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FOCUS TACKLING TURNOVER

How districts and states are 
addressing teacher turnover

BY LISA LACHLAN-HACHÉ, LOIS KIMMEL, CHERYL KROHN, DAWN DOLBY,  
AND TAMMIE CAUSEY-KONATÉ

Open your morning news 
app, and you’ll likely 
find an article that 
suggests the teaching 
profession is in crisis. 

Headlines shout, “Never seen it this 
bad” (Walker, 2021). Reports highlight 
the status of the teaching profession 
is at a 50-year low, noting sobering 
statistics about low teacher morale, 

the loss of professional prestige, lack 
of student interest to pursue teaching, 
and increased percentages of teachers 
thinking about leaving (Marken 
& Agrawal, 2022; Mission Square 
Research Institute, 2021; Steiner & 
Woo, 2021). 

Solutions often focus on recruiting 
more candidates into the profession. 
Although such approaches are 

important, another element critical to 
success doesn’t get enough attention: 
retaining the teachers serving in 
classrooms now. While recruitment 
efforts focus on building the profession 
over the long term, retention efforts are 
essential for maintaining and improving 
the quality of teaching today.

Our work at the Center on Great 
Teachers and Leaders recognizes the 



February 2023     |     Vol. 44 No. 1	 www.learningforward.org     |     The Learning Professional 31

CENTER ON GREAT TEACHERS AND LEADERS TALENT 
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Source: Center on Great Teachers and Leaders, 2020.

need for a comprehensive approach 
to address shortages across the talent 
development continuum (see figure 
at right): attracting students into the 
profession, preparing candidates to 
become learner-ready on day one, and 
developing, supporting, and retaining 
teachers in the profession. 

In this article, we focus on the 
developing, supporting, and retaining 
teachers quadrant of the talent 
development framework because it is 
most often overlooked yet vital. 

Research illustrates the detrimental 
effects teacher turnover has on student 
satisfaction and achievement (Ronfeldt 
et al., 2013). Evidence also suggests that 
teacher experience is correlated with 
teacher effectiveness (Kini & Podolsky, 
2016). If teachers are leaving within the 
first three years, students are missing out 
on the impact of experienced teachers, 
and teachers miss the opportunity to 
improve and find success. 

Furthermore, national data suggests 
that teachers of color leave the profession 
at higher rates due to more challenging 
working conditions, fewer supports, and 
systems working against them (Brown, 
2022; Dixon et al., 2019; Ingersoll et 
al., 2017). Given that research suggests 
student-teacher race match has a positive 
impact on students of color in the short 
and long term (Gershenson et al., 2018), 
the high turnover rate of teachers of 
color is alarming. 

The talent development framework 
addresses multiple dimensions of 
teacher retention, including high-
quality mentoring, differentiated staffing 
models, job-embedded professional 
learning, financial incentives, inclusive 
teaching environments, responsive 
working conditions, and strong 
leadership for healthy and supportive 
schools and advancing equity. The 
examples we provide here focus on 
teacher development and support, with 
implications for professional learning 
leaders. 

They are based on an extensive 
review of programs focused on educator 
shortages and workforce diversity 
conducted in 2022. These examples 
do not represent an exhaustive list of 
approaches leaders can take, but rather 
highlight entry points and action steps 
learning professionals may choose to 
emulate in their own contexts.  

DEVELOPING BEGINNING 
TEACHERS

Many new teachers joining 
the profession today experienced 
interrupted inservice placements or 
truncated preservice support due to the 
disruptions caused by the pandemic. 
A lack of preparation can lead new 
teachers to feel overwhelmed and 
potentially to attrition. To address 
the growing need for mentoring and 
induction supports for new teachers, 
states and districts are ramping up 
supports with new federal funding. 

For example, new teachers in 
Georgia receive intensive mentoring 
and induction support that infuse 

high-leverage practices with simulated 
classroom experience, allowing them 
critical opportunities to prepare to be 
learner-ready as they approach their 
first days in the classroom. The Ohio 
Department of Education is also 
focusing on mentoring and induction, 
with a special emphasis on supporting 
new teachers from underrepresented 
backgrounds with culturally responsive 
mentoring that acknowledges the 
unique struggles that new teachers of 
color experience. 

