
program are complementary strategies to build the early educator workforce. These strategies have the 
potential to increase the number of educators entering the field and the qualifications of those already 
working in it. 

• Apprenticeship programs offer paid, on-the-job training combined with education, providing a 
pathway into the field with mentorship and hands-on learning. Graduates typically earn a 
credential that can lead to higher wages and career advancement. 

• T.E.A.C.H. scholarships allow current educators to pursue credentials or degrees, potentially 
improving their knowledge of child development and helping them advance professionally. 

 
High-quality care during the infant and toddler years is essential for healthy development. Supports for 
early educators promote the stability and quality needed to deliver that care. Lower turnover also helps 
ensure families have more consistent access to child care options.  
 
Thank you for the opportunity to provide testimony.  
 
Maria Spinetti 
Senior State Policy Analyst 
Prenatal-to-3 Policy Impact Center 
Vanderbilt University 
maria.spinetti@vanderbilt.edu  
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