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ABSTRACT 

 
 This paper seeks to identify school-based factors associated with increasing teacher 

retention in rural public schools.  Though there is a large body of research that explores teacher 

retention for urban schools, the literature on teacher retention in rural schools is sparse.  

Moreover, much of the research literature tends not to address rural-specific challenges of 

retaining current teachers or attracting new teachers.  The analysis uses the 2000-2001 Teacher 

Follow-up Survey (TFS) prepared by the National Center for Education Statistics to examine a 

random sample of both current and past teachers on a wide range of school- and teacher- level 

variables related to their employment decisions.  The paper uses a logistic regression analysis to 

examine what factors are associated with teacher decisions to remain in public rural schools or to 

leave for other schools, job opportunities or retirement.  It finds that increasing teacher retention 

in rural areas is positively related to strong administrator support, student behavior, and teacher 

perceptions of school safety. 
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Introduction 
 
 Rural school districts face many of the same challenges that their urban 

counterparts do.  From high dropout rates to underfunding, rural schools in the United 

States must formulate ways to meet these challenges, especially that of filling teaching 

vacancies.  Though urban and rural school districts share the same problems of teacher 

recruitment and retention, urban schools draw more attention and assistance from 

research and policymakers to solve these problems than rural schools.  This paper draws 

attention to the unique issues that challenge rural schools in recruiting and retaining 

teachers and seeks to identify school-based factors that are associated with increasing 

teacher retention in rural communities. 

Literature Review 
 
Disproportionate Attention to Urban Schools 

 
 The plight of inner-city schools receives much attention from federal, state and 

local government and from the research community.  With soaring dropout rates, school 

violence, low achievement on national assessments and other challenges, urban schools 

have drawn assistance in researching, developing and funding possible solutions.   For 

instance, although the nation’s rural school districts serve about 40 percent of all 

students, they receive only 22 percent of all federal education funds (National Education 

Association, 2007).  This compares to the 41 percent of federal funds that urban districts 

receive even though they serve only 32 percent of the overall student population (NCES, 

2007).   Rural school leaders have relatively little outside financial support and do not 
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benefit from the robust set of literature that urban school districts have to guide them in 

overcoming educational challenges. It is unclear exactly why urban schools receive such 

disproportionate attention; though it could be attributed to the fact that the majority of 

key media, education and government institutions are located within highly populated 

urban areas.   

With so much attention dedicated to central city school districts, the plight of rural 

school districts remains relatively unnoticed, undocumented and unfunded, even though 

these districts enroll 40 percent of the United States student population (National 

Education Association, 2007).  A report by the U.S. Department of Education points out 

six potential reasons as to why there is such a dearth of rural-specific education research: 

1. Lack of appreciation for urban-rural differences; 
2. Lack of academic appeal comparable to the excitement generated by urban-

oriented work; 
3. Relatively little networking in the professional and research communities around 

rural education research; 
4. Lack of consensus concerning rural education’s domain and research priorities; 
5. Few professionals dedicating their careers to the study of rural issues; and 
6. Focus on the crisis associated with urban schools, and the focus by policy makers 

(Stern, 1994). 
 

Despite this recognition that there exists a paucity of research specific to rural 

education issues, the research literature has made little headway in the decade since the 

Department of Education published Stern’s paper.  In a scan of education literature 

between 1991 and 2003, the federally-funded Mid-continent Research for Education and 

Learning Lab (McRel) found only 222 total research articles focusing specifically on 

rural education or mentioning rural education in passing (Arnold, 2004).  Of these, only 5 
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percent were deemed high quality research, suggesting that what is known may not be 

useful for policymakers and practitioners without further research to replicate or confirm 

findings.  Many research designs are of questionable quality, rarely using control groups 

as part of the experimental design (Fan & Chen, 1999).  The combination of few rural-

specific studies and relatively poor research designs for those that are rural-specific 

points to a high degree of inconsistency in the research literature that does exist.  

Sherwood (2000) partly attributes this lack of solid research to poor funding for 

educational research in rural contexts from private and government sources. 

The Rural Student Population 

 The poor state of research and federal government support is particularly 

troubling considering that 56 percent of all school districts are found in rural areas, 

representing roughly one-third of all schools serving one-fifth of all students — or 

roughly 10,300,000 students (NCES, 2007).  More than 15 percent of rural students live 

below the poverty threshold, and 45 percent of rural public school students attend 

moderate-to-high poverty schools (as determined by having at least 50 percent of students 

eligible for the federal free and reduced price lunch program).  This percentage is higher 

than any other locale other than midsize and large cities. 

 Academic outcomes for public rural schools are comparable to — though 

generally slightly better than — those in urban school districts.  In 2005, 30 percent of 

rural 12th grade students scored below basic proficiency on the National Assessment of 

Educational Progress (NAEP) reading achievement test compared to 32 percent in urban 
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12th grade students (NCES, 2007).  For the same year on the NAEP math achievement 

test, 40 percent of rural 12th grade students scored below basic proficiency compared to 

47 percent of urban students.  On both assessments, a greater percentage of rural students 

scored below basic than their peers in towns and suburban communities (NCES, 2007).  

In 2004, the national high school dropout rate for rural students aged 16-24 was 11 

percent, while the average rates for cities and suburbs were 13 percent and 11 percent, 

respectively. 

The specific economic context of rural dropout exacerbates the challenges 

associated with dropping out of school.  Research shows that fewer rural dropouts return 

to school after dropping out compared to their urban counterparts (Stern, 1994; Sherman, 

1992).  Rural youth may leave school to supplement their family’s income by adding 

another wage earner.  The need to support family income can help to explain why rural 

dropouts do not return to school, since their families become dependent on having an 

additional wage earner.  The poverty rate among rural youth tends to be higher than youth 

living in metropolitan areas, suggesting the need to bring in extra income. In 2003, for 

example, the poverty rate for school aged children in rural areas was 20 percent 

compared to 17 percent in metropolitan areas (USDA Economic Research Service, 2003).  

The dropout rates for low-income rural youth illustrate the pressure to leave school to 

earn additional income, with dropout rates for rural youth living below the poverty line at 

23 percent – more than double the rate for the rural population as a whole. Perhaps 
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surprisingly, dropout rates among the rural poor are also higher than those among the 

urban poor, which sits at just under 18 percent.  

Making matters worse is that those students who do not return to school will 

likely make less money over the course of their lifetimes.  High school dropouts make on 

average $260,000 less than high school graduates over the course of their lifetime 

(Rouse, 2005), meaning that they will most likely raise lower income families as well.  

This figure does not take into account the greater education opportunities – and related 

financial benefits – afforded to high school graduates. 

The Challenge of Defining “Rural” 

 Despite the importance of comparing rural areas to urban and metropolitan areas, 

it is necessary to recognize the differences among rural areas.  After all, 97 percent of the 

United States’ land mass is classified as rural, suggesting that there may be vast variation 

across different rural areas (University of Montana Rural Institute, 20005).   

A study of North Carolina’s rural districts underscored the vast difference across 

rural districts by comparing 30 low-poverty rural districts to 30 high-poverty rural 

districts within the same state.  The study found that on average a student attending 

school in one of the low-poverty districts is: 

• Twice as likely to live in poverty; 
• Twice as likely to be African American; 
• 40 percent less likely to graduate from high school; 
• 16 percent more likely to be taught by a teacher who is new to the school; 
• 66 percent more likely to be taught by a teacher who is not fully certified; 
• 57 percent as likely to be taught by a teacher with National Board 
Certification (McCullough & Johnson, 2007). 
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Contextualizing rural problems as well as the research literature studying these 

problems is important to understanding the challenges facing rural education today.  