CREATING INCLUSIVE TEACHING 
ENVIRONMENTS

Culturally affirming and healthy 
workspaces enable educators to bring 
their authentic selves to the work 
of teaching and may lead to greater 
retention rates for teachers of color 
(Dixon et al., 2019). Professional 
learning — for example, in partnership 
with organizations like the Center for 
Black Educator Development — can 
help leaders and other staff do more to 
create such environments. 
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Educators at Park Spanish 
Immersion Elementary School in 
suburban Minneapolis, Minnesota, are 
examining their cultural competency 
and determining ways to make their 
school culture more racially and 
ethnically inclusive. The Supporting 
Inclusive and Diverse Educator 
Environments partnership engaged 
45 members of the school’s leadership 
team in learning about cultural 
proficiency, continuous leadership 
coaching focused on building an 
inclusive school culture, affinity groups 
to develop teacher peer support, and 
mentor preparation. 

DIFFERENTIATING STAFFING 
STRUCTURES

Arizona State University’s Mary 
Lou Fulton Teachers College is 
working closely with Mesa Public 
Schools to design a new model of co-
teaching, building on Public Impact’s 
Opportunity Culture model, which has 
shown positive effects on collaborative 
professional learning, teacher 
satisfaction, and student learning 
(Backes & Hansen, 2018; Garcia et al., 
2021). 

The new model builds teams of 
educators with distributed expertise, 
including an education leader (who 
leads teams, schools, or systems), 
professional educators (preservice, 
novice, experienced, and specialist 
teachers), community educators 
(prepared members of the community), 
and paraeducators who complement the 
work of professional educators. Teams 
work and grow together, building 
on and learning from one another 
throughout the school day. 

Early results suggest that educators 
participating in the model are more 
satisfied, collaborate more, and believe 
they have better teacher-student 
interactions (Arizona Impact, 2022; 
Maddin, 2023) — factors that lay the 
groundwork for a more stable and 
satisfied workforce. The project is now 
scaling up with funding from a Teacher 
and School Leader Grant provided by 
the U.S. Department of Education. 

BUILDING TEACHERS’ SOCIAL 
AND EMOTIONAL COMPETENCIES

Teachers say they face increasing 
challenges with student behavior and 
mental health struggles and report a 
need for more training and strategies to 
deal with those challenges (Mahnken, 
2023). Such feelings likely contribute to 
high rates of teacher burnout. 

To address these challenges, 
districts are helping teachers develop 
their competencies in social and 
emotional learning (SEL). In J. Sterling 
Morton High School District 201 in 
Cicero, Illinois, and Pasco County 
Schools in Florida, teachers are growing 
their social and emotional competencies 
by embedding SEL standards into their 
curriculum and daily instruction to 
ensure SEL becomes part of teacher 
behavior, classroom practice, and school 
climate. 

Instructional coaches in these 
districts support teachers in advancing 
their SEL practices through co-
planning, modeling, and feedback on 
student engagement with SEL strategies 
and standards. Our center developed 
a self-assessment, in partnership with 
National University, for educators 
to reflect on their own social and 
emotional competencies and practices 
(Yoder, 2022). 

Teachers can then engage in 
asynchronous online modules co-
developed by Inspire: Leading in 
Learning and the American Institutes 
for Research that cover topics such 
as the neuroscience of emotions, 
self-compassion and self-regulation, 
teamwork, and problem-solving, among 
others (Inspire: Leading in Learning, 
n.d.). 

BUILDING LEADERSHIP SKILLS 
Teachers’ experiences are 

influenced directly and indirectly 
by school and district leaders, who 
also have challenges and are at risk 
for attrition (Steiner et al., 2022). 
Supporting leaders to build their 
leadership skills benefits not just 
leaders themselves, but everyone in the 
school community. 

Some school leadership preparation 
programs — which are sometimes 
designed in partnership with districts 
and states — are working to address 
the challenges facing leaders today, 
including high levels of student and 
teacher stress, student learning loss, 
and inequity. These efforts work best 
when they are designed to be systemic 
and program-wide. 

