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The purpose of this study was to examine teacher retention and attrition in rural New 

Hampshire schools and to that end better understand why teachers choose to stay 

employed in rural New Hampshire schools.  The literature suggests that rural schools 

are most at risk for retaining highly qualified teachers (Guha, Heally & Adams, 2016; 

Hyler & Darling-Hamond, 2017; Kaden, Patterson, Malloy, & Allen, 2007).  This 

study focused on New Hampshire rural schools because of the uniqueness of the 

state’s rural contexts. Based on the review of literature, teacher working conditions, 

overall job satisfaction, and community engagement informed the conceptual 

framework that guided this study (Ashiedu & Scott-Ladd, 2012; Darling-Hammond, 

2003; Glover et. al., 2016; Hanushek, & Rivkin, 2007; Howley & Howley, 2005; 

Johnson, Kraft & Papay, 2012; Ladd, 2011; Monk, 2007; Schafft, 2006). This 

qualitative multi case study was conducted to better understand why teachers choose 

to stay employed in rural New Hampshire schools, and how the state’s different rural 

contexts influence teacher retention. The study included three schools, located in the 

three most rural regions of New Hampshire.  Each was considered through sampling 

procedures to best represent their specific rural context. A cross case analysis was 

conducted to account for generalizations across all contexts. Data was collected for 

this qualitative study using pertinent document reviews, administrative interviews, and 

teacher focus groups.  Results from this study revealed insights into why teachers 

choose to stay employed in rural New Hampshire Schools.  This study illuminated the 

unique sense of place of each school and how each rural context is affected by and 

addresses teacher retention. The findings of this study suggest teachers will forgo 

working conditions for strong levels of job satisfaction and community engagement, 

retaining supportive school leaders supports overall teacher job satisfaction necessary 

for teacher retention, engagement does not occur in isolation, and personal 

considerations both draw and remove teachers to and from rural communities. 

The conclusions of this study identify areas in which rural schools can effectively 



 

maintain a highly competent and consistent teaching staff. This could prove 

advantageous for the continued sustainability of rural schools, rural communities, as 

well as the state of New Hampshire in general. 
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Abstract 

 

 

The purpose of this study was to examine teacher retention and attrition in rural New 

Hampshire schools and to that end better understand why teachers choose to stay 

employed in rural New Hampshire schools.  The literature suggests that rural schools 

are most at risk for retaining highly qualified teachers (Guha, Heally & Adams, 2016; 

Hyler & Darling-Hamond, 2017; Kaden, Patterson, Malloy, & Allen, 2007).  This 

study focused on New Hampshire rural schools because of the uniqueness of the 

state’s rural contexts. Based on the review of literature, teacher working conditions, 

overall job satisfaction, and community engagement informed the conceptual 

framework that guided this study (Ashiedu & Scott-Ladd, 2012; Darling-Hammond, 

2003; Glover et. al., 2016; Hanushek, & Rivkin, 2007; Howley & Howley, 2005; 

Johnson, Kraft & Papay, 2012; Ladd, 2011; Monk, 2007; Schafft, 2006). This 

qualitative multi case study was conducted to better understand why teachers choose 

to stay employed in rural New Hampshire schools, and how the state’s different rural 

contexts influence teacher retention. The study included three schools, located in the 

three most rural regions of New Hampshire.  Each was considered through sampling 

procedures to best represent their specific rural context. A cross case analysis was 

conducted to account for generalizations across all contexts. Data was collected for 

this qualitative study using pertinent document reviews, administrative interviews, and 

teacher focus groups.  Results from this study revealed insights into why teachers 

choose to stay employed in rural New Hampshire Schools.  This study illuminated the 

unique sense of place of each school and how each rural context is affected by and 

addresses teacher retention. The findings of this study suggest teachers will forgo 

working conditions for strong levels of job satisfaction and community engagement, 

retaining supportive school leaders supports overall teacher job satisfaction necessary 

for teacher retention, engagement does not occur in isolation, and personal 

considerations both draw and remove teachers to and from rural communities. 

The conclusions of this study identify areas in which rural schools can effectively 

maintain a highly competent and consistent teaching staff. This could prove 

advantageous for the continued sustainability of rural schools, rural communities, as 

well as the state of New Hampshire in general. 
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Chapter 1 – Introduction 

 Rural schools are crucial to the vitality of the communities they serve.  The 

hearts and spirits of rural communities reside in their local schools.   While these 

school buildings are constructed of brick and mortar, and are where children gather to 

learn, these facilities hold the future hopes of generations who will rise up and succeed 

either within or beyond the borders of their communities.  These buildings are 

representative of a rural community’s pride, history, and sense of place (Hobarat & 

Schafft, 2009).  The relationship between rural schools and communities are 

intertwined and inextricable.  These schools are the embodiment of permanence for 

many, those who choose to stay as an integral part of their community.  However, they 

also represent vehicles for those seeking a broader reach outside of their rural 

locations.  With over 17 percent of the student population across the nation residing in 

rural areas it is hard to refute the importance of attending to the challenges that plague 

our rural schools, one being teacher retention and attrition.   

Retaining teachers is crucial to the sustainability of rural schools, however 

retention efforts have become increasingly more difficult (Guha, Hyler & Darling-

Hamond, 2017; Williams & Cross, 1985) placing our rural schools at risk.  When 

comparing teacher attrition with urban and suburban schools, rural schools are more 

susceptible to higher rates of teacher attrition (United States Department of Education, 

2013).  Rural schools are particularly vulnerable to teacher migration due to 

professional isolation and lower comparable salaries (Darling-Hammond, 2003).  Due 

to sizeable teacher turnover, rural schools must hire large volumes of teaching 

positions each year.  Rural schools are often required to fill these open positions with 
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new teachers looking to obtain their first job in the field (McClure & Reeves, 2004).  

Frequently coupled with inexperience and isolation, rural teachers educate high 

volumes of underprivileged students, who necessitate high levels of academic and 

social interventions. These conditions create an environment primed for rural teachers 

to succumb burnout or feelings of professional inadequacy (Ingersoll & Smith, 2003; 

Hanushek & Rivkin, 2007), ultimately perpetuating the cycle of teacher turnover in 

rural schools. 

The term rural invokes many different thoughts and visual representations; it is 

partly why there is no single solution to solving rural challenges.  A multitude of 

unique definitions of rural exist across federal departments, agencies and bureaus.  

Many of these definitions are urban centric and define rural based on distance from a 

city or populated area, this is problematic as they generalize rurality and do not 

consider community nuances.  In order to better understand rural challenges, the 

individual community context needs to be considered.  Developing solutions to rural 

problems is dependent upon the rural context and sense of place within the 

community.  Population per square mile, property value per acre, poverty level, per 

capita average, total population, industry type that drives the local economy, and 

geography are all considered elements that delineate rural.  For the purposes of this 

study rural is defined as, a geographic area that has a low population concentration, is 

geographically isolated, but not necessarily having limited economic resources or be 

heavily dependent upon extractive, secondary, and/or tertiary industries (Tieken, 2014; 

Monk, 2007; United States Department of Education, 2007; Humphrey, 1994). 
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In order to maintain rural schools and communities a sustainable teacher 

workforce is necessary (Burton, Brown & Johnson, 2013; Guha, Hyler & Darling-

Hamond, 2017; Hayes, 2009; Hammer, Hughes, McClure, Reeves & Salgado, 2005; 

Ingersoll, 2001; Malloy & Allen, 2007; Monk, 2007; McClure & Reeves, 2004; 

Hobarat & Schafft, 2009).  The purpose of this qualitative study was to better 

understand how New Hampshire rural contexts influence why teachers stay or leave 

their positions in rural schools.  This study was proposed based on the current teacher 

retention challenges in rural New Hampshire (Sutcher, Darling-Hammond & Carver-

Thomas, 2016; Learning Policy Institute, 2012; Norton & Bird, 2016; Norton, Barrick, 

Delay & Lautenschlager, 2012; New Hampshire State Teacher Policy Yearbook, 

2015), as well as the state best representing New England in the average percentage of 

rural students.  Though similar studies that examine teacher retention and attrition 

have been conducted across the United States; little research exists within the context 

of rural New Hampshire.  

Statement of the Problem and Purpose 

 According to research during the last 13 years, rural schools are facing 

difficulty retaining highly qualified teachers (Guha, Hyler & Darling-Hamond, 2017; 

Kaden, Patterson, Heally & Adams, 2016; Malloy & Allen, 2007).  It is problematic, 

when schools lose their teachers to migration or retirement; it not only affects 

logistical staffing problems but also school climate and student achievement (Ingersoll 

& Smith, 2003).  High levels of teacher turnover make it difficult for schools to build 

common expectations with students and staff, preserve building culture, and develop 

trust.  When schools have to reestablish norms and operations on a year-to-year basis 
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it is difficult to progress strategically, develop long-term goals, and build teacher 

capacity. 

This study has direct implications for the state of New Hampshire, given its 

rural demographics (Johnson & Strange, 2009; Showalter, Klein, Johnson & Hartman; 

2017). “Rural schools in New Hampshire account for more than half of all public 

schools, and serve more than one-third of the student population” (Johnson & Strange, 

2009 p.61).  With 37 percent of the state’s population living in rural communities the 

problem of teacher retention is significant for both the sustainability of rural New 

Hampshire as well as the continued way of life throughout the Granite State (National 

Agricultural Statistics Service, 2018).    

