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Rural school districts face unique challenges attracting and retaining quality teachers 

Despite the perception that urban school districts have the most trouble holding on to quality teachers, a recent study has shown that rural school districts also face challenges attracting and training experienced, quality educators.  In particular, beginning teachers move out of rural districts at a rate higher than their counterparts statewide.

“There have been very few research studies in Washington State that have focused on our small and rural schools.  This report gives some important information regarding teacher and principal retention and mobility in small and rural districts in our state.   While some policymakers in our state may have assumed that teacher retention is lower in districts where there are higher housing costs, this comprehensive study illustrates that this is indeed not the case,” said Jim Kowalkowski, Director, Rural Education Center.

Nearly half of Washington Sate’s 296 school districts have fewer than 1,000 students, and schools in these districts face a unique set of challenges. Teachers must often be certified in several subject areas, for example, and have a high proportion of students who do not speak English as a first language. 

With support from the Center for Strengthening the Teaching Profession, researchers at the University of Washington School of Education conducted a retention and mobility study of teachers in rural Washington public schools.  Although there is some national research on rural school districts, this is the first major study of small and rural Washington state schools.  Key findings include:

· Overall teacher retention rates in small and rural districts are similar to districts statewide.

· New teachers in small and rural districts move out of their district at somewhat higher rates than their counterparts statewide. Twenty percent of novice teachers in the small and rural districts change district compared with only 12 percent of novice teachers statewide.
· Teacher retention rates are particularly low in Central Washington schools (Chelan, Douglas, Kittitas, Yakima, Klickitat).
"The study confirms other national research that shows the poorest areas with the highest poverty and highest number of minority students have the highest teacher turnover,” said Neal Kirby, Principal, Edison Elementary in Centralia and former state representative.  

In central Washington, the differences are clear.  Overall teacher retention in this area is just 53 percent, compared with 69 percent in southwest Washington.   Additionally, just 26 percent of novice teachers are at the same school after five years in the central area of the state.  This compares with 62 percent in the southwest.  

Central Washington has high poverty rates and districts receive the least money from local levies, which means that they tend to have larger classes, less money for teacher training days, and fewer support personnel to help the teachers in the classroom

“As policy makers go about addressing the challenges of attracting and retaining a quality work force, the special characteristics of small and rural districts must be taken into account,” said Kowalkowski.  

# # #

A full copy of the report can be found at:  http://www.cstp-wa.org/Navigational/Commissionedresearch/Research_reports/Research_reports.htm
The Rural Education Center (REC) is a statewide cooperative of small and rural school districts committed to achieving the highest quality of learning on behalf of children in our schools.  The REC was founded in 1987 and currently has over 60 members (schools districts, Educational Service Districts, and several other educational organizations).  The REC receives program support from Washington State University and Educational Service District #101.
The Center for Strengthening the Teaching Profession (CSTP, pronounced “C-step”) was founded in 2003 as an independent, non-profit organization intent on helping students achieve by ensuring they have quality teachers in every classroom.

The data used in the research (commonly called S-275 data) was obtained from the Office for Superintendent of Public Instruction.

