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ABSTRACT 

 
 
 

 Teacher attrition was the focal issue of this mixed-methods study.  Teachers, for a 

wide variety of reasons, have left the profession of education due to issues surrounding 

school leadership, compensation, and student behavior, just to name a few.  This study 

intended to expand the understanding of zero through fifth year teachers, and if this 

population of teachers is satisfied, and staying in the field, or if they are dissatisfied.  By 

using Bronfenbrenner’s Ecological Systems Theory, the factors within in the hierarchal 

educational system were explored to identify which part of the educational system is 

connected to teacher attrition: the microsystem, mesosystem, exosystem, or the 

macrosystem.  Conducted by using convergent parallel design, the quantitative set 

consisted of Likert-scale responses, while the qualitative set consisted of open-ended 

response statements.  Both data sets were merged to create stronger inferences on 

significant factors affecting teacher attrition within the hierarchal educational system.  
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CHAPTER I 

 

Introduction 

 

Background 

   Estimates range from 20% to 50% of teachers who leave the field of education 

within the first five years of their teaching career (Ingersoll & Smith, 2003; Latham & 

Vogt, 2007; Perrachione, Rosser, & Petersen, 2008).  With education losing professionals 

early in their careers, there is a void of high-quality teachers with the knowledge and 

capacity to address the issues students are dealing with in today’s educational setting and 

society (O’Rourke, Catrett, & Houchins, 2008).   

 According to Battle and Looney (2014), there were multiple reasons why teachers 

are choosing to leave the educational field, for example: salary, stress, levels of 

administrative support, lack of undergraduate teacher preparation or low collegiality, 

disempowerment of teachers, or personal life concerns.  With all of the existing issues in 

education, the teacher turnover rate is greater when compared to other professions 

(Hughes, 2012).  The issues surrounding attrition of the country’s teacher population are 

not only derivative of teacher retirement issues or increasing student populations in the 

classroom setting; however, Hughes (2012) contends that there are greater systemic 

concerns in place for zero-year and fifth-year teachers. 

 Teacher attrition does not proportionally affect all; rather elementary teachers are 
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more likely to stay in their fields more so than secondary teachers (Hughes, 2012). 

According to Hughes (2012), secondary teachers are more apt to leave the field of 

education due to problems centered on adolescents.  Also, math and science teachers are 

leaving the field more regularly than other types of educators in the field of education due 

to higher demands from other professions outside of education (2012).    

 Teacher attrition affected all areas of the United States, but the schools most 

negatively impacted by teacher attrition were schools with high needs located in rural and 

urban settings with low socio-economic students (Hunt & Carrol, 2003).  With these 

schools already being in areas of poverty and low social income, districts spend large 

amounts of money on teacher training which takes away from the student’s education 

(Hunt & Carrol, 2003).  The quality of teachers is the number one indicator and most 

important school-level factor affecting student achievement (Looney, 2011).  Therefore, 

according to Looney (2011), it is vital to provide appropriate training and professional 

development opportunities for both novice and veteran staff members, which could be a 

costly expense to a district. 

Theoretical Foundation 

 In 1979, Urie Bronfenbrenner wrote The Ecology of Human Development: 

Experiments by Nature and Design.  In this book, Bronfenbrenner established his 

Ecological Systems Theory.  Bronfenbrenner’s Ecological Systems Theory presented the 

theory of how children develop over time, and a child’s development is due to the 

surrounding environmental systems.  Bronfenbenner (1979) states: 
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 It is with the aim of contributing to theoretical and empirical discovery that I 

 have written this book.  It will have achieved its object not if the ideas presented 

 prove to be precisely correct, which is impossible, but if their investigation offers 

 new, revealing vistas for the scientific understanding of the forces shaping the 

 development of human beings in the environment in which they live.  (p. 15) 

The purpose of the Ecological Systems Theory is to understand how one’s environment 

and systems surrounding the individual, affect the individuals overall development; the 

effects can be both positive and negative.  

 Bronfenbrenner has specific definitions for each realm or system for the 

developing child.  The inner, and most important realm is referred to as the microsystem.  

Surrounding the microsystem is the mesosystem.  Surrounding the mesosystem is the 

exosystem.  And surrounding the exosystem is the macrosystem.  According to 

Bronfenbrenner (1979), each system, over time, has a direct impact on the metacognitive 

development of a child.  Each realm contains new connections and other relationships 

that directly and indirectly affect the child developments (Bronfenbrenner, 1979).  

 As stated prior, the theoretical foundation of this study is based on the Ecological 

Systems Theory, established by Bronfenbrenner (1979).  This study will use 

Bronfenbrenner’s theory to establish the foundation for the research being conducted in 

the study.  Teachers are part of a system, and the system affects them just as the child is 

affected by its own surrounding systems (Brownell & Smith, 1993).  By using the 
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Ecological Systems Theory, the study seeks to understand attrition through the 

educational systems that surround zero-year through fifth-year teachers.  

 Literature shows a plethora of issues that affect teacher attrition (Ingersoll & 

Smith, 2003; Latham & Vogt, 2007; Perrachione et al., 2008).  However, by using the 

Ecological Systems Theory, the study seeks to understand which system within the 

hierarchal educational system, the microsystem, mesosystem, exosystem, and/or 

macosystem, is contributing to teacher attrition. Bronfenbrenner (1979) said the family is 

the microsystem to the child, being that the family has the most vital impact on the 

development of the child.  For this study, the classroom is the microsystem for the 

teacher, as the classroom is where all teachers interface most with the educational system.  

The classroom has the largest impact on the teacher, therefore, that is why it has been 

designated the microsystem.  The surrounding environmental systems for the teacher are 

as follows: the teacher’s campus is the mesosystem, the teacher’s district is the 

exosystem, and finally, the teacher’s state level, education agencies are the macrosystem 

(Brownell & Smith, 1993). 

 The Ecological Systems Theory provides the study a lens in which to understand 

attrition in new light; by understanding which part(s) of the hierarchal educational system 

is contributing to the attrition of third-year through fifth-year teachers.  By using the 

Ecological Systems Theory as the theoretical foundation, the study seeks to understand 

which environmental system(s) is promoting higher rates of attrition within the 

educational field.  
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Statement of Problem  

 The problem addressed in this study was teacher attrition and its negative impact 

on the educational system.  Specifically, attrition of teachers with zero – five years of 

experience because they have the highest attrition rate compared to other teachers with 

more years of service. There is supportive literature that shows teachers leave during year 

zero through year five of service (Battle & Looney, 2014).  However, there is no clear 

understanding as to which part of the hierarchal educational system is causing teachers to 

stay, stay yet be dissatisfied, move campus or districts due to being dissatisfied, or 

leaving the educational field all together to seek other career possibilities.  By not fully 

understanding which part of the educational system is connected to teacher attrition, 

districts cannot improve practices to help solve high rates of teacher attrition (Brownell & 

Smith, 1993).  

