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Abstract
What fuels high rates of teacher turnover in schools that serve large numbers of low-income
students of color? Teachers who choose to leave such schools usually transfer to schools serving
wealthier, whiter student populations, leading some researchers to conclude that teachers are
dissatisfied working with poor, minority students. Here we present an alternative explanation—
one grounded in organizational theory. We review evidence from six recent studies, which
collectively suggest that teachers who leave high-poverty schools are not fleeing their students,
but rather the poor working conditions that make it difficult for them to teach and their students
to learn. Together, these studies find that the working conditions teachers prize most—and those
that best predict their satisfaction and retention—are social in nature. They include school
leadership, collegial relationships, and elements of school culture. We discuss what is known
about these factors and how each supports teachers’ work. We conclude with recommendations
for those who seek to stabilize the staffing in these schools.
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Introduction
Over the past three decades, teacher turnover has increased substantially in U.S. public
schools (Ingersoll & Merrill, 2012). In historically underserved communities, the problems
caused by turnover are especially pronounced (Allensworth, Ponisciak, & Mazzeo, 2009;
Hanushek, Kain, & Rivkin, 2004; Hemphill & Nauer, 2009; Ingersoll, 2001; Johnson, Berg, &
Donaldson, 2005; Marinell & Coca, 2013; Ronfeldt, Loeb, & Wyckoff, 2013). High rates of
turnover make it difficult for schools to attract and develop effective teachers and, as a result,
low-income and minority students who attend so-called “hard-to-staff schools” are routinely
taught by the least experienced, least effective teachers (Borman & Dowling, 2008; Carroll,
Reichardt, Guarino, & Mejia, 2000; Clotfelter, Ladd, Vigdor, & Wheeler, 2007; Hanushek et al.,
2004; Ingersoll, 2001; Sanders & Rivers, 1996). Efforts to solve these staffing problems have
focused primarily on recruiting promising teachers into high-poverty schools, often with little
attention to systematically supporting and retaining them once they are there (Ingersoll & May,
2011; TNTP, 2012). Consequently, problematic teacher turnover persists in public schools that
serve low-income communities, making sustained improvement an extraordinary challenge
(Allensworth et al., 2009; Ingersoll, 2001, 2004).
Curbing the constant churn of teachers through high-poverty schools is necessary if
students are to receive the education they deserve (Ronfeldt et al., 2013). Attaining stability in
staffing is especially important for low-income students who research suggests are especially
dependent upon their teachers (Downey, Von Hippel, & Hughes, 2008). Further, because of
high turnover, these are the students most likely to be taught by inexperienced teachers who, on
average, are less effective than their more experienced colleagues (Clotfelter, Ladd, & Vigdor,
2005; Grissom, 2011; Ost, forthcoming; Rivkin, Hanushek, & Kain, 2005). To date, most
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studies of teacher turnover in high-poverty schools have focused on the characteristics of the
students and their teachers, rather than on the school organizations where they learn and teach.
Although it is clear that factors such as salary, professional status, and geographic location
(Auguste, Kihn & Miller, 2010; Reininger, 2012) influence teachers’ career decisions, past
accounts of teacher turnover have paid far less attention to the school environment – especially
in high-poverty schools where many teachers have chosen to begin careers despite wellpublicized drawbacks. Here, we reframe the issue of teacher turnover so that policymakers and
practitioners can better understand the role of the work environment in teachers’ career decisions
and, ultimately, address the problem of turnover more effectively.
A new perspective on teacher turnover
Traditionally, researchers have used demographic characteristics of students and
individual teachers as the predictors of teachers’ career choices (Boyd et al., 2005; Carroll et al.,
2000; Clotfelter, Ladd, & Vigdor, 2011; Hanushek et al., 2004; Scafidi, Sjoquist, &
Stinebrickner, 2007). These studies have repeatedly found that teachers in schools serving high
concentrations of low-income, low-achieving, students of color are more likely to leave than
their counterparts in other schools. When they leave, these teachers usually either exit the
profession or transfer to schools that have better academic records and serve a Whiter, wealthier
students. In 2004, Hanushek and his colleagues interpreted this trend to mean that “teachers
systematically favor higher-achieving, non-minority, non-low-income students” (p. 12). Other
researchers—some building directly on Hanushek et al.’s work—reached similar conclusions
(Boyd et al., 2005; Carroll et al., 2000; Scafidi et al., 2007).
However, an emerging, but substantial, body of literature has reframed the study of
turnover by exploring whether the notoriously poor working conditions that prevail in low-

	
  

3

Teacher Turnover in High-Poverty Schools: What We Know and Can Do
	
  

income schools (Allensworth et al., 2009; Johnson, Kraft & Papay, 2012) might be a more
powerful driver of teacher turnover than student demographics. Together, this second set of
studies suggests that, on average, when teachers leave schools serving low-income, minority
students, they are not fleeing their students. On the contrary, teachers often enter such schools
precisely because of their “humanistic commitment” to teaching in long underserved
communities (Achinstein, Ogawa, Sexton, & Freitas, 2010, p. 71; Cochran-Smith et al., 2012;
Kraft, Papay, Charner-Laird, Johnson, Ng & Reinhorn, 2013). When these teachers leave, it is
frequently because the working conditions in their schools impede their chance to teach and their
students’ chance to learn (Johnson & Birkeland, 2003; Johnson, 1990, 2006). Therefore, these
findings suggest that policymakers and practitioners who wish to retain talented, effective
teachers in high-poverty, hard-to-staff schools must pursue retention strategies that are designed
to improve the teaching environment.
We begin by describing the prevalence of teacher turnover in American public schools,
and explaining why turnover is problematic. We next discuss the early research on turnover in
high-poverty schools, which focuses on the demographic characteristics of students and teachers.
Based on that summary of early research, we introduce a set of recent studies analyzing turnover
as a function of school context, rather than as a function of student demographics. Repeatedly in
this recent research, the working conditions found to be most important to teachers and the most
salient predictors of their satisfaction and predicted retention, are social in nature—school
leadership, collegial relationships, and elements of school culture. We pursue each of these
predictors by summarizing what is known about these three components of working conditions.
Finally, we conclude the paper by explaining the implications of this work for research, policy,
and practice.
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The Prevalence of the Problem: Teacher Turnover in High-Poverty Schools
Nationwide, rates of turnover among teachers have been rising since the mid-1980s
(Ingersoll & Merrill, 2012). Of the 3.5 million public school teachers in the United States,
roughly half a million leave their schools each year. Approximately 60% of this turnover results
from teachers transferring between schools, while about 40% results from teachers leaving the
profession (Alliance for Excellent Education, 2008). However, regardless of why teachers leave
or where they go, vacancies remain in their wake and ultimately, schools must cope with their
departure.
Turnover rates in teaching are much higher than in most high-status, high-paying
professions (Ingersoll & Merrill, 2012). Instability is especially worrisome in high-poverty
schools, where—when last documented over a decade ago—the turnover rate was roughly 50%
higher than in wealthier schools (Ingersoll, 2001). Although some high-poverty schools do not
experience significant turnover (Chenoweth, 2009; Ferguson, 2009; Johnson & Birkeland, 2003),
many do. On average each year, high-poverty public schools—especially those in urban areas—
lose 20% of their faculty (Ingersoll, 2004). In fact, many schools serving America’s neediest
children lose over half of their teaching staff every five years (Allensworth et al., 2009; Hemphill
& Nauer, 2009) and in New York City middle schools, 66% of teachers exit within five years of
entry (Marinell & Coca, 2013). Consequently, students at high-poverty schools are more likely
than their peers in wealthier schools to experience inconsistent staffing from one year to the next
and to be taught by teachers who are new to their school and, often, new to the profession
(Hanushek et al., 2004; Hemphill & Nauer, 2009; Johnson et al., 2005).
