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Introduction 

In the late 1980s, the most common teacher in the U.S. was a fifteen-year 
veteran. Today, it’s the FIRST-YEAR teacher who most often occupies the 
classroom (Baungardt & Craft, 2021). Our current teacher population is not only 
less experienced but older, more female, more racially and ethnically diverse, less 
likely to have exited from a traditional teacher education program, and more 
likely to leave the profession (Ingersoll, 2021).  

If new-to-the-job staff resulted in higher student achievement, attrition would not 
be an issue. But research tells us that teachers improve greatly as they practice 
their craft over the first few years on the job. It makes academic and economic 
sense to put practices in place that enhance longevity and stability. 

Who wouldn’t want a career that holds the promise of great influence? 
Moreover, who wouldn’t want to remain in a career that inspires, educates, and 
empowers our next generation? But in the future, will young people continue to 
say, “when I grow up, I want to be a teacher” and if they do, will they stay? 

This research brief provides a look at why teachers leave the classroom and the 
practices associated with retention, including support in the social, emotional, 
and professional domains. It’s clear that educator retention goes beyond financial 
incentives, class size and piecemeal induction. Leadership matters in building and 
implementing a holistic and individualized retention program that fulfills district 
goals and meets the needs of a new and different teacher population. 
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How serious is the problem of teacher attrition? 
 
 Even without the latest data from the pandemic, U.S. teacher attrition 

rates are alarming. Forty to 50% of teachers leave the profession by the 
end of five years, including nearly 10% of teachers who leave BEFORE 
completing their first year (Riggs, 2013). These figures are more than 
double that of other high achieving nations (Sutcher et al., 2019). 
 

 The issue “…is real, large and growing, and worse than we thought” 
especially when indicators of quality - including proper certification, 
relevant training, experience, and reduced interest in majoring in education 
- are considered (Garcia & Weiss, 2019). 
 

 These national concerns have impactful negative effects on local districts, 
compromising consistent instruction and student performance, parent-
teacher partnerships, teacher morale, and school climate. District budgets 
also suffer with increased need for recruitment efforts and expensive 
cycles of new teacher induction. 

 
 

A further negative consequence of high levels of beginning teacher attrition is the 
loss of newcomers before they… fully develop their skills.   … A number of studies 

have documented the reasonable proposition that teachers’ academic 
effectiveness—as measured by gains in their students’ test scores—increases 
significantly with additional experience for the first several years in teaching. 

(Ingersoll, et al., 2021, p. 26.) 
 

 

 

 
 
 



4 
 

What variables promote teacher retention? 
 
It’s not all about the money. While salary attractiveness is certainly a factor in 
retention, research indicates there are other elements that strongly impact a 
teacher’s decision to stay or leave. These elements are integral to positive 
school climate, and unlike teacher salary, are under more direct control and 
influence of school leaders: 
 
 Consistently responsible and responsive behavior of school leaders 

 
Studies indicate the strong relationship between school leadership 
practices and teacher job satisfaction (Pas et al., 2012; Petty et al., 
2012). According to teachers, effective school leadership includes 
consistency in the application of school policies, regular communication 
and feedback, support for managing student behavior issues, openness 
to teacher autonomy, and consideration of teachers’ opinions in 
decision-making (Petty et al., 2012; Simon & Johnson, 2015; Stewart-
Banks at al., 2015). 
 

 Positive relationships among colleagues 
 
Teachers who report positive interpersonal dynamics among colleagues, 
students, and parents in their schools have higher job satisfaction 
(Borman & Dowling, 2008; Simon & Johnson, 2015). A school climate 
that is characterized by gossip and secrecy, inconsistency, and low 
engagement among staff is associated with dissatisfaction (Grayson & 
Alvarez, 2008; Hughes, 2012). 
 

 Autonomy and perception of professional respect 

Research shows fewer instances of teacher attrition and migration in 
schools where teacher involvement in decision-making is high and 
where teachers experience strong administrative supports (Holmes et 
al., 2019). An administrative focus on growth and development, as 
opposed to evaluation and punishment, should also be cultivated 
(Brown & Wynn, 2009). What’s effective is a school climate respectful of 
teachers’ knowledge, time, effort, and ability to work and make 
decisions independently. 
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 Comprehensive induction and development  
 
Induction programs with MULTIPLE elements have been shown to work 
best for improving retention (Ingersoll, 2012). Mentoring and regular 
communication with a school leader in addition to elements such as 
ongoing seminars for new teachers, providing common planning time, 
and reduced teaching load should be considered in building a holistic 
induction program. In addition to improved retention, teachers who 
participate in induction perform better at various aspects of teaching, 
including effective student questioning, developing lesson plans, 
adjusting activities to meet student needs, and improving student 
learning. 
 

 Support with student issues  

Administrative support in the face of rising and challenging student 
behaviors is a critical aspect of demonstrating teacher respect. Planning 
and implementing consistent student-focused school behavior policies 
and practices as well as providing interpersonal support and classroom 
behavioral consultation can decrease teacher frustration and burn-out. 
Minimizing undesired student behaviors provides opportunities for 
students to grow academically as well as socially and adds to teacher 
longevity (Holmes et al., 2019). 

 
 Reasonable job responsibilities 

Teacher workload and work-life balance are important factors in 
teachers deciding to remain on the job (See et al., 2020). Minimizing 
unnecessary tasks, considering teachers in policy changes, and being 
sensitive to pressure for accountability on teachers can have a positive 
influence on teacher retention. These actions, as well as providing for 
reasonable class size, can positively affect teachers’ opportunities to 
provide high quality instruction and to have high quality time outside of 
the classroom for family and self. 
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How can retention plans be developed or improved? 
 
 Focus on individualized retention solutions 

 
There is no one-size-fits-all retention program (Holmes et al., 2019). 
Each district and school have unique teacher demographics, 
community and student characteristics, administrative styles of 
leaders, history of retention problems and successes as well as its 
own culture and climate. Solutions for a school where teachers of 
color rarely stay will be different from those devised for a school 
where unruly student behavior is often cited as a reason for exiting. 
 

 Engage the school community 

Think “task force” with partially appointed, partially elected 
members, including new teacher, student and parent perspectives. 
Step 1 – Read the literature. Step 2 - Gather quantitative and 
qualitative data. Step 3 – Identify strengths, weakness. Step 4 – 
Design and implement primary retention elements. Step 5 – Review 
and revise. Group efforts and commitment to address the issues 
with transparency can be powerful. 
 

 Consider actions in the context of what the research suggests 
 
Retention plans should be developed and implemented with 
knowledge of the major factors identified in the literature:  
 

o responsible and responsive leadership 
o authentic communication  
o support for social/emotional health and classroom expertise 
o sense of community 
o sense of success and autonomy.  
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