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_________________________________________________________________________________ 
 

Is there an issue with teacher retention in the UK? 

If so, what are the major causes and what measures could be used to minimise the issue? 

_________________________________________________________________________________ 

 

INTRODUCTION 

 

Education is often a prominent topic in economic and political climates causing issues within education to be 

reported on in the media. This prominence within the media plays a significant role influencing public opinion 

and perception of the teaching profession. Numerous articles about the issues within the teaching profession, 

from workload to training and the retention of teachers can be readily found using internet searches. The 

media plays a role in generating the perception of a “crisis” in teacher retention is evident. However, is staff 

retention an issue unique to teaching or, as with all public services being increasingly stretched due to the 

current economic conditions, is staff retention a problem universally across all employment sectors; just that 

teaching issues are being more heavily publicised within the mainstream media.  

 

As with other professions, a certain level of entry qualifications and training are required for teaching. 

Consequently, people entering the teaching profession have previously completed years of education and 

training in order to begin their career; demonstrating a level of commitment and perseverance in order to do 

so. After this amount of effort to enter the profession, for people to then opt to leave teaching suggests that 

there must be strong reasons to cause this decision. Stresses and pressures are associated with all careers and 

jobs. Efficiency, capability and productivity are constantly tracked and monitored in all employment positions, 

with ever more increasing expectations and personal accountability on employees. In the teaching profession, 

data based on performance indictors is regularly used to make judgements on school performance, with 

increasingly demanding targets being set year on year. As with all public services, funding to schools has been 

increasingly stretched which in turn builds pressure for schools to meet performance targets with less 

resources at their disposal. Schools have to maximise pupil outcomes while in turn working in an efficient and 

effective financial manner. Undoubtedly, the increasingly strained and challenging financial situation can lead 

to growing pressures potentially having a negative impact on the work force and therefore on staff retention. 

 

As a teacher from the millennial generation that has qualified in the past twelve years, I have become 

increasingly aware of the pressures and strains within the profession, seeing numerous colleagues leave the 

profession. In addition, the main stream media portrayal of teaching numbers and the different routes and 

incentives offered by the Welsh and UK Government to attract people to the profession has caused me to 



Student Number: 1204240   Module Number: ECGE7002P 

 
2 

 

become interested in discovering whether the issue of staff retention is specific to teaching. Furthermore, if 

the issue is unique to the UK or if there are education systems in other countries or professions where staff 

attrition levels are low; possibly due to changes in their working environment or training programmes. 

 

METHOD 

 

Ranging from job availability, personal circumstances, job satisfaction or future prospects; the factors behind 

an individual’s decision to change career will be varied and complex. Each individual will have a unique mindset 

and set of conditions. In addition, a number of these factors are difficult to quantify and measure. Identifying 

a single factor that ultimately acts as a catalyst to cause an individual to change their chosen career is unlikely; 

the causes are more likely to be a mixture of issues and situations. As a consequence, for this literature review 

I will concentrate on qualitative factors and try to identify commonality in the reasons behind teachers’ 

decisions to leave the profession. 

 

Specific areas of interest within the issue of teacher retention are outlined in the title. Firstly, data about 

teacher retention rates in the UK will need to be sourced; providing a foundation to form a conclusion as to 

whether there is indeed an issue within teaching regards staff retention. In addition, data from other, 

comparable professions will be used as a comparison. Given the high prevalence nature of this topic within 

the main stream media, certain filters will be applied during database searches as there is likely to be a fairly 

large amount of literature available. 

 

Primarily, the focus of the literature review will be on the situation in Wales, though as the education system 

in England & Wales is slightly different to that in Scotland, a natural filter is to search specifically for literature 

from England & Wales. Although, to act as a comparison, literature based on the Scottish education system 

might also prove useful. Similarly, another natural filter is to differentiate between teachers working within 

different phases within the education system. Potentially, teachers working in different phases will have 

differing issues and reasons behind their decision to leave the profession. Therefore, I will aim to focus on 

teacher retention rates in the secondary school phase. As a secondary school teacher, this is the area of 

personal interest. Thus, keywords such as “secondary” and “England & Wales” will be used when searching 

the online databases. 

 

Principally, the EBSCO database will be used as the main source of literature as this is specifically an education-

based database. In addition, the British Education Index (BEI) will be used as this will provide specifically British 

literature. As literature on teacher retention and staff retention in different careers will be included in the 
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literature review, a selection of additional databases will be used. The use of literature on other staff retention 

in other careers will be used to establish if staff retention issues are unique to teaching. The supplementary 

databases such as the Teacher Reference Centre and Zetoc could provide useful literature about overseas 

education systems and retention rates in specific phases respectively. Articles and journals that have been 

peer reviewed will principally be used. Such articles will have already been closely examined by experts in the 

respective fields to ensure appropriate research methods were used and that the findings contribute to the 

specific field. These articles will be the most authoritative source of relevant information and will maintain the 

validity and strength of the literature used in this review. Additionally, to provide an insight into the current 

situation, relatively recent literature, published within the last ten to fifteen years will be used (Harries, 2019). 

 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

 

Evidently, the number of teachers required is primarily based upon the number of school age pupils there are 

during a given time period. Analysis and predictions generated by birth rates and immigration numbers enable 

an accurate guide as to the teacher number requirement. With pupil numbers falling since 2011 (Department 

of Education, 2010 to 2022), the demand for teachers will have decreased. However, over the coming decade 

the pupil numbers are set to increase (Department of Education, 2010 to 2022). In addition, challenging targets 

and changes to the curriculum means that it is imperative that teacher numbers increase. Yet, in recent years, 

the UK government has repeatedly failed to reach overall teacher training targets particularly due to low rates 

within the STEM subjects (Department of Education, 2010 to 2022). As stated by former minister of schools, 

Nick Gibb (NFER, 2018), ensuring “there are sufficient high-quality teachers in our schools for the long term, 

by delivering our teacher recruitment and retention strategy” is now a priority of the current government. A 

focus on promoting and encouraging Newly Qualified Teachers (NQTs) into the profession by the UK 

government has resulted in an increase in the number of NQTs rising from 27,229 in 2016/2017 to 27,895 in 

the academic year 2017/2018. Within the similar time period, the percentage of teachers leaving the 

profession has varied from 9.1% in 2012 to 10.3% in 2015 (Department of Education, 2010 to 2022). When 

figures about secondary school teachers are analysed, they are increasingly concerning as within the 

secondary phase, teachers leaving the profession has gone from 9.4% to 10.4% from 2011 to 2017. This trend 

is echoed within various statistics published by NFER (Worth, 2018) which also reveal that teacher attrition in 

certain subjects such as maths, science and modern languages are even higher than the overall average rate. 

While recruiting NQTs is important and the focus on attracting new staff to the profession is a positive step; 

maintaining qualified, practising teachers is vital to ensuring the number of teachers required is met; as 

teachers leaving the professional will exacerbate the issue and place greater pressure on recruiting people 

firstly to complete initial teacher training (ITT) and then as newly-qualified teachers (NQTs). There is an 
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anomaly within the overall data evidently caused by the COVID-19 pandemic. The National Foundation for 

Educational Research (NFER) commented on a significant increase in applications during the summer of 2020 

during the first wave of COVID-19 in the UK (Long and Danechi, 2021). This is echoed in the data on initial 

teacher training published by the Department of Education itself. Pre-COVID, 2019/2020, there were 33,799 

entrants to initial teacher training but the next academic year, 2020/2021, this number jumped to 40,377 

giving a 19% increase. However, during the most recent academic year 2021/2022 entrants to the training 

programmes has lowered to 37,069 (Department of Education, 2010 to 2022). 

 

For comparison, during the time period between 2000 to 2016, the attrition rate among police officers in the 

UK appears to have remained fairly constant at approximately 7% (Home Office, 2000 to 2016). This is a slightly 

lower attrition rate than that found within teaching suggesting that perhaps there is an issue in teacher 

retention. However, data from the nursing profession is very much similar trends to the teaching data. With 

Buchan et al (2019) stating that over the similar time period to that of the police data, the average attrition 

rate within the nursing profession is increasing from 5% to as high as 21% in specific areas of the country. 

 

Additional sources, such as Scott (2016) reporting that teacher attrition rates are at the highest levels in ten 

years, with 9.5% leaving the profession in 2016, concur with figures published annually by the Department of 

Education (2010 to 2022) and can be approximated to a rate of attrition of around 10%. Across the UK teaching 

staff, this would constitute a significant number of individuals and if current trends are to continue, the 

likelihood is that this percentage will continue to rise resulting in an even greater teacher deficit. However, 

the number of teachers required is essentially based on pupil numbers. Governments can track and evaluate 

this to determine whether or not there are sufficient teachers. The Department of Education forecasts that 

there will be a 12% decline in pupil numbers over the next ten years to 2032 (Department of Education, 2022), 

meaning that there could be a staff surplus in some areas; therefore, teacher retention would not be a pressing 

issue. However, as school budgets are based on pupil numbers, a fall in these could lead to a reduction in 

funding which in turn could affect staffing levels and thus retention. In addition, there is a difference within 

the two education phases, primary and secondary. Analysis of the data (EWC, 2017) shows that primary pupil 

numbers are set to decrease annually until 2025 but that secondary pupil numbers will increase to a peak in 

2024, showing that there will be a difference in demand between the primary and secondary phase, at least 

in the short term. There after the pupil numbers across both phases are set to decrease due to a decreasing 

birth rate in the UK.  