Disaggregated statistics related to the rural student population are not as accessible as 

aggregate numbers, making distinctions like these difficult to draw on a macro level.  

Nonetheless, it is clear that many rural districts, schools and students face many of the 

same problems that the more highly publicized urban districts do.  Though the problems 

are not always as visible to the general public, they can be as acute as those associated 

with urban school districts. 

 An important characteristic of the rural education literature is that there is no one 

definition for rural.  Instead, the definition varies based on who is conducting the study 

and how they choose to define the term.  Even the government has shifted its definition 

of what is considered rural.  Some definitions are metropolitan-area centered; that is, the 

label is based on the distance between the school district and the closest population center 

of 2,500 people.  Other definitions focus on general population density.  Illustrating the 

lack of consensus, three commonly used definitions are developed by the Bureau of the 

Census, the Office of Management and Budget (OMB) and the United States Department 

of Agriculture (United States Department of Agriculture, 2005), though the focus will 

remain on the one developed by the Census Bureau, as it is used by the Department of 

Education.  The Census Bureau defines rural areas as areas of open country and small 

settlements of less than 2,500 people.  Additionally, the Census Bureau’s current 

definition of rural separates small towns and surrounding areas if the surrounding areas 
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are sparsely populated.  That is, if a sparsely populated suburb of 500 surrounds a town of 

2,500 residents, these areas are considered separate entities (U.S. Census Bureau, 2007).   

This particular definition was adopted in 2003 and is based upon a classification 

system developed by OMB which designates areas as metropolitan or non-metropolitan 

Prior to 2003, distinctions between two or more areas in close proximity to each other yet 

of widely different population densities were not distinguished.  Instead, rural areas were 

officially defined as a central city and surrounding area that together have a population of 

at least 50,000 and a population density of at least 1,000 people per square mile (U.S. 

Census Bureau, 2005).  In both these definitions, as well as those used by other agencies, 

rural areas encompass wide swaths of land home to diverse populations.  For this reason, 

it is important to be wary of aggregate averages for all rural areas (Khattri, N., Riley, K., 

& Kane, M., 1997).  Though they may highlight problems in rural education, they 

sometimes understate the problems associated with poorer rural areas.   

Supply of Rural Teachers: A Closer Look 

 The problem with studying rural areas is that the magnitude of these problems 

facing rural areas are often hidden by aggregated numbers.  On the whole, it appears as if 

there is a glut of teachers within rural school districts.  During the 2003-2004 school year, 

rural public schools generally had fewer students per teacher, 15.3, than in other locales, 

which ranged from 15.9 students per teacher in suburban areas to 16.9 students per 

teacher in urban areas (NCES, 2007).  The national average student-to-teacher ratio for 

that year was 16.4.   
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 A closer examination of the data, however, reveals a different story for teacher 

demand in rural areas.  For instance, in the 2003-2004 Schools and Staffing Survey 

public school questionnaire given to public and secondary schools with at least one 

teaching vacancy, 27 percent of rural schools reported that it was “very difficult” to fill 

vacancies, while an additional 4 percent were forced to leave the reported vacancies 

unfilled.  This compares to 26 percent of urban schools reporting it very difficult to fill 

the vacancy and 5 percent of urban schools leaving the vacancy unfilled (NCES, 2007).  

The English/language arts shortage is particularly greater in rural areas than it is in urban 

centers; 12 percent of rural schools with open positions reported that they either found 

filling the vacancy very difficult or left the vacancy unfilled, compared to 8 percent of 

urban districts.  Similar trends were found in filling foreign language, English as a second 

language and physical sciences positions.   

Rural schools had a slightly easier time filling mathematics positions than did city 

schools, with 29 percent of surveyed schools finding it very difficult to fill the position or 

having to leave it unfilled, compared to a combined percentage of 35 percent for city 

schools (NCES, 2005).  These findings underscore the difficulty that rural schools have 

in retaining teachers and filling vacancies, even as a seeming majority of public attention 

gets directed to the “teacher shortage” challenge facing urban public schools. 

Non-School-Based Factors for Rural Teacher Attrition  

Despite their generally low student-to-teacher ratios, which have been shown to 

be correlated with increased teacher retention (Gimbert, et al., 2007), rural schools 
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experience difficulty in retaining teachers.  Research on teacher retention in rural areas 

tends to assume that teachers will leave their positions for other districts because they feel 

isolated (McClure & Reeves, 2004).  One study found that the four main reasons that 

teachers leave rural communities were:  

1. Geographic isolation; 
2. Climate/weather; 
3. Distance from larger communities and family; and 
4. Inadequate shopping (Murphy & Angelski, 1996/1997).  

 
Specifically, attracting young teachers to rural areas is particularly difficult because of 

social isolation (Proffit, Sale, Alexander & Andrews, 2002).  One study surveyed 86 

special education teachers in rural states concluded that “staying seemed to be a matter of 

having roots in the community” (Bornfield, Hall, Hall, & Hoover, 1997).   

In reorganization of the extra-school environmental factors, policymakers are 

exploring tactics schools can use to retain teachers given these constraints.  One research 

study published by the Clearinghouse on Rural Education and Small Schools suggests 

that if environment does affect teacher retention, it makes sense for schools to target 

potential teachers from within rural communities (Collins, 1999). If teachers from rural 

backgrounds are more likely to stay than those from other backgrounds, this practice can 

help schools and districts target their hiring practices more efficiently and could reduce 

the number of new empty positions each year.  Recruiting from within rural communities 

merits further attention, though it does limit the number of potential teachers for hiring.  

Even though this type of policy represents how schools can adapt to their outside 

environs, it does not demonstrate how schools can alter factors to increase retention rates.  
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Student demographics serve as another inalterable characteristic that may play a 

role in whether teachers return to work at the same school.  As many of the lowest 

performing rural schools are disproportionately minority and low-income, it is important 

to consider the impact of school demographics on teacher retention (McClure & Reeves, 

2004).  At least one study of Texas public elementary schools found that teacher 

transitions were more strongly related to student characteristics than to salary 

differentials (Hanushek, Kain, & Rivkin, 2003).  The study found that “schools serving 

large numbers of academically disadvantaged, black or Hispanic students tend to lose a 

substantial fraction of teachers each year both to other districts and out of Texas public 

schools entirely.”  As low-performing rural schools tend to be moderate- to high-poverty 

and enroll a disproportionate number of minority students, it is important to consider the 

relationship between school composition and teacher retention, even if student 

demographics are not under the control of the school. (NCES, 2007) 

School-Based Factors for Rural Teacher Attrition  

All five reasons cited above lie beyond the control of the school, which leaves 

rural schools and districts with few options for increasing their chances of finding and 

retaining teachers.  However, focusing only on those factors and characteristics that 

define rural areas — like distance from larger communities and inadequate shopping 

facilities —inhibits progress in attracting and keeping teachers.  It is important instead to 

focus on what school-based factors may increase rural schools’ ability to retain teachers.  

Though the literature on rural-specific teacher retention practices is sparse, there have 
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been some studies that suggest strategies or factors that increase the chances of teachers 

remaining at their schools. 

Stress can play a significant role as to whether teachers decide to remain in their 

positions or move onto jobs both within and outside of the teaching profession.  In a 1999 

study of how different school-based factors affect rural teacher stress, the authors found 

that poor working conditions and time pressures were highly correlated with teacher 

stress and eventual burnout (Abel & Sewell, 1999).  These two particular sources of 

stress and burnout may be a result of the relatively large number of rural teachers who 

teach multiple subjects and are, in some cases, the only teacher in the school.   