Purpose Statement 

 The purpose of this study was to understand how the hierarchical educational 

system contributed to the attrition of zero-year through fifth-year teachers by 

understanding which part of the hierarchical educational system was connected to 

attrition through the lens of Bronfenbrenner’s Ecological Systems Theory.  The study 

intended to discover the factors significant to teacher attrition within each system of the 

hierarchal educational system.  Then, discovered which system within the hierarchal 

educational system was the causal for high teacher attrition for teacher with zero – five 

years of service.   
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Research Questions 

 This research is based on understanding the factors that promote attrition within 

the educational system by using the Ecological Systems Theory of Bronfenbrenner 

(1979).  

 The following research questions will serve to guide the research of the study: 

1. For teachers with 0-5 years of classroom experience, what classroom factors exist 

that would influence their decision to leave the educational profession? 

2. For teachers with 0-5 years of classroom experience, what campus factors exist 

that would influence their decision to leave the educational profession? 

3. For teachers with 0-5 years of classroom experience, what district factors exist 

that would influence their decision to leave the educational profession? 

4. For teachers with 0-5 years of classroom experience, what state factors exist for 

teachers that would influence their decision to leave the field of education? 

5. As defined by the ecological systems theory of Bronfenbrenner (1979), for 

teachers with 0-5 years of classroom experience, which hierarchal educational 

system would influence their decision to leave the field of education? 

Significance of the Study 

  The significance of the study focuses on the voice of zero-year and fifth-year 

teachers and their beliefs about attrition and how to establish much needed practices 

within school districts that create and develop a work force of knowledgeable, master 

teachers (Shaw & Newton, 2014).  Furthermore, the study will connect the factors, 
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existing in literature that cause attrition, to the hierarchal education system to distinguish 

where the factors are located within the educational system perpetuating teacher attrition.  

With the findings of the study, school districts and human resource departments will be 

able to address the issues of attrition of zero-year through fifth-year teachers, as related to 

the hierarchal educational system, in their school districts.  Also, educator preparation 

programs will be able to gain insight into particular reasons as to why teachers are 

staying or leaving education and address the issues through courses in their pre-service 

teacher programs.  

Assumptions  

 According to Neuman (2011), assumptions are those parts of study that are 

accepted as true, or an untested starting point or belief in a theory that is necessary in 

order to build a theoretical explanation.  For this study particularly, background 

assumptions will be used which must exist for continued inquiry (Neuman, 2011).  

 The assumptions related to this study are:  

(1) the researcher assumes the respondents will be honest in their survey 

 responses; 

(2) and, the researcher assumes that there will be other factors that impact teacher 

 attrition not associated with this study; 

(3) and, the researcher assumes the district is aware of their attrition rates; 

(4) and, the researcher assumes the participants will select their descriptor based on 

their best knowledge of how they feel about their current job placement; 
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(6) and, the researcher assumes the participants understand the hierarchal educational 

 system as it pertains to their district and state.  

Limitations 

 Limitations are those parts of the study that are beyond the control of the 

researcher (Neuman, 2011).  By presenting these issues, the researcher intends to present 

a clearer picture to the reader into the surrounding factors of teacher attrition.  

 The limitations related to this study are:    

(1) Only teachers currently teaching were used for this study; 

(2) and the study is geographically located in a small portion of Texas; 

(3) and, participant honesty; 

(4) and, participants completing the survey; 

(5) and, return rate; 

(6) and, time frame for the return of survey. 

Definitions 

 In the field of education there exist a unique language of terms filled with 

acronyms and other condensed phrasing.  In order to help the reader understand the 

terminology of this study, the researcher has defined words that are pertinent and relevant 

to the topic of teacher attrition.  The following definitions will be operational to the 

impact of the study and the understanding for the reader.  Creswell (2012) states the 

significance of an operational definition is to describe how a variable is to be measured, 

or how a term is to be recognized.  
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 The following definitions are operational to the study and will help the reader 

understand the underlying connotations:  

 Attrition.  Is the rate at which teachers do not return to the educational field 

 (Ingersoll & Smith, 2003; Latham & Vogt, 2007; Perrachione et al., 2008).  

 Exosystem.  The part of the hierarchal educational system that encompasses the 

 mesosystem, and microsystem as adapted from (Bronfenbrenner, 1979).  For the 

 purpose of the study, this will be representative of the district setting (Brownell & 

 Smith, 1993). 

 High-quality teacher.  A teacher that is well versed in all aspects of instruction 

 and classroom management (Looney, 2011).  

 Leavers.  Third through fifth year teachers that will exit the field of education and 

 will seek employment in a different profession (Heineke et al., 2014; National 

 Center for Educational Statistics, 2014). 

 Lingerers.  Third through fifth year teachers that will stay at the same school yet 

 are unsatisfied with their current placement (Heineke et al., 2014; National Center 

 for Educational Statistics, 2014).  

 Low socioeconomic school.  Schools that have a free or reduced lunch rate of 

 more than 50% of student population (Texas Education Agency, 2007). 

 Macrosystem.  The part of the hierarchal educational system, which encompasses 

 the exosystem, mesosystem, and microsystem as adapted from (Bronfenbrenner, 
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 1979).  For the purpose of the study, this will be representative of the state setting 

 (Brownell & Smith, 1993). 

 Mesosystem.  The part of the hierarchal educational system that encompasses the 

 microsystem as adapted (Bronfenbrenner, 1979).  For the purpose of the study, 

 this will be representative of the campus setting (Brownell & Smith, 1993). 

 Microsystem.  The smallest part of the hierarchal educational system as adapted 

 from (Bronfenbrenner, 1979).  For the purpose of the study, this will be 

 representative of the classroom setting (Brownell & Smith, 1993). 

 Movers.  Third through fifth year teachers that will be moving to a new campus 

 or school district at the conclusion of the school year, due to being unsatisfied 

 with their current placement, but not leaving the educational profession (Heineke 

 et al., 2014; National Center for Educational Statistics, 2014). 