 

This attrition rate value of approximately 10% is also evident within samples for research studies. Barmby 

(Barmby, 2006) study into how teacher workload and pupil behaviour affect retention is such an example; the 
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sample size comprised of 246 teachers from England and Wales produced an attrition rate of 9.3%. However, 

in some literature the rates are quoted as turnover, including teachers that have left the profession but also 

those that have just left their current post but may have remained in the teaching profession. International 

figures do show a difference with estimates for the average attrition rates in the US being between 13% to 

25% (Ingersoll, 2001; Harris and Adams, 2007) but an estimate for Norway at a 9% rate (Falch and Ronning, 

2007). The variation in these international attrition rates could be due to differences in the education system, 

teacher training or the differing attitudes to work-life balance of the different nations. Singapore’s teacher 

turnover rate is quoted as less than 3%; yet there, teachers only teach lessons for approximately 40% of their 

time, the vast majority, 60%, of their time is given to lesson planning, research and preparation (Rushe, 2018). 

This is significant difference to the 10% planning, preparation and assessment (PPA) time allocated to UK 

teachers. Models and examples of good practise could be drawn from national education systems that have a 

lower attrition rate than the UK such as Singapore. Indeed, across Europe, teacher retentions rates do 

fluctuate with some countries having a surplus and some with a deficit of teachers, of which the UK is 

mentioned. A report published by the European Union cites a wide range of reasons as to causes for shortages 

including negative public image of teaching, uncompetitive salaries and inadequate recruitment processes 

(European Union, 2013).  

 

Although there appears to be an apparently high number of teachers leaving the profession, it could be a trend 

that is echoed in similar profession in the UK as people’s attitudes towards work changes. Developments and 

advancements in technology allow for more people to work from home and the traditional view of having a 

single career path is becoming less common. Known as a protean career, which has taken its name from the 

Greek god Proteus, who could change form or shape (Hall, 2002); a protean career is one where an individual 

changes their career pathway once or numerous times throughout their lifetime. Research suggests that this 

more flexible approach to one’s career allows for a greater sense of purpose at work (Hall, 2002) and that it 

can better connect to changes in lifestyle, issues of gender and work-life balance (DiRenzo, Greenhaus and 

Weer, 2015). This is a disguising feature of the millennial generation as technology has become seamlessly 

integrated into both the work place and home life; leading to a move away from the traditional, single career 

for life model (Parfitt, 2020). Retention rates among millennials is therefore likely to be lower as changing 

career path is becoming increasing common place. 

 

The perception of an issue with teacher retention in England and Wales is supported by various statistics across 

the range of the professional demographic. Within working age teachers, the numbers leaving has increased 

significantly from 25,000 in 2011 to 36,000 in 2017, a 44% increase. Furthermore, teacher retention rates in 

early career teachers continue to fall (Ovenden-Hope, Blandford, Cain and Maxwell, 2018). Notably in 2019, 
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only 67% of teachers remained to the profession after five years compared with 72% in 2010 (Fullard and 

Zuccollo, 2021). Teachers’ positive experiences within the early years of they careers are critical to keeping 

people in the profession. With the right opportunities, support and options to progress, employees are more 

likely to remain in their chosen career (Milton, 2017; Ovenden-Hope, Blandford, Cain and Maxwell, 2018). 

Potentially, government initiatives could focus on this particular demographic. Sabbaticals and an early career 

framework are some of the recent proposals (Hinds, 2018); it would indeed appear that the early career 

teacher demographic is being targeted by current government initiatives. The UK government has often made 

large investments in training and through bursaries offered to people training in key shortage subjects e.g., 

STEM subjects; therefore, from an economics stand point, it is also sensible for the government to retain these 

qualified staff in order to benefit from the investment made to their training. 

 

Motivation is a fundamental and integral factor in completing any task, process or commitment and thus job. 

In psychological terms, “it is seen as an internal state or condition that serves to activate, energise or direct 

behaviour and to give the behaviour impetus, direction and focus” (Wellington, 2006). Motivation is often 

associated with words such as enthusiasm, interest, drive and ambition. In order for teachers to remain within 

the profession these needs should be met in order to maintain motivation much like a pupil within a classroom 

(Capel and Gervis, 2019). In the simplest terms, factors that make up motivation can be split into two 

categories, intrinsic and extrinsic. Here, intrinsic referring to motivation from within a person and extrinsic 

from outside factors such as, in the case of teachers, salary and holiday entitlements. Capel and Gervis (Capel 

and Gervis, 2019) set out that there five main elements that contribute to an individual’s motivation. 

i) Achievement – completing a task that has taken a significant amount of effort 

ii) Pleasure – enjoying the task or getting good marks and praise as a consequence of completing a task 

iii) Preventing less pleasant activities – knowing that completing the task will allow you to avoid doing 

something that you don’t want to do 

iv) Satisfaction – a positive feeling that you are making process and getting something out of the task 

v) Success – completing the task with a positive outcome e.g., making something that works 

They conclude that these elements are interlinked, for example satisfaction may stem from success, meaning 

that it can be difficult to specifically determine a singular motivational element as often it is a combination of 

the five elements.  

Arguably, many of these subsequent theories around motivation have stemmed from Abraham Maslow’s work 

on motivation. He theorised that human-beings have a hierarchy of needs which need to be filled (Maslow, 

1943). The hierarchical element is the main distinguishing feature from Maslow’s work to other theories, for 

example, as previously mentioned Capel and Gervis’ (2019) five motivational elements.  
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Maslow suggested that the lower-level needs, for example physiological needs, must be satisfied before the 

next levels of need can be met (Maslow, 1943). Within the issue of teacher retention, the high-level needs, 

such as belonging, esteem and self-actualisation would be the intrinsic or altruistic needs that would need to 

be met in order to maintain motivation to remain in the profession. The lower-level needs are essentially 

fulfilled as a teacher salary is above the living wage and the working environment of a school would provide 

those basic needs as they do for the pupils they serve. Though critics of Maslow’s theory argue that the levels 

should not be considered as linear as often an individual can fulfil several needs at once, as found in Capel and 

Gervis’ (2019) work. Combining Maslow’s theory (1943) with Vroom’s expectancy theory (1964), which 

assumes that individual feels that if they work hard, they will ultimately be rewarded, has led Blackburn and 

Lawrence (1995) to conclude that a personal motivation is a result of an individual’s perception of their ability 

and their perceived value of the rewards and consequences. This hybrid theory appears to suggest that 

extrinsic factors will be significant factors in an individual’s motivation has opposed to the intrinsic or altruistic 

needs in Maslow’s hierarchy. In order to improve teacher retention rates, it would be of benefit to identify 

the main contributing factors to job dissatisfaction and investigate ways to negate these factors; but also, to 

ascertain positive factors that cause individuals to remain within the teaching profession. 

 

Predominately the perceived reason behind the decreasing teacher retention rates is generally reported as 

poor work-life balance. The rhetoric from union leaders about the issues arising within the teaching retention 

is increasing strong; the Association of Teachers and Lectures (ATL) stating that current working conditions 

were affecting staff from living normal lives (Hilton, 2017). Though this is a strong statement, it correlates with 

findings included in studies with Santry (2016) and Ward (2016) both noting that in order to lead less stressful 

lives experienced teachers are leaving the profession or opting for early retirement. In certain cases, being 

prepared to take a salary reduction in order to obtain a healthier work-life balance. To believe that no one will 

leave a profession is unrealistic; individuals will retire and changes to personal circumstances will inevitably 

 
Figure 1: Diagram of Maslow’s hierarchy of needs 

http://www.changingminds.org/explanations/needs/maslow.htm 

 

http://www.changingminds.org/explanations/needs/maslow.htm
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mean a small percentage will opt to leave any profession. Therefore, the retention rate will never be 100%. 

However, the number of teachers retiring has actually fallen since 2011 which has helped to off-set some of 

the attrition in other age demographics (NFER, 2018). 

 

Commonalities to the factors that impact on teachers’ decisions to leave the profession are apparent 

throughout the literature on the subject of teacher retention. However, it is evident that the factors impacting 

the decision to leave the profession are dependent on social or geographical areas. As mentioned in a National 

Audit Office’s report (National Audit Office - Report by Auditor General, 2016), the Government needs to 

address these specific problems rather than taking a national approach to the problem. In terms of the 

geographical areas, there are varying factors evident in urban areas that differ to that found in rural areas.  

Increasing levels of immigration within more urban areas such as the south-east of England leads to increased 

pupil numbers and in turn impacts upon the teacher to pupil ratio in classes (Barmby, 2006). In direct contrast, 

rural areas are experiencing more school closures and a lack of opportunities (Slee and Miller, 2015). 

Nevertheless, in both types of geographical settings, these issues start to negatively influence the working 

environment in different ways. 

 

Within Wales, along with a unique culture and language, there are large rural regions with fewer urban areas. 

Therefore, the cultural and geographical differences between England and Wales could lead to a different 

combination of issues in each nation. As every country has its own individual social dynamics, comparisons of 

research from a range of different countries could be difficult. However, in the broader sense, recurring theme 

or factors pertinent to the issue of teacher retention are evident. Parallels can be drawn from Handel et al’s 

(2018) research into why teachers chose to teach in rural areas of Australia. Similar to Wales, Australia has 

many rural communities, often with a strong emphasis on agriculture. In such rural areas, obtaining the 

relevant qualifications required to enter the teaching profession, people often need to relocate to more urban 

areas where the access and availability of university facilities is greater. Upon qualification, people then face 

a decision as to where to look for employment. Lower living costs, more affordable housing and the features 

of a rural lifestyle could be possible draws to returning to the rural locations. In contrast, other people could 

be attracted to remain in the urban environment. Merton’s (1957) work identifies that people can be 

categorised by their incentives or approaches to work; using terms such as “settlers” and “transients” to define 

the categories. Membership of these categories is arguably fluid; as during a person’s lifetime personal 

circumstances and motivations are likely to change which could result in them meeting the criteria of another 

one of Merton’s groups.  Changes to motivation or incentives to work in a given setting could impact upon 

teacher retention as the reasons that drew teachers to seek employment in a given geographical area may no 
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longer be favourable leading them to potentially pursue a different career path which is more suited to their 

changing needs. 