For example, rather than having 
a single course on equity, culturally 
responsive pedagogy, or social and 
emotional learning, the Institute of 
School Leadership & Administration 
Faculty at Loyola Marymount 
University is revising the curriculum 
to embed these critical topics in all 
aspects of principal preparation, 
including school finance, setting 
instructional visions, and even setting 
school schedules. These leaders will be 
better prepared to create healthy and 
supportive schools where teachers are 
more likely to stay. 

In the Educator Preparation 
Laboratory, Learning Policy Institute 
and the Bank Street Graduate 
School of Education are co-leading 
a collaboration among 15 teacher 
and principal preparation programs 
designed to develop and document 
models that prepare educators and 
leaders to advance equity and the 
science of learning. This work supports 
educators in being better prepared 
for their classrooms through equity-
focused and responsive practices that 
can lead to their retention in the 
profession.

LOOKING TO THE FUTURE
The strategies presented here can 

be combined with other elements of 
the talent development continuum, 
including improving working 
conditions and teacher compensation. 
This can be a complicated undertaking, 
but several factors can help. 

Collaboration among schools, 
districts, states, universities, and 
intermediaries is important. We 
promote partnerships like these in the 
Center on Great Teachers and Leaders 
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National Collaboratives (Center on 
Great Teachers and Leaders, 2022a; 
Mason-Williams et al., 2020) to 
ensure all players who have a role in 
supporting teachers have a seat at the 
table. 

Using data to drive decisions is also 
essential. Data tools can help, such as 
our center’s Diversifying the Educator 
Workforce Data Tool (Center on 
Great Teachers and Leaders, 2021) 
and Geographic Information System 
maps (Center on Great Teachers and 
Leaders, 2022b), which support state 
and local leaders to identify shortages 
and diversity gaps in their systems. 

In our National Collaboratives, 
we support teams as they examine the 
data to look at all stages of the career 
development continuum. We work 
together to analyze disaggregated data, 
engage stakeholders, select actions and 
evidence-based strategies, and monitor 
and continuously revise and revamp to 
better prioritize areas of need based on 
local context. 

With all of these strategies, teacher 
voice matters. Increasing teacher voice 
in school decisions not only adds 
important insights to the process, but 
can increase satisfaction, buy-in, and 
sense of school community (Witmer & 
Wimer, 2021; Sherratt et al, 2013). 

In all of these efforts, we need 
to focus on retaining teachers of 
color. This is essential for addressing 
inequities in our systems and the needs 
for more culturally responsive and 
relevant practices. 

While making strides to address 
the challenges the teaching profession 
faces takes significant effort, we see the 
initial steps are proceeding through 
promising programs and practices in 
states and districts across the country. 
News reports may never tell the full 
story of the success and innovation 
found within our classrooms, school 
buildings, and state houses. But the 
work of elevating the profession is 
underway now and will continue to 
shape our profession and the quality 
of our education system for years to 
come. Let’s recognize and champion 

our success by leaning into more 
comprehensive approaches that look 
to the future while also developing, 
supporting, and retaining the teachers 
in our classrooms today. 
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administrators in charge of principal 
supervision, redesigning mentoring and 
induction for leaders, and revamping 
professional learning for all leaders 
(Cieminski, 2022). 

THE BOTTOM LINE
Principals make a difference in 

student outcomes, and principal 
turnover is detrimental. Principal 
supervisors can be a help or hindrance 
in retaining principals based on 
how well they support principals’ 
development, skills, and ability to 
navigate challenges. 

Principal supervisors who tell 
principals how to run their schools, 
dangle their evaluative power over 
them, or manage by edict not only miss 
important opportunities to improve 
school culture and practice, they 
may also be contributing to principal 
turnover. 

In contrast, principal supervisors 
who follow the practices described in 

this article are building the foundation 
for stronger schools while also making 
schools better places to work and lead. 
Their potential impact on principal 
retention is not the only benefit of a 
supportive, learning-focused approach, 
but it’s an important start. 
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