 Public Education Information Management System.  More commonly referred 

 to as PEIMS, it is the system that controls all requests on public education in 

 Texas and is controlled by the Texas Education Agency (Texas Education 

 Agency, 2007). 

 Secondary school.  For the purpose of this study, only secondary schools will be 

 used which are grades 6-12.  Secondary schools will be any school with the 

 following designation: middle school, junior high, high school, freshman campus, 

 9th grade campus, or senior high.  
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 Stayers.  Third through fifth year teachers that will be staying at the same school 

 for the next school year, and are satisfied with their current placement (Heineke, 

 Mazza, & Tichnor-Wagner, 2014; National Center for Educational Statistics, 

 2014). 

 Urban school.  Urban poverty and education research has come to define a 

 cluster of acceptable research domains, theories, and methods in which to study 

 ethnically and racially diverse students, schools and classrooms that are located 

 within metropolitan centers (Buendía, 2011).  

Organization of the Study  

 With national averages as high as two-thirds of teachers leaving before their fifth 

year of teaching (O’Rourke et al., 2008), this study will serve to add to the existing 

literature on attrition rates of zero-year through fifth-year teachers, and pinpoint which 

part or parts of the hierarchal education system are helping achieve high attrition rates.  A 

problem cannot be identified unless there are data to support the existence of a problem.  

A national problem does exist on the issue of attrition of early year educators (Ingersoll 

& Merrill, 2012); however, there is little to conclude if a problem existence within the 

state of Texas, specifically in the Houston, Texas, area.  

 Chapter I will present the background information on attrition of zero-year 

through fifth-year teachers.  Chapter II of the study will present an extensive review of 

literature to ground the study of teacher attrition and to fully understand all of the 

components of the hierarchal educational system.  Chapter III will explain the 
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methodological approach of the study, which is mixed-methods, convergent parallel 

design.  In Chapter IV, the data collected will be presented, both quantitative and 

qualitative, as well as the results and findings.  Finally, Chapter V will present the 

discussion, summary of results, and implications of the study.   
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CHAPTER II 

 
 
 

Review of Literature 
 
 
 

Introduction 

 Without a clear understanding as to which system or systems within the hierarchal 

educational system is promoting teacher attrition, teacher attrition rates will continue to 

remain high for the foreseeable future (Skilbeck & Connell, 2003).  By using 

Bronfenbrenner’s (1979) Ecological System Theory, factors within each educational 

system can be pinpointed as to the root cause of high attrition rates for teachers.  

 A decade and a half into the twenty-first century, education is facing a problem 

that could have long-term ramifications for the foreseeable future.  The problem of 

teacher attrition is felt by all states across the United States and school districts are 

dealing with the negative impacts of teacher attrition on a yearly basis.  Far more schools 

are losing teachers than retaining them (Shaw & Newton, 2014).  As stated earlier in 

chapter one, the problem statement of this research was to fully understand what factors 

within the hierarchal educational system promote teacher attrition.  The review of 

literature presented, in detail, the issue of teacher attrition, specifically teacher attrition 

issues in the state of Texas.  As well as present literature on the hierarchal educational 

system, based on the works of the Ecological Systems Theory (Bronfenbrenner, 1979).  
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 With estimates as high as two thirds of teachers leaving within the first five years 

of their teaching career, schools will not have knowledgeable teachers in the future to 

develop quality lessons for students in our educational system (Ingersoll & Smith, 2003; 

Latham & Vogt, 2007; Perrachione et al., 2008).  With the baby boomer generation at 

retirement age, our countries education system will experience a mass exodus of retiring 

teachers, and with their retirement goes their plethora of knowledge on instruction and 

development of curriculum (Shaw & Newton, 2014).  This mass exodus puts the burden 

on a new generation of teachers, a generation that is seemingly leaving the profession of 

education at an alarmingly early rate (Hughes, 2012). 

 In a 2002 study conducted by the Texas Public Policy Foundation, it concluded 

attrition to be the most critical employment problem facing education today (Claybon, 

2008).  It is a critical problem due to the number of graduates that are not staying in the 

educational field.  The National Education Agency (NEA) found 25% to 50% of new 

teachers resign during the first three years of their career (Inman & Marlow, 2004).  

 The review of literature served this research by setting the context that surrounds 

teacher attrition.  The review of literature will delve in the expansive list of issues that 

affect teacher attrition such as: induction orientation programs, campus and district 

leadership, pay, work load, school environment, state and federal guidelines, standardized 

testing, public’s perception of teachers, student behavior, student demographics, and 

student socio-economic status.  Specific information on the current state of education will 

also be presented to help the reader familiarize themselves with current issues in the state 
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of Texas.  And finally the educational hierarchal system will be presented, based on the 

work of Urie Bronfenbrenner (1979).  

 And finally, the review of literature will serve to frame this study of zero-year 

through fifth-year teacher attrition.  By understanding the broad topics covered in the 

review of literature, it will help ground the study and validate the perceptions of the zero-

year through fifth-year teachers this study seeks to examine, and further understand.    

State of Education in Texas 

 To be more specific about attrition rates in the state of Texas, a study conducted 

by the Texas Public Policy Foundation in 2000, researchers found Texas teachers were 

most troubled by the following: (1) student behavior; (2) poor treatment by 

administrators; and (3) compensation (Claybon, 2008).  Then similarly, in 2002, the 

Texas Teachers Association conducted research presenting the following concerns of 

Texas teachers: (1) student issues; and (2) working conditions, specifically administrative 

problems (Claybon, 2008).  Most notably absent from this study was the issue of salary, 

yet the common theme between the two studies are student related issues and 

administrative issues pertaining to education which increases the amount of stress on 

teachers and quite notably, one of the main contributing factors to teacher attrition 

(Inman, 2004).   

 The Texas Education Agency (TEA), in a 2002 report, reported 420,000 

individuals had a valid teaching certificate in Texas; however, only 290,000 of those 

were actually employed in a Texas public school (Herbert & Ramsey, 2004).  This 
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discrepancy in numbers presented an interesting point, which is why are roughly half of 

the certified teachers in Texas currently employed?  Is this discrepancy due to losing 

those teachers to attrition, or are that many teachers having difficulty finding 

employment?  In a 2008-2009 NCES follow-up study on the cost of teacher attrition, it 

was estimated teacher attrition cost the state of Texas $214 million dollars; further more, 

when all states were combined, the total cost of teacher attrition was estimated to be $2.2 

billion dollars, mainly due to the high cost of new teacher training (Craig, 2013).  