Not surprisingly, schools that have trouble retaining teachers also struggle to fill
vacancies as they arise, contributing to a cycle of chronic turnover as principals who have trouble
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finding strong candidates are forced to settle for teachers who are not a good fit for their school
(Neild, Useem, Travers, & Lesnick, 2003). Shallow applicant pools coupled with poor hiring
practices lead to “mismatches,” and subsequently, to more “dissatisfaction and turnover” (Liu,
Rosenstein, Swan, & Khalil, 2008, p. 299). Ingersoll (2001) dubs this phenomenon—“where
large numbers of quality teachers depart their jobs for reasons other than retirement”—teaching’s
“revolving door” (p. 501).
Why Turnover Matters
Modest rates of turnover might positively affect schools if the departing teachers were
ineffective instructors or uncooperative colleagues. It is normal for some teachers to leave their
schools each year, either by choice or because they are dismissed, and certainly some departures
may be beneficial. But a pattern of chronic turnover exacts instructional, financial, and
organizational costs that destabilize learning communities and directly affect student learning
(Achinstein et al., 2010; Allensworth et al., 2009; Balu, Beteille, & Loeb, 2009; Guin, 2004;
Ingersoll, 2001; Johnson et al., 2005; Ronfeldt et al., 2013). These costs may differ depending
on the demographic makeup of a school. In one of the first empirical studies about this
possibility, Ronfeldt and colleagues (2013) found that the negative effects of turnover on
academic achievement are greater for low-performing and Black students than for their higher
performing, non-Black peers.
Repeated waves of new teachers create problems for several reasons. First, schools with
high turnover commonly employ a disproportionately large proportion of novice teachers, who,
on average, are less effective than those with more teaching experience (Clotfelter, Ladd, &
Vigdor, 2005; Grissom, 2011; Ost, forthcoming; Rivkin, Hanushek, & Kain, 2005). When
students are repeatedly taught by new teachers, they pay a substantial price year after year in the
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quality of instruction they receive. Second, schools with high turnover often must reconfigure
their teaching assignments each year in response to staffing changes caused by transfers and new
arrivals. Disruptions in instructional continuity result in “less comprehensive and unified
instructional programs” for students (Guin, 2004, p. 19), and this directly affects their learning
(Allensworth et al., 2009; Balu et al., 2009; Boyd, Grossman, Lankford, Loeb, & Wyckoff, 2006;
Ingersoll, 2001; Ronfeldt et al., 2013). This may be because, as Ost (forthcoming) recently
demonstrated, when a teacher switches grade assignments, the consequences for students are
“similar to teacher attrition because [the teacher’s] grade-specific human capital is wasted” (p.
24).
Third, repeated turnover thwarts the kind of continuity needed to build sustained, trustful
relationships among teachers, students, and families. Such relationships develop over time and
are critical for forming a sense of community unified by a common mission and an agreed-upon
strategy for achieving it. Sustained and stable relationships also allow schools to establish norms
for instructional quality, professional conduct, student behavior, and parental involvement—all
of which are linked to student achievement—especially for financially impoverished students
(Bryk & Schneider, 2002; Bryk, Sebring, Allensworth, Easton, & Luppescu, 2010; Ronfeldt et
al., 2013).
Finally, when schools lack the social capital that strong collegial relationships create,
teachers may be reluctant to take on leadership roles or to form professional learning
communities. Likewise, in a school with few experienced teachers, the human capital necessary
to effectively mentor new teachers may simply not exist (Loeb, Darling-Hammond, & Luczak,
2005). These factors, in turn, reduce a school’s capacity to develop programs and implement
curricula, and they impede teachers’ ability to improve instruction together, over time
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(Allensworth et al., 2009). Ronfeldt and colleagues (2013) suggest that an unstable teaching
culture may account for the “disruptional effects” (p. 17) that turnover has on all students at
high-turnover schools—including the students of teachers who remain. In response to their
finding that “turnover has a broader, harmful influence on student achievement since it can reach
beyond just those students of teachers who left or of those that replaced them,” the authors
surmise that “one possibility is that turnover negatively affects collegiality or relational trust
among faculty; or perhaps turnover results in loss of institutional knowledge among faculty that
is critical for supporting all student learning” (p.18).
Of course, turnover also compromises instruction by diverting resources from
classrooms, thereby widening the gaps between low-income and wealthier schools (Grissom,
2011). Schools and districts that struggle to retain teachers incur large costs when they must
repeatedly recruit, hire, induct, and develop replacement teachers. The National Commission on
Teaching & America's Future (Barnes, Crowe, & Schaefer, 2007) estimates that nationally, $7.34
billion are spent each year replacing teachers. They find that, on average in urban districts,
individual schools spend $70,000 annually on costs associated with turnover. In contrast, nonurban schools spend $33,000, on average. However, the true cost of turnover is likely much
higher. These calculations do not account for the additional expenses associated with the loss of
human capital and related productivity as students are repeatedly taught by beginning teachers,
who are on average less effective than the somewhat more experienced teachers they replace
(Milanowski & Odden, 2007; Papay & Johnson, 2011).
What Leads Teachers to Leave? Early Explanations
In an effort to explain teachers’ decisions to leave their schools, researchers initially
examined the relationship between turnover and either the individual characteristics of teachers
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or the demographics of students. Although it is important to understand which teachers leave
and which schools they exit, these studies do not explain why patterns of teacher turnover have
developed and persist in high-poverty schools.
Teachers’ personal characteristics
Teachers influence students’ learning more than any other school-based factor
(McCaffrey, Koretz, Lockwood, & Hamilton, 2004; Rivkin et al., 2005; Rockoff, 2004; Sanders
& Rivers, 1996; Wright, Horn, & Sanders, 1997). Those who are most effective are likely to
leave the schools that need them most (Allensworth et al., 2009; Boyd et al., 2005; Goldhaber &
Hansen, 2009). On average, teachers with strong academic backgrounds are prone to move to
higher-income schools with better student achievement—if they don’t leave the profession
altogether (Alliance for Excellent Education, 2008; Boyd et al., 2005; Deangelis & Presley,
2007; Goldhaber, Choi, & Cramer, 2007). Teachers who are certified as “accomplished” by the
National Board for Professional Teaching Standards are more apt to leave high-minority schools
than are teachers who applied, but failed to meet the Board’s standards (Goldhaber & Hansen,
2009). Further, those who teach hard-to-staff subjects rarely stay in hard-to-staff schools (Boe,
2006; Ingersoll & May, 2011; Murnane, Singer, Willett, Kemple, & Olsen, 1991). In general,
since 2000, the least experienced teachers have been especially likely to leave. Typically, these
novices are replaced by even newer teachers (Allensworth et al., 2009; Boyd et al., 2005;
Hanushek et al., 2004; Ingersoll, 2004; Leukens et al., 2004; Marinell & Coca, 2013).
Consequently, the odds that low-income children will be taught by inexperienced teachers are
now higher than ever before.
There is an exception to the rule that promising teachers leave high-poverty schools to
work in wealthier, Whiter communities. Compared with White teachers, teachers of color—
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particularly Black and Latino teachers—are more likely to stay in teaching and at schools that
serve students with similar racial and socioeconomic backgrounds (Achinstein et al., 2010;
Hanushek et al., 2004; Ingersoll & May, 2011; Ingersoll, 2001; Kirby, Berends, & Naftel, 1999;
Marinell & Coca, 2013; Murnane et al., 1991). This is notable because research suggests that
there are “rather large educational benefits” for students who are assigned to teachers of their
own race (Dee, 2004, p. 209; Dee, 2005). These patterns suggest that teachers’ personal
characteristics matter in their decisions about where to teach and when to leave.
Student body demographics
Many researchers have investigated the factors influencing teacher mobility by modeling
departures as a function of the school’s student demographics (Boyd et al., 2005; Carroll et al.,
2000; Clotfelter, Ladd, & Vigdor, 2011; Hanushek et al., 2004; Scafidi, Sjoquist, &
Stinebrickner, 2007). Repeatedly, they find that on average, when teachers transfer, they move
to schools serving fewer low-income, low-achieving minority students.
