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Introduction 

 

Teacher Turnover: A Profession Unevenly in Flux  

Many states are declaring high rates of teacher turnover as an 

education crisis. National survey data reveal that, among public 

school teachers employed during the 2020–21 school year, 8% 

left the teaching profession and another 8% changed schools 

during the 2021–22 school year, with a total 1-year turnover 

rate of 16%.i Although these average turnover rates have 

remained stable over the past 20 years, some schools have 

higher turnover rates than others.  

More recent data from nine large urban and suburban school 

districts indicate that, on average, 23% of the teachers in these 

districts left their school or the teaching profession between 

October 2022 and October 2023, with higher turnover rates 

among teachers with fewer years of experience and schools 

with a higher concentration of students from low-income 

families.ii  

The Disruptive Effects of Teacher Turnover on Teachers' Professional Learning 

Teacher turnover has known impacts on students and schools. It disrupts stable relationships between 

students and their teachers, and schools with high turnover often struggle to attract qualified and 

experienced teachers.iii In addition, research shows that higher rates of teacher turnover are 

associated with lower student achievement test scores.iv 

Perhaps less well known are the secondary effects on crucial teacher supports—such as consistent, 

sustained professional learning. Effective professional learning opportunities are one way in which 

districts and schools help teachers better address lower levels of student performance; however, 

teacher turnover reduces the potential effectiveness of professional learning. 

Teacher Turnover: Implications for 
Evaluating Professional Learning 

Spotlight on Teacher 

Professional Learning  

When teachers learn, students 

learn. For decades, AIR has 

conducted studies of teacher 

professional learning and helped 

others use evidence to develop, 

implement, test, and scale 

professional learning programs. 

Learn more about our work. 

https://nces.ed.gov/pubs2024/2024039SummaryM.pdf.
https://www.air.org/resource/spotlight/spotlight-teacher-professional-learning
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Two key features of effective professional learning are collaborative learning and sustained duration. 

These features help teachers learn, practice, implement, and reflect on new instructional practices and 

strategies with other grade-level teachers over an extended period and even across school years.v 

Higher teacher turnover rates diminish these opportunities to build strong relationships with 

colleagues and develop effective teacher teams through collaborative, sustained professional learning 

programs. 

The Challenge for Researchers 

 

How to Evaluate Program Outcomes in a Shifting Teacher Workforce 

Beyond the immediate impacts on teachers, schools, and students, teacher turnover makes it hard for 

researchers and funders to assess the effectiveness of teacher professional learning programs or 

interventions. Although districts are encouraged to use evidence-based practices to inform instruction 

and practices in their schools, the process of generating evidence is also affected by teacher turnover. 

Timing Is Everything 

First, it takes time to assess outcomes. We know that the effects of professional learning programs on 

student outcomes are often not measurable until subsequent school years, sometimes even 2 years 

after initial implementation. Teachers need sufficient time to implement what they have learned, test 

out a new practice, modify the practice, and refine it.  

When enough teachers leave a school or the profession early in a study, it can become a practical 

challenge that ultimately makes a rigorous evaluation design infeasible. Given the duration required to 

measure student and teacher outcomes, high teacher turnover can reduce the reliability and rigor of 

the evidence generated. This issue often limits what actionable information a study can provide to the 

field.    

Tricky Attrition Rates 

Second, to be considered an evidence-based practice, research needs to follow rigorous standards 

such as those set by the What Works Clearinghouse (WWC), which is housed at the U.S. Department of 

Education’s Institute of Education Sciences. To meet the WWC’s standards “without reservations,” 

studies must use a random assignment design, often referred to as a randomized controlled trial (RCT).  

This study design requires excluding teachers who “join” the study after random assignment is 

completed since the program itself may influence teachers’ decisions about where to teach. Thus, high 

teacher turnover creates serious complications for a random assignment evaluation design. Here are a 

few examples: 

https://ies.ed.gov/ncee/wwc/
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• Randomization before the start of the school year excludes teachers who are hired at the end 

of the summer. If professional learning begins in the summer, then random assignment of 

study participants needs to occur in the prior spring or at the beginning of summer. However, 

teacher turnover is highest over the summer months, so studies following this research design 

are likely to experience high rates of teacher attrition (teachers no longer able to participate in 

the study) right at the beginning of the study. 

• Teacher turnover leads to missing outcome data for teachers. Teacher outcomes can only be 

measured among teachers who are present to provide outcome data. Studies measuring 

instructional quality or teacher outcomes at the end of a professional learning program will 

experience high levels of teacher attrition in schools where there has been high teacher 

turnover, as outcome data will not be available for teachers who switch schools or leave the 

teaching profession. This is particularly true for studies that are designed to measure outcomes 

across multiple school years. 

• Estimates of the impact of PL may be biased if the PL itself has an influence on teacher 

turnover. For example, if teacher turnover is higher among schools that do not receive the 

professional learning program, then estimates of the impact may be influenced by the differing 

characteristics of teachers who remain in the school over time. 

