
 1 

 
 

 

What Do Teachers Need, What Do Teachers Get, What is the Gap? 
 

What will it take to attract highly qualified individuals into teaching, retain them during the 

critical first three years and beyond, and enable them to be as effective as possible in improving 

student performance? 

 

Teachers themselves provide one source of answers to these important questions.  This research 

brief presents data on what new and experienced teachers say they need and the gap that exists 

between their needs and the daily reality of their teaching jobs. In general, new teachers want a 

timely and information-rich hiring process; professional development on curriculum, classroom 

management, and parental engagement; and consistent collegial and administrative support. All 

teachers want an adequate salary, sound and safe school facilities, and an appropriate 

assignment.  As their careers progress, teachers desire differentiated roles and expanded 

influence.
1
 

 

 

 

WHAT DO NEW TEACHERS NEED? 

 

After completing a 5-week alternative certification program, Andrea secured a job at a local 

high school two days before classes started. Andrea, a former chemist, soon learned that 

teaching was much harder than it appeared.  Not only was she assigned to teach chemistry, she 

would also teach two sections of biology, which she had not studied since 10
th

 grade, and a 

section of remedial algebra.  With no curriculum guidance beyond aged textbooks, she struggled 

to prepare her classes on her own. Her colleagues, though friendly, were busy with their own 

work and her official mentor, who taught earth science, was rarely available.  Andrea’s largest 

challenge was classroom management. When she sent disruptive students to the vice principal’s 

office, they often returned within 5 minutes, saying that the vice principal had told them to stay 

in class. By November, Andrea was exhausted and dispirited, uncertain of whether she could 

complete the year and questioning her decision to leave her former job, with its lucrative pay 

and clear opportunities for career advancement. By April, Andrea had decided to leave teaching. 

  

                                                 
1
 Although existing research is unequivocal on the importance of these supports, it is limited.  

Research suggests no clear and consistent hierarchy among them. Moreover, research has 

generally focused broadly on the retention of all teachers rather than the retention of only the 

most promising or highest performing. Lastly, certain factors play a larger role in some settings 

than in others and policymakers should consider local conditions. 

 



 2 

Mark, unlike Andrea, found a teaching job well before school started.  During the last semester 

of his master’s program, he interviewed at five schools, observing classes and meeting with 

teachers and administrators at each site.  Based on the information he gathered, Mark chose a 

job at one high school with a strong culture of collaboration.  By June, he knew which classroom 

would be his and had received the textbooks, teacher’s guide, and detailed curriculum 

documents for the one course he would teach:  10
th

 grade biology. When he entered the 

classroom in September, Mark felt optimistic and prepared.  He had talked about classroom 

management with administrators and knew that they would back him up.  His mentor, who also 

taught 10
th

 grade biology, had arranged for them to observe each other’s classes regularly and 

meet weekly to talk about curriculum and instruction.  As the semester progressed, Mark’s 

optimistic outlook was confirmed. Administrators and colleagues helped him devise strategies 

for how to handle unruly students.  His mentor proved invaluable, anticipating Mark’s 

challenges and providing advice and feedback, night or day.  By November, Mark felt tired but 

confident that he had made the right choice to become a teacher.   

 

These portraits of Andrea and Mark illustrate some of the key conditions teachers report that 

they need – but often don’t find – in their initial teaching jobs.  

 

 

A Timely, Information-Rich Hiring Process 
  

New teachers want to find a job that is a good “match” several months before school starts.  

Knowing detailed information about their school and assignment well before classes begin gives 

them time to prepare and increases their satisfaction with teaching
i
.  

 

However, new teachers are often hired late, and learn little through the hiring process: 

• A survey in California, Florida, Massachusetts, and Michigan found that only 36.1% of new 

teachers were hired more than a month before school started; 30.8% were hired during the 

month before school started; and 33.0% were hired after school started
ii
. 

• Fewer than half of these new teachers interviewed with future colleagues at their school 
iii

.  

Only 35.1% observed classes during the hiring process
iv

. 

• 18% of new teachers nationwide and 24% of those in urban districts never took a tour of their 

school before starting to teach
vvi

. 

 

Targeted Professional Development that Meets New Teachers’ Needs 

 

New teachers also report that they feel unprepared and want on-the-job support in the areas of 

curriculum and instruction, student behavior, and parental engagement
vii

.  However, in each of 

these areas, high percentages of new teachers report insufficient support. 