Hanushek, Kain and Rivkin’s 2004 article, “Why public schools lose teachers,” is
perhaps the most frequently-cited study employing this design and other researchers have
explicitly modeled their work on it (Boyd et al., 2005; Scafidi et al., 2007). Hanushek and his
colleagues used matched student/teacher panel data to investigate how salary and student body
demographics influence turnover in Texas public elementary schools serving low-income and
minority students. As the authors explain, because Texas turnover patterns mirror national
patterns, these findings are potentially relevant more broadly.
Hanushek et al. (2004) found that on average, when teachers transfer, they “seek out
schools with fewer academically and economically disadvantaged students” (p. 340). The
authors note that this pattern aligns with the hypothesis of other research that when new teachers
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are placed in the “most difficult teaching situations within urban districts” (p. 340), they leave as
they gain experience (Raymond, Fletcher, & Luque, 2001 and Raymond & Fletcher, 2002, as
cited in Hanushek et al., 2004). Hanushek et al. also found that moves by teachers were much
more strongly related to student race and achievement than to salary differentials. They suggest
that, for some teachers, the “salary premia required to offset the turnover effects of student
characteristics” would be extraordinarily large—especially in “many large urban schools,
[which] display a combination of achievement deficits and concentrations of minority students”
(p. 350). For example, they estimate that the average salary differential required to counter this
trend among inexperienced females would be 25-40% above current pay rates.
The authors further suggest that teachers’ career decisions are driven by their own
“preferences for student race or ethnicity” (p. 352), and that, if this is the case, “districts possess
few policy options” for remedying the problems of turnover. That is, if teachers prefer to work
with a different type of student, there is little that policymakers can do to change their minds.
Hanushek et al. (2004) do mention that working conditions might play a role in teachers’
decisions, but note that their dataset did not permit them to “disentang[le] the various potential
aspects of working conditions,” such as “disciplinary problems, rigid bureaucracies, poor
leadership, high student turnover, and general safety concerns” (p. 352).
Scafidi and colleagues (2007), who conducted a similar study in Georgia, report that
“[t]he message from our work is remarkably similar to that of Hanushek, et al. (2004)” (p. 158).
They find that “the proportion of students that are black has strong relationships to virtually all of
the exit reasons” (p. 158) and they confirm that teachers are more likely to leave high-poverty,
high-minority schools. The researchers suggest that this may be because teachers potentially
“receive less enjoyment in minority schools” (p. 158).
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Reframing the Discourse: Examining Turnover through an Organizational Lens
Others have reframed the analysis. Instead of modeling departures as a function of
student or teacher demographics, these researchers employ an analysis grounded in organization
theory and the sociology of organizations. They suggest that the problem rests with the schools,
not with the students. Johnson et al. (2012) write that “teachers who leave high-poverty, highminority schools reject the dysfunctional contexts in which they work, rather than the students
they teach” (p. 4). Using somewhat different survey instruments, sample constructions, and
definitions of working conditions, these researchers focus on problems within the school
organization that can potentially be manipulated through policy amendments and practice-based
interventions (Ingersoll, 2004).
The importance of considering school context in teacher movement patterns was first
reported by Richard Ingersoll (2001). Using NCES’ nationally representative School and
Staffing Survey (SASS) dataset and its supplement, the Teacher Followup Survey (TFS),
Ingersoll estimated the effects of teacher characteristics, school characteristics, and
organizational conditions on teacher turnover. He found that organizational factors pertaining to
administrative support, teacher input in decision-making, salary, and aspects of school culture
(especially, student discipline) were associated with higher rates of turnover—even when he
controlled for school location, school level, and demographic characteristics of teachers and
students.
Complementing Ingersoll’s work is a longitudinal, qualitative study conducted by
researchers at the Project on the Next Generation of Teachers (Johnson & Birkeland, 2003;
Johnson & Project on the Next Generation of Teachers, 2004). Based on interviews with fifty
new teachers over four years of teaching, Johnson and Birkeland (2003) report that, although
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teachers’ personal circumstances influenced their career decisions, it was their “sense of success”
(p. 581) with their own students that most influenced their decision about whether to stay in their
school, move to a different school, or leave teaching altogether. Overall, the teachers said that it
was the environment of their school that made success likely—or unlikely. New teachers in
schools that were organized to support them through collegial interaction, opportunities for
growth, appropriate assignments, adequate resources, and school-wide structures supporting
student learning, were more likely to stay in those schools and in teaching than were the new
teachers working at schools that lacked such supports. For example, novice teachers who stayed
through year three reported having benefitted from working conditions, such as reduced teaching
or administrative assignments, regular feedback on their teaching, high-quality professional
development and graduated expectations for improving their instruction. These schools featured
the frequent, collegial exchange of information and ideas among experienced and novice
teachers, in what the authors called an “integrated professional culture” (p. 605; see also Kardos,
Johnson, Peske, Kauffman, & Liu, 2001).
Neither Ingersoll nor Johnson and her colleagues specifically sought to explain turnover
rates in high-poverty schools. However, their organizational perspective provided a foundation
for subsequent research about the “revolving door” phenomenon in this subset of schools. In an
effort to explain why teachers leave high-poverty schools, some researchers have used this
organizational perspective to disentangle the effects of student demographics from working
conditions.
Explaining away the link between student demographics and teacher turnover
During the last decade, a number of researchers have refined methods for using an
organizational perspective to frame analyses of turnover in high-poverty schools. All of the
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studies discussed here use large, quantitative datasets and many build on the research designs
employed in prior work. In every study, the researchers conclude that organizational
conditions—a concept defined and measured somewhat differently in each case—are strong
predictors of turnover. In fact, researchers who included both working conditions and race in
their model found that working conditions explain away all or most of the relationship between
student demographics and teacher turnover. Further, most of these researchers attempt to
identify and disentangle the components of working conditions that affect turnover most
profoundly. Repeatedly, they found that teachers’ perceptions of their principal are among the
most important in teachers’ career decisions. In studies that included collegial relationships and
aspects of school culture as predictors in their models of turnover, these factors proved to be
especially important as well.
“How teaching conditions predict teacher turnover in California schools.” Loeb,
Darling-Hammond and Luczak (2005) conducted phone surveys with a representative sample of
California teachers—1,071 teachers randomly sampled from nearly as many schools—about how
they experienced working at their school. The researchers used responses to develop a “school
conditions” construct based on teachers’ ratings of professional development, working
conditions for teachers, the teacher’s own job satisfaction, experiences with required
standardized tests, parental involvement, instructional materials, physical facilities, and the
availability of technology (p. 55). Then, using regression models that included district data on
salary, teacher background characteristics, student demographics, and the working conditions
constructs, Loeb and her colleagues examined the relationship between these predictors and two
school-level dependent variables: whether teachers reported that turnover was a serious problem
and whether teachers reported that vacancies were hard to fill.
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Although the racial and economic composition of a school was a strong predictor of both
turnover and hiring problems, Loeb et al. found that, when the school conditions factor was
added to the model, the predictive power of student characteristics on both outcomes was
reduced. Notably, the relationship between the proportion of Latino students and teacher
turnover was no longer statistically significant. Similarly, when school conditions were added to
the model predicting “difficulty filling vacancies,” (p. 62), no student characteristics remained
statistically significant predictors of this outcome.
“The schools teachers leave.” Researchers at the Consortium on Chicago School
Research (Allensworth et al., 2009) conducted a similar study in the Chicago Public Schools
(CPS), where roughly 20% of schools lose over 30% of their staff annually. At these schools,
almost all students are low-income and Black or Latino. In addition, most of the schools risk
disciplinary action from district and state officials if student achievement remains low.