 If rural communities cease to exist many of the experiences New England 

families who play, stay, and have held dear for generations will vanish due to a lack of 

a local workforce.  Along with tourism, hospitality and health care, local schools are 

tertiary industries that stabilize many rural communities, both financially and socio-

emotionally.  Rural schools provide jobs, and education to many teachers, support 

staff, and students but as equally important they provide an identity to an entire 

community.   Without rural schools our rural communities lose their rally point, they 

lose their identity, forever changing the rural landscape and the future experiences of 

New England families who want to play and stay. 

Provided that if rural schools and communities are to be sustainable they need 

to keep their teachers. By better understanding the dynamics of teacher retention and 

attrition, rural New Hampshire schools can better understand why teachers chose to 

stay and leave their employment (Ingersoll & Smith, 2003; Norton & Bird, 2017).  
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Teacher retention efforts in rural schools will require policy makers and educational 

leaders have a deep understanding of the needs, values, and uniqueness of each rural 

community.  

Conceptual Framework 

The existing body of research, associated with teacher retention and attrition, 

was utilized to develop the conceptual framework (see Figure 1) that guided this study 

(Guha, Hyler & Darling-Hamond, 2017; Kaden, Patterson, Heally & Adams, 2016; 

Malloy & Allen, 2007).  Professor of Education Emeritus at Stanford University, 

Linda Darling-Hammond’s (2003) research identifies working conditions as a primary 

motivator in a teacher’s decision to remain in the profession.  Prominent educational 

researchers (Glover et. al., 2016; Hanushek, & Rivkin, 2007; Howley & Howley; 

2005; Johnson, Kraft & Papay. 2012; Ladd, 2011) support Darling-Hammonds 

assessment of working conditions, citing salary and professional development 

opportunities as having significant impact on teacher retention.  Job satisfaction has 

also been recognized as having a positive bearing on retaining teachers. University of 

Pennsylvania Professor of Education and Sociology, Richard Ingersoll names school 

climate, specifically administrative support, as an important element related to teacher 

retention (Ingersoll & Smith, 2003, Ingersoll, 1999).  In a 2016 study, Sutcher, 

Darling Hammond, Carver-Thomas discovered similar findings, supporting the 

importance administration and leadership style in relation to teacher retention and 

attrition.  

The conceptual framework illustrates the rural contextual issues and how they 

contribute to teacher retention and attrition in rural areas, which are essential to 
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understanding the problem of relevance.  Teacher working conditions, overall job 

satisfaction, and the community’s engagement with the school comprise the constructs 

that are most associated with a teacher’s decision to remain employed in a rural 

school. (Allensworth, Ponisciak & Mazzeo; 2009; Boyd, Grossman, Ing, Lankford, 

Loeb & Wyckoff, 2011; Feiman-Nemser, 2001, Hanushek & Rivkin, 2007; Huysman, 

2008; Ingersoll & Smith, 2003; Johnson, Kraft & Papay, 2012; Ladd, 2011, Ouyang & 

Paprock, 2006; Lyson, 2002).  Due to that fact that a teacher’s decision to remain 

employed in a school is highly personal, the rationale for construction of the 

conceptual framework is rooted in better understanding why some teachers leave and 

some teachers stay in rural schools.  By discerning what impacts and influences 

teacher choice regarding employment in rural areas, rural schools and communities 

may be better positioned for the continued sustainability of their stakeholders. 

Figure 1: Conceptual Framework  
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Research Questions 

In order to better understand the issue of teacher retention and attrition in rural 

New Hampshire, this study sought to answer the question: Why do teachers choose to 

stay employed in rural New Hampshire schools?  To thoroughly answer this question, 

the following sub-questions served to drive data collection and analysis in this study. 

• How do New Hampshire’s rural contexts influence teacher retention in relation 

to working conditions? 

• How do New Hampshire’s rural contexts influence teacher retention in relation 

to job satisfaction? 

• How do New Hampshire’s rural contexts influence teacher retention in relation 

to community engagement? 

Research Methodology and Design 

In order to best answer the research questions a qualitative methodology was 

chosen.  This methodology best accounted for perceptions of participants and make 

meaning of teachers’ outlook on rural schools as places of long-lasting employment 

(Patton, 2002).  The goals of the study identified the specific drivers and influencers of 

teacher retention associated with working conditions, job satisfaction and community 

engagement.  These areas were identified within the current literature as influencers 

that inform a teacher’s decision to leave or stay in their current teaching positions (see 

Figure 1).  It is acknowledged that the key constructs that make up the conceptual 

framework of this study (see Figure 1) may be influenced by a community’s specific 

context.  Therefore examining each construct across multiple regions of rural New 



  Teacher Retention in Rural Schools                             

 

 8 

Hampshire was vital in understanding the impact a community’s unique, an individual 

context has on teacher retention and attrition.   

To allow for the potential differences of community context that exist within 

New Hampshire a multiple-case study design was implemented.  Utilizing the tourism 

classifications of New Hampshire (New Hampshire Department of Business and 

Economic Affairs, 2018) and population density information (Norton & Bird, 2016; 

(Norton, Barrick, Delay & Lautenschlager, 2012) the three regions of the state 

considered the most rural were subsequently selected as the focus areas of this study.  

Therefore, the setting and context of the study included one school from The Great 

North Woods, The White Mountains, and Dartmouth-Lake Sunapee regions.  

Sampling criteria was utilized to identify potential participants in this study, 

which included superintendents, principals, and teachers who were currently working 

in one of the identified regions and with grade levels K-6.  To obtain perspective about 

a school’s history with teacher retention and attrition, superintendents and principals 

who participated in this study needed to have worked in the school district for three or 

more years and teachers more than five years.   The additional two-year requirement 

for teachers was supported by the literature, which identified that teachers with five or 

more years of experience were less likely to leave the teaching profession (Ingersoll & 

Smith, 2003; Ingersoll & Kralik, 2004); five years was also the amount of years 

needed to achieve tenure status in the state of New Hampshire (New Hampshire 

General Court, 2011). This strategy created the conditions that supported teachers 

being more open and provided more accurate answers about the school and regions. 
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The sampling pool included all schools, in each of the three regions that 

educate students in grades K-6 and have superintendents and/or principals that have 

been employed within the district or school for longer than three years were identified 

in each region.  The sampling goal was to select one school from The Great North 

Woods, The White Mountains and Dartmouth-Lake Sunapee regions.  The schools 

within each region that best represented the regions’ average teacher population, 

student population, student teacher ratio and economically disadvantaged students 

were invited to participate. Schools were invited in each region until the sampling goal 

was met. 

Data for the study was gathered from document reviews, interviews with 

school principals and/or superintendents, and focus groups.  Document reviews served 

as an entry point to the study to obtain a richer understanding of the local contexts and 

in turn inform the interview process.  All interviews were semi-structured and lasted 

approximately 60 minutes in duration.  As the primary investigator of the study, I 

conducted all forms of data gathering and transcribed all audio recordings.  Preceding 

any data collection, informed consent was distributed to all participants.  Personal 

identities were kept anonymous and pseudonyms were given to all participants, 

schools and towns to guard confidentiality.  

 The data was analyzed and coded utilizing Corbin and Strauss’s Thematic 

Analysis process (Corbin, Strauss, & Strauss, 2014).  This strategy was chosen to 

identify themes within cases and across cases.  Predetermined themes were aligned to 

the conceptual framework associated with job satisfaction, working conditions, and 

community engagement was utilized.  Additionally, no data was discounted and 
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themes were allowed to organically emerge.  This allowed for constructs that were 

identified through the conceptual framework to be specifically considered in the 

general New Hampshire context and for potentially discreetly New Hampshire themes 

to surface.  The process of analysis sought to glean answers to the research questions 

that drove this study.   

Assumptions and Limitations of the Study 

Due to the nature of qualitative studies being greatly contingent upon the self-

reporting of participants, it was assumed that participants’ responses would be honest, 

accurate, and reflective of their experiences.  It was also assumed that the selection 

criteria were appropriate and that all participants would fully participate. Triangulation 

was utilized to diminish the corruption of data by cross-referencing participants 

interviews, focus groups, and document reviews both within and across sites.   

This study was limited by virtue of sample size and researcher bias.  While 

rural communities are in abundance across the state of New Hampshire this study only 

focused on the three most rural regions of the seven regions classified by the state’s 

travel and tourism department (New Hampshire Department of Business and 

Economic Affairs, 2018).  Limitation of this study was furthered by researcher bias.  

Uncovering researcher bias is vital to obtaining accurate and reliable results (Morse, 

Barrett, Mayan, Olson & Spiers, 2002).   

I came into this study assuming all the participating schools would be affected 

by attrition.  Based on the national teacher attrition rates in rural schools in 

conjunction with my own experiences and observations working in a rural school for 

ten years, I made the assumption that the participating schools in this study would 
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have similar challenges retaining teachers.  However, the schools in this study were 

not significantly impacted by teacher attrition.  In point of fact, the reported teacher 

retention rates in these schools was quite high.  Retention in each school was 

characterized by strong veteran teacher workforces, one school in particular even 

reported that unemployed and teachers working in surrounding districts consistently 

solicit information about future openings, just waiting for teaching opportunities in the 

school.  While my assumptions about teacher attrition in the three participating rural 

New Hampshire Schools were incorrect, it did not affect heart of the study or impact 

the ability to seek the answer to the question that guided this study, why do teachers 

choose to stay employed in rural New Hampshire schools?  As a rural educator in the 

state of New Hampshire, I brought my biases to this study.  Therefore, debriefing with 

my dissertation committee and practicing self-reflection was fundamental to 

identifying and halting any potential bias.   