 

 

Figure 2 – Trends in teaching experience before and after rural service - Handal, Watson et al (2018) 

 

In the Australian research (Handal, Watson, Petocz and Maher, 2018) data was obtained from 191 rural 

secondary school teachers. As Figure 2 shows, a significant percentage, nearly 80%, of these teachers had 

under five years teaching experience before they worked in a rural setting. This suggests that, in this group of 

participants, newly-qualified teachers (NQTs) or early-career teachers are attracted back to the rural setting 

to begin their careers. The teachers questioned, nearly 40% had left the rural post within 5 years. This could 

lead to the conclusion that teachers within little experience begin their careers in rural locations, only 

remaining in post for a relatively short period of time. Interestingly, in addition the participants of this study 

were split into gender groups and their thoughts and feelings examined separately. Differing reasons to remain 

or leave the profession could be evident in the different genders, providing an additional variable to be 

considered. However, Handal et al’s (2018) study does not provide information as to whether the participants 

of the research that had left the rural area had remained within the teaching profession but working in an 

urban environment or whether they had left the teaching profession completely. Thought the qualitative data 

generated in this study does seem to confirm the notion that there are a wide number of factors and influences 

that lead to people wishing to change jobs or location; echoing recurring themes such as workload, 

opportunities, and changes to personal circumstances as often mentioned within the UK based research (Day 

and Gu, 2007; Perryman and Calvert, 2020). 

 

Changes in working conditions brought about by budget cuts appear to be another significant contributing 

factor for teachers leaving or considering leaving the profession in the future (Spielman, 2020).  As with all 

public services, local educations authorities (LEAs), have seen funding and budgets reduced over recent years. 

Secondary schools have been forced to drop the range of subjects offered to pupils, increase class sizes and 

lower staffing levels in order to reduce their deficits and due to the reducing budgets. These changes have 

brought about a climate of increasing insecurity and job uncertainty. In addition, temporary or fixed terms 
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contracts have become increasing common with less permanent post available (Fenwick and Weir, 2010). The 

lack of permanent posts would be an issue for what Merton describes as “settlers” whereas “transients” 

(Merton, 1957) would be less affected as they would be willing to relocate to secure employment. Evidently, 

these changes will continue to impact upon teacher retention as more secure career options will become 

increasing favourable opposed the less secure teaching roles. Though lack of job security is not solely an issue 

within teaching but it is increasingly prevalent throughout society, where careers that were once considered 

secure and stable are no longer with the general realisation that companies or institutions no longer reward 

employees for loyalty (Overell, Mills, Roberts, Lekhiet and Blaug, 2010; PwC, 2011). Advancements in 

technology and the increase in temporary or zero hours contract changing the global working environment 

(Deloitte, 2019). Indeed, the effect of the COVID pandemic could change the world of work yet further. 

Research commissioned by the Gatsby Foundation in 2020 to analyse the secondary school teacher 

recruitment market showed that the number of posts advertised had fallen by 38% compared with the same 

time period in 2019 (Gatsby, 2020). It was suggested that this was in part due to the practicalities of conducting 

interviews during the first COVID lockdown but also as teachers were less likely to leave their current role in a 

period of such uncertainty. The full impact of the COVID pandemic on the workplace is likely to be the topic of 

further research over the coming years.   

 

Although the working environment is important, ultimately, salary could be considered the most important 

factor in determining the choice of job or career path that an individual decides upon. Motivation theories 

such as that of Vroom (1964) and Blackburn and Lawrence (1995) conclude that extrinsic rewards such as 

salary will be significant factors in an individual’s motivation. As graduates, teachers could often demand 

higher salaries within industry or financial institutions than the salaries offered in teaching (Ward, 2016). This 

is particularly true for science or mathematics graduates who are likely to teach STEM subjects. These shortage 

subjects withing teaching have to be able to attract graduates into the teaching profession over the high 

salaries and lucrative packages that the private sector could offer graduates. Since the financial crash in 2008, 

Busby notes that the annual increase in teachers’ salaries has been fixed at 1% (Busby, 2016). However, during 

the same period, salaries within the private sector have increased by approximately 2%, further adding to the 

perception that from a financial perspective teaching is a less attractive career pathway (Coughlan, 2013). 

 

In direct contrast to existing teachers opting to leave the profession, there has been a significant number of 

people chose to change careers to enter the teaching profession. Due to the COVID pandemic, applications 

for initial teacher training (ITT) in England and Wales had risen by 16% in 2020 when compared to 2019. On 

the face of it this would be a positive change; however, the availability of placements within schools fell during 

the pandemic due to practical difficulties cause by COVID restrictions. Placement capacity in primary schools 
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reduced by 20% and in secondary schools by 7% (Worth and McLean, 2020). Pre-COVID efforts to increase 

recruitment has been driven the government offering alternative teacher training routes, bursaries and other 

financial incentives (Hinds, 2018; Spielman, 2020). Within the literature, this group of people are often 

referred to as “elite-career changers” (Wilkins and Comber, 2015). Literature into the motivation behind elite-

career changers has primarily focussed on the importance of developing resilience within ITT and during the 

first few years in the teaching profession (Wilkins and Comber, 2015; Wilkins, 2017). Echoing themes noted in 

the literature on existing teachers (Day and Gu, 2013; Wilkins and Comber, 2015; Dupriez, Delvaux and 

Lothaire, 2016), resilience is identified as a central factor in enabling individuals to cope with the demands and 

challenges encountered in the profession. 

 

It would be expected that highly educated individuals with previously successful careers within various fields 

would possess the resilience to complete initial teacher training and establish themselves for a career in 

teaching. However, conclusions to the contrary have been made by Wilkins and Comber (2015). Their research 

found that elite-career changers were significantly less likely to complete teacher training, though no 

compelling explanation as to why this was the case was provided (Wilkins and Comber, 2015). A fundamental 

limitation to this research was that the participants interviewed and questioned for the study had completed 

teacher training. This leads to somewhat biased results as the experiences of individuals that had not 

completed teacher training were not collected. This highlights a major issue with researching attrition rates or 

teacher retentions, as it is difficult to gain access to individuals who have chosen to leave. Therefore, although 

there are a number of studies that specifically focus on elite-career changers, a singular reason to explain why 

high-calibre individuals with previous career experience are less likely to complete ITT (Wilkins and Comber, 

2015) than individuals straight out of university is not identified. Wilkins (2017) then conducted a similar study 

into elite-career changers but with a smaller sample group in order to obtain more qualitative data. The sample 

consisted of 20 elite-career changers who were undertaking the most common route to achieving Qualified 

Teacher Status (QTS) by completing a one-year Postgraduate Certificate in Education (PGCE). The pathways 

which the participants used to complete the PGCE are varied, with not all the participants following the 

traditional university led course. Along with the small-scale sample size of the study, another limitation is that 

the findings are based upon individuals’ perceptions. In addition, the sample is not a representative, stratified 

sample in that the proportion of the different pathways used to complete the PGCE do not represent the 

national averages. Wilkins (2017) does indicate that individuals experiences with the universities leading the 

PGCE could be a factor as to why an individual would not complete the teacher training course; therefore, 

when conducting the interviews Wilkins (2017) focussed on the teacher practice aspect rather than the 

academic. Though there are some limitations to the depth of the finding due to the small scale, some useful 

insights about elite-career changes can be gleaned. The initial reasons as to why an individual choosing to 
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enter the teaching profession mirrors the reasons given by other entrants to teaching, consisting 

predominately of reasons that would be classed as intrinsic or altruistic (Stanford, 2001; Nieto, 2003; Chiong, 

Menzies and Parameshwaran, 2017; Cohen, 2019). Wilkins (2017) describes the predominate reasons as 

individuals having a “sense of civic duty” and the “social good” that teaching can provide. Elite-career changers 

research (Wilkins and Comber, 2015) have found that resilience is an important factor in order to meet the 

challenges during initial teacher training (ITT) and that elite-career changes often draw on experiences from 

their previous careers in order to accomplish this. This supports to findings of other studies into the 

importance of resilience for teachers when facing challenges and how resilience is needed in order for 

individuals to develop an authentic professional identity within teaching (Day and Gu, 2013). As with previous 

studies (Wilkins and Comber, 2015) no compelling reason was found for the enigma that previously success 

professions are more likely to leave their new, chosen profession than the national average. However, the 

same limitation exists in this study with that of Wilkins’ previous work in that it is difficult to get information 

from people that have left; therefore, there is a bias to the findings as they are generally based upon 

information provided by individuals that have completed the training and remained in the profession. Wilkins 

(2017) highlights the difficulty that withdrawal from teacher training might be perceived as failure which 

makes individuals less likely to continue to communicate and engage in the study after they have left. Though 

many previous studies have noted that as Day and Gu (2013) mention it is important that early career teachers 

establish a professional identity within the school (Kelchtermans and Ballet, 2002; Ball and Forzani, 2009) and 

that as elite-career changers have a strong sense of their attributes from their previously successful careers 

that they then might find adapting to the unique culture or political context within a school environment more 

difficult than an individual with less real-world experience. 

 

This issue of above average attrition rates within the ITT of elite-career changers could be a more significant 

issue if the trend continues within this sub-group once employed within the teaching profession. It is not 

possible to filter the system level data on teacher retention rates as this is only possible for characteristics 

such as gender, age, ethnicity, phase etc. However, if this higher-than-average attrition rate is present within 

in service elite-career changers then this would be an issue for current and future recruitment policies in the 

UK. Attracting this group of professionals has been a part of recruitment drives in the UK and also used as a 

method to raise quality of teaching (Freedman, Lipson and Hargreaves, 2018). However, if elite-career 

changers are less likely to complete ITT, having been attracted to the career by predominately extrinsic factors 

such as bursaries and are likely to have shorter careers then the economic investment in targeting this group 

and investing in their training seems flawed.  
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As a consequence of the global financial issues in 2008 when the UK entered a period of austerity, there have 

been repeated cuts to public sector funding over the past decade by the UK Government (Williams, 2019). 

