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Teacher Retention: Evidence to Inform Policy
Policy Brief

Introduction

In 2017, Governor McAuliffe appointed a committee to examine Virginia’s teacher shortages.
The committee identified teacher turnover as one of the key factors contributing to Virginia’s
teacher shortages (Advisory Committee on Teacher Shortages, 2017). Virginia is not alone in its
concerns about teacher shortages and teacher turnover (Dee & Goldhaber, 2017; Papay, Bacher-
Hicks, Page, & Marinell, 2017), nor are these concerns new (Ingersoll, 2001; Murnane, Singer,
Willett, Kemple, & Olsen, 1991). School leaders and policymakers have long been concerned
about recruiting and retaining qualified teachers in certain schools and subject areas, but these
concerns have heightened in recent years as the labor market for all workers has tightened and
the options available to prospective teachers have increased.

Teacher shortages are largely focused in some schools and subjects. While most schools are able
to fill vacancies in most subjects, it is particularly challenging to recruit teachers to schools with
concentrations of high-poverty, low-performing students and teachers with STEM (i.e., science,
technology, engineering, and math), special education and English language learner certifications
(Dee & Goldhaber, 2017). Understanding the nature of teacher shortages has important
implications for teacher retention policies.

School leaders and policy makers in the Commonwealth are increasingly interested in
understanding strategies to reduce teacher turnover for many reasons. Most importantly,
increasing evidence finds that teacher turnover typically leads to reductions in student
achievement (Boyd, Lankford, Loeb, & Wyckoft, 2005; Guin, 2004; Ronfeldt, Loeb, &
Wyckoff, 2013). Teacher turnover disrupts the professional networks in schools, which have
been shown to affect teacher morale and effectiveness (Jackson & Bruegmann, 2009). Finally,
recruiting new teachers is costly (Milanowski & Odden, 2007).

This policy brief summarizes the available evidence on the policy relevant factors that affect
teacher turnover. While this review is comprehensive, we focus on working conditions and
compensation schemes that have been shown to impact teacher retention. These factors,
summarized in Figure 1, point to several changes school and district leaders can adopt to
improve teacher retention.

Sources of Evidence

Our understanding of teacher turnover comes from two primary sources of information regarding
teacher employment decisions: personnel data (usually for an entire state) that allow us to
connect teacher retention decisions to attributes of the divisions and schools in which teachers
work, and teacher surveys (e.g., nationally representative surveys like the Schools and Staffing
Survey and the Teacher Follow-Up Survey, as well as surveys administered by districts and
states). Each of these data sources have distinct advantages as well as limitations. Most valuable
is a synthesis of evidence from several sources and methods. When such a synthesis yields



consistent findings, our confidence in policy built on such findings substantially increases. When
findings differ, heavier weight should be afforded to evidence that is better able to rule out
competing explanations. We review the available research evidence on teacher retention,
beginning with a discussion of the nature of the teacher retention problem. We then examine the
evidence on interventions that address these problems.

Teacher Turnover

The extent to which teacher turnover is problematic may depend on one’s perspective. Teacher
transfers are likely a problem for principals in the exiting schools, but may be viewed differently
by a superintendent if that teacher transfers to another school in the division rather than leaving
the division. Similarly, mobility across schools is different from attrition from the profession.*
Likewise, the exit of a teacher who is relatively weak, perhaps because they were counseled out
of the school, is viewed quite differently than if a highly-valued teacher were to leave. Thus,
ideally our discussion of teacher retention is a nuanced one that distinguishes the type of
mobility (i.e., from the school, the division or the state) and the effectiveness of the teacher.

Understanding the causes of different types of mobility will provide insight to policies to
increase teacher retention. For instance, high rates of cross-district mobility might suggest that
teachers are moving across districts in pursuit of better compensation or different working
conditions. On the other hand, high rates of mobility within a district may be correlated with
differences in working conditions, given that compensation generally does not vary within a
district.

As mentioned above, some turnover can be beneficial. In particular, the quality of the teacher
workforce will improve if low-performing teachers leave the profession and are replaced with
higher-performing teachers. However, both of these conditions must be met for turnover to yield
a net benefit with respect to teacher quality. That is, teacher quality is unlikely to improve if
schools simply redistribute low-performing teachers, nor will teacher quality improve if schools
replace low-performing teachers with other low-performing teachers. Improving the hiring
process is therefore an important correlate of improving teacher quality via selective retention.