Additionally, a survey of the Charlotte-Mecklenburg School District, a sprawling 

district that encompasses both urban and rural areas, found that school principals play a 

significant role in whether teachers stay, pointing out that principals who provide little 

support contribute to new teachers’ decisions to leave. (Charlotte Advocates for 

Education, 2004).  Evidence suggests that school-level support helps to increase teacher 

retention: A 2004 study found that when teachers are provided mentors from within the 

school, they are much more likely to stay (Ingersoll & Smith, 2004).  One study of South 

Carolina’s teacher working conditions found that 25 percent of South Carolinian teachers 

considered strong principal leadership as the most important factor in their decision to 

remain in their schools (Hirsch, 2005).  In fact, more than half of those teachers who left 

the teaching profession in 2004-2005 reported that they received better administrative 
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support in their new jobs (Marvel et al., 2007), indicating a low level of satisfaction with 

administrator support in their teaching jobs.   

Generally, teachers have had a high degree of control over their classrooms and 

have been permitted to make instructional decisions that affect the way in which their 

classrooms run.  Teachers who do not feel that they are given sufficient levels of 

autonomy, however, are more likely to leave the school than those who are given 

sufficient levels of autonomy.  More than half of all teachers who left their classrooms 

after the 2004-2005 school year report having better control over their work environment 

in their new jobs (Marvel et al., 2007). 

Financial incentives may be one approach to increasing teacher retention or 

attracting new teachers.  A study of North Carolina’s low-performing rural schools found 

that an annual bonus of $1,800 for certified math, science and special education teachers 

working in high poverty or academically failing public schools resulted in a 12 percent 

reduction in teacher turnover rate (SERVE Center at the University of North Carolina, 

2006).  Additionally, the study found that teachers with more experience were more 

likely to stay than newer teachers. Specifically, those who had taught ten years or longer 

were 37 percent more likely to stay than their peers when offered the bonus.  This is a 

particularly important point, as teachers in rural districts tend to be older and more 

experienced than those in other locales, suggesting that financial bonuses such as these 

may be of particular benefit for rural schools (Reichardt, 2003).   
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 Research suggests that these factors each contribute to whether teachers decide to 

stay in their current schools or to leave.  It is within the context of these factors that it is 

important to examine what kind of effect – if any – they have on rural teachers in 

particular.  That is, within the particular rural context of non-school-based indicators for 

teacher retention and attrition, do these school-based factors still contribute to teacher 

retention?  

A New Focus on Rural School Teachers 

Though rural school districts face challenges other than teacher retention, 

reducing rural teacher turnover would allow districts to channel their resources on 

practices to increase student achievement. The National Commissions on Teaching and 

America’s Future (NCTAF) studied five school districts located across the country in 

different types of locales to compute the average cost to the school and district per 

teacher turnover.  To calculate the national cost of teacher attrition the NCTAF broke 

down the costs between urban and rural schools and multiplied the cost by the number of 

rural and urban school district data obtained from NCES by the average national attrition 

rate of 12.5 percent to find that teacher attrition costs schools and districts about $7.3 

billion annually (Carroll, 2007).  This is higher than the 2005 figure of $4.9 billion 

estimated by the Alliance for Excellent Education, which used the Department of Labor’s 

conservative estimate that employee turnover costs employers 30 percent of the outgoing 

employee’s salary multiplied by the national average teacher salary during the 1999-2000 

school year and the number of teachers leaving their jobs for that year (Alliance for 
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Excellent Education, 2005).  Regardless of which estimate is closer to the actual costs, 

exploring ways to reduce these costs should be a priority for policymakers, but requires a 

greater research base to help design cost-effective approaches and policies to reduce 

teacher turnover.  

 Urban school districts receive a disproportionate amount of financial, research 

and media attention on the very same problems that rural districts face, which tend to be 

overlooked.  Yet a large portion of schools in the United States must face the same 

challenge of a frequently changing supply or lack of teachers without these same 

resources.  Without the research base to make the most informed decisions for increased 

teacher retention, rural district and school administrators are more likely to make 

ineffective or inefficient policy decisions to retain their teaching staffs.  It is through this 

lens that an examination of how these factors impact rural teacher retention can be of 

particular benefit to rural administrators, teachers and students. 

Research Question 

 The lack of rural-specific literature casts doubt on the recommendations 

policymakers and rural-education advocates suggest as key to improving teacher 

retention.   It is very possible that these policies result in an inefficient appropriation of 

financial and human resources.  As such, this paper seeks to answer the question: What 

school-based factors are associated with increased teacher retention in high-poverty rural 

schools?   
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 School-based factors are key, because they can be shaped by schools and fall 

under often fall the purview and authority of school administrators to reduce teacher 

turnover.  Additionally, if it is found that certain school characteristics are associated 

with increased teacher retention, then policies can be adopted that allow high-poverty 

rural schools to approach teacher recruitment and retention in an efficient and targeted 

manner, leaving resources available for other expenditures. 

 Additionally, aggregate numbers describing rural teacher retention and shortage 

often mask the problems associated with schools located in high-poverty rural areas.  As 

noted earlier, focusing on these areas tells a different story about demographics, teachers 

and education than does lumping all rural areas under one header with aggregate 

statistics. 

Research Hypothesis 

 From past research, certain school-based factors, like administrator support, 

smaller class size and pay incentives, have a positive relationship to teacher retention and 

may apply to the unique difficulties of retaining teachers in rural schools.  By examining 

rural teachers’ opinions about these characteristics of their schools, it will be possible to 

learn not only  what types of teachers are more likely to be retained but also  which of 

these school-based factors are positively associated with increasing teacher retention rate.   

Description of Dataset: the Teacher Follow-up Survey and the Schools and Staffing 
Survey 
 
 The analyses will use the 2000-2001 Teacher Follow-up Survey (TFS) 

administered by the U.S. Department of Education’s National Center for Education 
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Statistics (NCES).  TFS is a follow-up survey administered to a randomly selected group 

of elementary and secondary school teachers who had participated in NCES’ Schools and 

Staffing Survey (SASS) the prior year. SASS collects data from public and private 

schools, principals, teachers, libraries and school districts throughout the United States.  

Both TFS and SASS are sent to public, private and charter schools, as well as schools 

operated by the Bureau of Indian Affairs or American Indian/Alaska Native tribes.  The 

SASS survey – which forms the basis of the sample selection for the TFS survey – uses a 

stratified probability sample design.  More specifically, schools are grouped or stratified 

on different characteristics including grade level, sector1 and affiliation.  Within these 

strata, teachers within schools are sampled at a rate that make the overall selection 

probability constant within each stratum – assuming at least one but no more than 20 

teachers per school.  To ensure a large enough sample of teachers with particular 

characteristics, teachers within these schools are then stratified and sampled by teacher-

level characteristics including the teacher’s race, whether or not the teacher teaches a 

class for students with Limited-English Proficiency, the teacher’s experience or if the 

teacher is not included in any of the other groups.  

 The TFS sample includes all teachers who have since left the teaching profession 

after completing the SASS survey as well as a random subsample of those SASS 

respondents who continued to teach.  The questionnaire for former teachers includes 

information such as employment status, reasons for leaving the teaching profession, 
                                                
1 All schools funded by the Bureau of Indian Affairs are included as part of the public 
sector for this dataset due to their relatively small numbers. 
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employment and educational plans, impressions of last year’s school, teaching and 

current occupation.  The questionnaire for current teachers gathers information on 

teaching assignments and certification, conditions of teaching in the current school, 

scheduling and planning, technology, and changes in the school since the SASS survey. 

