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INTRODUCTION
Nationally and in New York State, we have had a teacher surplus for several years (Antonucci, 2016; Cowan,
Goldhaber, Hayes & Theobald, 2016; Ramaswamy, 2016). In spite of this, rural districts have struggled to attract
and retain highly qualified teachers, especially for STEM and Special Education positions (Aragon & Wixom, 2016;
Cowan et al., 2016; Cross, 2016). An informal survey of member districts of the Rural Schools Association of NY
(RSA, 2016) found that districts in the lower two sparsity quartiles (NYSED, n.d.) are three times as likely to have 5
or fewer qualified candidates to choose from when hiring STEM teachers or specials (physical education, art, music,
etc), and four times as likely to have five or fewer for Special Educators, however there were few differences among
sparsity ratings for recruiting General Educators. When districts employ a high percentage of young and
inexperienced teachers, and have high turnover, this costs the districts financially, and the students academically
(Ulferts, 2016). Contributing conditions all boil down to the paucity of resources common to rural districts. This
paper details the most pressing and prevalent issues; then offers state-level strategies for positive and enduring
impact.
PROBLEMS
Localized Teacher Shortage
There is a popular belief that there is a shortage of new teachers available for hire. Indeed, this has been reported
cyclically by several credible sources (Antonucci, 2016; Cowan, et al., 2016; Ramaswamy, 2016; Rich, 2015). The
logic is that fewer students are enrolling in teacher education programs, therefore fewer are applying for credentials,
and schools are complaining that they cannot fill positions due to a lack of applicants. However, the data shows this
to be misleading. Scientists at the American Institutes for Research give us the following chart from IPEDS
Completion Data that compares the total number of new teacher graduates to the total number of new teachers
employed in a recent 24-year span:

(Cowan, et al., 2016, p. 461)
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Clearly, there is no shortage. In spite of this, the myth persists. In the RSA survey common explanations for the
difficulties filling teaching positions were: “lack of students going to school for teaching,” “severe shortages in
teacher prep programs,” and “not enough applicants, and clearly not enough certified” (2016).
The Reality of Teacher Shortage
In spite of the chronic surplus of teachers, certain contexts and subject areas struggle to fill positions. There is an
abundance of data showing difficulty filling teaching positions in rural districts (Berry, Petrin, Gravelle, & Farmer,
2011; Cowen et al., 2016; Cross, 2016; Malkus, Hoyer, & Sparks, 2015; Ulferts, 2016). In additions, certain subject
areas are difficult to fill, regardless of the context. Here, Cowen et al (2016) show that while elementary, English,
and Social Studies positions are relatively easy to fill, it is STEM and Special Education positions that districts tend to
struggle with most:

(Cowan, et al., 2016, p. 462)
Again, this is not new; the chart indicates this has persisted for at least 30 years. Further, in New York State, there
has been a persistent lack of bilingual educators (Cross, 2016). The RSA survey results suggest that NY is no
exception, as results were reflective of these dynamics. Respondents reported that elementary grades, general
education, social studies and English teachers were fairly easy to come by. However, overall teachers prefer
suburban areas where they can still live in or close to rural communities, but get paid more, have fewer courses to
prepare, increased career options, access to better cultural and economic opportunities, and can send their kids to
larger schools. This then results in unprepared teachers turning to rural districts when they cannot get hired in other
areas (RSA, 2016).
Explanation of Shortage
Compensation
Because all NY teachers are eligible for the same benefits package, factors such as retirement and medical
insurance are not significant when examining why teachers are reluctant to take positions in rural areas. Pay, as one
might guess, is significant. More specifically, rural areas located near higher-paying districts struggle to attract
applicants (Hammer, Hughes, McClure, Reeves, & Salgado, 2005). According to Colvin, Klingel, Boehme, & Donovan
(2013), as salaries in rural districts in NY are lower than other areas:
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Median Teacher Salary Rates by Community Type
Masters
___________Entry
City
$40,353
Suburb
$55,706
Town
$40,485
Rural
$40,099

