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INTRODUCTION

We are a group of lllinois State Teacher of the Year Finalists and Teach Plus lllinois
Policy Fellows working to offer solutions for the teacher shortages lllinois schools
continue to face. Drawing on our own experiences as highly accomplished
educators, all of whom have been teaching for more than a decade, we recognize
that retaining experienced teachers is critical to building a strong and stable
profession. We have a unique first-hand perspective as to how we might help solve
the problems that cause mid-career teachers to leave teaching, as we have not only
experienced most of the issues detailed below, but also persisted through them to
reach the highest levels of professional success.

Our current teacher shortage is two-fold, stemming from both a drop in the number
of new candidates pursuing degrees in teaching and the attrition rates of practicing
teachers. Because early-career teachers are a larger group, teacher retention efforts
tend to prioritize recruitment and retention efforts that meet their needs. However, this
approach assumes that all teachers are equally effective—and we know that they
are not. Mid-career teachers—those with 5-15 years of experience—are significantly
more effective than beginning teachers,! so even though the rate of attrition may be
lower among this group, the impact of that attrition is much greater on a per-teacher
basis.

A significant number of experienced teachers leave the profession each year;
according to one analysis, 42.4% of those who left the profession in 2013 were mid-
career teachers.? This has resulted in the share of inexperienced teachers increasing
significantly over time. An examination of the distribution of teachers by their years of
teaching experience reveals that in 1987-88, the modal schoolteacher had 15 years
of teaching experience. By 2007-08, the modal schoolteacher was in his or her first
year of feaching.®

This dramatic decline in the number of experienced teachers is costly in both human
and financial terms. One study cited in the 2018 Teach lllinois report estimated the
annual cost of teacher turnover at $2 billion.* More troubling, a report by The New
Teacher Project found that of the teachers in the top 20 percent of effectiveness, half
left their school within five years—and that the average teacher in this group had
nine years of teaching experience.> When mid-career teachers leave, their students
suffer.

The loss of mid-career teachers also raises issues of equity, as these costs are borne
disproportionately by high poverty schools that experience the highest rates of
turnover and attrition, more vacant positions, and less experienced teachers.
Additionally, the impact of effective (or ineffective) teachers on student learning

is cumulative and additive over time.” That means those students who would most
benefit from excellent teachers too often find themselves falling further behind each
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year. Retaining highly effective mid-career teachers “...is critical to the success of alll
students, but especially to students in high-poverty and high-minority schools.”®

In this paper, we review national research revealing several major reasons why mid-
career teachers decide to leave the profession, including finances, stress, and a lack
of opportunities for professional growth, and we offer recommendations for state and
local policymakers to address these concerns and build a more stable and effective
teaching profession in lllinois.

FINANCES

Although it is generally understood that no one goes into teaching to get rich, the
reality is that teachers are notoriously poorly compensated for their work. Even after
adjusting for the shorter work year in teaching, beginning teachers nationally earn
about 20% less than individuals with college degrees in other fields, and that gap

in pay widens to 30% by mid-career.’” In fact, in the state of Colorado, teachers

with a graduate degree and 10 years of experience make less than a fruck driver.'°
This pay gap continues to tax teachers into mid-career. At a career phase when
contemporaries in other professions often see significant promotions or pay raises,
most mid-career teachers see only incremental annual salary increases. And

unlike those in other professions, mid-career teachers generally cannot leave their
employer for a new position without suffering significant loss of salary--an issue we
discuss in more detail at the end of this paper. These financial realities make it difficult
not only to attract but also to retain feachers who have more lucrative options.

Student loan debt also takes a financial toll on teachers. Although it is not unusual

for college graduates to have student loan debt, the problem is exacerbated for
teachers because of the pay gap described above. According to the Institute for
College Access & Success, the average student loan debt is $30,100 per borrower,
and in order to repay that amount over ten years at typical interest rates the
average public school teacher would need to set aside 10% of their starting salary.!
That can be crippling for a young professional. Most teachers also experience
pressure to continue their education beyond a bachelor’'s degree, thereby adding to
the financial burden.

While several programs exist to provide student loans forgiveness to lllinois teachers,
too many teachers are unaware of these programs. Other mid-career teachers
may be ineligible as a result of choosing the wrong type of student loan as much
as a decade earlier. Finally, because the lllinois Teachers Loan Repayment Program
operates on a first-come, first-serve basis, and applicants are eligible only in a single
six-month period, too many eligible teachers are unable to take advantage of this
benefit.'?