 Studies conducted in the mid-1900s in Texas, found several interesting trends on 

teacher attrition.  In a study conducted in 1992, by TEA, found 8.8% of men left the field 

of education, as compared to only 7.8% of female teachers (Texas Education Agency, 

1995).  Both of these are below the national average of 8.9% for teacher attrition in 1992.  

The same study also found teachers of the age of 25, have the highest attrition rates 

compared to older age groups. The 25 and under age group had an attrition rate of 11.3% 

(Texas Education Agency, 1995). 

 The same study also found a connection to attrition and the teacher’s content area. 

The content area seeing the highest teacher attrition rate is special education (Texas 

Education Agency, 1995).  The special education teachers saw an attrition rate of 10% in 

the 1992-1993 school year (Texas Education Agency, 1995).  Followed by science 

teachers with an 8.6% attrition rate, followed then by math and English teachers with an 

8.4% attrition rate (1995). 
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 Students.  According to the National Center of Educational Statistics (2014), the 

state of Texas had 5,153,702 students enrolled in the public education system.  The 

average student enrollment for states in the country is 981,265.  Due to Texas being such 

a highly populated state, means it serves one of the largest student populations in the 

country (National Center of Educational Statistics, 2014).  

 The demographics of the students in the Texas school system breakdown as 

follows: male 51.3%; female 48.7%; African American 12.7%; Hispanic 51.8%; White 

29.5%; two or more races 1.9%; and Asian/Pacific Islander 3.8% (National Center of 

Educational Statistics, 2014).  The majority of the students in Texas were Hispanic, 

which can be explained by the increase immigration Texas as received from Mexico and 

Central Latin America.   

 Teachers.  Following national trends, Texas has far more female teachers than 

male teachers.  According to the latest demographic PEIMS data from TEA (2014), 

females make up 76.77% of the teaching population while men only make up 23.23%.  

This trend dates back to the early conception of the American education system, which 

was viewed primarily as a female occupation (Sirin, McCreary, & Mahalik, 2004).  And 

nearly as contrasting, Texas has far more White teachers.  

 The demographic breakdown of teachers in the state of Texas is as follows: 

African American 9.34%; Hispanic 24.81%; White 62.9%; and Asian 1.35%.  Since 

2008, the number of White teachers in Texas has declined marginally, while the Hispanic 
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teacher population has seen a small increase, but overall the trends remain the same 

(National Center of Educational Statistics, 2014).  

Teacher Attrition   

 The effects of attrition for the teaching profession are well documented over the 

past decades.  According to statistical data, the teaching profession seems to have 

experienced a high rate of in-and-out movement, where more teachers are choosing to 

move permanently out of the profession (Craig, 2013).  The profession is losing as many 

as 60% of teachers before they reach their fifth year of service (Claybon, 2008).  With 

education losing this number of early career professionals, it is becoming more difficult 

to train high-quality teachers (O’Rourke et al., 2008). 

 In 1994, then Secretary of Education, Richard W. Riley, estimated the United 

States would need to hire an additional two million new teachers in order to fill all of the 

teaching positions left vacant from the aging and retiring baby boomer generation (Shaw 

& Newton, 2014).  The United States met and surpassed the goal in 2004 by hiring 2.25 

million teachers (Shaw & Newton, 2014).  Filling the void of the leaving baby boomers 

who have filled many teaching positions was a great accomplishment; however, the new 

feat will be to retain this new generation of teachers so they remain in their positions long 

enough to develop the skills necessary to become high-quality teachers rather than 

perpetuating the proverbial revolving door syndrome. 

 Teacher background.  Teachers seem to enter the field of education for a variety 

of reasons. For many teachers, the final decision to enter education was based on the 
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benefits of teaching such as vacation time, working conditions, salary, and intrinsic value 

of helping students (Hughes, 2012).  In a study conducted by Hughes (2012), they asked 

pre-service teachers what factors influenced them to enter education.  The most common 

themes were: 71% stated to teach for personal fulfillment; 70% stated they enjoyed the 

content of the subject they teach; and 66% stated they like working with young people.  

Notably, one of the lowest responses was to start and raise a family (Curtis, 2012), which 

breaks historical trends of past.  The literature supports the notion teachers are entering a 

profession they feel will be a good fit for them; however, something is occurring within 

the first five years of service making educators question the benefits from teaching which 

introduces the issue of teacher attrition.  

 The problematic issue of teacher attrition is not a new topic in education. In fact, 

from 1987 to 2008, the annual teacher attrition rose by 41% (Ingersoll & Merrill, 2012).  

The profession of education sees far worse attrition rates when compared to other 

professions in the United States, which presented an interesting question as to why 

education has worse attrition rates (Ingersoll, 2001; Ingersoll & Smith, 2003).  In fact, the 

issues surrounding teacher attrition cannot be explained by losing teachers to retirement 

or by an increase in student population; rather, this would indicate there are systemic 

issues within education that are driving teachers out of the educational profession 

(Hughes, 2012). 

 Studies suggest that some teachers are more apt to leave the educational field 

when compared to some other teachers; however, the fact still remains that the majority 
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of the nation’s teachers are white and female, a trend that has remained constant for the 

past 30 years (Curtis, 2012).  Recent numbers did indicate that more intellectually able 

women are deciding to enter other careers besides education due to more career 

opportunities for women in the work force (Education Commission of the States, 2005).  

 Also, general trends show the more intellectual ability one possesses, the less 

likely they will enter into an educational career (Curtis, 2012).  Guarino, Santibanez, and 

Daley (2006), found that the “preponderance of evidence suggests that teachers with 

higher measured ability have a higher probability of leaving and that retention rates 

varied by level of education and field, as well” (p. 186).  Podgursky et al., (2004) found 

that teachers with high ACT scores were less likely to remain in teaching.  Also, teachers 

with college entrance scores in the top quartile were twice as likely to leave teaching in 

their first five years (Henke, Chen, Geis & Knepper, 2000).  If education is to continue to 

provide a quality education for students, the types teachers listed above must be retained 

to ensure quality instruction in schools.  