Masters
10 Years
$53,000
$78,895
$49,379
$48,500

Masters
20 Years
$76,595
$98,788
$62,378
$62,674

Table 2 (Colvin, Klingel, Boehme & Donovan, 2013, p.3)

STEM teachers are most likely to have skills that transfer to other industries, often that pay more, and are most
likely to leave the field (Grisson, Viano, & Selin, 2016). This results in a decreased number of STEM teachers across
the state. Because of the nature of Special Education, with several categories of disabilities and thus a variety of
support methods, Special Educators in rural areas most often work across specialties, including in areas they are
not trained, and for this reason, many leave (Aragon & Wixom, 2016). Additionally, the most effective teachers and
those teachers with strongest academic preparation tend toward urban and suburban areas, more advantaged
schools, and leadership positions, so they are also more likely to be lost as teachers (Grisson, et al., 2016; Miller,
2012;).
All signs point to higher pay. While it is clear that higher pay plays a significant role in attracting and retaining
teachers, universal programs do not impact these rural and subject issues because they target a teacher shortage –
which we do not have. Further, raising pay or providing bonuses results in a slight increase in new hires, but attrition
rates are high among these hires, and few are considered high quality (Berry, Rasberry, & Williams, 2007; Cowan, et
al., 2016; Goodpaster, Adedokun, & Weaver, 2012). One suggestion is to create targeted incentives, for example
giving more pay to the harder-to-fill positions, and make these incentives enduring rather than temporary (Aragon &
Wixom, 2016; Hammer, et al., 2005).
In sum, while equalizing pay across geographic locations, and targeting incentives for the most difficult to place
teachers is an important and necessary step toward improving teacher recruitment and retention in rural NY, it is
unlikely by itself to solve the problem of recruiting and retaining STEM and Special Education teachers in rural
districts. (Beesley, Atwill, Blair, & Barley, 2010).
Community setting
Rural contexts are unique in many ways – smaller community, fewer cultural and retail opportunities, geographically
sparse and often isolated. Living rurally means embracing a lifestyle that is not better or worse, but different from
suburban or urban contexts. Evidence shows that teachers often leave rural settings due to lifestyle preferences that
are not met in a rural setting, and conversely, that “being prepared” for rural settings often results in teachers
staying in rural settings longer (Hammer, et al., 2005; Miller, 2012). Targeting potential teachers who were raised in
rural contexts, and “grow your own” programs where districts build upon the expertise they already have are two
strategies rural districts may use (Berry et al., 2007; Goodpaster et al., 2012; Hammer et al., 2005; McClure &
Reeves, 2004; Ulferts, 2016). However, understanding that the main benefit of diversity is enriching learning, it
behooves rural districts to also recruit from outside populations. In this case, it is important for teachers to have
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support in knowing what to expect from living rurally: strengths, challenges, and strategies to overcome challenges;
including how to cope with the lack of resources often found in rural areas; and being able to socialize within the
community in meaningful ways while balancing the need for privacy during “off duty” time (Berry, et al., 2007;
Goodpaster, et al., 2012; Hall 2012; Ulferts 2016). Mentoring programs and rural internships that are built into
teacher preparation programs are two suggested strategies (Adams & Jordan, 2012; Adams & Woods, 2015;
Aragon & Wixom, 2016; Berry et al., 2007; Miller, 2012).
School settings
Management practices that are not transparent and participatory, that do not facilitate collaboration, that do not
support new teachers, and that do not allow for autonomy in the classroom tend to be reasons teachers report for
leaving their rural positions. Additionally, classroom resources, student load, teaching outside of one’s field,
teaching multiple courses (requiring multiple preps), lack of professional community, and lack of preparation for
high-needs contexts are cited as reasons teachers do not stay in rural districts (Atwell 2008; Berry, et al., 2007;
Dixon 2012; Goodpaster, et al., 2012; Grissom, et al., 2016; Hall 2012; Hammer et al 2005; Malloy & Allen, 2007;
McClure & Reeves 2004).
Several studies have found that teachers who do tend to stay beyond the first few years cite several factors that