This results in resources across the public sector becoming increasing stretched and education is no exception. 

To deal with reduced funding, many schools and LEAs have cut the numbers of subject offered to pupils, closed 

or merged schools in order to maximise teacher to pupil ratios. These changes have made it difficult for 

teachers trained in certain subjects to find a teaching position within their subject specialism and inversely a 

growing number of existing teachers have found themselves having to teach outside their specialism. In 

addition, the quality of the employees is becoming of increasing concern for headteachers (Vaughan, 2016) 

due to the lack of applications for certain vacancies. Cuts to educational funding has meant that schools are 

had to cut subjects, leading to less jobs and less employment certainty. This cycle perpetuates and could 

exacerbate the frustration and negativity within the profession. Thus, affecting teacher retention but also 

could be affecting the ability to attract new employees to the teaching profession. Evidence of these issues 

are apparent across the whole of the UK, despite devolution in Wales and Scotland.  

 

The Fenwick and Weir (2010) case study of Scottish secondary school geography teachers demonstrate these 

issues. Though the research is based in Scotland, parallels to the English and Welsh education system can 

easily be made. Over the past decade a growing number of NQTs have struggled to secure permanent teaching 

roles. In 2008, the Scottish Minister for Schools and Skills (Scottish Government, 2009) reported that 89% of 

NQTs were employed in teaching, which appears to be a percentage that matching with the 10% attrition rate, 

though the 11% that had not found employment may not have left the profession. However, half of this 89% 

were actually employed on temporary contracts or in supply roles.  The increased employment uncertainty 

has begun to cause people to question whether teaching is a viable long-term career (Perryman and Calvert, 

2020). Based on a sample of 31 student teachers, Fenwick and Weir’s (2010) study on teacher retention in 

Scotland reenforces the sense of employment uncertainty in the current working environment. Though the a 

relatively small sample size of 31 geography student teachers was used, the sample size does represent a fair 

portion of the 100 geography student teachers that completed ITT during the academic year 2006-2007 during 

which the study is based. They noted that three years later, 77% of the participants were still teaching in 

Scotland. However, the vast majority of these were in supply roles, 58%. This confirms issue that teachers face 

in securing long term employment over the past decade in particular. In addition, it is also an issue for the 

incentives and recruitment drives undertaken by the UK Government to attract people to the teaching 

profession. As, if NQTs are unable to secure permanent teaching roles, potentially forcing them to leave the 

profession, this would result in a significant wastage of time and money in training these individuals initially. 
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Current employment status Number of Student Teachers Percentage of Student Teachers 

Permanent in Scotland 6 19 

Supply in Scotland 18 58 

England or Ireland 2 6 

Outside UK 3 10 

Changed profession 1 3 

Temporarily out of profession 1 3 

 

Figure 3 – Employment statistics for secondary geography teachers - Fenwick and Weir (2010) 

 

Figure 3 shows the quoted 77% employed only includes the teachers employed in Scotland. The inclusion of 

teachers employed in England and overseas does result in a more favourable percentage of approximately 

90% remaining within the profession, all be it not always in permanent teaching roles. Fenwick and Weir (2010) 

found that only two of the original 31 students included in the case study had left the profession after three 

years. The raw data generates a less significant picture of the issue of teacher retention but it would equate 

to a 6% attrition rate. Although the small sample size of Fenwick and Weir’s (2010) case study results in figures 

on teacher retention that are perhaps less stark than expected in comparison to the UK as a whole, quoted as 

10.4% for secondary school teachers in 2017 (Department of Education, 2010 to 2022). The Scottish research 

does identify common themes and reasons with other research as to the factors causing individuals to leave 

the profession (Day and Gu, 2007; Wilkins and Comber, 2015; Dupriez, Delvaux and Lothaire, 2016; Perryman 

and Calvert, 2020). Essentially the themes of employment uncertainty, salary caps, lack of opportunities and 

work load are the recurring themes that run throughout the various literature. 

 

As acknowledged by Day and Gu (2007), individuals’ responses to issues raised within their working 

environment will be influenced by both their professional and personal circumstances. Equally, Merton’s 

(1957) notion of different types or workers can also be helping in explaining why career changes might be 

decided or forced upon individuals. Within Merton’s (1957) work, groups of employees known as “settlers” 

and “transients” are identified suggesting that different types of people will adapt or respond to issues in 

alternative ways. He defines “settlers” as individuals that due to family and personal reasons are restricted to 

a relevantly small geographic area to find employment. Therefore, if this type of individual was to contemplate 

or change career options then they would be confined to a given geographic area. This has a particular 

relevance to Wales, as the rural nature of large areas of the country often means that that people would be 

classified as “settlers” (Merton, 1957). With a reluctance to leave a given geographic area potentially limiting 

other employment options. In contrast, “transients” (Merton, 1957) have a more fluid approach to location, 
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with their increased mobility allowing them to move in order to find or secure employment. Arguably, over 

recent years, the number of “transients” (Merton, 1957) could be increasing either due to personal preference 

with better transport links and the desire to travel or perhaps through the necessity of securing permanent 

and stable employment. As globally the work-force is constantly changing due to developments in technology 

and political changes, making protean career pathways more viable and favourable (Hall, 2002) particularly 

amongst the millennial generation (Parfitt, 2020). Therefore, similar changes within the teaching workforce 

simply echo trends in the global workforce. 

 

As highlighted in the previous paragraph, transient individuals might move geographical location in order to 

secure employment, though this does not necessarily mean that they will have left the teaching profession. 

Over the past decade, a growing number of teachers are finding employment overseas in internationals 

schools; where potentially there is the perception that demands on staff are reduced with smaller class sizes 

(Handal, Watson, Petocz and Maher, 2018). Overseas vacancies could appear increasing appealing (Halicioğlu, 

2015), as an increasing number of teachers are of the opinion that changes to the assessment processes and 

curriculum in the UK leave them feeling frustrated and exploited (Ruskin, 2016). Various locations around the 

world could appear favourable options for “transient” (Merton, 1957) individuals, with the potential to being 

exposed to different cultures and climates. However, there is evidence that some of the same issues within 

teaching are still prevalent in an international setting. Ibrahim and Al-Taneiji’s (2019) study of teacher 

satisfaction in Abu Dhabi schools implies that the same issues and concerns are as prevalent in some other 

countries as they are in the UK. Here, individuals’ concerns are categorised into two groups: motivational and 

maintenance factors. Job satisfaction, professional growth, for example, are categorised as motivational 

factors and maintenance factors consist of more practical factors such as salary and working hours. Based on 

19 teachers in the UAE (United Arab Emirates), this small-scale research, mirrors the majority of the UK 

research in terms of the concerns raised by the participants. The context of the issues differs slightly as the 

UAE and the UK are clearly very different places; nevertheless, there are distinct recurring themes.  

 

Heavily mentioned are maintenance factors such as salary, job security and work load; suggesting that teacher 

discord transcends location and are fairly universal. Future literature on UK teachers leaving to teach abroad 

would allow for a more detailed analysis of the opinions or experiences of teaching in different educational 

systems and contexts. However, there are difficulties in obtaining such research as it would require a long 

period of time to collect meaningful responses and in addition obtaining a sample would be problematic. This 

would require the originally UK based teachers to be tracked to ascertain if or when they left the teaching 

profession. As previously noted in the studies performed by Wilkins (Wilkins and Comber, 2015; Wilkins, 2017), 

maintaining access to these individuals is a difficult task. 



Student Number: 1204240   Module Number: ECGE7002P 

 
16 

 

 

Conducted over a five-year period, more detailed study of Belgian teacher retention rates (Dupriez, Delvaux 

and Lothaire, 2016) with a significantly large sample size resonated with the themes mentioned in other 

literature. The large-scale research undertaken by Dupriez et al (2016) has produced large amounts of 

quantitative data, which can be readily analysed and trends within the data identifiable. However, due to the 

scale of the research some of the nuanced, qualitative data that smaller scale studies generate is not available. 

The large-scale sample size of the Belgian study (Dupriez, Delvaux and Lothaire, 2016) could be considered a 

constraint in that the majority of the data collect was quantitative. Although this allows the data to be collated 

and analysed more readily, it does means that the conclusions reached are based on far less qualitative data 

than that of studies conducted with a smaller sample size. As the issue of teacher retention involves a 

multitude of factors, often derived from a personal perception or opinion, that lack of qualitative data could 

be considered a limitation. 

 

Though the detailed quantitative data has enabled Dupriez et al (2016) to draw some interesting conclusions. 

Notably, that regardless of gender or teaching phase, e.g., primary or secondary, the attrition rate is 

considerably higher among early career teachers. The data presented in Figure 4 shows how the research 

group could arrive at this conclusion. In addition, the difference between the attrition rates in primary and 

secondary phases display a sizeable difference; with approximately a quarter of secondary phase teachers 

leaving the profession after the first year compared their primary phase counterparts having approximately a 

10% attrition rate. After the initial teaching year, the attrition rates across both phases begin to level out and 

there is a less significant difference between the rates of two phases. Averaging out the percentages in this 

Belgian based research, it appears to correlate with the approximate 10% teacher attrition rate widely quoted 

in the UK based literature (Barmby, 2006; Scott, 2016; Department of Education, 2010 to 2022). Furthermore, 

Dupriez et al (2016) acknowledge that their data echoes the findings of many worldwide studies. Concluding 

that attrition rates for teachers in the early years of their careers are high but that there are numerous factors 

that contribute to this including an individual’s qualifications to the working environment. 