 In their meta-analytic review, Borman and Dowling (2006), concluded teachers 

with graduate degrees were also more likely to exit the education field in search of other 

job opportunities.  However, Latham and Vogt (2007) contradict Borman and Dowling 

because their research found no significant relationship between graduate degrees and 

teacher attrition rates.  Regardless, the literature still indicated teachers who remain in 

education are those who have scored lower on teacher tests as well as college entrance 

exams (Hughes, 2012).  
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 Attrition by demographics.  Attrition rates for new teachers are higher than the 

attrition rates of mature more experienced teachers (Curtis, 2012).  Factors such as age, 

experience, gender, and ethnicity were indicators of who goes into the educational field, 

and who will stay in (Guarino et al., 2006).  Teacher ethnicity is directly related to 

attrition; White teachers are 1.36 times more likely to leave the field of education than 

non-White teachers (Borman & Dowling, 2006).  Similarly, other studies have shown 

higher attrition rates for minority teachers suggesting, non-White teachers are more likely 

to stay in education (Hughes, 2012).  The literature also shows more qualified teachers 

and those who score higher on college entrance exams are more likely to leave education 

than their counterparts (Borman & Dowling, 2006; Guarino et al., 2006).  

 Attrition by campus and content.  Attrition rates were also affected by the 

teachers’ campus type and content area.  When compared which teachers had better 

attrition rates, elementary teachers were more likely to remain in the profession when 

compared to their secondary counterparts (Guarino et al., 2006; Kukla-Acevedo, 2009; 

Murnane, Singer, & Willett, 1988).  Middle school teachers, grades six through eight, had 

the worst attrition rates when compared to all educators (Brill & McCartney, 2008).  

According to Brill and McCartney (2008), this is due to problems associated with 

adolescence and the issues that manifest themselves around this age group.  

 Teachers’ content area was also an indicator as to rather they will stay in 

education or not.  The content areas least likely to remain in education were teachers of 

math and science, due to greater number of career opportunities outside of education 



 
 
  

   22 

(Borman & Dowling, 2006; Guarino et al., 2006; Ingersoll, 2001; Kukla-Acevedo, 2009; 

Podgursky et al., 2004).  Whereas, other subject area teachers tend to remain in education 

for longer periods of time, due to not being able to find careers outside of educational 

system (Hughes, 2012).  

 Literature supported the notion that teachers are leaving the educational field 

within their first five years of service.  With some studies showing 60% of teachers 

leaving education within the first five years, teachers are dissatisfied with the state of 

education for many reasons (Ingersoll, 2001).  

Factors Attributing to Teacher Attrition  

  In the United States it is well documented that 50% of educators leave the 

profession within their first five years of service (Darling-Hammond, 2003; Ingersol, 

2004; & Levine, 2006).  As Skilbeck and Connell (2003, p. 32-33) contest, teaching is 

becoming a career of “movement in and out” and the “out” may be permanent.  Guarino 

et al., (2006) contends education is viewed by some as a short-term occupation, rather 

than being a long-term career.  These findings raise the question as to why educators are 

leaving the profession of education. 

 The reasons have appeared in literature and vary pending on personal issues and 

school environment issues.  Teachers have cited many reasons as to why they decided to 

leave the education field including: negative working conditions (Loeb, Darling- 

Hammond, & Luczak, 2005), lack of professional support (Cochran-Smith, 2004; 

Kersaint, Lewis, Potter, & Meisels, 2005), subpar administration (Bogler, 2001; Fantilli 
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& McDougal, 2009; Kersaint et al., 2005, Liu & Meyer, 2005), personal responsibilities 

(Kersaint et al., 2005), low salary (Kersaint et al, 2005; Liu & Meyer, 2005), and 

emotional burnout (Haberman, 2004; Hong, 2010).  There are a wide variety of variables 

educators are weighing on a daily basis, and many cases could cause teachers to leave 

education, only worsening the attrition rate of educators.  All of the above listed factors 

make teachers question their future in education and weigh their options of seeking other 

professional opportunities (Cochran-Smith, 2004).  

 In a study conducted by the research and accountability department for a school 

district, the accountability department found that 46.3% of teachers left education with 

not feeling valued in the workplace, 45.2% left from lack of support from administrators, 

and 43.9% left due to workplace conditions and policies (Terry, 2009).  Other factors 

included: job security, professional development opportunities, salary, and benefits 

(Craig, 2013). 

 One of the reoccurring themes as to why teachers are leaving the education field 

can be attributed to poor pay and low starting salaries.  During his Seventh State of 

American Education address, United States Secretary of Education, Richard Riley stated 

the teaching profession needed to be a better-paid profession (Riley, 2005).  Not much 

has been done to date on improving salary for educators as the income gap between 

experienced teachers with a master’s degree and people in other fields with the same 

level of education is a difference of $32,000 a year (Morris, 2006). 

 According to the Texas Education Agency (TEA) (2016), the minimum salary, 
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school year 2015-2016, for a first year teacher in Texas is $28,080.  To put this salary in 

context and too give it some perspective, according to the U.S. Department of Health and 

Human Services (2016), this salary would place a family of five at the poverty threshold, 

which is $28,410.  With salaries that can best be described as anemic, teachers are finding 

their workload to be too much and their salary too little; therefore, making it easier for 

teachers to exit the educational field to seek other opportunities that will provide more 

economic opportunities, and in some cases, less stress (Watt & Richardson, 2007). 

 A study conducted by Watson, Harper, Ratliff, and Singleton (2010) found stress 

to me a major contributor to decreased job satisfaction among new teachers (Hughes, 

2012).  Stress in education can be manifested through many areas within the educational 

setting including salary (Certo & Fox, 2002; Feng, 2009; Hahs-Vaughn & Scherff, 2008), 

levels of administrative support (Fontaine, Kane, Duquette, & Savoie-Zajz, 2012; 

Gersten, Keating, Yovanoff, & Harniss, 2001; Kukla-Acevedo, 2009), low collegiality 

(Billingsley, 2004), the disempowerment of teachers (Fore, Martin, & Bender, 2002), and 

personal life concerns (Ingersoll, 2001).  With many areas in education that have the 

potential to create stress, poor leadership, or lack of administrative support, can create 

significant reasons for teachers to leave education, or at least to seek employment with 

another school district (Claybon, 2008).  

