Improving Teacher Recruitment and Retention in Rural Schools

A Guide for School System Leaders to Recruit, Retain,
and Support Teachers in Rural Communities

Rural school systems are shaped by distinct
contextual factors that both enrich efforts and
provide challenges to attract and retain qualified
educators. Strong connections between schools and
their communities foster close relationships, and the
smaller scale of rural settings allows teachers to more
directly see and feel the tangible impact of their work
on students'lives (Eppley, 2015; Seelig & McCabe,
2021; Tieken, 2014).

However, research has consistently shown that rural
teachers face structural and professional challenges
including increased cross-grade teaching, professional
isolation, limited privacy and work-life balance,

fewer school resources, and constrained employment
opportunities for family members (McClure & Reeves,
2004; Tran et al., 2020; Tran & Dou, 2019).

Recent research has also suggested that rural educators
are more likely than their urban or suburban peers to
leave due to dissatisfaction with school administration,
accountability pressures, and limited professional
autonomy (Ingersoll & Tran, 2023), underscoring the
importance of considering working conditions in
creating a stable rural educator workforce.

While many of these structural challenges can prove
tricky to overcome, there are a number of evidence-
based strategies that school system leaders in rural
communities can consider to address them and to
help to recruit and retain educators.

RECRUITMENT | Evidence-based strategies for getting educators in the door

% Showcase the Community

« Leverage social media and school websites to advertise
open positions and showcase school strengths.

« Highlight community strengths and provide cultural
orientation for new teachers.

- Prepare prospective teachers with information about
the region and provide opportunities to engage with
local families.

/dll;\ Build Relationships From the Start
« Prioritize relationship building at the interview stage
(Vazquez Cano et al., 2019).

» Engage local leaders and organizations in the educator
hiring processes and teacher readiness activities.

- Establish a welcoming committee or “host families”
for new teachers.

Collaborating with local leaders and community organizations strengthens recruitment and retention efforts.

Programs such as Grow Your Own, registered teacher apprenticeships (R-TAPs), and educator preparation

programs (EPPs) can help address cultural and social isolation and promote place-based learning.
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8%8 Strengthen the Recruitment Pipeline i} Make the Opportunity Attractive

» Add incentives such as housing assistance,
relocation support, childcare options, and small
perks like free coffee.

« Partner with educator preparation programs
(EPPs) to prepare candidates for rural contexts and
promote rural teaching values.

« Offer career advancement opportunities through

» Share resources and professional development
models like Professional Pathways (Gilmore, 2018).

opportunities across districts to build capacity.

Apprentice » Classroom » Professional » Master » Learning Designer
A prospective teacher A full-time classroom A full-time classroom teacher A professional teacher who A professional teacher
or intern with classroom teacher working in the who assumes team and/ has some time allocated to who has time allocated to
duties. context of a team. or schoolwide professional work with other teachers or work in school or system-
instructional duties (such to teach a larger number of level design tasks (such as
as mentor, team leader, students. curriculum development,

data analysis, school
improvement, technology
integration.

department chair).

RETENTION | Evidence-based strategies for getting educators to stay
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g - Empower Teacher Voice, Autonomy, Foster Trusting, Supportive School Cultures
, N and Leadership

. . ) o « Use staff surveys to understand working conditions
* Promote sh?red deaspn ma!({ng by identifying and expand educator autonomy and voice.
and delegating leadership decisions to teachers

(Cunningham & Chan, 2024). « Build trust through open communication that supports

learning and growth (Ufferts, 2016).
« Encourage educators to share how they teach
by expanding team teaching and teacher-led

instruction.

« Prioritize well-being programming or encourage
work-life balance (Stratford, 2021).

» Add incentives such as housing assistance, relocation

« Encourage teachers to work as a team with a larger
support, childcare options, and small perks like free coffee.

group of students.
« Recruit regional and local organizations to provide

« Support teachers in offering instruction in personal
instruction in schools and collaborate with teachers.

areas of academic interest.

To lessen social and geographic isolation, nurture
Environmental and relational factors help to . . .
§ N being (Yod | a sense of belonging and community connection
shape teacher well-being (Yoder et al., .
I_o _ E among rural teachers (Ufferts, 2016).

Environmental factors include autonomy and
voice, job demands, workload, and available

resources. Relational factors include school 0

leadership style, connections with colleagues, @S_'—' Invest in Professional Growth and Mentorship

and relationships with students and families.
« Provide professional learning to leaders on supportive
working conditions (Falk et al., 2019).

 Provide mentorship, pairing new teachers with a mentor
teacher during onboarding and early experiences.

« Provide ongoing feedback for professional growth,
paired with meaningful professional development.



About this Infographic

Information in this infographic is sourced from
Ask an Expert: Rural Teacher Recruitment

and Retention, a product developed by REL
Southwest. Through its Ask an Expert service,
REL Southwest provides rapid-turnaround,
research-based information to state and local
education leaders on high-leverage topics.

For this Ask an Expert request, local education
leaders in Louisiana sought research-informed
strategies that could help
rural schools address
common hiring and

retention challenges.

Learn more
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