 TFS provides ample data on rural schoolteachers to examine whether school 

characteristics are associated with teachers’ decisions to stay or leave their jobs, 

including salary and other benefits, administrative support, workload, and class size.  

Additionally the dataset includes demographic variables for teachers and students (e.g., 

race, geographic location, socioeconomic background, etc.). 

Analytic Data 

 All 5,788 current and former teachers from the TFS dataset are included in the 

analysis.  Both current and former teachers included in the TFS survey answered many of 

the same questions related to their feelings of certain school-based characteristics for the 

school they taught in a year prior to the survey – whether they stayed or remained at that 

school.  Additionally, all teacher observations are weighted to take into account the 

survey design (discussed under following section).  

 All responses related to teachers’ opinions about the school they worked in prior 

to the TFS survey are measured on a five point Likert scale, where teachers are asked to 

respond to how much they agree or disagree with various statements about their schools 

(Appendix A).  To conduct the analysis, the responses for each question were recoded 

into dichotomous variables where 1 represents agreement with the statement and 0 
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represents disagreement with the statement.  Neutral answers were coded depending on 

the variable’s particular distribution.  An explanation of how each variable was coded is 

included in Appendix B. 

Methods 

Teacher Characteristics 

 In order to explore the research hypothesis, a series of teacher-level characteristics 

are included in the analysis: sex (males coded as 1, females coded as 0), a series of 

individual variables for ethnicity included black, Hispanic and Other – which included 

Native American and Asian American teachers (each coded a 1 if members of that group, 

0 if not) with white left as an uncoded comparison group, and experience which is a 

continuous variable indicating how many years each teacher has taught. 

School Characteristics 

 School sector is controlled for with the variable public (public coded as 1, private 

coded as 0), secondary school (secondary school coded as 1, other coded as 0), combined 

elementary and secondary schools (combined coded a 1, other coded as 0) with 

elementary schools left uncoded as comparison group.  Schools with minority student 

populations greater than 20 percent is coded as 1 if minority student population is greater 

than 20 percent and 0 if 20 percent or less. 

Teacher Opinion Indicators 

 The model includes eight variables relating to whether teachers are satisfied with 

various aspects of the schools in which they worked the year prior to the TFS survey.  
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These include salary (coded 1 if teacher is satisfied, 0 if unsatisfied), safety (coded as 1 if 

teacher feels safe in school, 0 if teacher does not feel safe), class size (coded as 1 if 

teacher feels class size is too large, 0 if teacher does not feel class size is too large), 

workload (coded as 1 if teacher feels workload is too heavy, 0 if teacher feels workload is 

not too heavy), autonomy (coded as 1 if teacher feels he has sufficient classroom 

autonomy, coded as 0 if not), positive administrative support (coded as 1 if teacher feels 

there is sufficient support from school administrators, 0 if teacher does not feel that there 

is sufficient administrative support), sufficient resources (coded as 1 if teacher feels there 

are sufficient classroom resources, 0 if teacher feels there is not sufficient classroom 

resources) and problem student behavior (coded as 1 if teacher feels student behavior is a 

problem, 0 if teacher does not feel student behavior is a problem).  

Descriptive Statistics - Teacher Level 

The Teacher Follow-up Survey contains a total of 5,788 observations, 

representing 3,639 current teachers and 2,149 former teachers who had left teaching in 

the year prior to completing the TFS questionnaire.  Table 1 displays statistics for 

teachers who remained in their schools (stayers) and those who changed schools or left 

the teaching profession (movers). T-tests were performed to examine whether averages 

across movers and stayers are statistically significant.  On average, movers have about 

seven years of teaching experience, while stayers have about nine years of teaching 

experience (p<.001).  About one-fifth of movers are male and one-quarter of stayers are 

male, though this difference was not statistically significant.  Racial demographics are 
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similar across the two groups.  Eighty-six percent of both movers and stayers are white.  

Seven percent of both groups identified as African American.  Four percent of movers are 

Hispanic, while 5 percent of stayers are Hispanic (p<.001).     

Descriptive Statistics - School Level 

The large majority of both movers (83 percent) and stayers (88 percent) in the 

sample teach in public schools (p<.001).  About 50 percent of both groups of teachers 

teach in suburban schools, with 20 percent of movers identified as rural teachers and 22 

percent of stayers identified as teaching in rural schools (p<.001).  While 52 percent of 

movers taught in a school with a minority population of more than 20 percent, 48 percent 

of stayers teach in schools with larger minority student populations, though this 

difference was not statistically significant. 
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Table 1 
Descriptive Statistics for Variables Utilized in  

Logistics Regression Analysis (Weighted) 
 

 N X SD 

 Mover Stayer Mover Stayer Mover Stayer 

   Teacher Characteristics    

Experience -- -- 7.14 9.26 .29 .23 

Male 1048 620 .21 .25 .02 .01 

Black 171 121 .07 .07 .01 .01 

Hispanic 137 137 .04 .05 .01 .01 

Other 162 60 .03 .02 .01 .01 

School Characteristics    

Suburban 1399 1079 .50 .49 .02 .01 

Rural 1097 506 .20 .22 .01 .01 

Minority School (> 20%) 1541 990  .52 .48 .02 .01 

Secondary School 1538 653 .29 .30 .02 .01 

Combined School 377 281 .08 .06 .01 .01 

Public 2625 1531 .83 .88 .01 .01 

  Note: Dichotomous variables represented as proportions of entire population. 

Weighting 

Because of the survey’s stratified probability sample design, each teacher 

observation contains a weight variable that is the inverse of the probability that that 

particular teacher would have been chosen to participate in the survey.  The analyses 

contained in this paper are weighted by this variable to ensure that conclusions can be 

generalized to the greater teacher population. 

Analytic Model 

 To explore how school-based policies may be related to rural teacher retention, a 

binary outcome, logistic regression analysis determined the probability that a teacher 
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returns the following year to teach based on the teacher’s personal characteristics and 

school characteristics. 

 In particular, this paper will use a binomial logistic regression, which requires that 

the outcome of interest has one of two possibilities – in this case, whether a particular 

teacher will return to teach at the same school or leave the school.  Logistic regression 

allows estimation of the probability of a particular event occurring.  For this analysis the 

outcome of interest, whether a teacher returns to the same school, is coded as 1, while 

leaving the school is coded as 0.  If, for example, the independent variable equaled 1 for a 

particular observation, the probability that that teacher would return to his school would 

be 100 percent.  

 Logistic regression models allow for the use of both continuous and dichotomous 

independent variables, providing a high degree of flexibility for model specification.  

Unlike OLS regression, logistic regression does not assume a linear relationship between 

the dependent and independent variables, does not require normally distributed variables, 

and generally has less stringent requirements.   

 A key difference between interpreting OLS and logistic regression results is that 

the coefficients on independent variables in logistic regressions are not interpreted 

directly.  Instead, independent variables’ coefficients are interpreted by exponentiating 

them to obtain odds ratios that are in turn used to interpret each independent variable’s 

impact on the outcome.  In the case of the analytic model used in this paper, each of the 

independent variables of interest is a dummy variable, meaning that the interpretation of 
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their odds ratios is similar.  Observations with particular dichotomous independent 

variables equaling one with odds ratios greater than one are more likely to result in the 

outcome of interest (in this case, whether a teacher returns to school) than those 

observations that have that variable equal to zero.  Conversely, when coefficients on 

dichotomous independent variables set to 1 have odds ratios less than 1, then 

observations with that characteristic are less likely to result in the outcome.  In this way, 

logistic regression analysis allows researchers to see how specific factors or 

characteristics contribute to the likelihood of a particular outcome occurring.   