However, the authors report that turnover inhibits these schools from building the capacity they
need to improve. To examine the mechanisms that drive teachers away from these schools,
Allensworth and her colleagues linked individual CPS teachers’ personnel records with data
from the teachers’ schools. School-level data included: students’ racial and economic
composition, school size, student test scores, student mobility rates, the school’s probation
history, and the principal’s experience. The researchers also surveyed teachers and students at
400 schools about their school’s professional capacity, learning climate, instructional leadership,
and parent involvement.
Allensworth et al. found that factors affecting “school climate and organization” (p. 25)
explained over 75% of the difference in teacher stability rates among elementary schools and
nearly all of the variation among high schools. Among school organizational factors, the
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presence of “positive, trusting, working relationships” (p. 25) was most influential. In schools
where teachers reported “a strong sense of collective responsibility—where there is a shared
commitment among the faculty to improve the school so that all students can learn” (p. 25), oneyear stability rates were 4-5 percentage points higher than in other schools with comparable
demographics. In addition, schools that offered novices support retained more teachers.
Factors related to the quality of the principal also proved to be important. Stability rates
were higher in schools where teachers reported having high levels of influence over school
decisions, trust in their principals, “a strong instructional leader” as principal, and coherent
instructional programming (Allensworth, et al., 2009, p. 26). The authors suggest that “these are
the schools where the principal and teachers work together to coordinate instruction and
programs in a coherent and sustained way” (p. 26). Further, they found that, although some of
the relationship between school leadership and teacher stability was explained by other schoollevel working conditions, “principal leadership remain[ed] a strong, significant predictor of
teacher stability on its own” (p. 26).
Allensworth et al. (2009) also provided new findings about school culture and teacher
retention. First, teacher-parent relationships predicted a statistically significant portion of
turnover in both elementary and high schools. Second, teachers were more likely to remain at
schools that provided safe and supportive environments for students. This was especially true
for high schools, where students’ reports of “appropriate academic behavior” among peers as
well as teachers’ perceptions of school safety predicted stability rates among teachers that were
6% higher than in comparison schools.
“Teachers’ perceptions of their working conditions: How predictive of planned and actual
teacher movement?” Analyzing data from North Carolina’s Teacher Working Conditions
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Survey, which included responses from over 70% of the state’s teachers, Helen Ladd (2011)
found that teachers’ reports about their working conditions were highly predictive of their
intentions to leave their schools, even when controlling for student race and socioeconomic
status. Her study relied on a definition of working conditions that included “the physical features
of the workplace, the organizational structure, and the sociological, political and psychological
and educational features of the work environment” (p. 237). Because certain conditions are
difficult to measure and may overlap, Ladd employed exploratory factor analysis to sort
teachers’ responses to the wide range of questions about their working conditions.
Consistent with prior studies that included both student demographics and working
conditions, Ladd (2011) found that, by far, the dominant factor predicting both intended and
actual school-level turnover was teachers’ perceptions of school leadership. Teachers who
viewed their school’s leader positively were less likely to plan to depart than those who did not.
Moreover, schools where teachers widely viewed their principals positively experienced less
actual turnover one year later than schools where teachers did not view their principals
positively. In addition, when elementary and middle school teachers had time in their schedules
for collaboration and planning, they were less likely to say that they intended to leave the school.
Similarly, in high schools that provided expanded roles for teachers, survey respondents were
less likely to report that they planned to leave. Notably, Ladd determined that working
conditions predict not only individual teachers’ plans to stay or leave, as reported in the survey,
but also the overall turnover rates at their school one year later.
Ladd’s (2011) analysis revealed that working conditions contribute more explanatory
power to models of turnover than other factors—including student demographics. She was clear,
however, that these findings do not negate the importance of a school’s student demographics.
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Rather, she urged that working conditions be considered in tandem with demographic
information because of the strong correlation between the two. She cautioned that “models that
try to capture the quality of a teacher’s work environment solely by easy-to-measure variables
such as the proportion of students who are Black are likely to overstate the importance of student
race as a repelling factor for teachers” (p. 255).
“The influence of school administrators on teacher retention decisions.” Boyd,
Grossman, Ing, Lankford, Loeb and Wyckoff (2011) introduced yet another approach to
understanding the factors that influence teachers’ decisions. They realized that using survey
responses by teachers to assess overall working conditions at a school might be problematic
because an individual’s career plans might influence his outlook on his school. Therefore, they
used one group of teachers’ perceptions about working conditions to predict the career decisions
of other teachers at that school. Combining their survey data with administrative data for all New
York City public schools and teachers, Boyd et al. examined the links between teachers’
assessments of working conditions and the career trajectories of both the respondents and of all
the other teachers in their school. Like other researchers examining this issue, Boyd et al. found
that when school context factors were included in their regression model, the predictive power of
student race dropped substantially. They reported that their results “offer further support for the
causal relationship between school working conditions and teacher retention decisions” (p. 311).
Basing their survey on the SASS, suggestions from district staff, and prior research, Boyd
et al. (2011) included six primary factors to measure school working conditions: teacher
influence, administration, staff relations, student composition, quality of facilities, and school
safety. With rare exception, teachers in schools with fewer low-income and/or fewer Black and
Latino students reported better working conditions. In addition, among these contextual factors,
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the researchers found that novice teachers’ perceptions of their school’s administration were by
far the strongest predictor of decisions to transfer or to leave teaching among both novice
teachers and their more experienced colleagues. Although each factor (except perceptions of
school safety) was a statistically significant predictor of teacher turnover when included in the
model separately, in the full model, perceptions of the school’s administration remained the only
statistically significant predictor of attrition.
“How context matters in high-need schools: The effects of teachers’ working
conditions on their professional satisfaction and their students’ achievement.” Johnson,
Kraft and Papay (2012) came to similar conclusions in their investigation of why teachers leave
high-poverty schools. Analyzing data from the statewide Massachusetts Teaching Learning and
Leading (MassTeLLS) survey, they found that measures of school context explained a large
portion of the apparent relationship between student demographic characteristics and both
teacher satisfaction and career intentions. They also found that favorable working conditions
predicted higher rates of academic growth, as measured by standardized tests, even in schools
serving similar low-income, high-minority student populations. They suggested that “students
would be well-served to attend a school that is known to be a good place to teach, since that
school is likely to attract and retain other like-minded teachers” (p. 28).
Moreover, Johnson et al. sought to gauge the relative weight in predicting turnover of
nine key theory-based factors: colleagues, community support, facilities, governance, principals,
professional expertise, resources, school culture, and time. Based on their analysis of the survey
data, they reported that the working conditions that mattered most to teachers were the
principal’s leadership, collegial relationships, and the school’s organizational culture, defined as
“the extent to which the school environment is characterized by mutual trust, respect, openness
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and commitment to student achievement” (p. 14). These factors, all involving social
interactions, most strongly predicted teachers’ satisfaction with their jobs and their future career
plans. However, because these factors are highly correlated, it was difficult to disentangle their
effects using a quantitative analysis.
“Who stays and who leaves? Findings from a three part study of teacher turnover
in NYC middle schools.” In the most comprehensive study of middle school teacher turnover to
date, the Research Alliance for New York City Schools (Marinell & Coca, 2013) drew on ten
years of administrative data from the nation’s largest district. They found that of all middle
school teachers who had entered teaching between 2002 and 2009, 66% left their schools within
five years. This pattern was similar among high school teachers (65%) and elementary school
teachers (59%). To explore what motivates this mass exodus, the authors surveyed over 4000
middle school teachers about how long they intended to stay at their school or in teaching,
whether they were considering leaving, and how they experienced various aspects of their work
environment, including principal leadership, school disorder, teacher collegiality, and
professional control—defined as “the extent to which teachers feel they have control over
various aspects of their work” (p. 25). The researchers complemented their findings with actual
turnover data from all middle schools in the district and with interviews at four case study
schools.
