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Abstract

Attrition rates in the teaching profession have increased from year to year. The critical
issue of teacher retention influences instruction and student achievement. Many school
leaders, having teacher attrition issues, have searched for solutions to retain and to attract
new teachers. The purpose of the study was to determine the reasons why teachers are
leaving an urban school district and what strategies could be implemented to reduce the
attrition rate. Also examined in this investigation were conditions that contributed to
teacher resignations and to conditions that would sustain teachers in their current roles.
In this investigation, two focus groups, with 10 participants, were held. Of specific
interest in this qualitative study were the reasons they provided for their resignations
from one urban school district. Participants were teachers who resigned from one school
district and accepted teaching positions in another local school district. In this study, only
effective teachers were selected for the focus groups. Participant responses in the focus
groups were analyzed by identifying common themes among participant responses. Data
were generated through the focus group responses to 11 designated questions. Results
showed the important role that school principals played, as well as their leadership in
regard to teacher retention. Other themes that were present in the participant responses
were: a negative culture and climate, ineffective communication, and lack of support for
teachers. Based upon these themes, school district leaders are encouraged to examine

ways in which school principals might influence teacher decisions to stay or to resign.



The themes identified and discussed in this study provided information to school district
leaders and to school principals regarding reasons that teachers do not remain at their
current school campuses. Researchers are encouraged to conduct more in depth analyses
of how principals influence teacher retention and teacher attrition in urban school

districts.
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Chapter 1
Introduction to the Study
Overview

What does it mean to be a teacher? Teachers serve a variety of roles such as
mentor, facilitator, and coach, just to name a few. From outside of the profession looking
in, people might think teachers have it easy and say things such as they have three
months off in the summer or every holiday they receive vacation. These comments make
it seem as if the profession is “easy money”. Then why do teachers leave the profession
if it is “easy money”? Perhaps more exists to this profession than summers off and
holiday vacation. People from outside of the profession do not begin to understand the
complexity of what it means to be a teacher. Teachers are leaving the profession every
year or moving from school district to school district. Questions begin to arise such as
why does one district retain teachers better than a neighboring district? These questions
are vital to uncovering what it takes to retain a teacher.

School districts desire to retain effective teachers, but as each year comes around,
teachers are afforded the opportunity to renew their contracts with their current districts,
resign and leave the profession altogether, or resign from their current districts and apply
for, interview, and accept jobs in other districts. At one point in time, teacher contracts
were not renewed because of budget cuts and teacher job shortages, however, this
situation is no longer the case. At any given time throughout the school year, Texas
school district websites have teacher jobs posted in October, December, and March.
These postings would suggest that most Texas school districts are not fully staffed

throughout the year. If districts are not fully staffed, then students are missing out on



instruction or class sizes that are larger due to the staff shortages. Because of this,
student achievement could be influenced negatively. Teacher retention within a district is

vital to student success and improved academic achievement.

Background of the Problem

Teacher retention within a school, district, and within the profession in general
has been relevant for many years. Brief moments of budget cuts have occurred where
this situation was not present, however, for the most part, more jobs are available than are
highly qualified teachers. This situation can be devastating when a school or school
district is not able to retain its teachers. As a school leader, one of the most important
things that must occur is to keep teachers from year to year (Hughes, Matt, & O’Reilly,
2015). A variety of policies and procedures are present that every district and school
leader must evaluate from year to year; however, the focus in the summer tends to be on
filling vacant positions and not necessarily why those positions need to be filled in the
first place. The policies and procedures that are evaluated from year to year will have
difficulty withstanding new teachers coming in every year, for the policies and
procedures will not become fluid and seamless if they have to be retaught every year
(McLaurin, Smith, & Smillie, 2009). With re-teaching that must occur from year to year,
teachers and the campus as a whole will have difficulties reaching higher standards due to
the constant change. Just when policies and procedures might become successful and
consistent, teachers resign and interrupt the fluidity of the procedures. According to
Good and Bennett (2006), attrition rates are growing, so what are district leaders and

school leaders doing to combat growing attrition rates? Documented in the research



literature is that leaders have implemented some ideas to retain teachers; however,
schools are still facing the same issues, retaining teachers from year to year.