Definition of Key Terms 

Collective Bargain Agreement (CBA).  The official contract between the local 

teacher’s association and school district that contains the negotiated terms and 

conditions of employment (New Hampshire Public Employee Labor Relations Board, 

2010). 

Community Context.  The local historically shaped cultures’ influence on values, 

attitudes, and relationships (Boyd & Paveglio, 2015). 

Highly Qualified Teacher.  A teacher who holds certification in the content area in 

which he/she teaches and directly educates students.  The term teacher also includes 

counselors, special educators and any individual working under the given school 
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district’s professional collective barraging agreement (United States Department of 

Education, 2004).  

Negotiated Terms.  The mutually agreed upon items outlined in a districts’ collect 

bargaining agreement (CBA). 

Non-tenured.  A teacher who has taught less than the consecutive years of experience 

required to achieve tenure status.   

Principal.  The school’s building level leader responsible for the professional 

management of staff, educational decisions, and day-to-day operations of the school  

(New Hampshire School Association of School Principals, 2019). 

Professional Development.  The ongoing education needed to obtain and enhance the 

knowledge, understanding, and teaching abilities vital to teacher performance and 

progression as an educator (National Education Association, 2017). 

Rural.  A geographic area that has a low or sparse population concentration, is 

geographically isolated, but not necessarily having limited economic resources and be 

heavily dependent upon extractive, secondary, and/or tertiary industries (Tieken, 2014, 

Monk, 2007; United States Department of Education, 2007; Humphrey, 1994).  

School Climate. The general feelings and dispositions that are produced by the overall 

school environment, to include the physical, emotional, and academic state of the 

schools. (Tobin, Muller & Turner, 2006; Loukas, 2007; Hancock & Scherff, 2010).   

Teacher. A certified educator, who directly instructs students and is currently 

employed in a public school. For the purposes of this study all teachers held a K-6 

certification and teach in the aforementioned grade span, other teachers who serve as 
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specialists (e.g., counselors, library media specialists, reading specialists, and math 

specialists were not be included in this study). 

Teacher Attrition.  A teacher who leaves their current school of employment for 

another school or leaves the field of education for another profession (Keigher, 2010).  

Teacher Mobility.  The frequency with which teachers moved in or out of school 

districts; for the purposes of this study teacher mobility did not include movement 

within the same school district. 

Teacher Retention.  A teacher who continues to remain employed in the same school 

for consecutive years (Kaden, Patterson, Heally & Adams; 2016, Taylor, 2013). 

Tenured.  “The teacher has taught for five consecutive years or more in any school 

district in the state and has taught for three consecutive years or more in the teacher's 

current school district; or before July 1, 2011, the teacher taught for three consecutive 

years or more in any school district in the state and taught for two consecutive years or 

more in the teacher's current school district” (The New Hampshire General Court, 

2017). 

Sense of Place.  The innate relationships and values that are found within the 

community, tied to the natural landscape (Bauch, 2001). 

Superintendent. The district level leader responsible for developing and implementing 

the district strategic plan, professional management of staff, educational decisions, 

financial planning, and day-to-day operations of the school district (New Hampshire 

School Administrators Association, 2019).  
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Summary 

 The goal of this study was to achieve a better understanding of why teachers 

choose to stay employed teaching in rural New Hampshire Schools.  This study has 

the potential to provide valuable information and knowledge to school district and 

building leadership; and, state policy makers who will support them in developing 

strategies to reduce the perpetual retention concerns that plague rural schools in the 

state.  Retaining high quality staff is crucial to the success of any business or 

organization, and schools are no exception.  Nationally, the estimated cost of attrition 

in non-urban school districts is over 6,000 dollars per teacher (National Commission 

on Teaching & America’s Future, 2007).  Substantial cuts to both federal and state aid 

continue to burden New Hampshire’s local tax bases forcing more local communities 

to absorb additional financial responsibilities (Johnson & Strange, 2009).  This 

intensifies the already present inequities for property poor communities, many of 

which are rural and subsequently struggle to retain their teachers because of the state’s 

financial disproportions. Teacher retention and attrition in rural schools is about 

equity, access, and opportunity. 

With the retention and recruitment of quality teachers in rural schools 

becoming increasingly difficult, rural schools will continue to be negatively impacted 

and may face school closings, reductions in force, and elimination of programs 

(Beeson & Strange, 2003; Johnson & Strange, 2009; Norton & Bird, 2017).  The aim 

of this research focused on determining how New Hampshire’s rural contexts 

influence teacher retention and attrition in rural New Hampshire schools.  Identifying 

how to effectively maintain a highly competent and consistent teaching staff could 
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prove advantageous for the continued sustainability of rural schools, rural 

communities, as well as New Hampshire in general. 

In order to effectively communicate the research process and findings, the final 

report of this dissertation research includes five chapters.  Chapter one provides an 

introduction to the study and grounds the reader in the research problem and 

questions; introduces them to the conceptual framework; and to the methodology and 

design of the study.  Additionally, limitations and assumptions of the study are 

addressed and the key terms used throughout this study defined.  Chapter two presents 

the review of literature, and establishes the conceptual framework that guides this 

study.  Chapter three outlines the methodology and design that was used to conduct 

the research.  Rich descriptions of each of the regions included in this study are 

provided in order to support readers in developing their understanding of the context 

of schools included.  Means for assuring trustworthiness, data collection protocols, 

and additional tools used for analyzing data are also identified in this chapter.  Chapter 

four provides a rich discussion of the analysis and subsequent findings of the study.  

Analysis is presented for each of the three cases and for the cross case analysis of data.  

As recommended by the dissertation chair, chapter five is written as a peer reviewed 

journal article submitted to The Rural Educator, the official journal of the National 

Rural Education Association.  The Rural Educator author guidelines were followed, 

meeting the manuscript criteria for submission (Rural Educator, 2019). 
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Chapter 2 – Review of Literature 

While rural communities are plentiful, an accurate, unilateral definition of the 

term rural does not exist because the needs, resources, demographics, and geography 

of rural areas are strikingly different (United States Department of Education, 2007).  

However, a common issue that affects a vast majority of rural schools, regardless of 

definition, across the country and individual states is retaining high quality teachers 

(Guha, Hyler & Darling-Hamond, 2017; Kaden, Patterson, Heally & Adams, 2016; 

Malloy & Allen, 2007).  The rationale as to why teachers leave or stay in a school 

district can be complex as it involves both professional and personal concerns.  

Grounded in the current understanding of teacher retention in rural areas (Ashiedu, 

Scott-Ladd, 2012; Boyd, Grossman, Lankford, Loeb & Wyckoff, 2008; Ingersoll & 

Smith, 2003) this study sought to examine why teachers choose to stay in rural 

teaching positions.  

The purpose of the review of literature in this study was to better understand 

how New Hampshire’s rural contexts may influence teacher retention in rural schools.  

To effectively understand teacher retention, teacher attrition was also included because 

of the inherent relationship between the two constructs.  Developing a conceptual 

framework that included the rural context and issues contributing to teacher retention 

and mobility was vital to truly understand the problem of interest.  Through thoughtful 

consideration of these constructs the developed conceptual framework (see Figure 1) 

served as a structure to guide data collection and analysis in this study.   
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The Rural Context 

The United States has 16,025 school districts, 2,713 of which are considered 

rural (U.S. Department of Education, National Center for Education Statistics, 2003).  

These 2,713 rural districts are responsible for educating 8,524,484 students, 17.6 

percent of the United States public elementary and secondary student population (U.S. 

Department of Education, National Center for Education Statistics, 2003).  While the 

combined public and non-public, percentage of rural students is 21.3 percent 

nationally; the percentage of rural students varies greatly across the individual states.  

In New England alone there is a wide discrepancy of the percentages of total students 

considered rural in each state.  Reviewing the percentage of rural students in each of 

the six states, one notices similarities between the southern three states and two of the 

northern most states with New Hampshire standing alone at 34.2% (see Table 1).  At 

18.2 percentage points below Vermont and 20.3 percentage points above Connecticut, 

New Hampshire’s percentage of rural students represents a population that isn’t the 

majority of the total state student population and isn’t an extreme minority. Making 

New Hampshire’s rural student population, and potential its rural communities, unique 

in the region. 

The term rural has many connotations, often focusing on a region’s population, 

geography, or distance from an urbanized area.  Merriam-Webster defines rural as, “of 

or relating to the country, country people or life, or agriculture” (2018).  The Merriam-

Webster definition is problematic because it does not account for the rural 

communities that are heavily 
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dependent on other resource extractive industries as well as those that are dependent 

on secondary, and tertiary industries (Humphrey, 1994). Extractive industries could 

include but are not limited to mining, logging, quarrying, and hunting.  Secondary  

Table 1: Percentage of students in New England States Identified as Coming from 

Rural Areas (U.S. Department of Education, National Center for Education Statistics, 

2013). 

New England States Percentage of Students 

Maine 54.8 

Vermont 55.8 

New Hampshire 34.2 

Connecticut 12.1 

Massachusetts 9.3 

Rhode Island 10.2 

 

industries are mainly comprised of manufacturing, processing, and production.  