Poor financial compensation, exacerbated by student debt load, is a major reason
that teachers leave to pursue other careers after 5-15 years. In a survey of teachers
who have left the profession, 67% of the respondents said that an increase in

salary would be an extremely or very important factor in deciding to return.'®* And
those who seek better compensation outside of teaching are likely to find those
opportunities. Teachers are trained and licensed professionals who tend to be quick
to learn new things, emotionally responsive, and good tfeam members. These same
aftributes make them ideal employees and can lead to success in other careers.
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STRESS

Teaching is a high stress profession, and this persistent stress takes its toll on educators,
which leads to educator burnout.' Although often used casually, “burnout” is also

a specific technical term that results from a variety of factors, including emotional
exhaustion, depersonalization, and reduced personal accomplishment.’ High

levels of burnout result in high levels of teacher attrition,'® and as we seek to keep
educators in the classroom, targeting and reducing stress as much as possible is
critical. We divide stressors info two major groups: the job demands of meeting
student needs, and the working conditions within which teachers operate to meet
those needs.

Meeting Student Needs

Teaching is often described as a labor of love, as educators seek to create spaces
that meet the needs of all students, but the mental work of doing so also leads to
stress. Educators spend a significant amount of time responding to problematic
behaviors, which may include defiance, disrespect, and non-compliance.!” Not
surprisingly, student misbehavior is one of the most highly reported factors leading to
teacher burnout.'®

Even when student behavior is entirely appropriate, teachers must be constantly
aftentive to each student’s individual progress to meet their needs, and to implement
accommodations for students with special needs. To accomplish all this, teachers
must make thousands of decisions each day. The resulting feeling of being on
constant alert contributes to emotional exhaustion, negatively affects energy levels,
and increases anxiety.!”

An emerging additional demand on teachers is meeting the needs of students who
are experiencing or have experienced frauma. As the profession incorporates new
learning and research, and educators receive training to become more trauma-
informed, many educators still feel ill-prepared to meet the needs of students who
have experienced trauma. This feeling of unpreparedness contributes to a sense

of reduced personal accomplishment, another factor that leads to burnout. It is

also not uncommon for teachers who are working with fraumatized students to
develop trauma themselves.? This is known as secondary trauma, and it can lead to
professional disengagement and declining performance and may cause teachers to
leave the profession.?!

Working Conditions

The stress generated by work tasks depends on a balance of two elements: job
demands and the resources available fo meet them.?? Teaching can be a very
rewarding career when sufficient resources, including time, are available to
teachers. However, the demands generated by student needs often outpace the
resources available to meet them. The basic demands of lesson planning, grading,
and assessing students create undue stress when sufficient fime is not available

to complete these essential tasks on top of other responsibilities, such as meeting
with special education and multilingual teachers and support staff to respond to
individual student needs. Demands on mid-career teachers’ fime are also amplified
by life changes, like parenthood, that often occur in this phase of their career, and
forced to choose between spending foo much time at work or resigning to protect
time with family, many teachers choose the latter.
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Educators also have to navigate physical working conditions on a daily basis that
can lead to burnout. The physical environment of the school is a key resource that
helps teachers meet the demands of the job, and schools that lack basic resources—
from books to climate control—are difficult environments in which to work. Not

only can these environments and conditions induce stress, they can also hamper
teachers’ effectiveness. Teachers who work in supportive, well-appointed schools
perform better than those who do not.z

Working conditions also include the social environment, which includes the

school’s culture, the principal’s leadership, and relationships among colleagues,
and these social factors are the most important in predicting teachers’ job
satfisfaction and career paths.?* School cultures in which teachers feel unsupported
lead to exhaustion, stress, and eventually burnout.? Poor relationships between
administration and teachers or a lack of autonomy and administrative support lead
to negative social conditions and greater levels of burnout. These adverse working
conditions continue to challenge teachers long after they have surpassed the five-
year teaching mark.

CAREER OPPORTUNITIES

Professional Development

As teachers move from their early years into the mid-career stage, it might make
intuitive sense that their need for professional development should be reduced.
However, mid-career teachers say they have “a desire and need for strong, ongoing
professional development.”? While it is frue that the learning curve is less steep after
the third year of teaching, good teachers seek continuous improvement.