 

Curriculum and instruction: 

• 12% of new teachers nationwide said they had no one to ask questions about curriculum
viii

.  

• 22% of new teachers said that obtaining adequate teaching resources is their biggest 

challenge
ix

. 

• 19% of new teachers said they felt unprepared to work with children of varying abilities
x
. 
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• 75.4% of 2
nd

-year elementary teachers in Massachusetts, North Carolina, and Washington 

said that they had not received sufficient direction about what and how to teach in at least 

one core subject
xi

 

 

Student behavior: 

• 52% of 3
rd

-year teachers in Philadelphia who planned to leave teaching cited student 

behavior as their primary reason to do so
xii

. 

• 44% of teachers who left teaching and 53% of teachers who transferred schools nationwide 

cited poor student behavior as a source of dissatisfaction
xiii

. 

• 9% of new teachers reported that they had no one to go to for advice on classroom 

management
xiv

. 

 

Parental engagement: 

• 31% of new teachers nationwide said that developing relationships with parents is their 

greatest challenge
xv

. 

• 26% of urban teachers rated their communication with parents as inadequate; 11% of 

suburban and rural teachers felt similarly
xvi

. 

 

Support from Colleagues  
 

New teachers repeatedly identify colleagues as their most important source of support
xvii

. 

Nationally, collaboration with colleagues and common planning time has been found to decrease 

new teachers’ risk of leaving by 43%
xviii

.  Having a mentor in the same subject reduced first-year 

attrition by as much as 30%
xix

.  

 

However, too few novices have good opportunities to work with veterans: 

• Nationwide, only 62.3% of teachers with fewer than 5 years of experience had worked with a 

mentor; 75% of these had a same subject mentor; only 36.1% said their mentor helped them 

“a great extent”
xx

.  

• Only 22% of Boston new teachers said the amount of release time to work with their mentor 

was adequate
xxi

. 

• 66% of new teachers in Arizona said that their mentor provided valuable “social support” but 

only 35% found their mentor’s support on curricular matters very helpful; only 28% felt they 

received good support on classroom management
xxii

.   

• Approximately 50% of new teachers in Michigan and California and 66% of those in Florida 

and Massachusetts said they planned lessons alone
xxiii

. 

• 9% of new teachers reported that they had no one to go to for advice on administrative 

responsibilities
xxiv

. 

 

Support from Administrators  

 
New teachers want support from administrators, in addition to colleagues.   They turn to 

administrators to provide feedback on their teaching, enforce student discipline, and 

communicate information in a timely manner
xxv

.   

 

However, many new teachers report that administrators fail to follow through: 
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• 1
st
-year teachers in Boston reported that their greatest challenge is communication, direction, 

and support from administrators. 42% of respondents cited ambiguity about norms and 

expectations for teachers in their school as a primary problem
xxvi

. 

• 1/3 of respondents in this study said that their principals had not observed them; 54% of 

those who were observed said it was helpful or very helpful; 10% said they received no 

feedback
xxvii

. 

• Nationwide, 37.2% of movers cite dissatisfaction with administrative support as a factor in 

their decision to move; this factor ranked second in importance after teaching 

assignment
xxviii

. 

 

 

 

WHAT DO ALL TEACHERS NEED? 

 

Several basic supports are critical to new and experienced teachers alike.  Teachers say they need 

an adequate salary, sound facilities, and an appropriate assignment. 

 

An Adequate Salary 
 

New and experienced teachers say that pay and benefits are critical to their satisfaction and 

retention.  Although salary is rarely the primary cause of a teacher’s decision to leave teaching, it 

is often the second factor teachers consider after working conditions
xxix

. The lower the base 

salary, the lower the percentage of teachers who stay in teaching
xxx

.  Low starting salaries also 

deter capable college graduates from entering teaching
xxxi

.   

 

• 16.5% of teachers who transferred out of their school and 14.2% of teachers who left the 

profession reported that salary was a very or extremely important factor in their decision 
xxxii

. 

 

Safe, Well-equipped Facilities  

 
All teachers also need a setting that permits them to do good work.  Teachers who feel their 

school facilities are sub-standard are more likely to leave teaching
xxxiii

.  

