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INTRODUCTION 
 
There is a teacher recruitment and retention crisis in England.  
 
Firstly, pupil numbers are growing. This is due to a demographic bulge which is travelling through the education 
system, causing a large increase in pupil numbers at secondary level. 
 
The secondary school population – not counting year 12 and 13 pupils – is projected to rise from 2.72 million in 
2017 to 3.03 million by 2021, a rise of 11.5 per cent over four years. By 2025 there is projected to be 3.3 million 11 
to 15-year-olds in English schools, which is an increase of half a million compared to 2015. If we are to ensure these 
children are properly educated, we will need an extra 26,500 teachers in the classroom. 
 
Secondly, not enough new secondary school trainee teachers are coming into the sector. Initial teacher training (ITT) 
figures for 2016/17 show a decrease in the overall number of recruits compared with 2015/16, with only 93 per cent 
of places being filled. The overall contribution to the secondary target was 89 per cent, meaning nearly 2,000 places 
went unfilled.  
 
In reality the situation is worse than these figures suggest because, since 2015/16, ITT figures have included applicants 
for Teach First who were previously excluded from the statistics. This therefore boosted the overall figure for 
2016/17 by more than 1,000 applicants. However, despite the inclusion of Teach First applicants in the ITT statistics, 
the overall Teacher Supply Model (TSM) target was still not met, just as it hadn’t been met for the previous four 
years. 
 
In 2016/17, the only subjects where the TSM recruitment target was met were biology, geography, history and PE. 
All other secondary subjects were under-recruited, and some by a significant margin. For instance, maths only 
recruited 84 per cent of the required number of trainees, physics 81 per cent, and computing just 68 per cent. 
 
Thirdly, not only are we failing to recruit enough new teachers, we are also losing too many experienced ones. 
Teachers are leaving the profession in record numbers. One in 10 teachers left the profession in 2016. Of these, an 
increasing proportion left the profession for other sectors rather than retiring, suggesting their working conditions 
rather than their age were driving them out.  
 
The consequence of falling recruitment and retention rates is that the number of unfilled teaching post vacancies is at 
a record high in secondary, with 23 per cent of schools reporting an unfilled vacancy in 2017, up 15.9 per cent on 
2010. 
 
The retention problem is most pronounced in multi-academy trusts which have a higher than average rate of 
teachers leaving the profession, compared with single-school academies and maintained schools.  
 
The leaving rate is highest among teachers who teach non-EBacc subjects, which might suggest that they have been 
incentivised to leave the profession because their subjects are no longer being taught as the school curriculum 
narrows, or that they have become more frustrated or disaffected at their subject taking lower priority. 
 
A survey by the then National Union of Teachers (NUT) in March 2016 found that nearly three quarters (73 per 
cent) of school leaders were experiencing difficulties in recruiting teachers, with 61 per cent saying that the situation 
had got worse (42 per cent) or much worse (19 per cent) over the last year. 
 
The greatest problem areas, according to the survey, were in maths (36 per cent of school leaders were struggling to 
recruit in this area), science (34 per cent) and English (23 per cent). 
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The crisis in teacher recruitment and retention means that while schools are struggling to fill vacancies and retain 
experienced staff, large numbers of pupils are being taught by unqualified teachers – or at least teachers who do not 
have a relevant qualification in the subject they are being asked to teach. 
 
In 2016, for example, the NUT found that only 63 per cent of physics and 75 per cent of chemistry teachers held a 
relevant post A level qualification in the subject they taught. For maths and English, these figures were 78 and 81 per 
cent respectively.  
 
High levels of attrition among qualified teachers is not only costly in financial terms; it also has an impact on the 
quality of education that schools can provide. In November 2016, for example, there were 500 fewer qualified 
teachers in service than in the previous year.  Conversely, there were 1,400 more teachers in service without 
qualified teacher status than there had been the year before. 
 

PURPOSE OF THE REVIEW 
 
The purpose of the literature review carried out in June 2018 was to survey the landscape of academic literature on 
the topic of teacher retention in order to: 
 
1. Assess the scale of the problem in the UK and abroad 
2. Understand the most common causes of teacher attrition 
3. Identify the common predictors of high teacher turnover 
4. Explore some solutions to the problem of high teacher turnover 
5. Survey the products and services available to schools to help reduce attrition 
6. Offer suggestions about products and services that might help in the future 
 

METHODOLOGY FOR THE REVIEW 
 
The papers reviewed in the report were selected on the basis of their relevancy in helping to better understand why 
teachers leave the profession and what can be done to stem the flow.  The report sought to review a variety of 
papers from differing sources including academic papers published by UK universities, think tanks and policy 
institutes, professional associations and research organisations, as well as journalistic testimonies from teachers and 
leaders written in education magazines, newspapers and weblogs.  For the purposes of international comparison, a 
number of papers from overseas were also reviewed and these were selected on the basis outlined above, albeit 
with a greater reliance on academic sources from trusted universities.   
 