have been important in supporting this decision, including working within a context that fosters professionalism
including collegiality, collaboration, and opportunities for professional development (classroom management,
curriculum development, teaching strategies, etc). Also important is support for productive student behavior (school
sets expectations, has effective discipline, etc); and support for developing good relationships with students,
parents, and colleagues) (Adams & Jordan, 2012; Adams & Woods, 2015; Berry, et al., 2007; Berry, et al., 2011;
Goodpaster, et al., 2012; Grissom, et al., 2016; Hall, 2012; Hellsten, Malloy & Allen 2007; McClure & Reeves 2004;
McIntyre, & Prytula 2011).
POLICY CONSIDERATIONS
Effective policy must use a multi-pronged, holistic approach. Research shows that interventions that target one
facet, or weak implementation of several facets are inadequate (Beesley, et al., 2010; Maranto & Shuls, 2012; Monk
2007). Policies should include the following five aspects:
1. Research and Evaluation This paper attempted to define the salient aspects of teacher recruitment and
retention in rural districts, with an ultimate goal of forwarding research-based policy recommendations.
While it was easy to find several themes around rural difficulties in this area and ideas for solutions, it was
not so easy to find evaluation research on interventions attempting to implement these ideas. This difficulty
is also a theme in the literature. There were many articles on proposed interventions, intervention
implementation methods, and several with preliminary results consisting of small studies producing
anecdotal data, leaving many questions unanswered. Thus, it is imperative for policy to prioritize ongoing
data collection, analysis, and utilization for teacher recruitment and retention efforts. We cannot be sure
how to address this issue without this step. Responsible tax expenditure necessitates excellent
accountability in measuring our success (Berry, et al., 2007; Grissom, et al., 2016; Hammer, et al., 2005;
McClure & Reeves 2004; Ulferts, 2016).
2. Promote mentoring programs that include in-district and in-subject support (social navigation,
collaboration, professional development), and assessment for a minimum of a new teacher’s first three
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years. Mentoring programs as an intervention are being developed by more and more districts, and have
some promising early results (Adams & Woods, 2015; Dixon 2012; Hammer et al., 2005; Hellsten,
McIntyre, & Prytula 2011; Malloy & Allen, 2007; Monk 2007; Reig, Paquette, & Chen 2007; Stevenson,
Stevenson, & Cooner, 2015).
3. Promote both district-wide and community-wide technology access. Fully functional technology can help
address many of the issues driving teachers away from geographically isolated areas: access to
professional development, certification, collaboration, mentoring support, as well as personal interests such
as hobbies, movies, and shopping. However, there are rural districts in NY that do not even have cell phone
coverage, and still rely on dial-up internet. Often districts do not have the staff to take this on due to
budget constraints or lack of expertise in the region (those seeking employment in the technology sector
likely go where the jobs are/technology infrastructure already exists). Further, schools often lock out
certain websites, out of necessity, or limit personal internet use time. Teachers need to go home and be
able to access internet there too for personal purposes. For example, one would not want to pay bills
online without the assured privacy of a non-public network. (Berry, et al., 2007; Hammer et al 2005;
McClure & Reeves 2004; Monk 2007).
4. Promote leadership development toward inclusive, supportive, and participatory management styles. This
then supports the values of collaboration, teamwork, and collegiality that teachers look for (Berry, et al.,
2007; Dixon 2012; Grissom, et al., 2016; Malloy & Allen, 2007; McClure & Reeves 2004).
5. Increase pay for rural, STEM, and Special Education teachers. This is the most powerful step, and should be
done in two ways: 1) equalize base pay for teachers throughout the state so that it is no longer driving the
less employable teachers to rural districts, and 2) target increased pay for teachers in difficult to place
contexts in an additive manner so that STEM and Special Ed teachers get higher pay, and rural teachers
get higher pay, so that the most lucrative positions are both rural and STEM or Special Ed teachers (Berry,
et al., 2007; Cowen et al., 2016; Grissom, et al., 2016; McClure & Reeves 2004; Monk 2007).
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