 For this analysis a logistic procedure specifically designed for advanced survey 

designs is used in SAS to produce reliable standard errors for coefficient estimates by 

accounting for the clustering of teachers within schools as a result of the survey design.  

A standard logistic procedure assumes only a simple random sample survey design. 

For this paper, the following logistic regression model is used: 

 

The variables of interest in this model are the TFS satisfaction indicators (shown 

in bold), which ask former and current teachers to rate their level of satisfaction with their 

school and community and the TFS school program indicators, which capture resources 

and support available to teachers (e.g., common planning time, mentoring, etc.).  The 

Teachnow =β0 intercept + β1sex + β2black + β3Hispanic + β4other + β5experience  + 
β6school sector + β7secondary school + β8combined school + β9rural + β10suburb 
β11minority flag + β112TFS satisfaction indicators+ u  
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particular questions asked of teachers are available in Appendix A, which includes the 

specific wording of questions on the TFS survey. 

Results 

 In order to examine how returning teachers’ responses to the posed questions 

differed from those teachers who left their schools, cross tabulations were calculated to 

see what percentages of each group of teachers agreed and disagreed with the statements 

posed on the TFS survey.  Table 2 on the following displays this information broken 

down into “movers” and “stayers” categories to make it easier to see how these two 

groups compared in answering the same questions.  Movers who agree are compared to 

stayers who agree; similarly movers who disagree are compared to stayers who disagree.  

I ran cross tabulations on each of the TFS satisfaction indicator variables to examine if 

there was a difference between how movers and stayers felt about specific characteristics 

related to the school in which they taught a year prior to the survey.  Those variables that 

elicit significantly different responses between the two groups warrant further analysis in 

a multivariate modeling approach, such as logistic regression.  An expanded version of 

this table may be found in Appendix B, which includes a larger set of TFS questions not 

used in this paper’s analysis. 
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Table 2 
Teachers who Agree and Disagree 

to Selected TFS Questions Disaggregated by Choice to Stay or Leave School  
 

 

% rural teachers who 
did agree with the 
statement 

% rural teachers who 
did not agree with the 
statement 

p-value 

 Stayers Movers Stayers Movers  

Remuneration and Professional 
Development      

Satisfactory salary 43.43  49.28 56.56 50.72 0.19 

Environment      

*Felt Safe 91.42 85.54 8.58 14.46 0.02 

Sufficient resources 75.49 69.53 24.51 30.47 0.12 

Class size too large 39.23 34.06 60.77 65.94  0.21 

Workload too heavy 54.45 47.16 45.55 52.84 0.11 

Student factors      

  **Student behavior is a problem 33.00 67.00 35.63 64.37 .01 

Administration and Governance      

**Satisfied with level of control  
and autonomy in classroom 88.96 78.93 11.04 21.07 0.01 

*Sufficient administrator  
support 70.44  60.57  29.56  39.43  0.030 

  Note: Figures in parentheses are standard errors of estimates.  
  **Significant at p<.01 level 
  *Significant at p<.05 level  
  

Based upon findings presented in table 2, there are various school factors that may 

be related to whether rural teachers stay or move from the schools in which they teach.  

Many of the factors that involve administration and governance seem to be significantly 

related to teacher retention.  More specifically, teacher satisfaction with classroom 

control, and autonomy and student behavior each had statistically significant 

relationships with whether teachers stay or leave(p<.01).  Teachers’ ratings of 

administrator support (p<.05) are relatively weakly associated with whether teachers stay 

or leave: 70 percent of stayers and 61 percent of movers report sufficient administrator 
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support .  As for the school environment, teachers’ feelings of safety (p<.05) are 

significantly related to their decisions on whether or not to stay at their schools, with 9 

percent of stayers and 14 percent of movers reporting they did not feel safe in their 

schools.  Moreover, teacher workload and sufficient availability of resources are with the 

dependent variable, though just above the ten percent level. 

Perhaps surprisingly, none of the remuneration and professional development 

variables is significantly associated with whether teachers stay at their school.  However, 

prior research is mixed about how these monetary and development factors affect the 

chances that rural teachers remain in their school, so it will be kept in the model.  Teacher 

stress – and those factors that can lead to teacher stress – has been shown to be a strong 

indicator of teacher turnover. A 1999 study of rural schools found that poor working 

conditions that included poor resources, large workloads and large class sizes tended to 

lead to greater amounts of teacher stress and burnout (Abel & Sewell, 1999).  As a result 

these three variables will be left in the following logistic regression model: 

 

 

The logistic regression model yielded the results presented in table 3. 

 
 

Teachnow =β0 intercept + β1sex + β2black + β3Hispanic + β4other + 
β5experience  + β6school sector + β7secondary school + β8combined school + 
β9rural + β10suburb β11minority flag + β112salary +  β13feelings of safety +  
β14class size + β15workload + β16teacher autonomy + β17administrator support 
+  β18resources + β19behavior + u  
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Table 3 
Logistic regression results for all teachers in sample 

 

   Estimate SE p-value Odds 
Ratios 

Outcome .59 .36 .10  

Teacher Characteristics     

  Sex .29 .17 .09 1.33 

  Black -.13 .34 .70 .88 

  Hispanic -.10 .27 .70 .90 

  Other -.01 .55 .99 .99 

  Experience (years) .03 .01 .01 1.02 

School Characteristics     

  Public .32 .14 .02 1.38 

  Rural -.21 .20 .28 .81 

  Suburb -.07 .17 .70 1.06 

  Secondary .02 .18 .91 1.02 

  Combined .01 .18 .94 1.01 

  Minority (>20% minority          
  enrollment) 

-.25 .15 .10 .78 

Teacher Opinion Indicators     

  Satisfactory Salary -.13 .14 .35 .88 

  Felt Safe .22 .24 .35 1.25 

  Class size Too Large -.11 .16 .50 .90 

 ** Heavy Workload .37 .15 .01 1.45 

  Classroom Autonomy .02 .20 .91 1.02 

  ***Sufficient Administrative  
  support 

.72 .15 <.0001 2.05 

  Sufficient Resources .02 .15 .92 1.02 

 * Student Behavior a Problem -.31 .17 .07 .74 

***Significant at p<.001 level 
  **Significant at p<.05 level 

       *Significant at p<.10 level  
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As reported in table 3, there are three statistically significant TFS teacher 

indicator variables.  Sufficient administrative support has the strongest positive 

relationship with retention.  In fact, teachers who agreed that there was sufficient 

administrative support were about 205 percent more likely (p<.001) as those who 

disagreed to return to their schools.  Teachers who felt that they had a heavy workload 

were 45 percent more likely (p<.05) as those who did not feel that they had a heavy 

workload to be retained at their schools.  These two school-based factors were the only 

statistically significant indicators. 

Additionally, those teachers who felt that student behavior was a problem in their 

schools were about 26 percent less likely (p<.10) than those who did not feel behavior 

was a problem to remain at their schools. 