Examples could include lumber mills, wind farms, and milk processing plants.  

Common rural tertiary industries are health care, education, tourism, and hospitality 

services.  Rural communities may depend more or less on specific industries; 

extractive, secondary, and/or tertiary based on their resources and locations; regardless 

of the type industry all contribute in some way to the context of a given area.   
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Federal departments, agencies, and bureaus have over 17 different definitions 

and identifiers for rural (R. Mahaffey, Executive Director of the Rural School and 

Community Trust, personal communication, July 18, 2018).  The U.S. Department of 

Agriculture describes rural as open countryside, having a population under 2,500, 

however depending on the specific definition of rural, population can vary up to 

49,999 (2018).  While the Office of Management and Budget categorizes rural into 

three urban centric categories; rural fringe, rural distant, and rural remote (2000).  

Rural fringe is defined as, “rural territory that is less than or equal to 5 miles from an 

urbanized area…” rural distant is defined as, “rural territory that is more than 5 miles 

but less than or equal to 25 miles from an urbanized area…” and rural remote is 

defined as, “rural territory that is more than 25 miles from an urbanized area…” 

(2000).  The reliance on population size and distance from urban areas is problematic 

due to the variety of other characteristics that contribute to community identity and 

ethos.   

Other than describing a community’s proximity to a city or suburban area, 

these definitions do little for the overall understanding of rural.  These generalized 

definitions of rural are centrally focused on urban areas, creating an additional 

complication in understanding the rural context. This is not a novel problem for rural 

communities’, as Sher describes: 

Rural Americans may well represent the single most diverse and 

heterogeneous group of individuals and communities in our society.  The 

island village off the coast of Maine, a coal mining town in West Virginia, a 

ranching area in Wyoming, a college town in Minnesota, an impoverished 
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community in the Mississippi Delta region, a ski-resort section of Vermont, a 

migrant worker settlement in Texas, an Alaskan Native village near the Arctic 

Circle, and a prosperous grain-farming area in Iowa have little in common, 

except they are all classified as rural areas of the United States (Sher, 1977, as 

cited in Burton, Brown & Johnson, 2013, p. 2). 

Rural sociologist Paul Nachitigal (1982) identified four components to assist 

with the categorization and conceptualization of rural communities; values, socio 

economic factors, political structure locus of control, and priorities for schools.  Under 

his typology rural communities are categorized as rural poor, traditional middle 

America, or community in transition.  Rural communities even within the same 

geographical region may have different core values, views toward education, average 

income, and overall community influence.  These communities are unique and 

categorizing them based on an urban frame of reference is problematic because it 

diminishes the significance of rural.  Nachitgal’s (1982) four components of rural, 

better assist in understanding the complexities of the rural context and provide a more 

useful framework for describing rural than proximity to urban areas.  For this reason, 

his model will be used to define rural in this study.  

History of Rural Education  

The history of rural education is unique to each community and school.  “Just 

as there are many definitions of rural America, a common definition of rural education 

is equally elusive” (Otto, 1995, p. 12).   Historically, rural communities were poor; the 

role of education in these communities was valued, but only enough to be able to work 

on the family farm or in a trade. The common daily education of rural students was 
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informal and focused on areas of agriculture, hunting and fishing (Bush, 1898).  

Students were primarily educated in the basic skills of reading and writing, enough to 

be successful working in an agrarian culture.  Typically, formal education concluded 

at the end of the eighth grade and was often taught by an individual who was 

unqualified (Otto, 1995).  Students living in rural areas during the late 17th Century did 

not have the same quality of educators as students living in more urban areas.  

To better understand the rural educational context, as it relates to teacher 

retention, and historical prospective of the nation’s educational system is fundamental.  

Schools in rural settings served as a strong indicator of the strengths, challenges, and 

values of the local community.  Many of the regulations, policies, and issues effecting 

rural schools today can be traced back to the Colonial Period of the United States.  

New England states, beginning with Massachusetts, passed laws that ensured each 

town, urban or rural, would receive a schoolhouse and teacher, this legislation was 

central to the idea that local level education was a priority (Dexter, 1919).  These 

places of learning, may have been a converted barn, private residence, or newly built 

schoolhouse, known as Common Schools (Bush, 1898), but regardless of the type of 

structure all communities in Massachusetts at that time had a designated school and 

teacher.  

 The Commonwealth of Massachusetts was an early leader in educational 

reform.  Its first secretary in 1837, Horace Mann who greatly influenced the 

surrounding New England States, led the State’s Board of Education; by 1860 all New 

England States had a designated school and teacher (Mann, 1868). Not unlike today 

many new teachers sought out working opportunities and experience where work was 
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available.  However, historically, teacher positions were more permanent, making the 

teacher part of the fabric of the community (Sauceman & Mays, 1999).  This stands in 

stark opposition to the contemporary field of teaching, where educators are not bound 

to teaching positions by lack of transportation and can more readily access other 

employment opportunities. Unlike the rural teachers of the Common School era, the 

mobility of today’s teachers makes becoming part of the community more 

challenging.   

 A majority of the wealthy resided in more urbanized areas that were 

manufacturing and transportation hubs, thus offering better schools and educational 

opportunities for students.  Schools located in agricultural rural communities were 

often thought of as inadequate by the urban populous because of assumptions that 

education was under-valued (Tieken, 2014).  These early inequities continue to persist.  

Rural schools are neglected by policy makers and professional educators alike, who 

instead, prioritize issues related to education in urban areas (Guenther & Weible, 

1983).  However, some effort to address accountability, attention, and support of rural 

educational issues has increased over the past half century through high stakes testing 

policies, financial support through Federal Grants, and efforts to increase equity 

through the U.S. Department of Education’s Rural Educational Resource Center.  The 

uniqueness provided to rural schools by their individual community contexts make 

implementing universal polices problematic thereby limiting their potential for 

improving issues in rural education.  While efforts have been made to provide equity 

and accountability across our nation’s schools, they have only been minimally 

effective with many rural schools continuing to struggle (Burton, Brown & Johnson, 
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2013).  Common Schools, while created by policy were successful not because of 

legislation alone but because of the teachers that knew, understood, and stayed in the 

community.   

 While there have been attempts at improvement of inequities throughout 

history, little has changed in terms of the low priority placed on rural education in the 

United States.  In fact, it seems in some ways the level of priority and attention has 

declined (Peltzman, 1993; Christakis, 2017).  What once was an educational system in 

New England that included all communities having their own school and teacher has 

now become a system within which small communities and those with declining 

economies are closing their schools (Bard, Gardener & Wieland, 2006).  Additionally, 

at the federal level massive cuts to funding that supports rural education has occurred 

(DelReal, 2017). Given this decline in priority and attention, understanding how rural 

schools retain teachers matters because the loss of high-quality educators further 

marginalizes rural students and communities. 

Teacher Attrition in Rural Schools 

Retaining teachers has been historically difficult for rural schools (Guha, Hyler 

& Darling-Hamond, 2017; Williams & Cross, 1985).  The U.S. Department of 

Education’s National Center for Education Statistic’s Schools and Staffing Survey 

(SASS) indicated that of the 3,377,900 teachers nationwide, 948,100 or 28% are rural 

teachers (2013).  Teacher attrition is partly comprised of the number of teachers 

exiting the field of education; this includes those entering preretirement, making a 

career change, and migration to other schools (Sutcher, Darling-Hammond & Carver-

Thomas, 2016).  In the case of rural schools, teacher mobility is a significant 
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contributing factor to attrition.  In 2013, of the 948,100 rural teachers in the United 

States, 8.4 percent left their teaching positions (United State Department of Education, 

2013). 

Compared to other community types, the teacher attrition rate is .05 percent 

higher in rural schools than in urban schools, and 2.0 percent higher than suburban 

schools (United States Department of Education, 2013).  One commonality shared by 

both urban and rural school districts is that they service high-density underprivileged 

student populations, a characteristic which is associated with high teacher turnover 

(Darling-Hammond, 2003).  In combination with the attrition rate this adds urgency to 

the need to understand teacher retention and attrition in rural areas.  Understanding 

teacher retention and attrition is a matter of equity, access, and opportunity. 

 Fostering retention in rural schools is not a straightforward task.  Rural 

schools lacking large tax bases and resources struggle to effectively address teacher 

attrition (Kaden, Patterson, Heally & Adams, 2016).  The U.S. Census Bureau, 

Current Population Report (2016) identified 15.8 percent of rural families living below 

the poverty line.  Schools with high poverty rates have the highest turnover of all 

public schools (Ingersoll, 2004) and a positive correlation exists between high teacher 

attrition rates and high levels of underprivileged students (Ingersoll & Smith, 2003; 

Hanushek & Rivkin, 2007).  This is a significant problem for rural schools that often 

have high concentrations of academically, and/or socioeconomically disadvantaged 

students (Tieken, 2014; Beeson & Strange, 2003). Teacher retention has major 

financial and cultural implications for all schools, but is exaggerated in rural schools 

because of smaller budgets.  This coupled with a predominantly aging population, 
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creates inequities for rural communities especially in states with funding formulas that 

are derived from the local property tax base.    

