
More than a decade has passed since the fi rst alarms were 
sounded, warning of the reƟ rement from teaching of the 
baby boom generaƟ on and its likely negaƟ ve impact on 
schools. The charge to educaƟ on leaders then was two-fac-
eted: Recruit a new generaƟ on of teachers, and modernize 
the profession so that these 21st-century workers could be 
retained throughout their careers. 

In the ensuing years, districts, states, and the federal gov-
ernment have made signifi cant investments to streamline 
entry into the profession. In place of university-monopo-
lized preparaƟ on, there is now an array of teacher-training 
alternaƟ ves. Districts naƟ onwide are acceleraƟ ng hiring 
and modernizing data systems to take beƩ er advantage of 
the applicant pool. But while we have improved the begin-
ning of the teacher-supply pipeline, we have failed to put a 
priority on ensuring that substanƟ al numbers of promising 
novices move into a second stage of teaching. 

In many districts, the ability to recruit large quanƟ Ɵ es of 
new teachers has muted concern about replacing reƟ rees. 
And the fact that most deparƟ ng teachers are replaceable 
seems to obscure the real loss that occurs as they go: They 
take experience with them. The instrucƟ onal leadership 
and staff  stability that experienced teachers provide is 
more criƟ cal to student learning than many think. Succeed-
ing at recruitment cannot outweigh failing at retenƟ on. 

The cost of teacher aƩ riƟ on has been documented in dol-
lars and in student outcomes. The NaƟ onal Commission 
on Teaching and America’s Future esƟ mates that teacher 
turnover costs the naƟ on $7.3 billion annually. Students 
of novice teachers achieve at lower levels than those with 
experienced teachers, and, most important, high-poverty 
students are far more likely to have novice teachers than 
low-poverty students. Urban districts, which have oŌ en 
done the best job of improving recruitment, suff er most 
from the staffi  ng churn. 

ConvenƟ onal wisdom about teachers’ career choices has 
been a convenient excuse for overlooking the potenƟ al of 

a targeted focus on retenƟ on. We operate from the prem-
ise that some entrants to the fi eld will teach for a couple 
of years before pursuing their “real careers,” and that the 
remainder will last a lifeƟ me. This logic dictates that the 
former group will leave regardless of incenƟ ves, and those 
in the laƩ er group do not need incenƟ ves to stay. The 
problem is that both supposiƟ ons are wrong. 

The existence of the “life  me” teacher can no longer be 
taken for granted.

The existence of the “lifeƟ me” teacher can no longer 
be taken for granted. Harvard University professor Su-
san Moore Johnson’s research clarifi es that the average 
teacher today expects, as her generaƟ onal peers in other 
fi elds do, to take on diff ering posiƟ ons and responsibiliƟ es 
throughout her career. 

Perhaps a more interesƟ ng quesƟ on is whether there is 
hope for retaining the promising teachers oŌ en dismissed 
as short-termers. Our work at the Rennie Center, in Cam-
bridge, Mass., is shedding new light on this group. This 
past fall, we recruited a cohort of high-quality, early-career 
urban teachers to study teaching policy and become advo-
cates for their generaƟ on in the profession. 

For every spot in the program, we received fi ve applica-
Ɵ ons, a posiƟ ve indicator that there is an essenƟ ally over-
looked populaƟ on of strong teachers out there, ripe for 
fi lling the experience void. Almost all of the applicants had 
impeccable credenƟ als and demonstrated superior wriƟ ng 
ability in essays, making them the type of teachers most 
likely to improve student learning—and the most likely to 
leave. What they told us unequivocally is that they want to 
fi nd a way to outlast their predicted shelf-life. 

PresƟ gious recruitment and training programs such as 
Teach For America and the Boston Teacher Residency draw 
talented candidates into teaching with strong, team-based 
support and training. Yet, just as these teachers become 
profi cient, they lose these cohort-based supports, and 

The Post-Boomer Teacher Crunch
Reframing ‘RetenƟ on’ to Fit the Needs of a New GeneraƟ on

Published Online: April 8, 2008; Published in Print: April 9, 2008
Commentary
By Celine Coggins 



must choose whether to remain within the tradiƟ onal sys-
tem. This system, which rarely off ers career growth, profes-
sional community, or performance-based compensaƟ on, 
implicitly conveys the noƟ on that widespread aƩ riƟ on is 
accepted and expected. 