Using regression analyses to determine whether working conditions predicted turnover,
Marinell and Coca found that teachers were more likely to remain at schools where they
considered the principal “trusting and supportive of the teaching staff, a knowledgeable
instructional leader, an efficient manager, and adept at forming partnerships with external
organizations.” Higher levels of order at a school, indicated by “fewer incidents of violence,
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theft, disrespect towards teachers, and student absenteeism,” (p. viii) were also associated with
lower levels of turnover. Although less influential than the presence of a strong leader and a
sense of order in the school, collegiality (defined as “support, rapport, trust and respect” among
teachers) was also associated with lower rates of turnover (p. 27).
Together, these studies make an important case for reframing the discourse about teacher
turnover to focus on the school as a workplace. Using a range of methods and an array of
samples, they demonstrate that the conditions in which teachers work affect their decisions about
whether to stay at their school. When working conditions are considered, the effect of student
demographics on turnover is considerably diminished or eliminated altogether. In addition, the
positive correlation between working conditions and student achievement suggests that working
conditions may directly affect student learning.
Administrative Support, Collegial Relationships, and School Culture: How Do They
Matter?
In virtually every study discussed here, some combination of social working conditions—
the quality of school leadership, the caliber of collegial relationships, and specific aspects of
school culture—is found to influence teachers’ satisfaction and their anticipated or actual career
decisions. However, these studies do not closely analyze what it is about school leadership that
matters, why teachers care who their colleagues are, or whether some elements of school culture
(variously defined) drive teachers’ decisions more strongly than others. In part, this is because it
is challenging for quantitative studies to separate out the effects of elements that are highly
correlated. Yet, if policymakers and practitioners are to identify actions and initiatives that
would improve teachers’ working conditions and, therefore, students’ learning conditions, we
must understand these factors much better.
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Administrative Support
The literature is rich with examples of how strong principals “broker strong workplace
conditions” (Johnson, 2006, p. 15). As leaders, principals can articulate a clear vision for their
learning community and set the stage for seeing that vision through. They can invest in human
capital by hiring skilled teachers and support staff who are committed to their school’s mission
(Beteille, Kalogrides, & Loeb, 2011; Liu et al., 2008). They can assign teachers to appropriate
subject areas and grades (Balu et al., 2009-2010; Donaldson & Johnson, 2011), and they can
create formal structures that support instruction (Borman & Dowling, 2008), such as peer
mentoring, common planning time, and well-defined disciplinary systems (Supovitz & Poglinco,
2001). Principals can set a positive, professional tone by building trust (Bryk & Schneider,
2002), rewarding collaboration, and developing opportunities for differentiated roles for teachers
(Rosenholtz, 1989). Principals can navigate tricky political situations and take steps to shelter
teachers from the brunt of external demands and mandates that may distract them from their
teaching (Achinstein et al., 2010; Waters, Marzano, & McNulty, 2003). Principals can listen to
students’ views and promote student leadership (Mitra, 2008), build relationships with parents
(Achinstein et al., 2010; Mapp, 2003), and partner with community organizations to maximize
students’ opportunities to learn (Spillane, Hallett, & Diamond, 2003; Warren, 2005).
Grissom (2011) suggests that principals may be even more critical in high-poverty
schools than they are in wealthier schools, which is especially problematic since, on average,
high-poverty schools are led by inexperienced, weaker-than-average principals (Loeb,
Kalogrides, & Horng, 2010). Analyzing SASS/TFS survey data, Grissom (2011) found that
teachers working in a high-poverty school led by an effective principal are generally more
satisfied than teachers in a non “disadvantaged school” (p. 2552) working under an equally
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effective principal. Grissom concludes that ultimately, an effective principal “completely
offsets” teacher turnover in disadvantaged schools (p. 2576).
It is difficult to disentangle the many ways in which principals affect teachers’ work and
their decisions about whether to stay or go. However, teachers repeatedly cite a small number of
factors—the principal’s effectiveness as a school manager, instructional leadership, and
inclusiveness in decision-making.
Principals as general managers. The basic responsibility of a principal is to ensure that
the school “work[s] properly” (Bryk et al., 2010, p. 62)—that teachers have supplies, meetings
operate on schedule, facilities are cared for, budgets are sensibly managed, and communication
channels work. Grissom and Loeb (2011) identified principals’ organizational management
skills as a predictor of student achievement and suggest that, without attention to organizational
management, principals rarely produce overall school improvement. They surmise that this is
partly because teachers who can find positions elsewhere often leave when frustrated by poor
management. They therefore recommend that policymakers consider encouraging or assigning
principals with strong organizational management skills to work in high-poverty schools as a
strategy for addressing income-achievement gaps. Johnson and Birkeland (2003) found similar
evidence regarding the importance of principals’ organizational management skills as they
interviewed new teachers. For example, one teacher, who had left the classroom altogether, did
so, in part, because of a principal whose lack of leadership skills caused the school—a
community-based charter, serving African American students—to “unravel” (p. 596). After
encouraging teachers to develop a school improvement plan, the principal abandoned it
suddenly. Because the school had “not really [set] up structures [to help teachers] to do the best
job, given the population, and the things that [teachers] have to deal with” (p. 596), the teacher
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explained that ultimately, an estimated 70% of the staff left. As Bryk and colleagues (2010)
explain, poor management “undermines teachers’ classroom work by eating away at the amount
of effective instructional time” (p. 61).
Teachers identify fairness as an especially important component of their principals’
management skills, and they report leaving schools to avoid principals who are “arbitrary,
abusive, or neglectful” (Johnson and Birkeland, 2003, p. 594). When they transfer, teachers seek
out “fair and encouraging” leaders (p. 599). Using SASS data, Grissom and Kaiser (2011)
explored ideas of fairness in their study of factors influencing minority teacher retention. They
found that White principals tend to allocate special benefits—including more pay and more
specialized positions—to same-race teachers. Consequently, Black teachers earned less than
their “observationally equivalent” White colleagues at the same school (Grissom & Keiser,
2011). The authors speculate that this trend may explain why, as teachers gain experience, they
sort towards schools with principals of the same race. These findings raise further concerns
because schools that serve large numbers of minority students attract the greatest proportion of
minority teachers, but are rarely led by principals of color (Grissom, 2011).
Principals as instructional leaders. Teachers are more likely to stay in schools where
their principals recognize the many things that they, as school leaders, can do to influence
instruction and invest in it by engaging in a “deliberate orchestration of people, programs, and
extant resources” (Bryk et al., 2010, p. 63). Teachers want to be in schools where principals
strategically hire the right people and actively retain them (Balu et al., 2009-2010; Johnson &
Birkeland, 2003; Johnson, Kardos, Kauffman, Liu, & Donaldson, 2004; Liu et al., 2008; Brown
& Wynn, 2009). They want to work for principals who regularly conduct fair evaluations of
their teaching practice and, in the process, provide useful suggestions for improving pedagogy
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(Reinhorn, 2013). They also want to work for principals who give them an appropriate teaching
load (Borman & Dowling, 2008; Johnson et al., 2005; Leukens et al., 2004). Too often, highpoverty schools lose teachers when they are assigned large classes, classes that are outside their
field, or assignments that span multiple subjects or grade levels. It is especially common for
novice teachers in such schools to cope with several of aspects of misassignment simultaneously,
which bears heavily on their sense of efficacy (Donaldson & Johnson, 2010; Ingersoll, 2002;
Johnson et al., 2005) and likely affects their students. As Ost (forthcoming) found, even when
teachers’ grade-level assignments are reconfigured, the negative effects on student achievement
are especially pronounced among relatively new teachers.