 

Many teachers--especially in under-resourced schools-- do not work in safe, well-equipped 

buildings:  

• 18% of teachers nationwide and 24% of urban teachers said that their school is neither clean 

nor in good condition
xxxiv

. 

• 26% of all teachers and 32% of urban teachers reported that their school’s equipment does 

not meet the needs of students
xxxv

. 

• In 26.7% of schools some teachers do not have their own classrooms due to space 

constraints
xxxvi

. 

• 7% of all teachers and 12% of central city teachers reported being threatened by a student in 

2003-2004
xxxvii

. 

• 4% of all teachers and 5% of central city teachers reported being physically attacked
xxxviii

.  
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An Appropriate Teaching Assignment 
  

Nationwide, a poor teaching assignment was the number one reason teachers who transferred left 

their initial school.  38% of movers cited a better assignment as a very or extremely important 

reason they transferred
xxxix

. A teacher who is assigned to a class she feels unqualified to teach is 

1.9 times more likely to say that she will leave teaching
xl

.  

 

However, many teachers are assigned courses or grades they are not well suited to teach: 

• 19% of teachers nationwide taught outside their area of preparation
xli

.  

• 1/3 of mathematics teachers, 1/4 of English teachers, and 1/5 of science and social studies 

teachers lacked a major or minor in that subject
xlii

. 

• In a study of 50 new teachers in Massachusetts, many had complicated assignments including 

multiple preparations; split grades; and tested grades
xliii

. 

 

 

 

What Do Experienced Teachers Need? 

 

As they gain experience, teachers have additional, specific needs that must be filled if talented 

teachers are to stay in the profession.  

 

Differentiated Roles 

 
Teachers entering the classroom today desire new and different responsibilities over a career.  

37% of all early-career teachers and 50% of Black and Hispanic teachers say that they want to 

take on leadership roles
xliv

. Teachers who receive higher principal ratings are more interested in 

roles than those with lower ratings
xlv

.  

 

Although roles hold promise, their potential is unproven:   

• 41% of teachers nationwide who left teaching cited lack of opportunity for professional 

advancement as a source of dissatisfaction
xlvi

. 

• One study of teachers in roles designed to improve colleagues’ instruction found that 

teaching’s culture of privacy interfered with their work in the roles
xlvii

. 

• Another study found that teachers who took on differentiated roles later moved into jobs 

outside teaching and sometimes outside of education
xlviii

.   

 

The ad hoc, temporary nature of many of these roles has likely reduced the impact that they have 

had on teacher retention
xlix

.  

 

Expanded Influence and Professional Development with Colleagues 

 
Teachers also want to work with colleagues to influence teaching and learning. Teachers’ 

opportunity to participate in school decision-making affects their retention
l
. 73% of teachers 
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surveyed nationwide said that providing time for teachers to discuss problems with colleagues 

would encourage them to stay in their jobs
li
.  

 

However, opportunities to collaborate on important decisions are limited: 

• 40% of teachers in a national survey felt that they had insufficient ability to influence 

policies that affected them
lii

. 

• 25% of teachers surveyed said that they had insufficient input on curricular decisions
liii

.   

• Only 33% of teachers nationwide felt that they had considerable influence in determining the 

content of professional development
liv

. 

• Only 36% of teachers surveyed in Ohio; 38% of those in Arizona; 44% of those in Kansas; 

and 53% of those in North Carolina agreed that teachers were “centrally involved in 

educational decision making” at their schools
lv

. 

• 74% of teachers nationwide reported that they had regularly scheduled collaboration with 

colleagues in the last 12 months
lvi

. 

• But only 38% of teachers reported that they coordinated course content with colleagues
lvii

. 

 

 

BUILDING A SYSTEM OF SUPPORTS FOR TEACHERS 

 

The evidence suggests that to retain and develop the next generation of talented teachers, 

districts and schools must build a system of supports that allows new teachers to succeed and 

veterans to grow.  Key supports for new teachers include: a timely and information-rich hiring 

process; professional development focused on curriculum, classroom management, and parental 

engagement; mentorship from colleagues; and assistance from administrators.  Important 

supports for all teachers include: adequate salaries and facilities and an appropriate assignment.  

As new teachers gain experience, educational leaders can encourage them to stay by providing 

opportunities to take on leadership roles and participate in key decisions that affect teaching and 

learning.   
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