In this context, the headline from our applicant pool 
should be a welcome surprise: They don’t come in plan-
ning to leave; they come in hoping to stay (not forever, but 
for longer than many assume). The following were primary 
themes in our applicaƟ ons: 

• Value for teaching. Most teachers in our pool aspire to 
formal educaƟ on leadership, but recognize they will be 
beƩ er leaders if they stay in the classroom long enough 
to master teaching. They believe that success at teach-
ing is measurable, and takes Ɵ me to hone. Many have 
a prescient sense that the direct impact they have on stu-
dents’ lives is something they will not be able to replicate 
in future jobs, and they are reluctant to give it up. 

• Desire for challenge and growth. This group of teachers 
describes the challenges they encountered in their fi rst 
years of teaching as a posiƟ ve. They fear that the steep 
learning curve they experienced as novices will plateau, 
and are seeking new opportuniƟ es to extend it. Yet, they 
fi nd few. Many assert that the job they desire—a hybrid 
of teaching and leadership—does not exist. 

• Con  nually evalua  ng their professional future. These 
teachers see the future as an open quesƟ on, weighing 
chances for impact and career growth in the context of 
friends gaining advancement in other professions and 
parents eager for a return on their college investment. 

In sum, we found strong teachers, siƫ  ng on the fence, 
seeking the next challenge, and hoping it comes in teach-
ing. 

For too long the concept of reten  on has been framed 
around the fallacy that reten  on means forever.

Their voices have led us to conclude that it is Ɵ me to iniƟ -
ate a dialogue on retenƟ on that begins by rethinking our 
goals for what success could be. For too long the concept 
of retenƟ on has been framed around the fallacy that reten-
Ɵ on means forever. These teachers’ words clarifi ed the 
great disservice this does to students. Countless students 
might benefi t if we acƟ vely sought to make the promising 
two-year teacher into a fi ve- or 10-year teacher. 

The goal of retenƟ on eff orts should not be creaƟ ng a “life-
Ɵ me” teacher. That does not fi t this generaƟ on, nor will 
it yield the type of teacher students need, if they are to 
compete in a knowledge economy. 

Reframing retenƟ on fi rst requires envisioning the teach-
ing career in smaller increments. Districts must set goals 
for geƫ  ng more teachers to year fi ve, and then a subset 
of those to year 10. Strategies may vary by level of experi-
ence. For example, several teachers in our program noted 
that a more rigorous tenure process, coupled with a pay 
increase, could renew commitment in years three through 
fi ve. The years immediately following inducƟ on are criƟ cal, 
yet typically ignored. 

Reframing retenƟ on also means defi ning a growth trajec-
tory for teachers. Our applicants arƟ culated the impor-
tance of reforms—such as expanding instrucƟ onal leader-
ship, team-based work, and diff erenƟ ated pay—that are 
ubiquitous in policy discussions but scarce in schools. It 
is equally important to consider, though, that teachers 
who are passionate about raising achievement and closing 
achievement gaps simply want more informaƟ on about 
their progress. Establishing goals and benchmarks on the 
path to mastery would embed new challenge and purpose 
in their work. 

Finally, creaƟ ng a system that facilitates conƟ nual growth 
and rewards excellence will necessitate improving teacher 
evaluaƟ on. Current data systems are oŌ en insuffi  cient to 
measure a teacher’s contribuƟ on to student learning over 
Ɵ me. Local evaluaƟ on policies must do more to disƟ nguish 
among more- and less-eff ecƟ ve teachers, in order to allow 
outreach to top performers. 

Students suff er because we have low expectaƟ ons for 
retaining talented teachers. It is Ɵ me to fi nd a way for 
teaching to live up to its potenƟ al as a learning profession 
that challenges and rewards pracƟ Ɵ oners. If we do not, it 
is certain that our best teachers will fi nd the growth they 
seek outside the classroom. 
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