For professional learning to have a positive impact on retention, it must meet the
needs of mid-career teachers. That means being responsive to their needs: “teachers
do not like mandated retraining programs but...they respond readily to ‘programs
they choose to meet their own felt needs.’”? For many mid-career teachers
navigating new phases of life, like raising children or caring for elderly parents, these
needs may not even be directly related to teaching strategies. In one study, mid-
career teachers “chose workshops on mid-career and mid-life issues such as stress
management” that helped them better manage work-life balance and thus remain
more effective in the classroom.?

Beyond the benefits related to teachers’ personal mastery of professional skills, well-
designed professional development also helps teachers feel connected to their
colleagues, as in ongoing professional learning communities. This connectedness
helps teachers adapt and respond to the stresses of an ever-changing profession;
when teachers feel they are part of a supportive community, they have more
resources to draw on and are more resilient in the face of challenges: “The number
one thing that made teachers happy, according to recent research, was time to
work with their peers and authentic collaboration.”?

Teacher Leadership

As early-career teachers begin their work in the profession, they are more focused on
the day-to-day aspects of the job than they are Iater in their careers. Simply growing
accustomed to a new role, developing curriculum, and experimenting with new
teaching styles can be overwhelming for a new teacher. Once a teacher reaches
mid-career, the focus shifts away from day-to-day tasks, and many teachers begin to
feel a desire to take on leadership roles within their school districts.
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Opportunities for teacher leadership and career advancement are not built into the
structure of some school systems. Research indicates that a lack of opportunities for
professional advancement, autonomy, or influence in schools are important factors
in teacher attrition.® In schools where distinct career paths for teacher leadership are
not in place, teachers may need to leave the classroom and take on administrative
roles in order to advance in their career path. For teachers in these schools who
choose not to leave the classroom, the career can seem like a “dead end” with no
opportunities for career advancement or leadership.

Many teachers desire to have their voices heard as part of the school’s decision-
making processes. Positive, shared leadership from administration that makes a
teacher sense that they are a valuable member of the educational staff is a vital
element in teacher job satisfaction.®' This can be accomplished on a personal level
through positive reinforcement, and on a more structural level by delegating tasks
and decisions to willing members of the teaching staff. These elements of recognition
and increased responsibility can be powerful tools for ensuring teachers are more
safisfied with their jobs, and thus more likely to stay in the profession. Although not
directly related to teacher retention, it is also worth noting that “teacher leadership
and the amount of teacher influence in school decision making are independently
and significantly related to student achievement.”3?

RECOMMENDATIONS

In searching for ways to retain effective teachers, the importance of teacher salaries
cannot be ignored. Bringing teacher salaries in line with other similarly complex and
well-educated professions is perhaps the single most impactful step schools can

take to keep effective teachers in the classroom. However, recognizing that this is
impossible for many schools in the short term, we offer several recommendations that
can be implemented more immediately.

More Access to Mental Health Services

School districts should amend teachers’ contracts to explicitly permit teachers

to use sick time for mental or behavioral health, in an effort to help destigmatize
issues surrounding mental health. A bill introduced in the lllinois Senate in January
2020 (SB2473) would amend the school code to provide up to five days of excused
absences for students in any school year for reasons of mental or behavioral health.
We recommend that this policy be extended to our teachers as well. When hiring
staff to provide mental health services, we also recommend that schools include
teachers in their expected caseload and make those services available to teachers
or provide an alternate means for teachers to access mental health services on
campus. Finally, we recommend that districts and unions partner in ensuring that
teachers’ insurance plans include affordable access to comprehensive mental
health services.

More Flexible Teaching Roles

We recommend that school districts offer flexible work structures allowing mid-career
teachers to temporarily take on reduced roles to meet changing life circumstances.
One option is job sharing, in which one full-time position is shared between two

licensed teachers, while year-long sabbaticals might be more appropriate for others.
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For mid-career teachers starting families, pursuing advanced degrees, or caring

for aging family members, these arrangements may allow them to remain in the
profession until they are ready to resume full-time roles. Another way schools can
offer flexibility is to provide on-site childcare, which would address several of the most
pressing concerns of mid-career teachers.

While some mid-career teachers need a reduced role, others seek increased
responsibility and opportunities for leadership. Staffing structures allowing for
distributed leadership have been piloted in some districts with great success, and

we recommend they be expanded broadly. Studies suggest that experienced
teachers who teach in districts with clear “career ladders” in place are more satisfied
than their peers in districts without these systems, with resulting benefits for teacher
retention.® Moreover, early- and mid-career teachers have been found to feel “*more
positive about the measured organizational processes within their schools than their
counterparts in non-career-ladder schools."3

More Responsive Professional Development

Mid-career teachers benefit from a wider variety of professional development
options to choose from, and more peer-to-peer professional development.