 The school leader has a direct impact on teacher attrition for their campus (Curtis, 

2012).  School leaders have attributes that make teachers want to stay in education, and 

on the other hand, the school leaders can have attributes that directly make teachers leave 
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education, continuing to worsen the attrition rates for teachers (Curtis, 2012).  According 

to Shaw and Newton (2014), one-third of teachers leave the education profession due to 

the perception of no administrative support.  In a study conducted at Charlotte-

Mecklenburg Schools, the traits and strategies of successful principals were studied to see 

what attributes would help retain more teachers.  The study concluded that self-

motivation, problem solving, and risk-taking were the three most important traits in 

retaining teachers (Curtis, 2012). The study explained effective leadership as:  

 They were seen as committed and passionate about their profession, and were 

 successful in building appropriate relationships with staff, supporting teachers, 

 including teachers in decision-making, empowering staff, providing teachers 

 opportunities to grow in their profession, being accessible to teachers, and 

 providing individual and team structured planning time. (Curtis, 2012, p.781-782) 

When teachers are under the control of a poor leader, attrition will be higher; when 

teachers are under the control of an effective leader, attrition rates will be lower because 

teachers care about who is at the helm of the organization (Curtis, 2012). 

 High poverty schools.  Another factor, which affected teacher attrition rates, was 

the school campuses themselves.  Literature showed teachers are twice as likely to leave 

poor urban schools than any other (Hunt & Carroll, 2003; Loeb et al., 2005).  Money 

incentives help to draw more teachers to high-poverty schools yet the financial incentives 

do little to help retain teachers from year-to-year (Kirchhoff, 2009).  In fact, according to 

Hunt and Carroll (2003), one third of teachers in the United States leave education and 
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the schools with the highest attrition rates are high-needs schools, which are classified as 

urban and rural schools with low income and minority populations.  

 Teachers on campuses that had a high population of student poverty are more 

likely to exit education due to high rates of student poverty coincide with higher rates of 

teacher attrition (Hughes, 2012).  Some of these high-needs schools are known to have a 

turnover rate as high as 85% (Craig 2013).  It is also noteworthy that schools with low 

academic achievement and high poverty are likely to have less experienced teachers 

(Curtis, 2012).  Schools with high poverty have a number of issues that make educating 

more difficult such as: inadequate funding, low parental involvement, poor leadership, 

and student behavior problems, all of which increase the stress of the educator and 

increasing the likelihood of the teacher leaving to find employment elsewhere (Hughes, 

2012).  

 In yet another survey conducted by MetLife, it concluded that both new teachers 

as well as experienced teachers expressed dissatisfaction with education (McCalister, 

2003).  The survey found as education changed and the demands on teachers increased, it 

would only increase negativity and would eventually result with decreased teacher moral 

and increased job dissatisfaction (McCalister, 2003).  With both novice and experienced 

teachers feeling dissatisfied with the atmosphere of education, it is important to 

understand attrition of zero-year through fifth-year teachers in hopes of trying to lessen 

the impact of teacher attrition on the educational system.  
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 For many teachers, family and personal reasons play a large role in leaving the 

field of education.  Many educators cited family and personal reasons for reasons why 

they left the field of education, which include: pregnancy; demands from childrearing; 

and health reasons (Chisolm, 2008).  Other factors increasing dissatisfaction in education 

can be related to poor salary, poor administrative support, and student discipline 

problems are cited as among the most frequent reasons for teacher attrition (Ingersoll, 

2001;Tye & O'Brien, 2002).  With attrition being influenced by both internal and external 

factors, it is important to understand the factors within the educational system itself to 

lesson the effect of teacher attrition.   

Attrition’s Impact on Education 

 The overall impact attrition has on education is negative (Goldhaber & Cowan, 

2014).  With high teacher attrition comes more training at the expense of the district, and 

the overall quality of teachers is poorer (Rockoff, 2004).  With teachers leaving before 

year five, which some authors suggests is not enough time to develop into a master 

teacher, districts are left with inexperienced teachers that lack the training and 

understanding of how to implement effective instruction for learners (O’Rourke et al., 

2008).  

 Cost.  A negative side effect of high teacher attrition and teacher turnover is the 

cost of having to constantly replace and retrain teachers.  Some authors have estimated 

the national annual financial cost of recruiting, hiring, and training new teachers to be 

anywhere from $2.2 billion up to $7 billion per year (Borman & Dowling, 2006).  Some 
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districts with high attrition rates spend millions of dollars recruiting and training new 

teachers, many of whom are hired at the last minute and are under qualified teachers with 

little to no experience in the classroom (Heineke et al., 2014).  The hiring of these under 

qualified teachers seems to be part of the problem with attrition rates for education 

(Borman & Dowling, 2006). 

 In an effort to help schools hire teachers in an already under populated profession, 

42 states now issue licensures to people who have an out of field degree (Claybon, 2008).  

Claybon (2008) contends teachers hired with this alternative certification have no 

previous in class training in education, no formal educational training, and no teaching 

experience.  With little to no background knowledge about education, many alternative 

certified teachers, will too, leave the field of education, and therefore, not help the 

problem of attrition as many states thought they would; this quite possibly is exacerbating 

the problem (2008).  In a 2013 study conducted by Teach for America, in Houston, 

Texas, found 85% of second-year teachers left their placement campus to find 

employment elsewhere (Darling-Hammond, Holtzman, Gatlin, & Heilig, 2005).  

Suggesting these alternative certified teachers are looking for short-term employment 

with little intentions of staying in the educational field permanently adding to the existing 

problem of teacher attrition.  

 Teacher quality and impact on instruction.  Due to high attrition rates, school 

districts are not given the time to develop these novice teachers into master teachers.  

With attrition being prevalent in the first five years of teaching, the question remains as to 
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the impact attrition will have on instructional effectiveness and student learning 

(Ingersoll & Smith, 2003; Latham & Vogt, 2007; Perrachione et al., 2008).  With districts 

not being able to hire and train master teachers because too many educators are leaving 

the field of education, this presents an issue on the quality of instruction occurring in 

schools (Goldhaber & Cowan, 2014).  By studying and investigating this apparent 

continuum of teachers leaving, school districts would be able to establish a framework for 

preventing the high personal and professional costs associated with teacher attrition. 