The cycle of teacher turnover impacts schools academically, culturally, and 

financially (Barnes, Crowe & Schaefer 2007; Guin, 2004).  When rural schools 

repeatedly experience teachers leaving for other districts it can impact a schools’ 

ability to build capacity.  This includes expectations, professional responsibilities, 

common understanding of outcomes, and teacher leadership; all-important for 

developing the professional community (DuFour & Eaker, 2009).  Replacing veteran 

staff with new teachers who are not as professionally skilled and knowledgeable is not 

sustainable for rural schools due to the time, commitment, and expenses involved with 

training new staff (Johnson, Kraft & Papay, 2012).  Providing training through which 

professional experience and skill development is gained creates highly marketable 

teachers who often seek employment in other schools.  This perpetuates the myth that 

rural schools are training grounds for teachers looking to become more employable in 

school districts that are perceived to be more desirable places to work (McClure & 

Reeves, 2004).  This is not a sustainable model for rural schools; the continual need to 

recruit and train new teachers severely strains financial resources. 

During the 2008-2009 school year approximately 500,000 teachers in the 

United States left their respective schools (Keigher, 2010).  This is not an isolated 

statistic; The Learning Policy Institute has projected that teacher attrition rates will 

continue to increase.  “By 2020, an estimated 300,000 new teachers will be needed per 

year, and by 2025, that number will increase to 316,00 annually” (Sutcher, Darling-

Hammond & Carver-Thomas, 2016, p.16).   A decline in the economic climate often 
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associated with layoffs and reductions in force can be a factor in retention; most 

teachers are not willing to risk current employment with new employment prospects 

even with the ability to earn a higher salary (Hough & Loeb, 2013).  During episodes 

of recession or economic decline teacher retention rates tend to increase.   

Retaining quality teachers is a significant problem facing public schools in the 

United States (National Commission on Teaching & America’s Future, 2007); and 

particularly significant in rural areas where the complexity of issues at the local level 

can fuel the issue. “Rural America is not monolithic, so no single policy can address 

its varying challenges” (Johnson, 2006, p. iii).  Therefore, teacher attrition cannot be 

addressed by a universal prescription.  To retain teachers in rural schools requires 

policy makers and educational leaders   have a deep understanding of the unique 

needs, values, and uniqueness of each rural community.  This type of work will not be 

simple, as it will require an investment of time, to build meaningful trust across 

closely bonded social communities.    

Teacher attrition is a multifaceted issue; balancing elements of working 

conditions, job satisfaction, and the community’s support for local schools (Taylor, 

2013).  The constant turnover of teachers adds complexity to the issue of attrition and 

is, further complicated in rural areas by the wide variance of community 

characteristics.  Working conditions, job satisfaction, and community engagement 

have all been identified by researchers as factors that influence teacher rationale to 

leave the profession, or migrate schools (Allensworth, Ponisciak & Mazzeo, 2009; 

Boyd, Grossman, Ing, Lankford, Loeb & Wyckoff, 2011; Feiman-Nemser, 2001; 

Hanushek & Rivkin, 2007; Huysman, 2008; Ingersoll & Smith, 2003; Johnson, Kraft 
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& Papay, 2012; Ladd, 2011; Ouyang & Paprock, 2006; Lyson, 2002).  How these 

constructs influence teachers in rural schools is paramount to understanding why 

teachers decide to leave or stay. 

Working Conditions in Rural Schools  

           Working conditions are those things related to contractual obligations as agreed 

to by the local teachers’ association and the local school district.  “Surveys of teachers 

have long shown that working conditions play a major role in decisions to move 

schools or leave the profession” (Darling-Hammond, 2003, p. 11).  Salary and 

professional development have been identified as working conditions that have the 

most impact on the likelihood of teachers staying or leaving in rural schools (Darling-

Hammond, 2003; Glover et. al., 2016; Hanushek & Rivkin, 2007; Howley & Howley, 

2005; Johnson, Kraft & Papay, 2012; Ladd, 2011).  Schools that are able to offer 

competitive salaries, quality and differentiated professional development, including 

provisions of support and ongoing mentorship for new educators, are better able to 

retain their teachers. 

Salaries  

 Beginning salaries are a significant factor for new teachers when searching for 

employment; this contributes to small candidate pools in lower paying districts 

(Kaden, Patterson Heally & Adams, 2016).  “Higher salaries reduce the probability 

that teachers leave a district” (Hanushek, Kain & Rivkin, 2004, p. 37).  Historically 

this has been a challenge for rural schools that lacked the financial resources or 

capabilities to competitively pay their staff, an issue that has been exacerbated by the 

struggling rural economies of the early 21st century. (Malloy & Allen, 2007; Monk, 
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2007; Tickamyer & Duncan, 1990; Norton & Bird, 2017).  The issue of salary can also 

cause competition between rural schools that attract similar pools of candidates and 

have differing economic resources (Sutcher, Darling-Hammond, Carver-Thomas, 

2016). 

Increasing teacher salaries are often thought of as the primary solution to 

solving teacher attrition issues (Imazeki, 2004).  Low salaries have been attributed to 

teacher migration, as well as teachers leaving the field of education in general 

(Ingersoll, 1999; Taylor, 2013).  Both the lowest and highest paid teacher average 

salaries in rural districts are below districts classified as urban or suburban (U.S. 

Department of Education, 2012).  Rural districts offer relatively lower salaries than 

suburban or urban districts.  In addition, rural teachers have the lowest median base 

salary when compared to suburban and city locales (see Table 2). Annually teachers 

are paid $1,000 less than an urban teacher and $2,700 less than suburban teachers.   

Table 2: Median Base Teacher Salary, 2003 - 2004 (Provasnik et al., 2007) 

 

Year to year this may not seem substantial however, considering a 15-year teaching 

period this is an average loss of $15,000 when compared to the median urban teacher 

and $45,000 when compared to the median suburban salary.  Over 75 percent of 

teachers who transferred from their previously associated schools listed low salaries as 

a major factor in their decisions to leave (Ingersoll & Smith, 2003). This has 

considerable implications for the retention of teachers in rural school districts. 

Locale    Rural  Suburban       City  

Median Base Salary  $43,000  $45,700    $44,000 
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A 2008 study provided findings that teachers who were unsatisfied with the 

pay scales and negotiated terms found in their districts’ collective bargaining 

agreement sought other employment opportunities (Huysman, 2008).  During the 

2011-2012 school year, only 59 percent of rural school districts offered tuition 

reimbursement and just five percent of rural educators received salary incentives to 

work in locations identified as rural (U.S. Department of Education, 2012).  Both the 

national and local economic climates are important considerations regarding funding 

for teacher salaries (Hough & Loeb, 2013).  Community support of school budgets can 

create a tenuous political and social climate.  In rural communities this can be caused 

by a significantly lower percentage of school-age children than urban and metropolitan 

areas, a higher than average elderly population, and a potential portion of the 

population that can be described as second homebuyers who do not have direct ties to 

the school system (Monk, 2007).  The effect of an aging population is a declining tax 

base, a phenomenon that contributes to residents voicing their concerns about rising 

costs; in hopes that school board members limit the budget increases that often are 

associated with salary increases.   

The rural tax base is burdened by the lack of overall population and amount of 

businesses to tax.  The United States Department of Agriculture, Economic Research 

Service compiled national data from the US Census Bureau’s American Community 

Survey of the average rural household.  Data from 2016 yielded that the median 

household income in rural communities was $49,295, compared to the urban median 

household income of $60,542 (USDA, Economic Research Service).  While the 

property tax rate per $1,000 may be the same in two communities, there may be 
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substantial differences between the residential and business tax rates due to population 

size and the local services required to support the community.  This combined with the 

income gap between rural and urban communities makes the provision of competitive 

teacher salaries in rural communities difficult to attain, if not unrealistic. 

It is clear from the existing research that there is a need for a competitive wage 

scale if school districts are going to retain their teaching force (Ismazeki, 2005; Monk, 

2007; Hanushek, Kain & Rivkin, 2004).  However, salary is not the sole working 

condition responsible for retaining or losing teachers.   Many teachers choose to stay 

in rural schools for reasons beyond salaries (Hammer, Hughes, McClure, Reeves & 

Salgado, 2005; Brill & McCartney; 2008).  Opportunities, for teachers to 

professionally develop and lead are also identified as reasons for teacher attrition and 

retention. 

Professional Development   

 Professional development has a direct link to retaining teachers (National 

Commission on Teaching & America’s Future, 2007).  The ability to learn 

professionally with and from one’s colleagues has specific implications for teacher 

retention in rural schools (Hord, 2008), where attrition can negatively influence the 

professional community.  Attrition inhibits opportunities for teachers to develop and 

connect professionally. Hord (2008), reported that teachers who were able to make 

professional connections with other educators within their own buildings showed an 

increase in morale and motivation, both characteristics of the work environment that 

are associated with teacher retention.  Attrition can limit teacher ability to build 

trusting professional relationships, a condition that is necessary in order for 
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professionals to feel able to share their expertise and knowledge in given areas of the 

curriculum, pedagogical practices, or general teaching responsibilities.  When access 

to professional development opportunities are hindered, whether collectively or 

teacher-to-teacher, the environment is created for increased teacher attrition.    