In schools that retain teachers, principals think about their teachers as learners and
commit to helping them improve continuously (Borman & Dowling, 2008; Cochran-Smith et al.,
2012; Johnson & Birkeland, 2003). They can enable teachers to work collaboratively on
instruction. As Rosenholtz (1989) explained in her study of elementary schools in Tennessee,
norms of collaboration “do not spring spontaneously out of teachers’ mutual respect and concern
for each other” (p. 44). Rather, they are deliberately constructed, in large part, by principals.
Strong principals intentionally develop and maintain an “integrated professional culture” in their
schools (Kardos, Johnson, Peske, Kauffman, & Liu, 2001, p. 250), where novices benefit from
ongoing guidance and support from more experienced teachers, while veterans enjoy the
challenges of mentoring their new colleagues.
Principals as inclusive decision-makers. Gaining teachers’ support for programs and
other initiatives is an important strategy for retaining teachers. In high-poverty schools, teachers
readily grant their principals the authority they need to lead school improvement—but only if
they perceive that the principal will listen to their ideas and engage them as partners in the
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change process (Bryk et al., 2010; Johnson et al., 2013; Achinstein & Ogawa, 2011). Similarly,
teachers who experience autonomy and discretion in a range of decisions, from selecting texts to
setting expectations for discipline within their classes, are less likely to report feeling
discouraged and more likely to exert their best effort and consider teaching for the long-term
(Rosenholtz, 1989; Weiss, 1999). On the other hand, when principals “interrupt, abandon,
criticize and maintain control over teachers,” teachers report “low motivation, feelings of being
unsupported, fear and confusion, avoidance [of work] and feelings of being manipulated or
abused” (Johnson et al., 2005, p. 72). Such “problematic power relations” (Achinstein & Ogawa,
2011, p. 72), which are common in high-poverty schools, (Darling-Hammond, 2001; Bryk et al.,
2010) often drive teachers to leave.
Inclusive governance is important to teachers in all schools, but it may be especially
important for minority teachers. In their study exploring the minority teacher shortage, Ingersoll
and May (2011) document that, on average, more minority teachers leave the profession each
year than join it. When asked why they depart, the most common explanations involved feeling
dissatisfied about the level of collective decision-making and influence granted to teachers and,
similarly, the small degree of autonomy they could exercise within their classroom.
Collegial Support
Although Lortie’s (1975) classic depiction of the school as an “egg-crate,” where
teachers work in isolation and prize their classroom privacy, remains apt in many schools today,
subsequent survey research shows that teachers’ preferences about collaboration have changed in
the last half-century. In every survey conducted by the National Education Association since
1956, teachers have identified “cooperative/competent colleagues/mentors” (Wolman, 2010, p.
328), as one of the top six factors that help them teach, and since the 1990s, it has consistently
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been ranked most important (see also, Drury and Baer, 2011). Therefore, it is not surprising that
research reports a clear relationship between teachers’ experiences with their colleagues and their
continued commitment to teaching at their school (Allensworth et al., 2009; Guarino, Santibanez,
& Daley, 2006; Johnson et al., 2005; Rosenholtz, 1989). As noted earlier, principals can enable
and facilitate collegial relationships, but productive collaboration requires teachers’ investment
as well. The research suggests that three factors support teachers’ work with their colleagues: an
inclusive environment characterized by respect and trust among colleagues, formal structures
that promote collaboration, and the presence of a shared mission among teachers.
Inclusive environment of respect & trust. Working in an inclusive environment where
teachers respect one another and the students they serve is important to teachers (Achinstein &
Ogawa, 2011; Bryk & Schneider, 2002). In interviews with Johnson (1990), teachers said that
they relied on their colleagues for both professional and personal needs, including “social
interaction, reassurance and psychological support” (p. 156). In schools where students’ needs
are great—as they often are in high-poverty schools—it is plausible that teachers depend on one
another even more than they do in other schools.
In their work on school-based relationships, Bryk and Schneider (2002) found trust to be
a prerequisite for building communities where teachers count on one another. In schools where
teachers doubt whether their colleagues are “’doing the right thing’… [for] the right reasons” (p.
21) they are less willing to work together. Although scholars have not systematically studied
how components of trust affect turnover, teachers who do not feel that they can trust their coworkers are likely to seek employment elsewhere.
Formal structures for collaboration & support. Teachers want to work in schools
where educators support one another by “teach[ing] each other the practice of teaching” (Little,
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1982, p. 331). As Little explains, schools do this by systematically engaging faculty in
“frequent, continuous and increasingly concrete and precise talk about teaching practice (as
distinct from teacher characteristics and failings, the social lives of teachers, the foibles and
failures of students and their families and the unfortunate demands of society on the school)” (p.
331).
In their study of professional culture, Kardos and colleagues (2001) considered how
norms of collaboration might influence teacher satisfaction and retention. In schools with an
“integrated professional culture” (p. 250), teachers’ work responsibilities were “deliberately
arranged to intersect” (p. 277) through exchanges that drew on both the new ideas of novices and
the wisdom of veterans. Consequently, teachers viewed themselves as being part of a collective
with joint responsibility for each other, their students, and the school community. Teachers
benefiting from an integrated professional culture reported greater satisfaction with their schools
than did teachers in schools where the professional culture was exclusively oriented towards the
concerns of novices or veterans.
The norms of collaboration that emerge in an integrated professional culture are
deliberately developed, often through formal structures, such as well-designed mentoring and
induction programs. These structures help novices acclimate to their new role Kardos et al.,
2001) and have been linked to teacher retention (Cochran-Smith, et al., 2012; Ingersoll, 2003;
Kapadia, Coca, & Easton, 2007). However, many mentoring and induction programs are poorly
structured and thus fail to deliver the positive results many expect (Glazerman et al., 2010). This
problem is especially prevalent in low-income schools, where novices are less likely to have
mentors (Donaldson & Johnson, 2010; Johnson et al., 2004; Kardos & Johnson, 2010). When
they do have mentors, they are less likely to report having meaningful interactions with them
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about their teaching, in part because they often do not teach the same subject or grade level or
even at the same school. Without the personalized support they need, teachers frequently
flounder (Cochran-Smith, et al., 2012; Donaldson & Johnson, 2010; Johnson et al., 2004; Kardos
& Johnson, 2010).
Teachers’ instructional teams are another common structure designed to support
collaboration and school improvement. Many schools rely on teams as the key to school
improvement, yet instituting teams does not necessarily lead to better schools (Rosenholtz, 1989;
Troen & Boles, 2011). Teams vary widely in quality, and without proper training and support
from veteran teachers and an effective principal, they often flail. Recently, Charner-Laird and
colleagues (2013) interviewed teachers in six high-poverty urban schools and concluded that
teachers found their work on teams valuable when it was congruent with their individual needs
as classroom teachers and with a larger, meaningful agenda for improvement within their
program or school. However, when teams failed to provide both, teachers felt frustrated about
their formal collaborative work and tended to withdraw.
A shared set of professional goals and purposes. In schools where teachers lack a
common set of goals, they are far less likely to collaborate (Rosenholtz, 1989). In Chicago,
Allensworth and her team (2009) found that teachers prefer to work in schools where their
colleagues are committed to innovation, share a “’can-do’ attitude” (p. 25) and take
responsibility for bettering the school at-large (p. 30). When teachers see their co-workers as
“uncooperative and resistant to change” (p. 30), they leave. Other scholars have documented
similar findings (Cochran-Smith, et al., 2012; Johnson & Birkeland, 2003; Kardos & Johnson,
2007).
In high-poverty schools, teachers of all racial and economic backgrounds often say they
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have chosen to teach at their school precisely because they are motivated to help low-income,
minority students succeed (Achinstein & Ogawa, 2011; Cochran-Smith et al., 2012; Johnson et
al., forthcoming; Kraft et al., 2013; Love & Krueger, 2005; Quartz, 2003; Tamir, 2009; Yarrow,
2009). Teachers also care whether their colleagues share a perspective on social justice
(Achinstein & Ogawa, 2011; Cochran-Smith, et al., 2012). Achinstein and Ogawa (2011)
reported that the 21 teachers of color they interviewed wanted to work with colleagues who
shared their “humanistic commitments” (p. 19) to teaching in low-income and minority
communities. When they left their schools, they frequently cited a “lack of multicultural capital
(low expectations for, or negative attitudes about, students of color and lack of support for
culturally responsive or socially just teaching)” (p. 74) as a chief reason for doing so.