Once identifying the presence of a problem or an issue facing schools today, the
reaction or action taken becomes extremely important to making change happen. Change
will not occur by once a year, a group of district and school leaders meeting about the
increasing attrition rate of teacher and how to fill the positions if nothing takes place to
change what is causing the increasing attrition rate. In the summer when teachers are on
vacation, school leaders stay behind to staff their schools. School leaders and Human
Resource Departments work long hours to make sure the schools are staffed and ready for
the first day of school, however, the job does not stop there because teachers need
ongoing support (McLaurin et al., 2009). Filling a position is simply not enough,
however, many times this simple filling of the position with a body is what principals do.
Their main focus is filling the positions, but the positions will not stay filled for long if
other actions are not taken.

With the career of teaching come many stresses that new teachers might not be
aware of and therefore are not prepared to deal with their first year of teaching.
According, district and campus leadership will need to provide support for new teachers
to be able to deal with these stresses effectively. Different aspects of the job can become
overwhelming such as mental exhaustion, students with difficult behavior, frustrating or
stressful workdays, and deadlines and expectations (Hughes et al., 2015). Teachers might
need something as simple as emotional support in a group setting to know they are not
alone in experiencing some of the stresses that influence teachers today. According to

Ashiedu and Scott-Ladd (2012), teachers’ job satisfaction will be greater if thing such as



reasonable class sizes, access to curriculum resources, positive reinforcement, and fair
and consistent deadlines and workloads are implemented at their schools. If teachers are
satisfied with their jobs, then they will be less likely to leave the school, district or even
the profession. Many districts try to use increased salaries or stipends to attract teachers
to their district, however, researchers have determined that using money as a motivator
does not necessarily work for every person (Williams & Kritsonis, 2007). The downside
of using money as a motivator is that it is short-lived and for some people they have a
sense of entitlement that they deserve more money (Williams & Kritsonis, 2007). With
this type of mentality, money as a motivator to accept a job or stay in a job will be a
temporary fix to a much larger issue. The National Commission published a report that
informed readers of the national crisis the nation is experiencing due to teacher turnover
(Elfers, Plecki, & Knapp, 2006). A variety of tactics are present that districts and schools
use to assist with job satisfaction of teachers, but despite all of these efforts, a problem

still exists with teacher retention and growing attrition rates.

Statement of the Problem

At the end of every school year, some change will inevitably occur within a
school’s staff. Change could mean a teacher is retiring, going on maternity leave, being
promoted, moving grade levels, moving campuses within the district, moving districts, or
leaving the profession of teaching altogether. To say no movement at all will occur is
naive because change is inevitable, however, teachers making lateral moves to other
campuses or even more alarming, other districts raise a red flag for the district. If
teachers are leaving the district to accept a teaching position in another district, then one

must ask what is it about the district and this teacher’s experience that resulted in his/her



desire to leave? If this question could be answered, then the process of what changes
may need to be made, policies and procedures need to be created, and support systems
that need to be implemented could begin to combat this growing problem. Teachers
develop negative attitudes and become discouraged with the teaching profession when a
culture of collaboration in not present, and for this reason, school leaders must make sure
to foster this type of culture within their schools or the result will be losing some of the
best teachers (Williams & Kritsonis, 2007). The problem here is that teachers may feel
negatively about their current jobs or the teaching profession as a whole, so as leaders,
efforts to prevent such feelings need to be implemented to ensure that more teachers
decide to stay and build capacity within the position.
Purpose of the Study

The purpose of the study is to determine the reasons why teachers are leaving an
urban school district and what things could be implemented to reduce the attrition rate.
District and school leaders wish to retain their high quality, effective teachers from year
to year because they know that retaining teachers will have a positive influence on
student achievement just as not retaining teachers will have a negative influence on
student achievement (McLaurin et al., 2009). Student achievement is a top priority in
schools and school districts because this profession serves kids and their success. As
such, their well-being should always be first.