  It is not uncommon for rural schools to have one teacher per grade level 

(Howley & Howley, 2005).  The lack of a team with whom they share commonalities 

and collaborate creates a sense of professional isolation and limits opportunities to 

develop curriculum, units, and common assessments with other teachers within the 

school.  The high frequency of staff turnover in rural schools also makes it difficult for 

veteran staff members to develop trusting relationships with new staff (Guin, 2004), 

with those teachers being hesitant to invest time and develop relationships in new 

colleagues who may quickly move on.  This phenomenon can make it difficult for new 

teachers to assimilate into the community and culture of the school.  The effects of 

attrition on the professional community contributes to the ability of rural districts to 

retain new hires and develop high functioning teams within schools, subsequently 

diminishing their ability to develop the organizational capacity needed to sustain and 

grow initiatives.   The sense of professional isolation can negatively affect the ability 

of rural districts to retain newly hired teachers.  These teachers, who are often 

completing degrees and or seeking alternative pathways to certification during their 

probationary year, are left without the benefit of access to reflective conversations 

with more experienced members of a teaching team; conversations that can support 

their establishment as accepted members of the professional learning community, and 

provide opportunities to engage in problems of practice or peer coaching.   
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The multiple demands of teaching are difficult in any school setting.  New 

teachers are the highest demographic group of all teachers leaving schools (Elfers, 

Plecki & Knapp, 2006).  Opportunities to build teacher capacity are dependent upon 

collegial collaboration, peer feedback, and meaningful professional development.  

Rural teachers new to the field of education are in the most need of these supports.  

However, professional isolation is inherently indicative in the rural context, in addition 

to the issues of trust within the professional community caused by attrition, the 

isolation can also be caused by the lower population of both employees and students.  

This contextual characteristic of the community underscores the need for rural districts 

to develop embedded professional development that supports the establishment of a 

professional learning community paradigm (Hord, 2008, Eaker & DuFour, 2009).  

This is crucial within districts but also across rural districts and communities to assist 

in bringing teachers out of isolation and strengthening rural teaching networks. 

Mentoring and induction with expert teachers are important pieces of 

professional development that assist in assimilating and integrating new teachers to 

their respective school placements (National Commission on Teaching & America’s 

Future, 2007; Alhija & Fresko, 2010; Lowe, 2006).  Studies have yielded results that 

new teachers, within the first five years of employment leave at rates between 40 and 

50 percent (Ingersoll & Smith, 2003; Ingersoll & Kralik, 2004).  “Mentors are 

especially crucial.  Life for beginning teachers has traditionally been described as a 

sink-or-swim proposition” (Ingersoll & Smith, 2003, p. 33).  This is important for 

rural schools, which compared to their urban and suburban counterparts already have 

difficulty attracting large pools of candidates.  A majority of attrition occurs with non-
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tenured teachers who are in the probationary period of their careers (Ingersoll & 

Smith, 2003). “National studies indicate that up to 20-30 percent of new teachers leave 

the profession within the first five years, and that attrition is even higher in high-

poverty schools and in high-need subject areas” (Guha, Hyler & Darling-Hamond, 

2017, p. 33).  Mentoring creates social bonds, support systems, and aids new teachers 

in developing a better understanding of how to become successful in their specific 

districts and school buildings (National Commission on Teaching & America’s 

Future, 2007).  Through professional conversations, encouragement, recognition, and 

help navigating the school environment, mentoring can make the difference in 

retaining and losing a teacher.  In the case of rural schools this is significant, as issues 

of attrition inhibit the development of these programs, threaten the time needed to 

fully integrate teachers into the professional community; and subsequently the ability 

to retain new teachers. 

Districts that have established mentoring programs are better able to draw and 

prepare new teachers, with over a 70 percent retention level for teachers in their first 

five years of employment (Guha, Hyler & Darling-Hamond, 2017).  Research 

indicates that it takes five to seven years of teaching experience to achieve mastery of 

the profession (Feiman-Nemser, 2001).  Rural schools must find ways to retain both 

developing and mastery level teachers in order to build internal capacity and support 

new hires.  If not, teacher attrition can compound the risks of school failure.  Schools 

will be unable to build a quality veteran staff, keep and support new teachers and 

ultimately never fully build capacity necessary to sustain high functioning professional 

teaching teams.  “Most induction programs have no curriculum, and mentoring is a 
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highly individualistic process” (Feiman-Nemser, 2001, p. 1049), in environments 

where professional isolation is experienced this type of model is not likely to 

positively contribute to teacher retention.  Therefore, it is vital that rural schools 

provide accountable, research-based programming, and rigorous learning experiences 

for their teachers. 

Mentoring is a best practice in teacher retention, however oversight and 

accountability is often limited due to staffing.  This matter is further complicated in 

rural settings because finding compatible mentors that possess the required years of 

experience teaching grade level or subject content, and general classroom management 

is limited (Ingersoll & Kralik, 2004).  Rural life provides additional challenges for 

teachers who need to navigate childcare, work second jobs, engage in graduate course 

work and other personal activities that are miles away from schools.  Often 

implemented outside the school day, mentoring activities can subsequently become 

financially inaccessible for participants.  Districts lacking the associated professional 

development infrastructure and funding can have difficulties attracting and securing 

mentors and getting new teachers to engage in mentoring activities beyond the 

contracted day.   

High quality schools no matter rural, suburban, or urban require meaningful 

professional development to support and integrate new staff into the professional 

culture.  However, inequities are evident between rural schools and their suburban and 

urban cousin.  Geographic isolation makes it difficult for rural teachers to engage in an 

immediate and wide range of professional conversations.  The limited amount of 

content or grade level specific teachers minimizes opportunities for collaborative 
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discourse, and contributes to professional isolation. The resulting lack of professional 

growth and relationships with colleagues tends to minimize the years’ teachers spend 

working in rural schools.  Professional development is directly related to the working 

conditions associated with teacher retention and attrition; not unrelated, job 

satisfaction is another consideration impacting teachers’ decisions to leave or stay in a 

rural school. 

Job Satisfaction  

Job satisfaction is the perception and expectation of teachers in relation to the 

level of contentment in their given schools.  “Job satisfaction could influence how 

employees perceive the relationship between their work role and fulfillment of value 

important to them” (Locke, 1996; Bunting, 2005 as cited in Ashiedu & Scott-Ladd, 

2012).  Teachers who feel valued and that they have made positive contributions to 

their given school, find satisfaction in their employment which in turn sustains a 

school climate that positively influences job satisfaction.  Overall school climate and 

community have been identified as elements of the working conditions that have 

influence on teachers’ decisions to remain employed in their current school of 

employment (Shann, 1998; Inman & Marlow, 2004; Minarik, Thornton & Perreault, 

2003). Regardless of salary and benefits schools that have a supportive community, 

develop a culture in which teachers feel valued.   

School Climate   

 School climate is synonymous with the emotional state, disposition and 

temperament of a school (Tobin, Muller & Turner, 2006; Loukas, 2007; Hancock, & 

Scherff, 2010).  Aspects of school climate that are factors in retaining teachers 
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include, support from administration and low numbers of student behavioral issues 

(Ingersoll & Smith, 2003; Ingersoll, 1999).  Schools that value trust, collaboration, 

and respect create desirable work environments for teachers.  A school’s climate can 

be the difference in a teacher choosing to stay in their position, migrating to another 

school, or leaving the profession. 

Teachers who feel supported by their administrators are more likely to return 

to their schools on a yearly basis (National Commission on Teaching & America’s 

Future, N.N. 2007).  Conversely, teachers who have a perceived negative relationships 

and poor interactions with their administrator(s) are more apt to leave their teaching 

positions (Boyd, Grossman, Ing, Lankford, Loeb & Wyckoff, 2011).  In a 2011 study 

conducted by Boyd et. al., general influence and interactions with administration were 

the most significant predictors of teacher retention.  In a 2016 study, Sutcher, Darling 

Hammond, Carver-Thomas, confirmed the importance of administrative support by 

identifying that support from administration was the most influential factor associated 

with teacher retention and attrition.  

Schools that do not have consistent student management systems and 

knowledgeable staff to implement behavior management strategies are likely to see 

increased negative student behaviors, and subsequently issues with teacher retention 

and attrition.  Student behavior has a significant impact on teacher decision-making 

around whether or not to return to schools (Schaefer, Long & Clandinin, 2012).  

Teachers who continually feel disrespected and unable to build effective relationships 

with their students are more likely to leave schools than those who do not experience 

these issues (Ouyang & Paprock, 2006).  New teachers often struggle with classroom 
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management (Oliver & Reschly, 2007). Without a consistent veteran teaching staff to 

provide mentoring around student management and the establishment of classroom 

expectations, new teachers are missing a critically needed professional support that 

can indirectly influence their sense of job satisfaction.   Failure to retain teachers can 

cause diminished morale that manifests throughout the school (Luther & Richman 

2009).  Teachers may leave rural areas because they view the school as not being 

professionally adequate to meet their needs as an educator.  Recognizing how school 

climate influences job satisfaction is vital to the sustainability of rural schools, as is 

how teachers connect to their sense of rural place.    

Relation to Place   

 Rural is not the same as urban.  While both settings share basic common 

systems and structures they are indeed different by virtue of their context, not 

insignificant is the decreased accessibility in rural areas to varieties of services and 

amenities (Hanushek & Rivkin, 2007).  While both urban and rural communities 

provide services to their citizens, rural communities have much less choice when it 

comes to selecting personal amenities such as medical providers, shopping for 

groceries, entertainment, and other aspects of daily life.  Some teachers associate these 

factors with quality of life thus making it difficult to secure teachers over a long period 

of time (Hayes, 2009).  In order for rural schools to keep their teachers it is imperative 

that they can navigate, understand, and enjoy the rural context.  For many teachers 

unfamiliar with the rural context this can indeed be an awakening. 