School Culture
School culture is the “ephemeral, taken for granted aspect of school” (Deal and Peterson
(2009) p. 7), including prevailing norms and values that are expressed through individuals’
practices and behaviors. A strong, positive school culture reinforces the sense of community and
social trust necessary for school improvement (Bryk & Schneider, 2002; Deal & Peterson, 2009).
Not surprisingly, strong school culture is also linked to increased teacher retention.
Components of school culture are difficult to disentangle from other elements of school
context. For example, principals influence teachers’ professional relationships, and in doing so,
shape the school’s norms for how work is done. The quality of teachers’ experiences as they
work with one another contributes to the overall sense of what matters in the school. Because
school culture overlaps with so many other factors, researchers have not yet agreed on a specific
definition of school culture—as evidenced in the studies we cite here, For example, Johnson et
al. (2012) studied school culture as a predictor of teacher satisfaction and teacher turnover. They
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defined it as “the extent to which the school environment is characterized by mutual trust,
respect, openness, and commitment to student achievement” (p. 14). Others have investigated
specific components of school culture (for example, order and discipline, parental engagement,
or student satisfaction) as independent predictors of teacher turnover. We already have addressed
some aspects of school culture, such as the principal’s responsiveness to teachers’ ideas and
teachers’ readiness to support new colleagues. Here, we focus on factors that involve teachers’
interactions with students and parents—because repeatedly, norms of student discipline and
parental involvement surface as powerful drivers of teacher turnover.
Student discipline. Teachers leave schools where a lack of student discipline impedes
their ability to teach (Allensworth et al., 2009; Johnson et al., 2005; Ladd, 2011; Marinell &
Coca, 2013). This is especially true in high-poverty schools (Allensworth et al., 2009; Ingersoll,
2004), among novice teachers (Kapadia et al., 2007; Kukla-Acevedo, 2009), and among White
teachers (Ingersoll & May, 2011). Disruptive classroom behavior frustrates teachers, especially
in high schools, and teacher turnover is strongly predicted by students’ perceptions of their
peers’ behavior (Allensworth et al., 2009). School-level decorum also affects teachers’
instruction and influences their decisions to stay or leave. Teachers want to be in schools that
have school-wide norms for behavior and consistent discipline policies (Johnson & Birkeland,
2003; Kraft et al., 2013; Marinell & Coca, 2013). It is also important to teachers that they teach
in environments where adults and students feel safe (Allensworth et al., 2009; Public Agenda,
2004). However, problematic behavior is not limited to violence or disruption. Teachers also
may leave in response to apathy or disengagement that undermines their teaching and leaves
them feeling unsuccessful (Metz, 1993; Public Agenda, 2004; Steinberg, 1996).
At high-poverty schools—especially those serving large portions of minority students—
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reports of student disciplinary infractions are far more common than at wealthier schools
(Gregory, Skiba, & Noguera, 2010), which may result from both in-school and out-of-school
factors, including lack of strong school leadership or poverty among students (Anyon, 1995;
Bowen & Bowen, 1999; Kraft et al., 2013). Notably, teachers of all backgrounds report
struggling with student discipline and needing administrative support for handling disciplinary
situations (Marinell & Coca, 2013). Among New York City’s middle school teachers, 75% of
those considering departure indicated that “student discipline problems and/or lack of student
motivation” might compel them to leave (p. 28). Marinell and Coca (2013) explain that student
behavior both influences and is influenced by teacher turnover. At one school, teachers felt that
“students neither respected nor trusted incoming teachers.” They had been demoralized by
teachers’ repeated departures. One teacher explained, “[t]he kids see that the stronger teachers
leave, and it does something to the overall tone of the building as far as the students’ behavior,
and that affects teachers that stay” (p. 33).
Parent Engagement. A school’s ongoing relationships with parents also contribute to
teachers’ satisfaction with working conditions (Allensworth et al., 2009; Loeb et al., 2005).
Parents influence teachers’ commitment to their school (Henkin & Holliman, 2009) and predict
turnover at all school levels (Allensworth et al., 2009). At a minimum, teachers count on parents
to ensure that their children attend school, ready to learn, each day (Bryk & Schneider, 2002;
Bryk et al., 2010; Kraft et al., 2013). Teachers also expect parents to engage in “joint problem
solving” about student behavior (Bryk et al., 2010, p. 58). Importantly, this type of parentteacher interaction is far more predictive of teacher retention than are other forms of parent
engagement, such as helping with their child’s schoolwork (Allensworth et al., 2009).
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Parent-teacher interactions are shaped by school structures that foster communication
between teachers and parents and enable parents to participate in the school community
(Achinstein & Ogawa, 2011; Allensworth et al., 2009; Bryk & Schneider, 2002). Kraft et al.
(2013) explain that teachers in high-poverty schools understand that challenges related to poverty
may inhibit parents from active involvement in their children’s education. In some schools,
teachers view these challenges as insurmountable, while in others they feel supported by schoolwide parent engagement efforts. Bryk and Schneider (2002) explain that engaging parents with
the school is essential for developing trust between teachers and parents in low-income schools
where “power asymmetry” (p. 28) can impede productive home-school relationships.
Next Steps: Improving Working Conditions and Retention in High-Poverty Schools
Directions for Future Research
The six major studies
discussed earlier (Allensworth et al., 2009; Boyd et al., 2011; Johnson et al., 2012; Ladd, 2011;
Loeb et al., 2005; Marinell & Coca, 2013) clearly establish the importance of the school
organization in teachers’ decisions about whether to remain in high-poverty schools. They lay
the groundwork for future research by identifying themes in teachers’ preferences and
highlighting patterns in teachers’ career decisions. This body of work is complemented by an
informative, but limited, group of studies exploring how the particularly influential predictors of
turnover in high-poverty schools—administrators, colleagues, and aspects of school culture –
influence teachers’ decisions about whether to stay at their schools. However, far more
research—both qualitative and quantitative—is needed to explain how these components of the
school environment affect retention.

	
  

33

Teacher Turnover in High-Poverty Schools: What We Know and Can Do
	
  

Much of the research on teacher retention draws upon large, quantitative, survey-based
datasets that illuminate the elements of school context that are most likely to drive teachers out
of high-poverty schools. Although the survey instruments vary, they all primarily rely on a
multiple-choice format that asks teachers to interpret complex ideas and respond within a limited
set of choices, thus restricting researchers’ ability to probe teachers’ responses more deeply. For
instance, several surveys ask teachers to consider the importance of colleagues, but none
specifies a particular aspect of teachers’ collegial relationships or even defines who is included in
this category. More qualitative research might complement and inform the existing survey
research. For example, in a school where novices report that they stay because of the support
they receive from their colleagues, researchers could gain insights into precisely how those
colleagues influence one another’s decisions by interviewing novice teachers, observing grade
team meetings, and tracking the everyday activities of new teachers’ mentors. Such an iterative
use of quantitative and qualitative methods would also enable researchers to build more precise
research instruments—such as better surveys or more focused interview protocols—for future
studies.
Second, existing research unveils important information about how sub-groups of
teachers respond to different aspects of the work environment. For example, the concerns of
teachers who share background characteristics with their students appear to differ somewhat
from the concerns of teachers who have had limited encounters with a particular ethnic, racial, or
socioeconomic group. Since Black teachers are more likely to stay at schools serving Black
students, it is crucial that researchers determine what aspects of the work environment are
especially important to Black teachers. Similarly, since the overwhelming majority of teachers
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in public schools are White women, exploring the types of supports that keep White women
teaching in high-poverty schools would likely benefit their students.