To conduct the study, a focus group was formed and questions were asked about
teachers’ experiences in an urban school district as well as their reasons for choosing to
make a lateral move to another neighboring school district. Also included were questions

that had the teachers explain what conditions if any could have been changed or altered to



entice them to stay. The research design used in this investigation was a qualitative
approach. Teachers met with the principal investigator one time for approximately two
hours at a school in the urban school district. The sample of teachers was a convenience
sample for at one time or another, the principal investigator worked with the teachers in
some capacity. Teachers were selected who previously worked in the urban school
district but then left the district for another teaching job in another neighboring school
district.
Significance of the Study

Once the study was conducted and the data analyzed, the information that was
obtained will be valuable to a variety of people. From the focus group questions, the
principal investigator will receive first-hand information concerning why teachers chose
to leave the urban school district for a lateral move to another local school district. If the
district were to have this information, they could use it to evaluate current support
systems and policies that are already in place. With evaluation of these support systems
and policies, the district might find that some areas could be changed to support teachers
better and have seamless policies and processes. Once that is completed, then the district
could monitor the effect of the changes on the teachers and if indeed those changes
helped to reduce the attrition rate. A reduction in the attrition rate would mean being able
to build capacity within teachers. With building capacity within teachers, student
achievement would improve. Therefore, the district, teachers, and students of the district
would benefit from the study.

Another group of people who might benefit from the study would be other

districts or schools who are also struggling with retaining teachers. People could identify



where things were similar within their school or district and adjust accordingly. The
information gained from this study could help a multitude of people in their quest for
retaining teachers, which in turn affects student achievement. According to McLaurin et
al. (2009), having a high turnover every year can affect student learning negatively if the
more effective teachers are the ones who are deciding to make these lateral moves or
moves out of the education field. Schools do not want their most effective teachers
leaving creating a possible decline in student achievement. It is for this very reason that
schools and districts will want to know common themes for why teachers would choose
to make a lateral move and what possible things that could have been implemented to
encourage them to have the desire to stay. This information would be invaluable to

district and school leaders.

Primary Research Questions
The following questions helped to guide this study:
Research Question One
What are the conditions that contribute to attrition within the district?
A. What attributes or conditions influenced the choices to apply,
interview, and accept a teaching position within Urban ISD?
B. Describe how the following had a positive or undesirable influence on
educators and their teaching.
a. Urban ISD
b. Individual Campus
c. Urban ISD staff members (district level personnel, campus

staff members, administrators, counselors, other teachers)



C. Explain the levels of support received at the district level, campus
level, and department level.

D. What are the conditions that contributed to leaving Urban ISD after
interviewing for a teaching position in another Texas School District?

E. What are the reason(s) for seeking a lateral move outside of Urban
ISD?

Research Question Two
How can these conditions be addressed to retain teachers?

A. What could be done to retain Urban ISD’s current teachers?

Research Design

In this study, data were collected during the focus group session with
approximately 10 teachers who worked previously at the urban area school district. As
mentioned, participants were previous employees from the urban area school district.
These participants worked as teachers within the district and chose to resign from the
district to accept another teaching position in a different Texas School District. The
sample was a convenience sample because each of the participants had previously
worked in conjunction with or alongside the principal investigator.

During the focus group, participants were asked 11 questions concerning their
time in the district, their experiences regarding support at various levels, their decisions
to apply for other jobs and accept them, as well as possible conditions that could have
kept them in the district. Participants were provided with a copy of the questions to refer

to during the focus group. Every participant received an opportunity to contribute to the



discussion. From the focus group, the principal investigator identified themes and
common issues that occurred in participant responses to the questions.
Assumptions

During the focus group, it is an assumption that all participants will answer the
questions asked to the best of their abilities. Participants should feel comfortable to be
open and honest with their answers. Only through information being obtained openly and
honestly can these data be used to retain teachers and improve student achievement.
Limitations

Despite efforts to make participants feel comfortable to share open and honest
answers, some participants might feel uneasy about divulging potential sensitive
information about a district where they were once employed. This uneasiness could
create an issue by answers being given that are brief and surface level, which would in
turn affect the data and findings from the study. For accurate data to be collected,
participants must answer honestly about their experiences within the district.