However, in order to see if these variables differ specifically for rural teachers, 

the same model was run again including only rural teachers and then again using only 

urban teachers as a basis for comparison.  In reducing the sample to include only rural 

teachers, it is important to recognize that there may be differences in the 1603 teachers 

that make up the rural-only teacher sample compared to the general teacher population as 

a whole.  The percentage of male rural teachers does not differ much from the proportion 

of male teachers across the entire sample, with males representing about one-quarter of 

teachers in both samples.  While seven percent of the entire sample is identified as 

African American, only four percent of rural teachers are African Americans.  Five 

percent of the entire sample is Hispanic, with Hispanics making up two percent of the 
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rural teacher sample.  In all, 89 percent of rural teachers are white, and 87 percent of the 

teachers across the whole sample identify themselves as white. 

A larger proportion of teachers from the general sample taught in schools with 

large minority student populations than did rural teachers, with roughly half of the entire 

sample working in such schools and about a third of rural teachers working in schools 

with large populations of minority students.  Without controlling for other factors, 

teachers who work in schools with large minority populations are more likely to leave 

their schools than teachers who teach in schools with smaller minority populations.  This 

may skew the outcome of the rural-only model in favor of increased retention because 

fewer rural teachers teach in schools with large minority populations.    

Ninety-two percent of rural teachers taught in public schools, while 87 percent of 

the entire sample did the same.  Public schools tend to retain teachers compared to similar 

private schools, meaning that the greater proportion of rural school teachers who teach in 

a public compared to the sample may be more likely to stay anyway.  For both rural 

teachers and the sample as a whole, 45 percent of teachers teach in secondary schools.  

Forty-two percent of rural teachers teach in combined elementary and secondary schools, 

while 13 percent of the entire sample teach in combined schools.   

Rural teachers in the sample tend to teach in smaller schools with 42 percent 

teaching small schools (with student populations of fewer than 300 students), while 45 

percent of the sample as a whole tended to teach in larger schools (schools with more 

than 500 students).  Only twenty-eight percent of the entire sample teaches in small 
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school schools.  Forty-five percent of the entire sample teaches in large schools, while 

only 29 percent of rural teachers teach in large schools.  Teachers who teach in larger 

schools tend to leave those schools at larger rates than teachers who teach in smaller 

schools.  As a result, results from a sample of rural teachers may result in a skewed 

outcome because of the fact that they tend to teach in smaller schools compared to the 

sample as a whole and smaller schools show signs of less teacher turnover.    

The results of the rural-only logistic regression are displayed in table 4 on the 

following page. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 



 

 31 

Table 4 
Logistic regression results comparison for rural and urban teachers 

Note: Statistically significant coefficients only reported for rural schools 
* Significant at p<.05 level 
** Significant at p<.01 level 
 

  Estimate SE p-value Odds Ratio 
 Rural Urban Rural Urban Rural Urban Rural Urban 
Outcome -.16 .028 .82 .64 .85 .67   
Teacher 
Characteristics 

        

  Sex .03 .37 .28 .32 .91 .24 1.03 1.46 
  Black -.20 .07 .70 .50 .78 .90 .82 1.07 
  Hispanic -.05 -.21 .58 .41 .94 .62 .96 .81 
  Other -.27 -.33 .84 .75 .75 .66 .76 .72 
  Experience    
  (years) 

.01 .07 .02 .02 .72 
<.000
1 

1.01 1.08 

School 
Characteristics         

  Public .86 .15 .32 .30 .01 .62 2.34 1.16 
  Secondary .16 .04 .30 .33 .59 .91 1.18 1.04 
  Combined -.32 .21 .38 .33 .41 .52 .73 1.23 
  Minority (>20%  
  minority  
  enrollment) 

-.44 .12 .31 .33 .16 .71 .65 1.13 

Teacher 
Evaluation 
Indicators 

        

  Satisfactory  
  Salary 

-.34 -.66 .26 .29 .18 .02 .71 .52 

  *Felt Safe 1.25 -.15 .64 .35 .05 .67 3.49 .86 
  Class size Too  
  Large 

.20 -.54 .29 .32 .50 .09 1.22 .58 

  Heavy Workload .30 .19 .28 .31 .28 .54 1.35 1.21 
  Classroom    
  Autonomy 

.03 -.23 .48 .41 .95 .57 1.03 .79 

  **Sufficient     
  Administrative   
  Support 

.80 1.49 .31 .29 .009 
<.000
1 

2.24 4.44 

  Sufficient   
  Resources 

-.19 .01 .31 .30 .55 .97 .83 1.01 

  **Student   
  behavior a  
  problem -.86 .16 .30 .34 .004 .64 .42 1.17 
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 The results in Table 4 shows that when including rural teachers exclusively, three 

variables are statistically significant.  Unlike with the teaching population as a whole, 

however, heavy workload is not a statistically significant factor, while safety is.  Those 

rural teachers who felt that there was sufficient administrative support were 224 percent 

more likely to return to their jobs the following year than those rural teachers who felt 

that they did not receive sufficient administrative support (p<.01).  Problems with student 

behavior is also significantly correlated to teacher retention (p<.01), with rural teachers 

agreeing that behavior is a problem are 58 percent less likely than those not agreeing it is 

a problem to return to school the following year. 

 Lastly, rural teachers’ feelings of safety were significant (p<.05) to whether rural 

teachers remained at their schools.  Those teachers who felt safe at their schools were 349 

percent more likely to remain in their schools than those rural teachers who did not feel 

safe.  All three of these factors, administrative support, student behavior and feelings of 

safety all have significant impact on whether rural teachers stay at their schools or if they 

decide to leave.   

Other Considerations 

 The teachers in this sample who have moved on from their initial schools are 

classified as movers.  However, it should be noted that this group of teachers represents 

those who retired from teaching as well as those who have decided to move to other 

schools to continue their teaching careers.  Though controlling for experience allows for a 

degree of control over those who left teaching altogether, the TFS dataset does not 
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include information about what exact kind of area the teacher has moved into if he left his 

old school.  That is, it is possible that some teachers have moved from one rural school to 

another either within or outside the district, but this information is not included in TFS.  

If there were a lot of teachers who moved into other rural schools then the effects of the 

model would be overstated, since rural schools as a whole would not be losing its 

workforce in the rates this model assumes.  

 Moreover, the 2001 TFS survey results are not the most recent version.  It is, 

however, currently the most recent dataset available for public use.  There are two 

important considerations that stem from this fact.  First, various facets of the education 

and employment environment have changed drastically in the last seven years.  The 

introduction of the No Child Left Behind Act (NCLB) in 2002 has greatly changed the 

education landscape, requiring schools and districts to hold teachers accountable for the 

academic success of their students.  The increased emphasis on testing prompted many 

teachers to alter their lesson plans and class structures to help maximize student 

standardized test scores (Zimmerman & Dibenedetto, 2008; Grant, 2007).  This means 

that teachers must give up a degree of classroom autonomy, which could negatively 

affect their desire to teach in public schools and increase their chances of moving to a 

private school, where they are not beholden to NCLB requirements.  Moreover, the 

employment market more generally is not as strong as it had been when the 1999-2000 

SASS and 2000-2001 TFS were administered.  This may negatively affect teachers’ 

desire to leave their current schools or their ability to find other employment even if they 
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wished to do so.  The findings in this study are not sensitive to these changing factors 

over the last decade. 

 Secondly, in the time between when the surveys were administered and now, the 

way in which NCES and other federal organizations define what constitutes a rural area 

has changed to reflect updated accounting methods.  As a result, areas once designated as 

rural may no longer have that designation and vice versa.  This points to the fact that the 

term “rural” is in a constant state of flux, which colors any set of results that attempts to 

pin down a definition.  It is unclear how the results presented above may be affected 

based on these changing definitions of rural, but this issue of definition must be kept in 

mind when discussing potential policy implications for rural schools.  