Third, although we discussed three social working conditions (school leadership,
collegiality, and school culture) separately in an effort to disentangle the effects of each
component, these three working conditions do not function independently. Future research
should consider how these components are related and whether some aspects of school context
serve as protective factors against others. For example, in schools where collegial relationships
are especially strong and student discipline is effective and consistent, does the importance of the
principal diminish? In schools where the principal is regarded as especially fair, does trust
among teachers become less important to them? Are there schools where parent involvement is
strong but the quality of the principal is weak—or does parent involvement always depend on a
strong principal? Intensive case studies could illuminate these relationships and set the stage for
further quantitative analysis.
Finally, very few of the existing studies track teachers or schools over time. Longitudinal
research that examines the same environment over time or follows teachers’ responses to
interventions over several years would illuminate which strategies show promise for reducing or
alleviating unnecessary turnover. For example, extended case studies of high-poverty schools
where student achievement is high and turnover rates are low could provide insights into the
types of initiatives that keep teachers in their school. Detailed state-level databases, which
currently are expanding rapidly, make it possible to track changes in school leadership and their
influence on teacher turnover over time. For example, they can suggest what transpires for
teachers when a new principal, with a particular history of preparation and work experience,
replaces another.
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Implications for Policy & Practice
Policymakers and practitioners, who have recently focused more on selecting, assessing,
and retaining individual teachers than on improving their workplace, must recognize the
important role that teachers’ working environments play in their retention and in their students’
learning. The research suggests that building and sustaining strong work environments should be
central to every district’s school improvement strategy. But, the type of working conditions that
retain teachers in their high-poverty schools are very unlikely to develop in response to state or
district mandates or inducements targeted towards individuals, alone. Creating school
environments where teachers can offer the transformative pedagogy that will prepare historically
underserved students for college and careers is extraordinarily difficult work—and it is highly
dependent on the collective capacities of school-based practitioners. Therefore, to ensure that
policies translate into desired practices, policymakers must focus on capacity-building
(McDonnell & Elmore, 1987) in schools, themselves, and in the district and state offices
intended to support the schools’ work. Although we recognize that far more research is needed
to fully understand teacher turnover and how to address it, the findings from numerous robust
studies can inform immediate action. Here, we will discuss a few broad approaches and highlight
some considerations for implementation.
Although factors such as salary and work hours matter to teachers, working conditions
that are social in nature likely supersede marginal improvements to pay or teaching schedules in
importance. Teachers who leave their schools routinely report dissatisfaction with their
administration as a chief reason. Therefore, improving the caliber of principals in high-poverty
schools would be a high-leverage approach for districts intent on retaining teachers. When
appointing and assigning principals, districts might consider the qualities that teachers in high-
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poverty schools say they seek in a leader: effective management, fair and encouraging
leadership, instructional support, and inclusive decision-making. Rather than assigning new
principals with little demonstrated success to head these schools, district officials would be wise
to encourage their most effective principals to lead them Principal preparation and professional
development programs should focus on the managerial, social, instructional and political skills
that school leaders will need to succeed in high-poverty schools. Experienced principals who are
struggling should be given ongoing support, but be dismissed if they fail meet the difficult
demands of school leadership today.
It is important to recognize that turnover patterns among principals mirror those of
teachers. Like teachers, novice principals are often placed in schools serving poor, minority, and
low-achieving students, and as principals gain experience, they tend to either leave the
profession or transfer to schools with more favorable working conditions—and, not surprisingly,
fewer disadvantaged students (Loeb et al., 2010). As with teachers, many aspects of their
environment influence principals’ retention. Research on principal turnover is thin, but
policymakers should pay special attention to the current conception of the principal’s role—
especially in the many high-poverty schools that are under mandate to improve quickly. Too
often, principals in such schools carry the enormous burden of being singularly responsible for
the success of their school, making their position both undesirable and unsustainable.
Policymakers might increase support and distribute responsibilities among district and schoolbased personnel so that principals are not left fully accountable for improving their struggling
schools (Bryk et al., 2010).
In high-poverty schools, principals and school-level teams might be given the final say in
hiring decisions, so that they can cultivate teams of teachers who have shared goals and purposes
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as well as the collective skillset needed to get the work done. Districts might support principals’
efforts to attract a strong staff by redefining the role of their human resources departments,
reworking district hiring timelines, and creating teacher-leader positions. Positions for teacher
leaders would allow principals to strategically distribute some of their responsibilities and
decision-making authority to outstanding teachers. Similarly, if principals of high-poverty
schools were granted control of their budget, they could hire support staff, such as social
workers, college advisors, and parent coordinators, to complement the expertise of their teaching
staff and buffer students from the effects of poverty. This arrangement could be complemented
by the services of a district-level partnership office that helps schools develop relationships with
community-based organizations, such as healthcare agencies and extracurricular programs.
Districts might grant high-poverty schools additional funds to hire operations managers, so that
principals could focus on instruction, students, and parents. If high-poverty schools offered
strong educators unmatched opportunities to develop their skills as leaders, perhaps promising
principals would choose to work in them, and in turn, effective and dedicated teachers would
follow.
In order to increase teachers’ opportunities for collegial interaction, districts might
rethink the portion of their time teachers spend teaching or engaging in administrative duties. In
high-performing countries, where schools do not struggle with turnover, teachers spend
considerably less time delivering instruction and more time planning lessons—often
collaboratively with colleagues and curriculum coaches. They also spend more time conferring
with parents, students and other support staff about the needs of individual students (DarlingHammond, 2010; Tucker, 2011). In order to address the challenges posed by student behavior in
high-poverty schools, districts might invest in initiatives that help schools prevent and resolve
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discipline problems more effectively. As part of this work, policymakers might also allocate
additional funding to high-poverty schools to ensure that trained professionals focus on students’
complex socioemotional needs.
As noted earlier, most high-poverty schools routinely struggle with problems caused by
high rates of turnover. Administrators and teachers in these schools require space and time to
adapt promising strategies, such as school-site hiring, teacher teams, and differentiated roles for
teacher leaders, to suit the unique needs of their school. The capacity-building processes of
developing trust, norms, and a positive school culture are often unpredictable, and they look
different in different school communities. Principals and teachers need assurance that their
serious, though failed, efforts will not result in sudden school closings or job terminations
triggered by impatient district or state officials. Principals and teachers need to know that their
improvement efforts will be supported by seasoned experts who share responsibility for getting
things right. If districts and schools are going to be held accountable for improving working
conditions and, ultimately, for reducing teacher turnover, their leaders must be ensured of what
Elmore (2000) calls “reciprocity of accountability and capacity” (p. 21): “For every increment of
performance I demand from you, I have an equal responsibility to provide you with the capacity
to meet that expectation” (Elmore, 2000, p. 5). In other words, before policymakers hold
practitioners accountable for stabilizing the teacher workforce, principals and teachers in highpoverty schools need the tools and time necessary to do that work.
Conclusion
Nearly four decades ago, Lortie (1975) wrote that most teachers enter the profession
because they want to make a difference in the lives of their students. This remains true today,
especially among teachers working with historically underserved students in high-poverty
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schools. However, too often, when teachers find that their school environments thwart their
efforts to make teaching “the great equalizer” (Mann, 1848), they leave. Using a range of
research methods and definitions of working conditions, researchers have repeatedly found that,
when teacher turnover is analyzed from an organizational perspective, the poor working
conditions common in America’s neediest schools explain away most, if not all, of the
relationship between student characteristics and teacher attrition. This is important because,
unlike demographic characteristics of students, working conditions can be changed.
Policymakers and practitioners possess many options for improving aspects of the school
environment and, although more research can inform this work, much is already known about
what matters to teachers as they decide whether or not to continue teaching in their schools.
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