 

 

 

Primary 1st year 2nd year 3rd year 4th year 5th year N 

2005-2006 9.7% 5.6% 3.3% 1.9% 1.9% 1603 

2006-2007 11.8% 4.8% 3.4% 2.9% 4.2% 1572 

2007-2008 11.0% 4.0% 3.2%   1666 

2008-2009 11.3% 5.7%    1570 
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Secondary 1st year 2nd year 3rd year 4th year 5th year N 

2005-2006 25.1% 7.6% 4.7% 3.5% 2.3% 2716 

2006-2007 28.9% 7.1% 3.8% 3.3% 3.5% 2636 

2007-2008 25.4% 8.4% 5.7%   2679 

2008-2009 27.6% 9.7%    2663 

 

Figure 4 – Annual exit rates of early career teachers in Belgium, 2005 -2009 - Dupriez, Delvaux and Lothaire 

(2016) 

 

Dupriez et al (2016) concurs with Wilkins’ (2017) in the view that the more qualified the individual the more 

likely they are to leave the profession. Both studies suggest that highly qualified individuals will be sought after 

as they will often possess a high degree of competency in skills that are transferrable to a wide range of 

professions. Evidently, higher salaries and more favourable working conditions offered by other sectors will 

acts as major draws away from a teaching career. Indeed, Wilkins’ (2017) concludes that secondary phase 

teachers are particularly likely to leave the teaching profession for these reasons. Arguably, this is not 

surprising as secondary teachers tend to have a specific subject specialism such as mathematics, sciences or 

languages which are all highly sort after fields in various career paths outside of teaching. Yet, contrary to 

other literature on teacher retention, Dupriez et al (2016) suggest that the socio-economic environment of 

the school has little impact on attrition rates. Assumptions would generally be made that schools in more 

challenging settings would in turn have more negative factors that could lead individuals to leave their roles 

so this finding could be considered slightly surprising. It is acknowledged in the literature by Dupriez et al 

(2016) that additional analysis would be required to confirm that finding however. In order to explain this 

perceived anomaly, they propose an interesting explanation. They hypothesise that schools in areas of highly 

challenging socio-economic conditions often provide a relatively stable job option within that particular 

geographical area. Consequently, for individuals working in these areas, settlers as previously defined by 

Merton (1957); teaching jobs might be one of the more stable career options within the geographical area. 

 

Throughout literature where qualitative data has been collected, feeling undervalued and unreasonable work 

demands are commonly occurring themes in the reasons given for individuals decided to leave the teaching 

profession. These themes are also often mentioned in the media’s coverage of the issues within teaching. 

Unions such as the ATL (ATL, 2015) that four in ten teachers will leave the profession within the first year, 

citing an unmanageable workload along with poor pupil behaviour as the major contributing factors for their 

decision to leave. Workload concerns are also an issue with teachers located in rural areas. A continuum of 
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the possible assumption that schools in challenging socio-economic areas would have higher attrition rates 

would lead to the impression that schools in a rural setting would therefore have a preferable work-life 

balance to their urban counterparts. Findings from Handal et al (2018) suggest that the same concerns regard 

to workload are as relevant to teaching in a rural setting. Numerous participants in this particular study 

mentioned that due to the smaller work force that they feel pressurised to take on additional responsibilities 

such as head of department or teach subjects outside of their specialism. Handal et al (2018) study has parallels 

with Dupriez et al (2016) demonstrating that schools in all types of geographical or socio-economic areas have 

issues that can negatively affect teacher retention rates. 

 

Marsh (2016) writes that up to 92% of UK teachers enter the profession with the intention to make difference; 

however, the day-to-day reality of their role has led many staff to become disillusioned. This initial statistic 

seems to indicate that individuals have decided to join the teaching profession for what Ibrahim and Al-

Taneiji’s (2019) had defined as motivational opposed to maintenance factors. Furthermore, individuals will 

have demonstrated commitment to train to achieve qualified status, yet ultimately the demands of the 

profession in the early years of their teaching careers prove overwhelming. One conclusion is that teacher 

training needs to be more rigorous and accurately reflect the realities of a career in teaching; equipping 

qualified teachers to enter the profession with a clear understanding of expectations and demands they will 

face. Conversely, it could be argued that the demands are unrealistic and that that is the issue that needs to 

be addressed rather than the training process. Often driven by changes in government; changes to curriculum, 

assessments and bureaucracy all exacerbate teachers’ work load and can distract from the reasons individuals 

enter the teaching profession in the first place. 

 

Over the past decade, awareness of the importance of mental health and well-being has become increasing 

prevalent and main stream. Generally, people becoming more conscious of their mental health with the stigma 

and barriers around the discussion of mental health issues are beginning to reduce. All employees, including 

teachers, are evaluating work-life balance for the consideration of their well-being more than ever. As a 

consequence, future employment legislation might well recognise well-being more strongly. Until this is the 

case, perhaps the teaching profession could become more proactive and innovative with its approach to 

teacher well-being (Hascher, 2021). With reference to the English school inspectorate, Ofsted, suggestions 

have been made that they should look at teacher turnover rates when making judgements on a school 

(Woodcock, 2016). Meaning that schools would be held more accountable for the well-being of their staff. The 

intention of this measure is well meaning but the viability of implementing the measure is questionable. It 

could be considered contradictory to make staff well-being a performance indicator when a major contributing 

factor to poor staff well-being is the pressures generated from performance indicators.  Woodcock’s (2016) 
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study acknowledges the high attrition rates within the teaching profession but the main focus of the study is 

head teachers. Woodcock (2016) finds that the number of head teachers leaving the profession are also on 

the rise, with increasing work load and pressures been identified as major contributing factors. Therefore, 

adding yet another performance indicator around the measurement of staff well-being could exasperate the 

increasing attrition rates further.  

 

A recurring thread running through the majority of the factors listed as contributing to high teacher attrition 

rates is that of stress. This is a subjective matter, perceptions of stress and the ability to deal with stress differs 

greatly from person to person. As noted by Jepson and Forrest (2006) different people deal with stress in 

different ways. Their study based on 95 teachers, teaching in both primary and secondary schools in the UK 

suggests that personality differences are crucial in understanding why some people suffer work-related stress 

where as others do not. Mirroring Wilkins (2017), Jepson and Forrest (2006) also found a sizeable difference 

between teacher attrition rates in primary and secondary phases. They found no significant difference in 

attrition rates between genders. Though Jepson and Forrest’s (2006) work implies the conclusion that 

secondary phase teachers are more likely to leave the profession than ones in the primary phase, due to the 

relatively small sample size the correlations are weak. A larger scale study into the impact of stress on teacher 

attrition has been carried out by Mulholland et al (2017). Their study consisting of nearly 400 Scottish based 

secondary school teachers identifies stress as an integral issue. The primary focus of the study was middle 

leaders, teachers with a number of years’ service but in addition teachers that have been prepared to increase 

their level of responsibility. Individuals that fall into these categories have completed the early years of their 

careers, showing resilience deal with the issues identified by early years teachers mentioned in studies such 

as Dupriez et al (2016). Nonetheless, 63% from Mulholland et al (2017) sample, are becoming increasingly 

concerned with workload and the demands of their roles caused by changes driven by government. Such 

studies confirm that the issue of teacher retention is prevalent across the spectrum of teaching experience 

with NQTs, early-years and experienced teachers all having reasons to leave the profession. 

 

Using Ibrahim and Al-Taneiji’s (2019) definition of maintenance factors such as salary and job security as being 

particular important to keeping individuals within their teaching roles; locations such as the UAE might attract 

teachers with the lure of high salaries. In contrast, the more motivational factors could be met by working in 

educational systems where high levels of literacy, numeracy and motivation are achieved regularly, for 

example the Scandinavian countries such as Finland. High rankings on a global basis suggest that the education 

system in these countries is functioning effectively; therefore, an assumption that teachers in these locations 

would have a positive perception of their jobs could be made. Though a smaller study about teachers’ feelings 

in the UAE (Ibrahim and Al-Taneiji, 2019) generally concurs with this assumption, a significantly larger study 
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of over a thousand Finnish teachers would seem to suggest that this is an incorrect assumption to make. The 

conclusion reached by Santavirta et al (2007) was that the primary cause of job dissatisfaction was high 

demands. This suggests that high work-load is universe across teaching both within different phases of 

education and different education systems. Another contributing factor noted by Santavirta et al (2007) was 

that of low decision authority. Decision authority was defined in this study as an individual’s ability to influence 

their work content and working methods. Of the Finnish teachers that participated in the study, almost 70% 

identified as “emotionally exhausted” (Santavirta, Solovieva and Theorell, 2007) due to the two main factors 

of high demands and low decision authority. Terms similar to “emotionally exhausted” (Santavirta, Solovieva 

and Theorell, 2007) such as “emotional burnout” (Hascher, 2021) indicate that high workloads take their toll 

on current teaching staff. However, in this type of study, the findings are based upon data collected with 

regards to feelings or perceptions and therefore by its nature self-reported and difficult to quantify. An 

individual’s perception of a high workload or stress itself is subjective; as noted “different individuals will deal 

with it in different ways” (Jepson and Forrest, 2006). Furthermore, the data collected could contain an element 

of bias as it could be argued that individuals that are unhappy within the profession are more likely to 

participate in such studies than those content in their employment. 

 

Opposed to focussing on finding reasons as to why individuals opt to leave their chosen profession; it could 

be equally beneficial to investigate the reasons that keep people within a profession. Establishing the type of 

working environment and conditions that keep people within professions could help inform to adapt future 

schemes or incentives to improve teacher retention rates. However, there is less research available on the 

teacher retention rates of long serving employees as often the focus has been the high teacher attrition rates 

within the initial years after qualification. 