• Interpreting impacts for students can be difficult. Studies of professional learning typically 

examine whether there is a measurable impact on student outcomes, such as achievement test 

scores. How teacher turnover affects estimated impacts on student outcomes differs by the 

study design: 

o When teachers are randomly assigned to study conditions, evaluations will need to 

exclude any students of teachers who leave the school during the study. 

o When schools are randomly assigned to the treatment condition, to reduce attrition, 

researchers often will include all students attending the schools participating in the 

study, regardless of whether their teachers were teaching at the school from the 

beginning of the study. In this design, it is difficult to estimate the true impact of the 

professional learning in schools with high rates of teacher turnover, because newer 

teachers may have only been exposed to a fraction of the treatment. 
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ILLUSTRATING THE CHALLENGE 

Lessons From the Professional Learning with Impact Evaluation Study 

A recent study completed by AIR researchers illustrates the 

challenges related to teacher turnover and evaluation design. Over 

the course of the 2-year evaluation, three schools withdrew from the 

study, and another four were excluded from the study due to high 

rates of teacher turnover. 

In the remaining schools, approximately 40% of the original study 

teachers were still teaching the same grade levels at the same 

schools as they worked in at the beginning of the study and 

provided outcome data.  

Teacher Impacts: Stress 

Survey responses at the end of the first year of implementation 

indicated that teachers participating in the program experienced 

higher levels of stress and less job satisfaction, but these 

differences disappeared after the second year of implementation. 

Although the research team did not observe significant impacts on 

other teacher outcomes, findings should be interpreted with caution 

because the high teacher attrition rate limited the team's ability to 

rigorously evaluate the effectiveness of the program. 

Student Impacts: Higher ELA Scores 

To assess program impact on student achievement, the AIR study 

team analyzed data from all students in the relevant grade levels 

attending study schools in spring 2023 regardless of whether their 

teachers were part of the original study sample in summer 2021. 

The analysis showed a significant impact on achievement test 

scores in English language arts. This finding, however, is somewhat 

difficult to interpret since it is based on students whose teachers 

may have only experienced a fraction of the 2-year program. Given 

the high rates of teacher turnover at the study schools, it is unclear 

whether the impact would have been stronger if all students in the study were taught by teachers 

who experienced the full 2-year PLI program. 

About the Study 

Professional Learning with 

Impact Evaluation Study 

Based on a school-level random 

assignment design, this study 

focused on the implementation and 

impact of a professional learning 

program that included individual 

teacher coaching as well as grade-

level teacher learning teams 

implemented across two school 

years.  

Primary outcomes for the study 

included teacher instructional 

practice (as measured by the 

Classroom Assessment Scoring 

System-Upper Elementary 

[CLASS-UE]), teacher self-efficacy 

(as measured by a teacher survey), 

and student achievement test 

scores in mathematics and English 

language arts. The impact 

evaluation of this PL program 

began in summer 2021 with a 

sample of 155 Grade 4 and Grade 

5 teachers in 32 schools. 



5 | AIR.ORG  Teacher Turnover: Implications for Evaluating Professional Learning 

Considerations 

What can program providers and researchers do to improve professional learning opportunities and 

research in districts and schools with high rates of teacher turnover? 

Considerations for Program Providers 

• New professional learning opportunities should incorporate strategies to reduce teacher 

turnover. In general, new professional learning opportunities should be embedded in existing 

structures and schedules to ensure that the new opportunities do not add to teachers’ 

workload or stress. These programs should also include time for teachers to collaborate and 

reflect on the new teaching strategies as a team, so that teachers feel that they can “share the 

burden” of learning new strategies. 

• School leaders and professional learning providers should consider that some teachers are 

more likely to leave than others, and implementation should be adjusted accordingly. For 

example, if newer teachers are more likely to leave the profession than more experienced 

teachers, then perhaps newer teachers could receive additional supports, or other 

responsibilities could be shifted to more experienced teachers when introducing a new 

professional learning opportunity to reduce workload and stress among newer teachers. 

Considerations for Program Evaluators 

• Professional learning research should include the collection of feedback from teachers about 

both positive and negative experiences and should monitor teacher well-being during the 

introduction of a new professional learning program. Collection of regular feedback from 

teachers participating in programs can allow researchers to identify pain points and aspects of 

newly introduced programs that may be adjusted to improve effectiveness and reduce 

unnecessary burden. 

• Researchers should be transparent about research expectations and may consider 

“oversampling” when recruiting schools and teachers for evaluations. If researchers are 

designing a 2-year study, recruitment materials should specify that teachers who do not intend 

to continue teaching at the school in future years would not be a good fit for the study. In 

addition, if the study is designed to include 100 teachers, for example, researchers may 

consider recruiting 150 teachers at the beginning of the study to increase the chances that 

there will still be 100 teachers by the end of the study. 

• Teacher retention should be an outcome measure in evaluations of PL programs. High-quality 

professional learning has the potential to reduce teacher turnover, particularly among newer 

teachers. Evaluations can be designed to explicitly measure the extent to which professional 

learning programs provide the support and training teachers need, making them less likely to 

leave the teaching profession prematurely. 
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