While rural communities across the United States vary in size, landscape, 

demographics, and resources, they share a common characteristic of an aging 
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population.  According to the United States, 2016 Census Bureau Report the average 

working population in rural areas is 43 years of age, as opposed to 36 years of age in 

urban areas (Day, Hays & Smith, 2016).  As previously discussed, the school funding 

process is impacted in rural communities by aging populations; additionally, this 

community characteristic makes it difficult to retain young teachers.  In turn this 

impacts teacher retention and attrition rates as younger teachers assuming their first 

teaching position are less likely to have same aged peer social supports and 

relationships (Stayworkplay New Hampshire & RMK Research, 2017).  The smaller 

and aging population challenges the social considerations of teacher retention in 

building healthy, positive relationships.  

New teachers transplant themselves to rural locations often for their first job 

(Gagnon & Mattingly, 2012).  These teachers often come with limited teaching 

experience, and to exacerbate the demands of the first year teacher, they also come 

with a lack of understanding of life in rural schools and communities (Burton, Brown 

& Johnson, 2013). They are drawn to rural communities for employment; this is the 

foot in the door to a teaching career but not necessarily a teaching career in a rural 

community. Training new teachers in which professional experience and skill 

development is gained only to create a highly marketable teacher that will benefit 

other schools, is not sustainable for rural schools.    

Teachers who spent part of their formative years in rural environments, or had 

some rural experiences, are linked to staying in rural teaching assignments longer than 

teachers without rural familiarity (Barley & Brigham 2008; Monk, 2007). In 2005, 

Boyd et. al. identified that teachers who attended a rural school as children sought 
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employment in similar rural communities.  These teachers found past experience, and 

familiarity with rural context was a significant motive of teachers for choosing 

positions in in rural areas (Boyd et al., 2005).  Extending from these findings, it stands 

to reason that teachers with higher levels of exposure to rural context will be more 

able to develop community attachments and subsequently be retained in positions.  

Community 

 Communities provide an identity and pride to the peoples of the region 

(Raposa, 2012). Traditions, rituals and values are passed from generation to 

generation, instilling a greater sense of belonging.  The telling of these stories honors 

and sustains cultural beliefs that are unique to a given region.  Community is more 

than just physical boundaries; it is about relationships, and how people perceive their 

place in the world. 

 The Psychological Sense of Community authored by McMillan and Chavis 

(1986) identifies four components of community.  These include, membership, 

influence, integration and fulfillment of needs, and shared emotional connection.   

Community offers physical and psychological safety and security to both the 

individual and the group.  Constituents are shaped by their community and as a 

member have the ability to make an impact in the larger community (McMillan & 

Chavis, 1986).  This dynamic, underpins the influential balance between conformity 

and autonomy, both the individual and group effect each other which results in 

shaping the overall sense of community. 

 It is community that provides the conditions necessary for people to take root 

and make a home.  The community is what “anchor(s) people to place” (Lyson, 2002, 
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p. 2).  It is the town hall, local police department, houses of worship, emergency 

services, and schools that offer individuals the opportunity to identify with their 

community.  This is not solely about the walls, roofs physical space it is about the 

relationships with the people whom identify with these community organizations.  

 Schools play a crucial role in the community.  “For many rural communities, 

the school is not only the social hub of the village, but the school setting also 

contributes to the sense of the survival of adults in the culture” (Lyson, 2002, p. 1).  

Schools act as a conduit to pass community values and educate students about their 

home and their overall sense of place, in the world, nation, and state.  One of the first 

social studies topics taught in schools to Kindergarten students is recognizing, 

describing, and understanding their local community (National Council for the Social 

Studies, 2013).  Through education students are able to learn about their home and 

what makes it special. 

 There is an inherent relationship between schools and community.  Schools 

assist in sustaining their local communities not only through education but through 

identity and shared experiences with generations of community members who walked 

the halls of the school or wore the same high school uniform.  Community is 

something not exclusive to rural areas, city neighborhoods have rich history’s, a strong 

sense of place, pride for their home, and the qualifications of membership, influence, 

integration and fulfillment of needs, and shared emotional connection that McMillan 

and Chavis describe in community (1986). 

 What makes communities different in rural and urban areas cannot be 

measured in richness of place, or character of the inhabitants, however the quantity of 
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opportunities to engage and embrace the spirit of community is these areas is vastly 

different.  Typically, rural communities are limited in the volume of services they can 

provide.  Due to population, location, and funding urban areas have a more extensive 

amount of communal connection.  “It could be that in larger communities there are 

other civic places such as libraries, parks, and service clubs that contribute to 

community welfare” Lyson, 2002, p. 8).  While many rural communities have some or 

all of these types of civic institutions do not have the sheer amount found in urban 

places.  Therefore, when rural communities lose civic institutions such as schools the 

effects to sustaining elements of community are greater than in urban areas where 

multiple structures and opportunities to engage and embrace community exist.  To 

preserve rural schools is to preserve rural communities, these are the communities that 

grow our food, cultivate resources, offer us opportunities to recreate, and overall 

support our nation and state. 

Community Engagement with Schools  

Having an understanding of how the community engages with its local school 

is crucial for longevity and retention of teachers.  As Feiman-Nemser (2001) 

describes: 

Beginning teachers need to learn about the larger community, what structures 

are in place for teachers to communicate with parents?  What community 

services are available?  How do other teachers establish productive 

relationships with families and work together on behalf of students and their 

education? (p. 1028)  
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The community’s intention to engage with their school is dependent upon a reciprocal 

relationship with the willingness of teachers to embrace and engage the community.  

The community-school dynamic is often reflective of community culture and values 

and can influence and shape working conditions in schools and subsequently teacher 

job satisfaction.    

Rural schools are often synonymously referred to as community schools (G. 

Funk, Director of the Rural Schools Collaborative, personal communication, July 19, 

2018, R. Mahaffey, Executive Director of the Rural School and Community Trust, 

personal communication, July 18, 2018).  These schools are often the hub of the local 

community.  Many community events and functions are held on school grounds, 

continually drawing community members through the doors of the building.  Rural 

schools host athletic events, drama and musical productions, voting, town meetings, 

after school programming, and childcare.  Traditionally the rural school has been the 

centerpiece of the community.  Often built on a hill, the school and community had 

clear views of each other, a visual reminder of the inherent relationship between 

school and community (G. Funk, Director of the Rural Schools Collaborative, 

personal communication, July 19, 2018).  Rural communities find pride in their 

schools.  Many residents are products of their local school with teachers having taught 

generations of families thus creating a sense of familiarity and establishing veteran 

teachers as part of the community fabric.  These teachers are knowledgeable about 

their town and have strong relationships with its families. 

 When community connections with the school are not sustained over time, 

because of teacher attrition, community engagement suffers.  The fabric that the 
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community and the school have intricately woven becomes threadbare.  Veteran 

teachers are familiar points of contact for parent volunteers, business relationships, 

town emergency services, local libraries, and recreation departments.  Without a 

healthy core of veteran teachers, the community and the school walk a parallel course, 

both servicing the community but never entwined or synergistic.  For example, local 

business may be present and serve the community but student internships may not be 

established and the local library may see scores of children but remain a separate 

entity untethered to the curriculum.  Lacking a healthy core of veteran teachers 

inhibits community partnerships and engagement with the school, as these types of 

relationships are organic and take time to develop. 

The economic climate and culture in rural communities today has a vast impact 

on rural schools not only from a financial standpoint but also of engagement (Schafft, 

2006; Ingersoll & Smith, 2003).  The rural job market often requires working families 

to take on several jobs.   This makes it difficult for parents to engage with schools.  

Due to the broad and sprawling geographic landscape, families may travel great 

distances to work a variety of seasonal jobs (Monk, 2007; Schafft, 2006).  The 

location of seasonal work may require parents to enroll their children in several 

different schools during the academic year.  Without time and opportunities for 

parents to become rooted, the ability of parents to engage with a school in the manner 

needed to build relationships with teachers is negatively affected. 

 The resources, needs and dynamics of each rural community are unique.  If 

rural communities are to sustain meaningful partnerships with their schools’ 

opportunities for engagement must be relevant and meet the changing needs facing 
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that rural community (Masumoto & Brown-Welty, 2009).  By virtue of the intrinsic 

relationship between community and school, what affects the community affects the 

school.  Rural schools and communities are interdependent; in order to sustain rural 

communities and rural schools both must support and complement one another.   

Conclusion 

Research indicates retaining teachers is crucial in order to improve the viability 

and sustainability of rural schools (Burton, Brown & Johnson, 2013; Guha, Hyler & 

Darling-Hamond, 2017; Hayes, 2009; Hammer, Hughes, McClure, Reeves & Salgado, 

2005; Ingersoll, 2001; Malloy & Allen, 2007; Monk, 2007; McClure & Reeves, 2004).  

In regards to educational resources, “teachers are the most important school factor 

associated with student achievement, …” (Hochbein & Carpenter, 2017, p. 464).  

Retaining quality teachers allows schools to maintain an environment that assists in 

developing positive school climate, as well as, providing a consistent level of 

expectations for student learning.  Undoubtedly rural schools matter to their local 

communities, but they also matter in providing a quality education to our nation’s 

future workforce.  Approximately 17.5 percent of students are enrolled in rural schools 

throughout the United States.  These students need their teachers to stay if they are to 

receive a quality education, to invest in themselves as learners, and become part of a 

viable work force for the community (U.S. Department of Education, National Center 

for Education Statistics, 2003). 