Another limitation of the study was that the participants have crossed paths with
the principal investigator professionally within the district. As such, this situation could
present another reason why participants might feel hesitant to answer as openly as they
would to someone they do not know for fear that others could find out what they said
during the focus group. Confidentiality is a key component here for participants to
answer openly and honestly. Potential biases from the researcher could be that the
researcher has worked within the district. As such, the researcher is not coming in with

an outside perspective but rather more of an insider perspective. This investigator,



10

however, was not present to contribute to the conversation but, rather, to be the facilitator
to collect valuable data.
Scope

The scope of the study was on 10 teacher participants who currently resided
around Urban ISD and who worked as teachers for another Texas School District.
Teachers who fit the criteria but were currently in other states were not considered for
this study.
Delimitations

The delimitations imposed by the principal investigator was on the use of a
specific school district. Not part of this investigation was teachers who resigned from
school districts other than from the urban school district. This delimitation restricted the
possibilities of who could participate in the focus group.
Definition of Terms

1. Attrition—This term could also be referred to as the turnover rate each year for
teachers. Attrition is decreasing in numbers, which in this case would be referring
to teachers resigning and the number of staff members the school has retained
decreasing in amount.

2. Retention—Retention for the purpose of this study represents teachers who sign
their contract from year to year and remain in the district as opposed to applying
to other districts and accepting jobs in other districts.

3. Lateral Move—A lateral move is when an employee changes positions but does
not change to a position that is considered a promotion but instead changes to

another position to do the same job before the move.
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4. Movers—Movers are considered teachers who “hop” around from campus to
campus within the district or outside of the district. These employees like to

change placement often.

Summary

This study consisted of a focus group about teacher retention in an urban area
school district. The purpose of this study was to determine the reasons why teachers
resigned from and accepted another teaching job in a different Texas school district.
Based upon the reasons that were identified, the hope was to be able to determine what
support systems and policies could be altered or changed to increase retention of teachers
and lower attrition rate. In the review of literature, seven different sections will be
analyzed through available literature and research. These seven sections include:
successful schools, effective school administration, school turnaround, leadership
concepts, effective leadership, effective teachers, and teacher attrition/retaining teachers.
Provided in the review of literature will be an in depth analysis into what makes schools
and leaders effective, which in turn, has a positive influence on teacher retention and

student achievement.



Chapter 11
Literature Review

With teacher retention remaining a consistent issue among schools across the
nation, examining the underlying issues that cause teachers to leave their current
positions could assist in lowering teacher attrition. With the ability to lower teacher
attrition, campuses would have the ability to build capacity within the teacher, which in
turn, as previously discussed, could improve student achievement. Many different
variables affect a school’s ability to retain teachers. The variables that have been
documented in the research literature include good schools, good school administration,
school turnaround, leadership concepts, good leadership, good teachers, and teacher
retention. These conditions do not exist in isolation of each other but, rather, intertwine
with each another in a variety of ways. Each condition affects one another, which is the

very reason all the conditions are of utmost importance to schools.

Good Schools

The first condition examined is good schools. What makes a good school? What
does that look like? If an individual were to walk in a school, would he/she know
immediately if this campus was a good school? Numerous characteristics of good
schools have been documented in the research literature. Some of these characteristics
are mission for the school, leadership within the school, teachers within the school,
building relationships between staff members and students as well as staff members with
each other, family communication, parental involvement, school climate, environment,
and high expectations. These variables do not exist in isolation from each other as many

conditions contribute to teacher retention are also not in isolation. Perhaps this particular
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issue in education is extremely hard to battle because so many conditions contribute to
this issue. If one variable is changed, it may affect another related variable. Balancing
all of these conditions is quite challenging, yet schools are faced with this balancing act
on a daily basis.