 

Having a lower turnover of staff has potential benefits. A report published by the UK Government (House  

of Commons - Secondary education: Teacher retention and recruitment, 2004) indicates a positive correlation 

between pupil outcomes and the length of service of teachers. Stating the existing teachers are more familiar 

with the curriculum or exam specifications but also that they have had the time to foster and build 

relationships with their pupils. Existing, long serving teachers have the experience of dealing with the day-to-

day issues that arise, having models and solutions to address the issues encountered. As with all professions, 

if experienced practitioners leave, they take their knowledge and this is not passed onto less experience staff 

within the work place. Consequently, new or less experienced staff could feel less prepared to deal with 

situations, causing them to feel overwhelmed and the cycle of attrition is perpetuated. As previously 

mentioned, having high staffing attrition rates also results in increased economic costs as more individuals 

need to be trained to meet the employment vacancies. An important caveat is that the effectiveness or quality 
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of a long-serving teacher is not necessarily better than that of someone with less experience. Conclusions on 

this matter is divided within the studies, some suggesting that commitment levels increase over time and 

others concluding to the contrary. Indeed, Day and Gu (2007) study concludes that after analysis of both pupil 

outcomes and personal perception, lower levels of commitment were found among the long-serving teachers 

that participated in their study. However, a major limitation to this research is that it solely looked to find the 

reasons as why teachers left the profession; it did not assess the difference in quality of the teachers that leave 

or remain. 

 

As outlined by Day and Gu (2007) motivation plays an important role for long-serving employees. A study by 

Chiong, Menzies and Parameshwaran’s (2017) focussed on the motivations of teachers with ten or more years 

teaching experience in England; pointing out that there are a range of factors that contribute to an individual’s 

motivation. This study was based on a large group of over 900 teachers with a vast range of teaching 

experience, thirty years in same cases. However, the sample was not separated into sub-groups such as 

gender, subject specialism or teaching phase. This could be a limitation as differing sub-groups could possess 

differing views and face different issues meaning that the data produced is generalised as solely that of 

experienced teachers. Had a longer time frame been used to conduct the research, this might have enabled 

the group to select a representative sample from each sub-group. Furthermore, the individuals selected for 

the smaller sample to participate in the questionnaire was not done randomly. Therefore, this could have 

resulted in self-selection bias as the more enthusiastic individuals are likely to have replied over their less 

motivated counterparts. This makes the results from the study representative of the group that participated 

but not necessarily representative for the whole of the teaching profession.   

 

As previously mentioned, the factors that contribute towards an individual’s decision as to remaining in a role 

can be categorised into distinct groups; intrinsic, extrinsic but also altruistic. Intrinsic reasons would include 

an individual’s love from a subject whereas an altruistic reason would be the desire for pupils to succeed. 

Often intrinsic and altruistic reasons are connected as they logically follow on from one another as noted in 

additional research by Stanford (2001) and Nieto (2003). Though in contrast, Cohen’s (2019) study of veteran 

teachers found that they liked their job because of their personal passion for the subject, an intrinsic reason, 

which enable them to derive satisfaction from teaching despite the presence of disruptive or difficult students, 

therefore not necessarily achieving the altruistic reason that both Stanford (2001) and Nieto’s (2003) studies 

found often follows. Indeed, many of the studies over the past couple of decades into teacher retention or 

attrition rates have suggest that in intrinsic and altruistic reasons are the most significant type of reasons as 

to why individual chose to enter and/or leave the profession (Chiong, Menzies and Parameshwaran, 2017).   
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From the literature, often within the UK based findings, extrinsic factors such as salary and holiday 

entitlements are of lesser significance than intrinsic or altruistic factors when deciding to enter the profession 

(Richardson and Watt, 2006). Often individuals starting teacher training have described teaching as a 

profession of “high demand and low returns” (Manuel and Hughes, 2006) but feeling as though the intrinsic 

and altruistic reasons were great enough to compensate. Indeed, Chiong et al (2017) key finding is that 

individuals that hold intrinsic and altruistic factors to a high importance are more likely to remain within the 

teaching profession than those who have chosen to leave. This research group concludes that future retention 

strategies should therefore focus upon nurturing and encouraging vocationally based reasons to remain within 

the profession as opposed to more extrinsic incentives. That said, extrinsic factors should not be fully 

dismissed as these are still a contributing factor in the choice of leaving the profession, such as within the work 

of Ibrahim and Al-Taneiji’s (2019), a study based in the UAE. Though within Ibrahim and Al-Taneiji’s (2019) 

extrinsic factors were classified as maintenance factors. In contrast to considering extrinsic factors as simplistic 

incentives such as holidays; extrinsic factors should be regarded as method and strategies that teachers used 

to sustain and effectively manage their workload in order to maintain a healthy work-life balance. In additional 

literature based on teacher retention, extrinsic reasons do feature prominently on the decision to leave the 

profession with better salaries being a key recommendation to improving retention rates (Ingersoll, 2003). 

Research by Cochran-Smith (2006) found that alone, intrinsic and altruistic reasons, where not enough for 

teachers to remain committed to a profession with increasingly demanding working conditions. This suggests 

that reasons and motivations change throughout an individual’s career, perhaps as priorities change extrinsic 

factors become increasingly important. As noted in a Scottish based study by Fenwick and Weir (2010), the 

reasons for an individual decision to remain within the teaching profession are complex and will change over 

time. It is possible for there to be changes simultaneously to altruistic, intrinsic and extrinsic motivations both 

positively and negatively as circumstances within an individual’s life change. Within the research based on 

long-serving teacher it appears that a fundamental validity in their career choice, an intrinsic factor, sustains 

them through different periods of time (Chiong, Menzies and Parameshwaran, 2017).  

 

A clear-cut altruistic reason to enter the teaching profession would be to help disadvantaged pupils. Therefore, 

it could be suggested that if altruistic reasons are important factors for people to remain with the profession, 

then teacher attrition in disadvantaged areas might be lower than the average rate. Allen et al (2018) notes 

that macro movements, that is movements out of the profession, are well researched with a significant 

amount of data available on the subject in the UK; however, micro movements, that is movement between 

schools, is less well researched. Though Allen et al’s study (2018) focusses on micro movements or staff 

turnover from English schools in disadvantaged areas it could still be relative for the issue of teacher retention 

as high staff turnovers can cause changes to the working environment. High staff turnover could increase 
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workload for the remaining staff or schools might have to offer improved salaries in order to attract staff. 

These scenarios could have adverse effects on the remaining teachers’ motivation. The data analysed by Allen 

et al (2018) shows that there is a correlation between high teacher turnover and level of disadvantage in an 

area. Within secondary schools, they found that schools in a more disadvantaged area have 2.6% more 

teachers with a working tenure of less than two years in the school compared the secondary schools in a more 

affluent area. Though this difference is not large but does show that there is greater staff turnover in schools 

in disadvantaged areas suggesting that the other pressures or factors have proven more significant than the 

original altruistic factor of wanting to help. This is in contrast to the Belgian study by Dupriez et al (2016) that 

concluded that the socio-economic environment had no clear effect on attrition rates. 

 

In addition, high staff turnover could have an adverse effect on standards and consequently pupil outcomes 

as effective teaching is vital for good pupil progress in school (Burgess, 2016). There needs to be a degree of 

turnover within the profession as individuals will retire, newly-qualified teachers will enter the profession and 

existing teacher will progress into senior leadership roles. Within the teaching profession in the UK, the 

number of teachers retiring has fallen since 2011 (NFER, 2018) in contrast to the rising attrition rates in early 

years teachers. However, a high turnover rate could be detrimental to the working environment of the school 

as strong, constructive working relationships will not be formed. Higher turnover rates would put a greater 

strain on the recruitment process, whether that be attracting existing teachers to apply for new vacancies or 

hiring NQTs to fill the vacant roles. Burgess (2016) describes the UK NQT recruitment process where student 

teachers will have spent time training in a school when a vacancy may become available. Essentially, the 

teaching practise has then become an extended interview process which may or may not favour the NQT 

should they apply for the vacancy. This is different to the NQT schemes in some other countries, for example 

the US, where NQTs are placed into a centralised pool as a licence to teach is required within the different 

states. This database can be accessed by schools and roles or job offers are offered or assigned to them.  

 

Research suggests that generally people enter the teaching profession for the right reasons, intrinsic and 

altruistic reasons, but also doing so with the perception of teaching as being a long-term career option 

(Perryman and Calvert, 2020). This shows that the high attrition rates are not due to the profession being seen 

as a short-term career option but that people have the intention of building long-term careers within teaching. 

Perryman and Calvert’s (2020) large sample size recent study into teachers based in the south of England again 

cited workload as being the predominate factor in the decision to leave the profession. The study linked to 

the student database from London’s UCL Institute of Education, which is one of the largest providers of teacher 

training in the UK with graduates of which providing a significant supply of teachers to London and the South 

East of England. A large small size of approximately 1200 people was collected after an email was sent to 3596 
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ex-trainees from UCL Institute of Education that had enrolled within the past five years. Importantly, this study 

managed to obtain responses from individuals that had left the teaching profession which it often difficult and 

missing from other literature on teacher retention (Wilkins and Comber, 2015; Wilkins, 2017). The responses 

from the study mirror this national 10% attrition rate (Barmby, 2006; Scott, 2016; Department of Education, 

2010 to 2022) but also states that up to 50% of the responders would consider leaving the profession in the 

next five years. The underlying factor in the loss of motivation to teach with the responses appears to be a 

disparity between expectation and reality. The people in this study have completed ITT so they are aware of 

the potentially demanding nature of the profession yet the pressures and demands of their workload 

overpower their capacity to adapt (Perryman and Calvert, 2020). Lack of support and high demands in terms 

of a culture of targeted accountability within the school environment ultimately led people to leave the 

teaching profession early into their career. In contrast to other studies where extrinsic factor, such as 

improved salary (Ingersoll, 2003), were fundamental factors to leaving the profession within this study 

responders had transferred to other less well-paid jobs, citing the improvement in work-life balance as being 

the deciding factor. Though addressing the issue of workload, itself is a difficult one, as it is such a subjective 

term. Workload cannot necessarily be quantified, measuring it in terms of hours or tasks, as it is often nature 

of the work not the quantity that is the issue (Perryman and Calvert, 2020). Indeed, the general response from 

the UK Government is that changes will be made to reduce workload by reducing bureaucracy and increasing 

pay to compensate (Coughlan, 2018). However, conclusions from Perryman and Calvert’s (2020) study indicate 

that the problem lies in the current culture of teaching with its constant scrutiny and performance measures, 

reducing workload would not change these cultural issues. Leading to the conclusion, that systematic changes 

are needed within the teaching profession with a great emphasis on autonomy, self-regulation and a working 

environment where staff feel valued and motivated. 