 According to O’Rourke et al. (2008), it takes three to seven years for a novice 

teacher to become a high quality teacher; however, over one third of teachers exit the 

education field within the first five years, and some authors would suggest the number is 

much higher than one third (Ingersoll & Smith, 2003; Latham & Vogt, 2007; Perrachione 

et al., 2008).  These statistics make it difficult for school districts to hire and to develop 

high-quality educators for their students (Hughes, 2012).  As there is no collective 

working definition of a high-quality educator, Looney (2011) lays out important factors 

that are known to be vital to the development of high-quality teachers: (1) are 

intellectually able; (2) have knowledge of content areas and competences; (3) develop 

positive relationships with students; (4) have strong classroom management skills; (5) are 

skilled assessors; and (6) work collaboratively with peers (p. 443).  High attrition rates 

have not allowed teachers to develop into the characteristics laid out by Looney (2011).  

 Student performance is directly affected by teacher attrition (Rockoff, 2004). 

According to Rockoff (2004), there are three areas in which instruction are negatively 
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affected by teacher attrition, they are: having less effective and more inexperienced 

teachers in the classroom; classroom instruction lends itself to be unstable and less 

cohesive; and teacher turnover is very expensive and may deplete funds that would 

otherwise be spent on student instruction.  Studies show it takes three to seven years for a 

novice teacher to become a high-quality teacher (O’Rourke, Catrett, & Houchins, 2008).  

 Yet, as previously stated, about one-third of all teachers exit the profession within 

the first five years (Shaw & Newton, 2014).  With it taking up to seven years to become a 

high-quality teacher, and many teachers are leaving the classroom before reaching this 

point, it is creating a void of high-quality teachers in the classroom to instruct and create 

the classroom environment needed to provide a quality education to the learner.  

 With attrition having a connection to poor instruction (Goldhaber & Cowan, 

2014), the new charge must be to prevent the attrition of teachers from education. In the 

1990s, there was a need to replace a waning sect of teachers.  For today’s purposes, there 

is an eminent need to determine the causes of teacher attrition and what can be done to 

keep educators in classrooms, especially during their early years (Goldhaber & Cowan, 

2014).  Schools across the nation are wasting precious money on the training and re-

training of teachers because of attrition.  Claybon (2008), supposes that the money used 

to train and re-train teachers that are leaving the field after a short amount of time might 

be better spent on addressing ways to keep them in the classroom.  When the problem of 

teacher attrition is addressed and solutions are determined, schools could have more 
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resources available to their students to supplement and improve instruction (Claybon, 

2008). 

  Research showed experienced teachers, simply put, are better teachers (Hughes, 

2012).  The literature showed the teaching profession is losing a number of classroom 

teachers within five years of their service (Ingersoll & Smith, 2003; Latham & Vogt, 

2007; Perrachione et al., 2008).  Additional literature spoke to the ineffectiveness found 

in novice teachers’ classrooms because of their inexperience (Claybon, 2008).  

Hierarchal Educational System 

 The American psychologist, Urie Bronfenbrenner, is responsible for developing 

the ecological systems theory (Tissington, 2000).  The ecological systems theory views 

development within a complex system (Tissington, 2000).  The original work of 

Bronfenbrenner, developed an understanding of the systems that directly affect the 

development of children (Bronfenbrener, 1979).  Through the ecological systems theory, 

Bronfenbrenner distinguished specific realms or systems that are connected to the 

environment.  These levels extend beyond immediate surrounding of the child and will be 

juxtapose to the educational system surrounding educators.  

 Bronfenbrenner’s ecological systems theory is based on four realms or four nested 

systems: the microsystem; the mesosystem; the exosystem; and the macrosystem 

(Bronfenbrenner, 1979).  The most inner system, the microsystem, is given priority due 

to its location in the center of the ecological system theory model.  The larger systems 
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surrounding the microsystem; indicate the larger systems are each connected to each 

other.  

 Microsystem.  In Bronfenbrenner’s (1979) The Ecology of Human Development, 

the term microsystem is defined as “a pattern of activities, roles, and interpersonal 

relations experienced by the developing person in a given setting with particular physical 

and material characteristics” (p. 22).  This setting, for the child, is the most immediate 

environment consisting of factors such as family, parents, and siblings (Swick & 

Williams, 2006).  The power of the microsystem establishes an initial set of interrelations 

with family and the development of trust and mutuality with their most significant people 

(Swick & Williams, 2006).  

 The microsystem will be related to the needs of the teacher and at the heart of the 

teaching profession is the classroom.  As the family is the microsystem to the child, the 

classroom is the microsystem to the teacher (Bronfenbrenner, 1979).  Within the 

classroom, there exist factors that can lead to teachers leaving the teaching profession 

(Darling-Hammond, 2003; Ingersoll, 2004; & Levine, 2006).   

 Mesosystem. In Bronfenbrenner’s The Ecology of Human Development, the term 

mesosystem is defined as “the interrelations among two or more settings in which the 

developing person actively participates (such as, for a child, the relations among home, 

school, and neighborhood peer group; for an adult, among family, work and social life)” 

(p. 25). Bronfenbrenner (1979) continues to explain: 
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 A mesosystem is thus a system of microsystems.  It is formed or extended 

 whenever the developing person moves into a new setting.  Besides this primary 

 link, interconnections may take a number of additional forms: other persons who 

 participate actively in both settings, intermediate links in a social network, and 

 formal and informal communications among settings.  (p. 25) 

The mesosystem helps to move us beyond the single relationship between the self and 

family, and opens the system for more interaction and relationships with more people.  

 The mesosystem will be related to the needs of the teacher.  The mesosytem, as it 

encompasses the microsystem, or the classroom, will be symbolic of the campus for the 

teacher.  If a teacher moves beyond the interactions of the classroom, the next level of 

communication and interaction will be those interactions at the campus level.  As the 

microsystem, the mesosytem also holds factors that can contribute to teacher attrition 

(Darling-Hammond, 2003; Ingersoll, 2004; & Levine, 2006).   

 Exosystem. In Bronfenbrenner’s (1979) The Ecology of Human Development, the 

term exosystem is defined as “one or more settings that do not involve the developing 

person as an active participant, but in which events occur that affect, or are affected by, 

what happens in the setting containing the developing person” (p. 25).  Some examples of 

the exosystem, according to Bronfenbrenner (1979), are for a child an exosystem could 

be their parent’s work or an older siblings classroom.  An exosystem for a teacher could 

be the local school board and the decisions that will have a direct impact on their 

practices within that particular educational system (Bronfenbrenner, 1979).  
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 The exosystem for this study will be symbolic of the district level system for a 

teacher.  At the district level, there exists certain factors that can lead to higher attrition 

rates for teachers (Darling-Hammond, 2003; Ingersoll, 2004; & Levine, 2006).  