Conclusions 

 The findings in this study suggest that policymakers should focus on initiatives 

intended to strengthen school leadership, as the findings presented show that 

administrator support is the strongest indicator in terms of statistical and practical 

significance of whether rural teachers remain in their current job.  Additionally, 

improving student behavior and increasing teacher safety are other relatively strong 

factors that influence teacher retention.  Feelings of safety in particular have a very high 

practical impact on rural teacher retention, though its significance is not as strong as the 

other two factors.    

  It should be noted that, for the reasons mentioned under the section above, the 

findings are not absolutely conclusive.  For example, it is difficult to define exactly what 
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teachers mean by “administrator support.”  As much of the data used are based upon 

teacher opinion, it is very possible that individuals interpreted the questions differently 

and responded accordingly.  Moreover, feelings of safety may be different from actual 

safety, meaning that safety measures taken by the school may not be good investments 

when compared to others methods of making teachers feel safe (i.e. counseling or 

education).  

Policy Recommendations 

Principal Training Programs for Increased Administrator Support  

Ingersoll & Smith (2004) found that strong administrator support increased 

retention for beginning teachers in particular.  That study focused on specific programs 

that administrators can put into place to help support new teachers.  For instance, 

increased collaboration time among teachers can allow for a more distributed leadership 

structure and provide teachers with the ability to learn teaching skills from each other.  

Collaboration time allows members of the school community other than the school 

administrators to take an active role in supporting teachers, while simultaneously 

reducing teacher stress (Malloy & Allen, 2007). 

 Though it may be specific supportive programs that reflect high degrees of 

administrative support, finding and developing effective leaders can be a difficult 

undertaking (Johnson-Taylor & Martin, 2007).  As such, grant and incentive programs 

for districts to provide leadership development opportunities to principals may be an 

effective and targeted way to increase teacher retention.  Considering the importance of 
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school leadership, funding effective leaders to attract them to schools and to develop their 

schools could have a trickle-down effect on rural teacher retention (Mangin, 2007).   

 State and other universities that train new principals can meet the needs of their 

states by establishing rural school leadership programs.  These programs can train current 

and future rural principals in how to lead schools within the rural context.  Moreover, 

graduates who pledge to spend a certain number of years working in rural schools can be 

offered free or reduced tuition for the program to incentivize new principals to work in 

rural settings and to build a larger base of potential rural principals.  

Interventions to Improve Student Behavior 

 Though schools cannot control all the factors that may influence poor student 

behavior, they can greatly improve the way in which students act within the school 

through consistent enforcement of clear rules with appropriate disciplinary measures 

(Goldfeder & Ross, 2008).  Though clear rule articulation and enforcement may seem 

like an obvious intervention to improve student behavior, these measures play a central 

role in reducing student misbehavior during class time.   

 In additional to clear articulation of rules, encouraging increased contact between 

students and teachers tends to have a positive effect on student behavior (Koth et al., 

2008).  There are various ways to encourage increased contact between teachers and 

students of all levels that may make sense depending on the size or makeup of the school.  

Perhaps the most obvious measure that can be taken is to reduce class size, thereby giving 

teachers additional contact with students during class time.  Many schools, however, may 
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not have the resources to hire the additional staff or utilize the extra space necessary to 

have more classes serving the same number of students.  Other options include the 

adoption of advisory periods or small mentoring groups where teachers may have the 

additional chance to learn about their students or vice versa.  Encouraging students 

through pay incentives to lead extracurricular activities gives both faculty and students 

the opportunity get to know each other better outside of the classroom but while still in a 

controlled environment.  Small rural schools in particular tend to see large benefits in 

student behavior through increased extracurricular activity (Jimerson, 2006). 

Measures to Increase Safety in School 

 There are a series of efforts that schools can take on to increase safety – or 

feelings of safety – within schools.  First, schools can partner with local law enforcement 

authorities to make sure that there is an increased presence of officers during times of 

school transition, when typical school violence is most likely to occur (Lovell et al., 

2005).  School transitions include the beginning of the school day as school begins and 

the end of the school day when students go home or begin afterschool activities.  Having 

increased police presence during this time works to decrease incidences of school 

violence.  This could have a particularly positive effect on school safety and perceptions 

of school safety, considering that rural areas are spread over wide geographic areas, with 

the potential to increase police response time should there be a violent or other behavioral 

incident that requires law enforcement intervention.  Because many rural school districts 

are spread across wide geographic areas, however, they may not have the police 
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resources to provide presence twice a day at all schools.  Nonetheless, Lovell and his 

colleagues find in their study of Milwaukee public schools that having increased 

communication and established systems of response between public schools and the 

police force can have positive effects on safety at schools regardless of daily presence. 

 Though there are myriad policies and initiatives that schools and districts can 

implement to reduce violence in schools, ranging from metal detectors at entrances to 

family and community engagement, there is a possibility that it is not actual safety issues 

that contribute to rural teachers leaving their schools, but instead is the perceived risk of 

violence or threat that ultimately causes them to leave their schools.  In the 2003-2004 

school year, 10 percent of urban teachers were threatened with violence, while only 5 

percent of rural teachers were threatened with violence (Dinkes et al., 2008).  In total, 

only 2 percent of all rural school teachers were physically attacked during the 2003-2004 

school year – the lowest percentage among locales.  In total, violence in school had been 

cut by two-thirds between 1992 and 2003.  If perceptions of safety are different from 

actual threat of safety, then investing in expensive security equipment or personnel may 

not be effective.  Instead, counseling and teacher education options may be more 

effective in assuaging teachers’ worries about safety. 

Future Research 

 This paper adds to a sparse, yet growing field of rural-centered research.  That 

said, there is still much room for additional research relating to teacher retention in rural 

areas.  First, similar studies need to be conducted with more up-to-date teacher data. 
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Moreover, the findings of this paper are quite broad.  That is, what aspects of 

administrator support contribute to increased teacher retention among rural teachers?  

Though the findings in this paper suggest that administrator support and teacher 

autonomy contribute to increased teacher retention, are there any schools or districts that 

have found a way to successfully integrate the two into school culture to the satisfaction 

of teachers? 

 Though it seems clear that there is a positive relationship between feelings of 

safety and teacher retention, it is necessary to find out what specific actions a school can 

take to make teachers feel more safe.  Obvious actions may include hiring additional 

security personnel or adopting stricter safety policies; however, feelings of safety are not 

necessarily the same thing as actual safety (Lindle, 2008).  For instance, teachers may not 

feel safe because they are not well acquainted with their students, which may preclude 

mutual trust.  If this is the case, then an alternate set of policies, such as small learning 

communities or small schools, may be the answer to improving teachers’ feelings of 

safety.  Moreover, the SASS and TFS surveys used for this paper were conducted not 

long after the media focused its attention to school violence on the suburban/rural fringe 

after the April 1999 shootings at Columbine High School in Colorado.  It is possible that 

rural teachers’ feelings of safety were impacted by the attention given to school violence 

around the time of the surveys.  Future research needs to distinguish feelings of safety 

from actual safety among rural teachers.  Only then can appropriate and well-informed 

policies related to safety be implemented. 
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 These considerations can help to build a more robust literature on rural teacher 

retention.  Considering the changing nature of the nation’s rural areas and the particular 

challenges they face, rural schools need the support of a larger body of literature to make 

informed and intelligent decisions about how to best serve their students.  This of course 

will necessitate a wide range of study beyond teacher retention.     
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Appendix A 
Questions posed to teacher participants on the TFS 

 
 

 

Questions asked of teachers: “Thinking about your school last year 
(or this year for teachers who stayed), do you agree or disagree 
with the following statements?” 