 

Chiong et al’s study suggests that the effective impact of future retention strategies could be improved if they 

incorporated or enabled teachers to have a sense of value and greater “perceived professional mastery” 

(Chiong, Menzies and Parameshwaran, 2017). The various literature sources collected suggest that the 

majority of the factors, be it categorised as personal or personal, intrinsic or extrinsic, motivation or 

maintenance are intertwined but are often rooted in an individual’s perception of their value, capability and 

competence within the teaching profession. Universally, a motivated workforce will be a productive one 

(Vroom, 1964; Maslow, 1943) within any profession or industry; furthermore, within the teaching profession 

would ultimately maximise pupil progress and outcome. Success breeds success, therefore creating a positive, 

fulfilling ethos within the profession should initiate a positive cycle and result in more teachers remaining 

within the profession. This enforces Maslow’s (Maslow, 1943) hierarchy of needs as in this type of working 

environment an individual is more likely to fulfil the higher-level needs of esteem and self-actualisation. 
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The challenge in the formation of this type of working environment is great but schools and ultimately the UK 

Government will have to address if the current poor retention rates continue. In recent years, the UK 

Government (Hinds, 2018) and the teaching unions such as the NUT (NUT Cymru, 2013) have suggested that 

teachers should be able to take sabbaticals during their teaching careers. In 2018, the then Education Secretary 

Damian Hinds (2018), stated that five million pounds would to set aside to facilitate the scheme, outlining that 

it would be open to teachers with seven or more years’ experience. Unsurprisingly, this suggestion from the 

UK Government drew a mixed response from the teaching profession. Focussing on the economic argument, 

opponents questioned whether sufficient money had been set aside for such a scheme (Twiselton, 2018). 

Within the literature, Mulholland et al’s (2017) findings, specifically focussed on middle leaders, would seem 

to approve of the sabbaticals option but for more experienced teachers. Their findings suggest that such a 

scheme could potentially give professions the chance to take a break from the education system; one that 

which is generally perceived to becoming an increasing stressful and demanding working environment. 

However, opponents to the scheme, argue that sabbaticals could lead to an increase in teacher attrition rates 

as individual’s would have time to explore other employment avenues (Twiselton, 2018). In contrary to solving 

the problem the sabbatical scheme would merely amplify it, as changing careers or the protean career 

pathway (Hall, 2002) are increasingly common place particularly among the millennial generation (Parfitt, 

2020). 

 

Falling teacher retention rates is not a problem unique to the UK, it is an issue facing other countries. Like the 

UK Government, other governments have set aside funding for various incentives or schemes. For example, 

in Australia, housing subsidies, transfer incentives and bursaries have been proposed to help retain or relocate 

teachers to areas with abnormally high teacher attrition rates, particularly in rural areas (Handal, Watson, 

Petocz and Maher, 2018). Similar approaches are evident in literature from Abu Dhabi (Ibrahim and Al-Taneiji, 

2019) with teachers being offered lucrative packages to teach in certain locations. Both the Australian (Handal, 

Watson, Petocz and Maher, 2018) and Abu Dhabi (Ibrahim and Al-Taneiji, 2019) research groups conclude that 

these would be short-term solutions as these incentives will not address the issues central to low teacher 

retention rates in the long-term. Initially, these types of monetary, extrinsic incentives will generate 

motivation (Vroom, 1964; Blackburn and Lawrence, 1995) but this effect will be dissipated as the effect of the 

intrinsic or altruistic issues causing low teacher retention rates occur meaning the high-level motivations 

outlined in Maslow’s hierarchy will not be fulfilled (Maslow, 1943). 

 

If extrinsic or monetary incentives do not provide a viable solution to the problem in the long-term then a 

possible alternative would be to take a holistic approach to the issues affecting teacher retention rates. 



Student Number: 1204240   Module Number: ECGE7002P 

 
26 

 

Changes within the education system enforced by the changing of governments is inevitable, therefore 

teachers’ perception of workload is likely to remain high meaning the more intrinsic and altruistic factors 

affecting teacher retention will remain significant. As noted throughout the various literature (Santry, 2016; 

Ward, 2016; Mulholland, McKinlay and Sproule, 2017; Ibrahim and Al-Taneiji, 2019), feeling unvalued and 

stress are two of the principal intrinsic factors that contribute to high teacher attrition rates. Teaching staff 

feel they are having to deal with increasing demands within their jobs which has led to growing support for 

the use of meditation in both schools for the pupils and in the lives of teachers (Konza and Pappas, 2008). 

Internationally, teacher well-being is similarly a cause for concern with a report published by the OECD 

(Schleicher, 2018) referring to the issue of stress caused by professional demands should be taken seriously. 

This report also indicates that there is a correlation between teacher well-being and the cognitive skills needed 

to be a capable teacher, meaning that if well-being is low then the standard of teaching will suffer. 

 

As previously noted, increasing the awareness and time dedicated to maintaining good mental health and 

well-being as become more prevalent in society. The notation of the importance of teacher well-being is 

mentioned increasingly within literature; for example, a study into teacher training and programmes aimed at 

teachers in the early years of their careers (Dupriez, Delvaux and Lothaire, 2016) noted that there should be a 

greater attentiveness towards individuals. Teachers who feel valued and secure within their positions are more 

satisfied and therefore less likely to leave the profession (Ibrahim and Al-Taneiji, 2019). Schemes with an 

increased emphasis on well-being have been trialled on a small scale within the UK.  One such example is the 

RETAIN teacher retention programme based in Cornwall. Though in its infancy with a small number of early 

career teachers participating, 10 in total, the programme has been subject to an evaluation by Ovenden-Hope 

et al (2018). Ovenden-Hope et al (2018) suggest that early outcomes of the scheme are positive, as all the 

participants had remained within the teaching profession with some progressing to achieve leadership roles 

within their places of work. This is in sharp contrast to the general trend in teacher attrition rates nationally. 

Ovenden-Hope et al (2018) outline the main emphasis of the scheme is on coaching and mentoring the 

participants by providing them with support and advice. In addition, it encouraged the small number of 

participants to be reflective, self-evaluating practitioners with the aim of making individual feel that they have 

control of their careers and that they have valued and respected within their working environments. Though 

this research as a small sample size and no control group to compare findings against, the qualitative data 

obtained through interviews by Ovenden-Hope et al (2018) does indicate the participants belief that the 

RETAIN programme has positively impacted their careers. Altering the focus of ITT to an increasingly 

personalised approach has also been a proposal put forward in the literature on elite-career changers. With 

Milton (2017) stating despite being highly motivated and resilient individuals, elite-career changers feel that 

the professional development support during ITT and during the early years of their teaching careers does not 
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take into account sufficiently their potential contributions to the profession. Leading to the conclusion that 

personalising teacher training and early years professional development is important to utilise the established 

competencies of these elite-career changers (Mayotte, 2003; Haggard, Slostad and Winterton, 2006); as these 

attributes from their previous career are the reason why they have been recruited in the first place, often with 

the intention of improving the quality of teaching in the UK. Though one interpretation of Milton’s findings 

(2017) is that building personalisation and flexibility into ITT is important in order to address the high attrition 

rate within this sub-group known as elite-career changes, Milton (2017) does also note that due to the 

ambivalent reasons of some of the participant in the small sample study such a change would have little 

impact. By definition this sub-group have ‘high value’ CVs, potentially making the decision to leave the 

teaching profession when experiencing difficult or frustrating circumstances an easier one than people 

entering teaching as their first career. 

 

Echoing the ethos of the RETAIN programme, a move to increasing autonomy and self-regulation in schools 

could allow for a more valued and reflective workforce where schemes of successful mentoring and coaching 

are embedded. The Organisation for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD) own research 

suggestions that provided there is sufficient accountability then positive outcomes can be the result of school 

autonomy (OECD, 2010). The UK education system is currently working towards developing a self-improving 

system with autonomous schools. These autonomous schools will take ownership of their responsibilities, 

work as teams, to critically evaluate performance and to build capacity for self-improvement; all of which 

could have a positive effect on intrinsic and altruistic motivation factors. Countries such as Finland, Singapore 

and Canada all are widely-regarded as having existing successful autonomy models. However, using the data 

on attrition rates from the large-scale OECD Teaching and Learning International Survey (TALIS) these 

successful autonomy models have a mixed impact on teacher retention. The OECD average for teachers 

reporting that they wish to leave the profession within the next five years is quoted as 25%; both Finland and 

Canada reported figures below this average of 23% and 17% respectively, however the Singapore figure is 

above average at 30% (OECD, 2020) despite Singapore having a very low teacher attrition rate of 3% (Rushe, 

2018) 

 

The model for monitoring and assessing schools has generally been heavily reliant on data for performance 

indicators and judgements during inspections. Comparisons could be easily made as the data collected can 

enable schools to be ranked and placed into quartiles across a range of performance indicators. On the face 

of it, it means that schools’ performance can be judged as ‘good’ or ‘bad. However, it is a strongly quantitively 

based process which lacks qualitative features. It is widely acknowledged that this system, with its emphasis 

on personal accountability and performativity (Perryman and Calvert, 2020) has a negative impact on teacher 
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well-being. There have been moves made with the UK education system to alter the accountability process 

with the current Conservative government stated their wish in “reducing central and local government 

prescription for all schools to give heads and teachers the space to focus on what really matters” (Gove, 2012). 