Mission. Many, if not most, schools claim to have a mission for the campus, but
what does that really mean in terms of all stakeholders and for the school? To ensure the
best opportunities for student success, a school must have a mission that is accepted by
all stakeholders. This mission should be one in which all stakeholders believe in and are
committed to for the school and its students to be successful (Cowley, 2004). Many
principals create missions, yet a lack of understanding may be present regarding what it
means or how it will be carried out in the school year. A student, teacher, or parent
should be able to recite the mission if it is communicated clearly and effectively. If all
stakeholders are not aware of the mission and its purpose, then buy-in may become an
issue. For some schools, a mission is created and it might even sound as if it will be
effective, however, the school leader must ensure that all resources and training for staff
are implemented for the mission to be carried out effectively (Cowley, 2004). During the
summer, teachers are preparing for the new school year by attending staff developments
and planning while principals are at the school preparing for the new school year. The
principal may come up with a catchy phrase to be the mission for the year, but if it is not
carried out and no purpose or meaning is tied to it, then it will not be effective.
Establishing a strong mission with collaboration from all stakeholders along with a plan
that details how the mission will be accomplished will set the school up for a successful

school year versus the alternative.
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Leadership. One component that greatly affects the determination of a good
school is the type of leadership that is in place. The effectiveness of the leader in a
school influences almost everything within the school. It is because of this situation that
the role of school leader is one that must be right or nothing else will be right within the
school including teacher retention. Collaborative leadership is imperative to ensure
success within a school no matter the different styles that will vary from principal to
principal (Cooper, Ponder, Merritt, & Matthews, 2005). The leadership role should not
be one in which the leader alone decides how teachers will teach or what lessons should
be utilized. Without ownership from stakeholders, the school will not thrive to the extent
it would if it was a collaborative effort. In this collaborative effort, the school leader will
not be the only leader on campus. Leadership will extend to teachers and students.

Including parents in the school setting is imperative. For example, parents
heading up a community service program for students to participate in show parents
contributing to the mission of the school not just the school employees (Benninga,
Berkowitz, Kuehn, & Smith, 2006). In this example, students and parents took leadership
roles within the community and for the school. The lessons that were taught during the
community service time were of immense value to the students’ education. Creating
leaders among stakeholders will strengthen the effectiveness of a school. Apart from
fostering leadership among stakeholders, the principal must also be a strong leader. It is
without a doubt that teachers are the key to increasing academic achievement in schools,
but the effectiveness of the school leader is almost of the same importance (Erb, 2006).
A strong emphasis has been placed on teachers and how to keep teachers and how to

enhance their teaching, but attention should be paid to the leadership role as it greatly
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influences the effectiveness of teachers, which in turn affects the achievement of
students. Once the principal hires great teachers, how does he/she mold the teachers into
effective teachers who positively influence student achievement? In sports, a coach can
be excellent at recruiting the best talent in the nation, but if the players go to the school
and do not produce, it can be contributed to the coach’s inability to form a solid team that
works together collectively (Erb, 2006). Several important points are present here. One,
just because a principal is able to recruit and hire capable teachers does not mean those
teachers will turn around and produce as expected. The job of a principal does not stop
once a teacher is hired; it begins at this time. If a principal is unable to create a team-like
atmosphere and an environment in which teachers thrive, then the hiring process was for
nothing and teachers will slip into undesirable habits resulting in underperformance.
Leadership is extremely important to the success of the school, teachers, and students.
For anything else to be good, school leadership has to be good first.

Teachers and building relationships. When a teacher is hired to work in a
school, the principal who conducted the interview is putting belief in this teacher to
produce results for the students and for the school. Apart from knowing classroom
management techniques, the latest teaching strategies, or being a master of content, the
teacher will need to possess something else that is difficult to determine in a thirty minute
interview. The teacher must possess the desire and ability to build relationships with
his/her students. It is of utmost importance for school leaders to recruit and hire good
teachers who care about students and who foster a positive learning environment. No
individual program in and of itself can create this type of teacher (Cooper, Ponder,

Merritt, & Matthews, 2005). This certainty comes directly from an administrator who
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had seen for him/herself that the students did not necessarily need to come knowing
everything from previous grade levels or be the top performing students in the grade; the
teachers needed to build