Teacher Attributes

A large body of evidence documents the characteristics of teachers who are most likely to
turnover. With respect to both age and experience, teacher mobility and attrition follow a u-
shaped pattern: younger and older teachers are more likely to turnover relative to middle-aged
teachers (Allensworth, Ponisciak, & Mazzeo, 2009; Guarino, Santibafiez, & Daley, 2006;
Johnson, Berg, & Donaldson, 2005); similarly, novice teachers turnover at higher rates relative
to more experienced colleagues who are not yet eligible to retire, and turnover rates increase
once again as veteran teachers approach retirement (Allensworth et al., 2009; Ingersoll, 2001;
Marvel, Lyter, Peltola, Strizek, & Morton, 2007). Turnover among novice teachers is of
particular concern because effectiveness improves rapidly among early career teachers (Boyd,

1 Beyond attrition and mobility, there are other types of teacher turnover that are less frequent and often harder to
track, such as movement to a non-teaching school-based position.



Lankford, Loeb, Rockoff, & Wyckoft, 2008; Harris & Sass, 2011; Rivkin, Hanushek, & Kain,
2005; Rockoff, 2004). In other words, when schools lose a large proportion of their early career
teachers, they also lose a significant portion of their talent pipeline.

High turnover rates among novice teachers are further compounded by the pathways teachers
follow into the profession, as novice teachers who enter the profession through an alternate
certification program like Teach for America (TFA) are more likely to turnover relative to
teachers who follow a traditional preparation route (Boyd, Grossman, Lankford, Loeb, &
Wyckoff, 2006; Kane, Rockoff, & Staiger, 2008). Additionally, there is evidence that teachers
hired after the start of the school year are more likely to turnover relative to on-time hires (Papay
& Kraft, 2016).

There are two additional trends that run somewhat contrary to each other: whereas more
qualified teachers (as measured by their certification exam scores and the ranking of their
undergraduate institution) are more likely to leave the profession (Boyd et al., 2005), more
effective teachers (as measured by student achievement gains) are less likely to turnover (Boyd,
Grossman, Lankford, Loeb, & Wyckoff, 2008; Boyd, Lankford, Loeb, Ronfeldt, & Wyckoff,
2011b; Goldhaber, Gross, & Player, 2011; Hanushek, Kain, & Rivkin, 2004). A leading
hypothesis consistent with these somewhat conflicting trends is that more qualified teachers exit
because their qualifications are more highly valued in other professions, whereas effective
teachers tend to remain in the profession because they derive satisfaction from their success with
their students.

Student Attributes

The negative effects of teacher turnover are generally exacerbated by the high rates of attrition
among teachers in schools with higher concentrations of low-income, low-performing, minority
students (Allensworth et al., 2009; Boyd et al., 2005; Hanushek et al., 2004; Scafidi, Sjoquist, &
Stinebrickner, 2007). This trend is especially problematic because the most disadvantaged
students confront the highest rates of teacher turnover. However, studies that have delved deeper
into these trends find that school working conditions explain much of the variation in teacher
turnover. That is, schools serving high concentrations of low-income, low-performing, minority
students tend to have less desirable working conditions, and these working conditions are
strongly associated with teacher employment decisions. As one study aptly summarizes,
“teachers who leave high-poverty schools are not fleeing their students. Rather, they are fleeing
the poor working conditions that make it difficult for them to teach and for their students to
learn” (Simon & Johnson, 2015, p. 1). The next section discusses the working conditions that
influence teacher employment decisions.

School Attributes

The context, culture and policies of schools have all been associated with teacher attrition.
Surveys of teachers employing national data, as well as data from several states and school
districts, examine how teachers’ perceptions of their working conditions affect retention
(Allensworth et al., 2009; Boyd, Grossman, et al., 2011; Grissom, 2011; Johnson, Kraft, &
Papay, 2012; Ladd, 2011; Loeb, Darling-Hammond, & Luczak, 2005). Collectively, they identify



several malleable aspects of schools relevant to policies intended to improve teacher retention,
including: the quality of school leadership, the sense of trust and collective responsibility that
administrators and teachers share, teacher self-efficacy, as well as student behavior and related
disciplinary policies. Clearly, these factors are often closely related to each other. Across
surveys, school leadership typically emerges as the most salient factor, while collegial
relationships among staff and resource considerations are also significant predictors of teacher
turnover.

Many studies have even been able to home in on specific practices school leaders can employ to
improve teacher retention. Specifically, school leaders build trust and increase teacher
satisfaction by giving teachers more autonomy (Grissom, 2011; Johnson, 2006), supporting
teacher development (Grissom, 2011), including teachers in decision-making (Allensworth et al.,
2009; Ingersoll, 2001), helping teachers connect with parents (Allensworth et al., 2009), and
recognizing strong teachers (TNTP, 2012). In turn, these practices are associated with improved
teacher retention. Given mounting evidence linking school leaders to improved teacher retention,
it makes a lot of sense to continue investigating what principals do to improve teacher retention,
while also investing in efforts to place a strong leader in every school.