An initial search of ERIC (the Education Resources Information Centre, an online library of education research and 
information, sponsored by the Institute of Education Sciences of the US Department of Education) using the search 
term ‘teacher retention’ garnered 6,248 results of which 52 had been published in 2018, 283 in the last year and 847 
in the last five years.  A majority 1,144 of the 6,248 results related to higher education whilst 697 related to 
primary/secondary combined, 344 to secondary and 342 to primary. When the results were filtered for UK origin, 
the number fell to just 57 of which only one had been published in 2018 and only six in the last five years. 
 
A search of Sage Publishing’s online repository of journal articles using the same parameters garnered 97,638 results, 
of which 4,462 had been published within the last year and 15,866 within the last five years.  When the search 
parameters were narrowed to include only those papers with the terms ‘teacher retention’ in their title, the result 
dropped to just 19.   
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A search of Taylor and Francis Online (another online repository of journal articles) using the term ‘teacher 
retention’ garnered 192,149 results.  When filtered to include only those papers with the search terms in their title, 
the result dropped to 156.   
 
Although the original search for literature garnered 100,000s papers, once each had been filtered for relevancy and 
originality, only 43 remained worthy of analysis.  Once these 43 papers had been read, only 20 remained worthy of 
inclusion in the final report.  Undoubtedly, other academic papers could have been included in the report but were 
omitted in the interests of avoiding needless repetition.   
 
In addition to a review of the literature, the report included the results of a survey of teachers’ views.   

 
CONCLUSIONS 

 
Taken together, the papers reviewed in the report indicate that, if the teacher retention crisis is to be resolved, then 
governments and schools must address the concerns that teachers have expressed pertaining to the following 
aspects of teaching: 
 

1. Workload  
2. Working conditions 
3. Leadership 
4. Professional development 
5. Professional recognition and career progression 
6. Autonomy and collegiate spirit  

 
Of course, in addition to these professional considerations, we cannot ignore the more personal factors that may 
determine a teacher’s decision to leave the profession such as their age and health, and other personal 
circumstances.  For example: 
 

• Age and experience 
• Subject taught 
• Part-time employment 
• Academy status 
• Ofsted rating 
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SUGGESTED NEXT STEPS 
 

In light of the findings contained in the literature review, the report recommended that a working party debated the 
issues further with a view to developing a support service for schools.  If it is to be of real value, any such support 
service must look beyond a superficial analysis of attrition data (although a survey of each school’s unique 
circumstances would certainly be a useful starting point and exit interviews conducted by an external consultant are 
likely to provide more honest feedback).   
 
Rather, such a service should provide a ‘deep-dive’ of a school’s working environment by surveying and interviewing 
staff (teachers, leaders, support and other adults), students, parents, governors and other stakeholders, but then use 
the data it gathers to produce a detailed action plan, perhaps offered with accompanying tools to help the school 
leadership team address the suggested actions contained in the plan.   
 
This ‘deep dive’ and action plan is likely to include the following, although this is by no means an exhaustive list:   
 
1. Suggestions for improving school-based CPD including coaching and mentoring, and collaborative 
INSET such as Lesson Study and Professional Learning Communities (PLCs) 
 
2. Suggestions for improving the quality and capability of the school’s leadership team, particularly in 
the realm of performance management and quality assurance (this may be a leadership development 
programme for all new leaders and coaching for experienced leaders) 
 
3.  Suggestions for improving the school’s marking and feedback policy, and other TLA policies that 
result in a significant teacher workload (this may involve an external analysis of existing policies and 
suggestions for improvements based on research evidence)  
 
4. Suggestions for improving teachers’ timetables and teaching loads, with a view to reducing 
teachers’ planning and preparation duties  
 
5. Suggestions for improving the school’s behaviour policy to ensure staff are fully supported and 
rewards and sanctions are not overly bureaucratic  
 
6. Suggestions for improving the staff ethos, encouraging greater levels of collective autonomy and 
collegiality  
 
7. Suggestions for improving the staffing structure and pay structure to ensure greater fairness and 
equity  
 
In short, any such service should help leaders to answer the following questions: 
 
1. How can we improve workload for teachers?  
 
2. How can we improve working conditions for teachers? 
 
3. How can we strengthen – and make more visible - the support we offer all staff for behaviour 
management and other aspects of school life? 
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4. How can we improve the frequency, quality and relevancy of professional development 
opportunities and ensure it leads to improvements in the quality of teaching, learning and 
assessment? 
 
5. How can we provide greater autonomy for teachers whilst building a collegiate spirit among staff? 
 
6. If we run a school-based initial teacher training programme and/or ‘grow our own teachers’, how 
can we ensure that programme better prepares colleagues for the classroom?   
 
7. How can we improve the physical environment – including light and heat – and the quality of the 
learning resources available to teachers and pupils?   
 
 
Matt Bromley 
November 2018 