 Macrosystem.  The final level of Bronfenbrenner’s (1979) Ecological System 

Theory is the macrosystem.  According to The Ecology of Human Development, the term 

macrosystem is defined as:  

 Consistencies, in the form and content of lower-order systems (micro-, meso-, and 

 exo-) that exist, or could exist, at the level of the subculture or the culture as a 

 whole, along with any belief systems or ideology underlying such consistencies. 

 (p. 26) 

In other words, the macrosystem we live in influences what, how, when and where we 

carry out our relations.  An example presented by Bronfenbrenner (1979), he describes 

the macrosystem as the classroom, post office, café, and park in France are all similar in 

how they carry out their functions, yet when compared to how they function in the United 

States, they are very different.  In each system’s blueprints, differences can be found for 

various socioeconomic, ethnic, religious, and other subcultural groups, reflecting 

contrasting belief systems and lifestyles, which in turn help to perpetuate the ecological 

environments specific to each group.  

 The macrosystem for this study will be symbolic of the state level and how factors 

within the state education agency may cause higher attrition rates for teachers (Darling-

Hammond, 2003; Ingersoll, 2004; & Levine, 2006).  
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 Connecting Ecological Systems Theory to hierarchal educational system. The 

diagram below visually shows how Bronfenbrenner’s Ecological System Theory has been 

adapted to fit the important systems of a teacher’s career.  

 

Brownell and Smith (1993), have developed different realms of the educational system, 

in which; each realm contains a set of unique factors for teachers to confront.  Within 

each system, the factors present are the issues that could lead to teachers wanting to leave 

the field of education and increase the attrition rates of the teaching profession. 

 There are many realms or spheres that can develop problems for a teacher, and 

therefore cause them to reflect on their future in education (Darling-Hammond, 2003; 

Ingersoll, 2004; & Levine, 2006).  This study contends to understand what those factors 

are and relate those factors back to Bronfenbrenner’s Ecological Systems Theory: the 

 

Figure 1. The hierarchal education system connected to Bronfenbrenner’s 
Ecological Systems Theory (Brownell & Smith, 1993, p. 272). 	
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3.

Educational Systems Teacher Attrition Survey (ESTAS)

In the following section you will complete Likert-scale response statements.

3
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4. Educational Factors

Educational Systems Teacher Attrition Survey (ESTAS)

 Strongly Agree Agree

Neither Agree or

Disagree Disagree Strongly Disagree

Student behavior

Workload

Classroom resourses

Teacher autonomy

Parent involvement 

Regarding the below factors, do you agree or disagree they influence your decision to leave the teaching

profession.

4
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5. Educational Factors

Educational Systems Teacher Attrition Survey (ESTAS)

 Strongly Agree Agree

Neither Agree or

Disagree Disagree Strongly Disagree

Campus leadership

Provided support

Professional growth

oppurtinites

Collegiality 

Regarding the below factors, do you agree or disagree they influence your decision to leave the teaching

profession.

5
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6. Educational Factors

Educational Systems Teacher Attrition Survey (ESTAS)

 Strongly Agree Agree

Neither Agree or

Disagree Disagree Strongly Disagree

Salary

District leadership

District vision

District school board

Communication

Regarding the below factors, do you agree or disagree they influence your decision to leave the teaching

profession.

6
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7. Educational Factors

Educational Systems Teacher Attrition Survey (ESTAS)

 Strongly Agree Agree

Neither Agree or

Disagree Disagree Strongly Disagree

State funding for

education

Standardized testing

Texas Education Agency

Texas State Board of

Education

Regarding the below factors, do you agree or disagree they influence your decision to leave the teaching

profession.

7
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8.

Educational Systems Teacher Attrition Survey (ESTAS)

You have now completed the Likert-scale portion of the survey. In the following

section, you will be asked to select a descriptor that best describes you, based on

your current job. Once the descriptor is selected, you will automatically be taken to

four, open-ended response statements. 

8
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9. Survey Transition 

Educational Systems Teacher Attrition Survey (ESTAS)

Select the descriptor that best describes your perception on your current teaching position

#1 - Satisfied with my current teaching position and will return to the same teaching position next school year.

#2 - Dissatisfied with my current teaching position yet will return to same campus next school year.

#3 - Dissatisfied with my current teaching position and will not return to the same campus/district next school year, yet will stay in

the educational profession.

#4 - Dissatisfied with my current teaching position and will not seek employment in the educational profession next school year.

9
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10. #1 Open-Ended Response Statements

Educational Systems Teacher Attrition Survey (ESTAS)

The factors in the CLASSROOM, causing me to stay at my campus are...

The factors on the CAMPUS, causing me to stay at my campus are...

The factors at the DISTRICT level, causing me to stay at my campus are...

The factors at the STATE level, causing me to stay at my campus are...

10
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11. #2 Open-Ended Response Statements

Educational Systems Teacher Attrition Survey (ESTAS)

The factors in the CLASSROOM causing me to stay at my campus, even though I am dissatisfied, are...

The factors on the CAMPUS causing me to stay at my campus, even though I am dissatisfied are...

The factors at the DISTRICT level, causing me to stay at my campus, even though I am dissatisfied are...

The factors at the STATE level, causing me to stay at my campus, even though I am dissatisfied are...

11
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12. #3 Open-Ended Response Statements

Educational Systems Teacher Attrition Survey (ESTAS)

The factors in the CLASSROOM, causing me to move campuses/districts are...

The factors on the CAMPUS, causing me to move campuses/districts are...

The factors at the DISTRICT level, causing me to move campuses/districts are...

The factors at the STATE level, causing me to move campuses/districts are...

12
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13. #4 Open-Ended Response Statements

Educational Systems Teacher Attrition Survey (ESTAS)

The factors in the CLASSROOM, causing me to leave the educational profession are...

The factors on the CAMPUS, causing me to leave the educational profession are...

The factors at the DISTRICT level, causing me to leave the educational profession are...

The factors at the STATE level, causing me to leave the educational profession are...

13
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14. Exit Survey

Educational Systems Teacher Attrition Survey (ESTAS)

You have now completed the Educational Systems Teacher Attrition

Survey (ESTAS). Your participation is greatly appreciated. 

Thank you

14
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