In addition, teachers who are satisfied with their school facilities and access to resources, like
textbooks, are more likely to continue teaching (Loeb et al., 2005). Thus, ensuring access to
adequate physical and material resources is a first step toward improving teacher retention.
Another basic condition related to teacher turnover is safety and discipline: teacher turnover is
more common in schools that have poor safety and little discipline (Allensworth et al., 2009;
Boyd, Lankford, Loeb, Ronfeldt, & Wyckoff, 2011a; Grissom, 2011; Ingersoll, 2001).

Compensation

An extensive literature suggests that teachers’ employment decisions are sensitive to
compensation. Across a variety of contexts, researchers have documented higher rates of teacher
turnover in schools with lower salaries (Baugh & Stone, 1982; Dolton & van der Klaauw, 1995,
1999; Hanushek et al., 2004; Imazeki, 2005; Ingersoll, 2001; Kirby, Berends, & Naftel, 1999;
Loeb & Reininger, 2004; Murnane & Olsen, 1989, 1990). However, researchers have also
pointed out that teacher salaries would have to increase substantially to influence teacher
retention decisions (Dee & Goldhaber, 2017). While modest across-the-board raises may be
warranted for other reasons, they are unlikely to meaningfully address the teacher retention issue.
Thus, rather than offering an undifferentiated salary increase, it is more cost-effective to offer
financial incentives targeting the teachers who are most likely to turnover and the positions that
are hardest to fill.

There is substantial evidence that teachers respond to targeted financial incentives. For example,
North Carolina offered secondary math, science and special education teachers an $1800 bonus
to remain in schools with large percentages of poor or low-achieving students. Researchers found
this incentive reduced attrition by an average of 17 percent (Clotfelter, Glennie, Ladd, & Vigdor,
2008). Similarly, Tennessee offered a $5000 bonus to high-performing teachers in low-achieving
schools. The program is estimated to have improved retention of teachers in tested grades and
subjects by 20 percent (Springer, Swain, & Rodriguez, 2016). In another example, Chicago



Public Schools employed performance-based bonuses that ranged between $1100 and $2500,
with larger incentives for teachers selected as mentors. Teachers in participating schools were 20

percent more likely to remain in those schools three years later than teachers in schools without
the bonuses (Glazerman & Seifullah, 2012).

In perhaps the most relevant evidence, researchers examined Florida’s Critical Teacher Shortage
Program, which provides direct payments and loan forgiveness to early career teachers who were
certified and taught in critical shortage subject areas. They found that relatively modest payments
of $500 to $1000 substantially reduced teacher attrition, in some cases by as much as 25 percent.
For some subjects, such as special education, payments of $2500 appear to be necessary. The
evidence also suggests that direct payments are more cost-effective than loan forgiveness. This
research has important implications for policy in Virginia. (Feng & Sass, 2018)

Implications for Policy

Many factors influence teacher retention decisions. This policy brief has summarized the
evidence linking teacher, student, school, and labor market attributes to teacher turnover.
Ultimately, understanding the landscape of teacher turnover can help policy makers and school
leaders make informed decisions about how to stem undesirable teacher turnover. Given the
resource limitations confronting all school systems, this policy brief makes the following
evidence-based recommendations:

(1) Focus retention efforts on novice teachers, especially those who show early signs of
promise. Because turnover is highest among early career teachers, focusing retention
efforts on these teachers in effect “plugs the leakiest pipe.”

(2) Differentiate pay. Given Virginia’s concern with staffing high-need areas, it makes good
sense to offer additional compensation to teachers willing to fill these high-need
positions. As mentioned above, prior research documents improved retention in response
to financial incentives offered to teachers who are certified to teach STEM, special
education and in some cases English language learners. The evidence also supports
incentives to teach in high-need schools.

(3) Build a cadre of excellent principals. Teachers are more likely to continue teaching in
schools with strong school leaders who build a culture of trust and increase teacher
satisfaction.

It is important to note that these recommendations are mutually reinforcing and can be pursued
simultaneously. For instance, divisions could opt to offer additional compensation to novice
teachers assigned to high-need positions. Moreover, there is good evidence to suggest that most
principals can identify their strongest teachers (Jacob & Lefgren, 2008) and that teachers value
recognition from their principal (TNTP, 2012). This suggest that strong principals can flag their
most effective teachers, which could in turn help refine and reinforce retention efforts.

In closing, the research summarized in this policy brief points to promising practices that school
and district leaders can employ to improve teacher retention.



Figure 1. Policies to Improve Teacher Retention
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