Remuneration and Professional 
Development 

 

Satisfactory salary I was satisfied with my teacher salary 

Satisfactory benefits The school or district offers satisfactory benefits 

Good promotion opportunities 
I am pleased with the opportunities for professional advancement 
(promotion) offered to teachers at the school 

Good professional development 
opportunities 

I was satisfied with the opportunities for professional development 
(learning/training) offered to teachers at the school 

Environment  

Felt Safe I felt safe at my school 

Good building 

The school facility (buildings and grounds) was in need of significant 
repairs 

Sufficient resources 

Resources and materials/equipment for my classroom(s) were 
sufficiently available 

Not enough uninterrupted class  
time 

There was not enough uninterrupted class time available for 
instruction  

Not enough planning time 

There was not enough time available for planning and preparation 
during a typical week at the school  

Class size too large Some of the classes or sections I taught were too large 

Workload too heavy I often felt that my teaching workload was too heavy 

Sufficient teacher collaboration        
opportunities 

There are many opportunities to collaborate with other teachers in 
the school 

Student factors  

Student behavior Student behavior was a problem 

Administration and Governance  

Satisfactory procedures for  
performance evaluation 

The procedures for teacher performance evaluation were 
satisfactory 

Teachers have adequate  
  influence of policies and   
  practice 

I did not have enough influence over the school’s policies and 
practices 

Satisfied with level of control  
and autonomy in classroom 

I was satisfied with the amount of autonomy and control I had over 
my classroom  

Sufficient administrator  
support 

The school administrators’’ behavior toward the staff was supportive 
and encouraging  
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Appendix B 
Explanation of Teacher Opinion Indicator Variables’ Coding 

 

The following variables were coded based on empirical patterns of the 

distribution of the variable as well as conceptual classification behind each variable.  

Variables are initially coded using a Likert scale with the following five points: 1: 

Strongly Disagree; 2: Somewhat Disagree; 3: Neither Agree nor Disagree; 4: Somewhat 

Agree; 5: Strongly Agree. 

 
Felt Safe: Teachers’ responses to the statement “I felt safe at my school fell into a skewed 

distribution.  That majority of teachers respond strongly to the statement (62 percent 

reported that they strongly agreed with an additional 25 percent who said they somewhat 

agreed) that those who were neutral seemed so distinct from those who strongly agreed 

and somewhat agreed that the neutrals were coded as “disagree.” 

 
Poor Student Behavior:  Teachers’ responses to the statement “Student behavior was a 

problem” was skewed toward disagreement with 25 percent of respondents strongly 

disagreeing, compared only 14 percent of respondents strongly agreeing.  Though slightly 

more teachers somewhat agreed to the statement (27 percent) than somewhat disagreed 

(22 percent) the pull of the distribution was to general disagreement to the statement so 

the neutral responses were coded as “disagree.”  

 
Class Size: Teachers’ responses to the statement “Some of the classes or sections I taught 

were too large” was skewed toward disagreement with 33 percent of teachers strongly 

disagreeing with the statement and only 14 percent strongly agreeing.  A relatively 
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similar proportion of teachers somewhat agreed (22 percent) and somewhat disagreed (20 

percent).  Considering this distribution, teachers who neither agreed nor disagreed were 

coded as “disagree.” 

 
Heavy Workload: Teachers’ responses to the statement “I often felt that my teaching 

workload was too heavy” was relatively evenly distributed with 50 percent of teachers in 

agreement with the statement and forty percent of the respondents disagreeing with the 

statement, with the remaining 10 percent neutral.  Because the slight majority of those 

who gave a definitive answer were in agreement, suggesting that those who did agree that 

there was a heavy workload would express this, the teachers who responded as neutral 

were coded as “disagree.”  Moreover, to be neutral to a question asking if there was too 

much workload, implies that there is no gripe about having a heavy workload.  

 
Satisfactory Classroom Autonomy: Teachers’ responses to the statement “I was satisfied 

with the amount of autonomy and control I had over my classroom” fell into a skewed 

distribution.  Forty-six percent of respondents strongly agreed with the statement with an 

additional 37 percent responding as somewhat agreeing.  With this kind of distribution 

answering neutral to this statement seemed like a drastic divergence from agreement, so 

this group was coded as “disagree.” 

 
Sufficient Resources: Teachers’ responses to the statement “Resources and 

materials/equipment for my classroom(s) were sufficiently available” fell into a skewed 

distribution with 26 percent of respondents strongly agreeing to the statement and 37 
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percent somewhat agreeing.  Only a combined 28 percent of respondents disagreed to 

some degree with the statement.  As a result, neutral answers were coded as “disagree.” 

 
Sufficient Administrator Support: Teachers’ responses to the statement “The school 

administrators’’ behavior toward the staff was supportive and encouraging fell into a 

skewed distribution with 55 percent of respondents agreeing to the statement  (33 percent 

strongly agreeing and 32 percent somewhat agreeing) and 26 percent of respondents 

disagreeing (13 percent strongly disagreeing and 13 percent somewhat disagreeing).  As a 

result of this distribution, neutral answers seem divergent from answers of agreement, so 

were coded as “disagree.” 

 
Satisfactory Salary:  Teachers’ response to the statement “I was satisfied with my teacher 

salary” was roughly even between agreement and disagreement.  Neutral values were 

coded as agree because a neutral answer to satisfaction about salary can be interpreted as 

tacit satisfaction of salary.  A teacher who is unsatisfied with his salary would be more 

likely to express this fact, compared to a teacher who is at least marginally satisfied with 

salary, who perhaps would not admit it.  
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Appendix C 
Teachers who Agree and Disagree 

to TFS Questions Disaggregated by Choice to Stay or Leave School  
 

 

% rural teachers 
who did agree with 
the statement 

% rural teachers 
who did not agree 
with the statement 

p-value 

 Stayers Movers Stayers Movers  

Remuneration and 
Professional Development      

Satisfactory salary 43.43  49.28 56.56 50.72 0.19 

Satisfactory benefits 58.60 57.43 41.40 42.57  0.79 

Good promotion 
opportunities 

59.67 
58.16 40.33 41.84 

0.73 

Good professional 
development opportunities 

53.47  
57.39 46.52 42.61 

0.39 

Environment      

*Felt Safe 91.42 85.54 8.58 14.46 0.02 

Good building 36.86 42.81 63.14 57.18 0.18 

Sufficient resources 75.49 69.53 24.51 30.47 0.12 

Not enough uninterrupted 
class time 33.06 30.42 66.94 69.58 

0.57 

Not enough planning time 57.22  60.66 42.78 39.33 0.43 

Class size too large 39.23 34.06 60.77 65.94  0.21 

Workload too heavy 54.45 47.16 45.55 52.84 0.11 

Sufficient teacher 
collaboration opportunities 

49.29  
54.64  50.70 45.36 

0.25 

Student factors      

Students motivated 62.18 61.28 37.82 38.72 0.83 

  **Student behavior is a 
problem 33.00 67.00 35.63 64.37 .01 

Administration and 
Governance      

Satisfactory procedures 
for performance evaluation 66.93 60.03 33.07 39.97 0.11 

Teachers have adequate 
influence of policies and 
practice 42.02  42.36 57.98 57.63 0.93 

**Satisfied with level of 
control and autonomy in 
classroom 88.96 78.93 11.04 21.07 0.01  

*Sufficient administrator 
support 70.44  60.57  29.56  39.43  0.030 
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