Consequently, in England, the National Curriculum was made more concise, a modified inspection framework 

was created and schools rated as outstanding will no longer have routine Ofsted inspections. Changes have 

also been made in Wales, with the inspectorate ESTYN now focussing on five inspection areas: standards, 

wellbeing & attitudes to learning, teaching & learning, support & guidance and leadership & management. 

Self-evaluation processes are held in greater importance than before meaning that there is a greater drive 

towards autonomy within schools. However, there was still an element of ‘ranking’ within the Welsh system 

with schools categorised as red, amber, yellow or green schools, until very recently. The intention of this 

categorisation model was to decide which schools needed improvement and thus have access to help, support 

and additional funding. However, though the initial concept was progressive, allowing schools to work 

together and building autonomy by allowing schools to improve themselves from within, all too often the 

categorisation model was still often seen as a ranking tool. Due to the COVID pandemic, the then Education 

minister Kirsty Williams (2020) announced that the school categorisation would be suspended and since then 

the new chief inspection of ESTYN has stated that these measures are to be scrapped with further changes to 

the inspection process completed for 2024 (ESTYN, 2022).  

Though many studies into high teacher attrition rates indicate that the pressures of targets and judgements 

are often major contributors to stress and thus the decision to leave the profession (Santavirta, Solovieva and 

Theorell, 2007; Wilkins, 2017; Perryman and Calvert, 2020); enviably there will always be a degree of 

accountability and ultimately performance judgements as the education system, particularly in the secondary 

phase, is based upon pupil outcomes in qualifications at KS4 and KS5. In addition, as with any profession, there 

are professional standards that teachers are accountable to. In Wales, many of the current and forthcoming 

changes have been precipitated by the findings of the Donaldson report (Donaldson, 2015). Significant changes 

have been made within the Welsh education system with the development of the new Curriculum for Wales 

alongside a new set of teaching standards. These new teaching standards reflect the drive for autonomy and 

self-improvement with features from the systems in countries such as Finland and Singapore (OECD, 2010). 

Echoing the change in ethos of the new Curriculum for Wales, the new teaching standards also have a greater 

emphasis upon innovation, collaboration and leadership. Allowing teachers more freedom to have ideas and 

the opportunities to work collaboratively with other professionals could help to maintain the intrinsic 

motivations, such as the passion for they subject specialism (Cohen, 2019), that brought people to the 

profession. Furthermore, these new standards could allow elite-career change more opportunity to share and 

use their skills and knowledge from their previous careers (Mayotte, 2003; Haggard, Slostad and Winterton, 

2006), potentially helping to maintain their motivation to remain within the teaching profession (Milton, 
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2017). The inclusion of leadership within the standards, enables teachers to take responsibility and 

demonstrate leadership regardless of their current role within the school; building capacity from within the 

profession with the application of successful mentoring and guidance addressing the findings from Ovenden-

Hope et al (2018) evaluation of the RETAIN programme. Enabling employees to be challenged with their 

opinions and expertise valued enough to share with other colleagues would go some way into achieving the 

high-level motivation factors; belonging, esteem and self-actualisation, outlined by Maslow (1943). Extrinsic 

incentives are offered within teaching to an extent, particularly internationally where lucrative packages can 

be offered (Ibrahim and Al-Taneiji, 2019), but within the UK state system it is not possible. Therefore, in order 

to continue to attract and maintain the motivation of existing teachers ensuring that teaching is a satisfying 

and fulfilling is vital; a move towards a system with greater autonomy and self-evaluation might allow for this. 

Alterations to ITT and the support offered to NQTs could have a positive impact on retention rates, but the 

21st century work environment needs also to be considered. Improved transport links, technology 

advancements, social changes and more recently the COVID pandemic have all made great changes to the way 

we work and our attitudes towards work. Furthermore, alterations to the demographics of the work force 

such as gender, age and generation have changed what people expect from work (Tomlinson, Baird, Berg and 

Cooper, 2018). Despite the changes, employment within an organisation still remains the dominant work 

environment for the majority. In the major economies such as Germany, Japan, the UK and the US; the 

proportion of employees employed within an organisation rather than being self-employed as increased over 

the past couple of decades, with approximately 70% working within an organisation as of 2016 (OECD, 2016). 

Developing a positive and affect working environment, in the context of a school, is still an important element 

as working within organisation is very much still the reality of the majority of the work force. 

The flexibility now available in the working environment could be and increasingly become a significant factor 

in staff retention across various professions. Tomlinson et al define a flexible career as “one that meets the 

individual’s needs and preferences for flexibility and sustainability as life circumstances change” (Tomlinson, 

Baird, Berg and Cooper, 2018) but is influenced by an individual’s decisions along with environmental and 

organisational factor. Their work is summarised in a framework, Figure 5, showing that multiple factors are 

involved for an individual deciding whether to remain or change careers. This concurs with the literature on 

teacher retention (Dupriez, Delvaux and Lothaire, 2016; Santry, 2016; Ward, 2016; Handal, Watson, Petocz 

and Maher, 2018); life events as well as work environment plays a role in the decision-making process which 

cannot always be predicted. 
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Figure 5 – Flexible Career Framework – Tomlinson, Baird, Berg and Cooper (2018) 

Tomlinson et al (2018) do however note that the literature based upon flexible careers is often highly 

individualised and focused on the person rather than the institutional and organisation dynamics. They 

describe these as “actors” such as governments, regulatory bodies and employers; all of which play a role in 

teacher retention. In addition, Tomlinson et al (2018) emphasis that life events are not always sequential, that 

in reality these events are overlapping or staggered and not a series of uniform stages, linking to work by Hall 

(2002) and Parfitt (2020) that in particular, the millennial generation, are more likely to retrain and change 

careers than previous generations. During the 1990s new theories about careers started to become more 

prevalent in the literature, with numerous theories proposed linking “actors” such as workforce 

demographics, organisational hierarchies and human psychology. Gubler et al (2014) state that the two major 

theories that have gained notoriety are the boundaryless and the protean career theories. The boundaryless 

theory focusses more upon the mobility within a career change, looking more at the job roles and promotion 

opportunities (Sullivan and Arthur, 2006). The protean career, first described by Hall (2002), places emphasis 

on motivation to achieve career success. This theory seems to resonate more strongly with the teaching 

profession as teaching is based on altruistic motivations (Stanford, 2001; Nieto, 2003; Chiong, Menzies and 

Parameshwaran, 2017; Wilkins, 2017; Cohen, 2019) rather than more extrinsic motivations (Vroom, 1964; 

Blackburn and Lawrence, 1995; Cochran-Smith, 2006) such as pay rises or bonuses that would match more 

readily with the boundaryless theory. 

 

CONCLUSION 

 

To conclude, though not an exhaustive list, recurring themes for example increasing workload, lack of career 

opportunities, poor salary, job insecurity and feeling undervalued are mentioned in both the UK based 

literature and the international studies (Barmby, 2006; Fenwick and Weir, 2010; Santry, 2016; Ward, 2016; 

Mulholland, McKinlay and Sproule, 2017; Handal, Watson, Petocz and Maher, 2018; Ibrahim and Al-Taneiji, 
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2019). These motivational factors can essentially be divided into three categories: intrinsic, altruistic and 

extrinsic. The literature suggests that improving extrinsically based incentives such as salary will lead 

individuals to remain in the profession in the short term (Richardson and Watt, 2006; Manuel and Hughes, 

2006; Ibrahim and Al-Taneiji, 2019). However, to address teacher retention in the longer term, intrinsic based 

incentives or changes are needed (Stanford, 2001; Nieto, 2003; Chiong, Menzies and Parameshwaran, 2017; 

Ovenden-Hope, Blandford, Cain and Maxwell, 2018; Cohen, 2019). From work by Chiong et al (Chiong, Menzies 

and Parameshwaran, 2017), it is clear that individuals, be it straight from university or elite career changers 

(Wilkins and Comber, 2015), need to enter the profession for altruistic reasons and then have their 

motivational needs met. Studies of long-serving teaching professionals (Chiong, Menzies and Parameshwaran, 

2017) indicates that confidence and resilience are important for individuals to cope with the increasing 

demands. The attrition rate of 10% appears to be consistently quoted in the UK literature (Barmby, 2006; 

Scott, 2016; Department of Education, 2010 to 2022); this is comparable with attrition rates with professions 

of similar pay-scales and entry requirements such as nursing and the police (Home Office, 2000-2016; Buchan, 

Charlesworth, Gershlick and Seccombe, 2019). Though this is a higher attrition rate than teaching attrition 

rates in some other countries, for instance Singapore (Rushe, 2018), the low birth rate in the UK means that 

pupil numbers will fall by 12% over the next decade (Department of Education, 2022). Potentially meaning 

that there will be sufficient teachers within the UK education system; however, as school funding is allocated 

based on pupil numbers so falling numbers could mean less funding which could affect staffing levels. 

Furthermore, different subject specialisms or geographical regions within the UK will have its own set of 

challenges and constraints (Barmby, 2006; Slee and Miller, 2015; Dupriez, Delvaux and Lothaire, 2016; Handal, 

Watson, Petocz and Maher, 2018). Nationally, with the dropping pupil role a “crisis” in teacher retention could 

be avoided, there could still be deficits in specific areas on a local level (National Audit Office - Report by 

Auditor General, 2016). Importantly the world of work has evolved over the past few decades, from peoples 

increased emphasis on the importance of well-being and a healthy work-life balance (Santry, 2016; Ward, 

2016; Hascher, 2021) to the change in attitudes towards career pathways be it as boundaryless or the protean 

career (Hall, 2002; Sullivan and Arthur, 2006). In addition, the very recently COVID pandemic has been a 

catalyst for further changes to our work environment, universally across the globe, where the consequences 

and changes in the world of work caused by this event are still to be fully realised. There is most likely is not a 

single factor that would solve any potential ‘crisis’ in teacher retention, rather changes could be made to 

endeavour to ensure that teachers feel valued and respected as employees and to foster a positive working 

environment where teachers and ultimately pupils can thrive.  
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