We recommend school districts be less prescriptive in providing professional
development and offer a wide variety of professional development options so

that mid-career teachers can select those most relevant to them. In addition,
professional development options for educators should include choices focused on
teacher wellness. Most mid-career teachers have mastered the basics of classroom
practice, and the challenges they wrestle with on a daily basis are more likely to
revolve around work-life balance and time management. Finally, districts should
systematically facilitate peer-to-peer professional development, which teachers rate
as more relevant than other sources.

More Access to Student Loan Forgiveness

To ensure mid-career teachers have access to the lllinois Teachers Loan Repayment
Program, we recommend that lllinois extend or remove the deadline to apply for
matching grants. In addition, lawmakers should consider expanding and restructuring
the program to incentivize continued service. The promise of up to $22,500 in federal
and state loan forgiveness provides a powerful one-time incentive to remain in

the classroom for five years, but no incentive beyond that. If the state funds were
used to incentivize continued service beyond the federal requirement, instead of
overlapping with it, that investment would provide a better retention incentive.

Another problem lies in the narrow band of student loans eligible for federal
forgiveness. First, we recommend lllinois extend loan forgiveness to teachers with any
kind of student debt—including private or refinanced loans—to extend that incentive
to more teachers. In addition, because federal loan forgiveness is still a considerable
incentive, and financial concerns are a leading reason teachers leave the profession,
educator-specific financial counseling should be offered to students upon enrollment
in teacher preparation programs, as part of new teacher induction programs, and
on an ongoing basis by districts. Teacher education programs and school districts
should help both in-service and pre-service teachers become aware of federal loan
forgiveness programs. While we recognize this recommendation does not directly
serve mid-career teachers, the reality is that by the time teachers reach five years of
service, it is often too late for some borrowers to become eligible for forgiveness—so
the best solution to this mid-career issue lies in early-career intervention.
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CONCLUSION

As highly accomplished teachers recognized for our impact in the classroom, we
have chosen to use our platform to work for improving conditions for mid-career
educators. As we looked closer at the experiences of this unique group, we became
convinced that addressing their needs is critical to maintain a stable teaching

force. Improving or reshaping financial incentives, providing support in managing

life changes and stress, and ensuring feachers have concrete opportunities to grow
and lead will result in more experienced teachers remaining in the classroom and will
better serve students.

We know this because we faced the same challenges. Fortunately, we were able

to identify coping strategies that allowed us to persevere and thrive, but how many
potential teachers of the year left the profession foo soon because they were unable
to do the same?2 And how many students struggled through the next school year
under inexperienced teachers as a result? The answer should be zero, and we stand
ready to work with school and state leaders to make that a reality.

Recommendation for Further Study

We found one issue in both our research and personal experiences for which we
were unable to identify a clear solution--the financial disincentive of lost service

time that prevents teachers from moving between districts. We see this as a serious
problem that can force mid-career teachers to choose between staying in an
unhealthy working environment that can lead to burnout, accepting a significant loss
in salary by moving to a new district, or leaving the profession entirely.

In this respect, teaching works against virtually every other profession that
compensates those moving to a new employer for the expertise they've acquired
with an increase in salary. This system may also depress teaching salaries on a larger
scale by suppressing the free-market competition that would incentivize employers to
pay teachers more to attract and retain those with more skill and experience.

We could find no clear answer to this issue. Requiring districts to honor service time
for new hires would likely disincentivize districts from hiring experienced teachers,
and the only difference from the present state would be teachers losing the option
of accepting a reduction in pay, leaving them even more trapped. Another option
we considered was mandating full-service credit after a “trial period,” once teachers
earn tenure in their new district. However, we had concerns about how this would
impact current pension laws in lllinois that limit salary increases, and were also
concerned that this might increase teacher turnover if districts decided not to rehire
teachers for financial reasons before they earned tenure. Finally, we were concerned
that even a well-crafted solution might raise equity concerns, as the most effective
teachers would overwhelmingly gravitate toward those districts that could afford to
compensate them—while acknowledging that teachers who feel “trapped” and
unhappy in low-income districts may not be the best answer for those students either.

Ultimately, we believe this is an issue that has no easy answer but is a major factor in
many teachers’ decisions to leave the classroom or the profession. We recommend
in-depth study that brings teachers, administrators, and policymakers together to find
a solution that addresses the needs of all parties.
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