Many challenges exist in combating high teacher attrition rates in rural areas.  

This holds true for rural schools that lack the ability to offer competitive wages, 

maintain a positive school climate, provide relevant sustained professional 
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development, and partner with an engaged community.  Developing sustainable 

systems, supports, and strategies for rural schools to retain teachers is vital for the 

continuation of delivering a quality education in rural settings.   

Rural teachers are invaluable to sustaining rural schools and communities.  Not 

unlike today, many teachers from the nineteenth century ended up in rural locations 

because of the opportunity to teach, however the difference was that these teachers 

stayed.  The community and schools had synergistic relationships, the teachers took 

care of the community and the community took care of its teachers.  Rural 

communities and schools cannot afford to continue to invest in training and preparing 

teachers to have them not return.  “Rural schools, in particular, serve as symbols of 

community autonomy, vitality, and identity” (Hobarat & Schafft, 2009, p.5).  If rural 

schools are to continue to be sustainable and support the local community, these 

schools need their rural teachers to stay.  Due to the fact that rural schools have limited 

resources they must be creative, purposeful, and make use of the given community’s 

sense of place when it comes to teacher retention efforts.  The aim of this study was to 

contribute to the limited body of research in better understanding teacher retention and 

attrition in rural New Hampshire schools, where the median attrition rate is 9.7 percent 

(Learning Policy Institute, 2016). 
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Chapter 3 – Methodology and Research Design 

Retaining rural teachers is a challenge for school districts across the United 

States.  Studies show that rural districts are more vulnerable to teachers leaving their 

districts than those classified as urban or suburban (Ingersoll, 2001; Malloy & Allen, 

2007; Guha, Hyler & Darling-Hamond, 2017).  In addition, the literature also suggests 

that school working conditions, teacher job satisfaction, and a community’s 

engagement with its schools, may contribute to an individual’s decision to leave or 

stay in their position.  If these constructs can be better understood within the context 

of New Hampshire’s unique rural regions, it may assist in improving teacher retention 

rates in the state and in rural areas with similar contexts. 

The national teacher retention rate in addition to being on a decline is 

staggering; only 84.3 percent of teachers are staying in their schools (Goldring, Taie & 

Riddles, 2014).  The need for teacher retention is crucial; these rates must be corrected 

to meet the projected needs of our public schools. The retention rate for teachers with 

one to three years of experience is even lower, at 80.4 (Goldring, Taie & Riddles, 

2014), this group is the most at risk to leave their schools (Goldring, Taie & Riddles, 

2014).  These statistics suggest that it is difficult for many schools to build and sustain 

an organizational workforce for effective learning environments.  In rural schools, 

difficulty with teacher retention may be influenced by the rural context itself.  

In order to better understand issues of teacher retention in rural areas, this 

study focused on schools in rural New Hampshire.  New Hampshire was chosen due to 

its uniqueness in the New England region (see Table 1).  Additionally, a gap exists in 

the current body of literature pertaining to teacher retention in rural New England 
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schools, specifically New Hampshire.  I searched Google Scholar, EBSCO, and 

ProQuest databases utilizing the following keywords: rural New Hampshire schools, 

New Hampshire schools, New England schools, teacher retention, and teacher 

attrition. A thesaurus was also utilized to search similar terms relating to the identified 

keywords. Source criteria included peer reviewed journal articles, written in the 

English language and published between the dates of 2000 and 2018.  Only five 

articles proved relevant, supporting the need for additional research in teacher 

retention and attrition in rural New Hampshire.  

The New Hampshire State Teacher Policy Yearbook (2015) identified New 

Hampshire as a state that does not meet the goal of retaining effective teachers.  

Specifically cited in the report, as contributors to issues of retention were new teacher 

induction1, professional development2, and compensation3.  In the same document, 

New Hampshire was identified as one of the three lowest states in the country to 

effectively retain teachers.  In a 2012 Schools and Staffing Survey, New Hampshire 

ranked 48th in response to school administrators being “supportive” and “encouraging” 

(Sutcher, Darling-Hammond & Carver-Thomas, 2016, p.33; Learning Policy Institute, 

 

1 Effective induction is available for all teachers, with special emphasis on teachers in 

high-need schools. 

 

2 Teachers receive feedback about their performance, and professional development is 

based on needs identified through teacher evaluations. 

 

3 Pay scales and performance pay, while local districts are given the authority over pay 

scales, performance pay is supported, but in a manner that recognizes its appropriate 

uses and limitations.  Differential pay for effective teaching in shortage and high-need 

areas is supported.  Compensation for prior work experience districts are encouraged 

to provide compensation for related prior subject-area work experience. 
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2012), this is concerning as teachers who perceive their administrators as being 

supportive are more likely to remain employed at the respective school (National 

Commission on Teaching & America’s Future, N.N. 2007).  In order to better 

understand the drivers of teacher retention and attrition in New Hampshire, it was 

paramount to first identify the makeup of the state’s public education system. 

The New Hampshire State Context 

 The State of New Hampshire employs 14,770 teachers who educate over 

182,425 students, from grades PreK-12 in public schools (Glander, 2017, New 

Hampshire Department of Education, 2017a).  These teachers and students are 

enrolled or affiliated with one of the 92 School Administrative Units (SAU) operating 

within the state of New Hampshire (see Figure 2) (Glander, 2017, New Hampshire 

Department of Education, 2017b).  New Hampshire has seen a steady decline in both 

students and teachers over the past 10 years (Norton & Bird, 2016).  Since 2006, New 

Hampshire’s student enrollment has dropped 15 percent, coupled with a 10 percent 

drop in teaching positions (Norton & Bird, 2016).  “The decline in the student 

population over the past decade has not been met with a corresponding drop in the 

number of teachers at the state’s public schools” (Norton, Barrick, Delay & 

Lautenschlager, 2012, p. 58).  Local schools and districts have fought to keep their 

teachers.  As a life-long resident of the state and a 11 year veteran educator in the NH 

public schools system it has been my observation that student teacher ratios are often 

the first statistic quoted in budgetary decisions, these numbers do not reflect the course 

offerings, rigor, and support services needed to effectively run a school that meets the 
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needs of all learners, but simply report the proportional relationship within a school of 

students and teachers.  Decisions based on these ratios often create difficulties 

Figure 2: Map of New Hampshire School Administrative Unit  

(New Hampshire Department of Education, 2018) 
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in keeping new teachers due to the fact that many districts’ reduction in force 

protocols are still rooted in longevity rather than teacher effectiveness or curriculum 

delivery needs.  (New Hampshire Public Employee Labor Relations Board, 2010). The 

influence of these practices on teacher retention in the state are not understood through 

empirical research but based on the review of literature may be a contributing factor to 

retention issues.   

 The allocation of the teacher workforce across the state has changed from 

being one that can be described as educators with 12 plus years of experience to 

novice educators with one to two years of teaching experience (Smith & Mackin, 

2006).  “These shifts toward more inexperienced teachers entering the profession, 

coupled with continued pressure to employ highly qualified teachers and fill critical 

shortage teaching areas, will put demands on the NHDOE and local school districts” 

(Smith & Mackin, 2006, p. 26).  Schools that are comprised of a novice workforce are 

more at risk of teacher churn, or high teacher attrition (Sutcher, Darling-Hammond & 

Carver-Thomas, 2016), a peril that rural schools cannot afford if they are going to be 

successful providing sustainable educational programming that will both support the 

success of their students and communities. 

Of the 488 schools in New Hampshire 235, or 48 percent, are considered rural4 

(Glander, 2017). These schools educate 62,389 students or 34.2% of New 

Hampshire’s PreK-12 public school population (Glander, 2017, Johnson & Strange, 

2009).  Between 2000 and 2016, 10 rural schools in the state have closed (Lee, Lu, 

 

4 Glander (2017) defined rural as having fewer than 100 residents per square mile 

related to or of the country, and has a strong sense of place.   
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Sierendzinski & Zervos, 2016).   School closure has significant impacts on 

communities, (Tieken, 2014) in the context of this study, the threat of closure was 

considered as a potential influencer of teacher retention. 

The state of New Hampshire funds its public schools through local, state, and 

Federal Government revenue sources (see Table 3).  “The total cost of public 

education in New Hampshire is now more than 3 billion a year" (DiStaso, 2018). 

Seventy-two percent of school funding comes from local sources; consisting mainly of 

local property taxes and small contributions from private funding (DiStaso, 2018; 

United States Department of Education, 2017; J. Tobin, former executive director of 

New Hampshire Legal Assistance, personal communication, October 3, 2018; A. 

Volinsky, New Hampshire Executive Council District 2, personal communication, 

October 3, 2018).  The state contributes 21 percent to public education.  Six percent of 

public education funding for the state comes from the Federal Government (DiStaso, 

2018; J. Tobin, former executive director of New Hampshire Legal Assistance, 

personal communication, October 3, 2018; A. Volinsky, New Hampshire Executive 

Council District 2, personal communication, October 3, 2018).  

In New Hampshire the state funding formula is based on the concept of 

adequacy.  New Hampshire State Law under RSA 193-E:1-E:5 describes in detail the 

requirements of providing an adequate public education.  RSA 193-E:1 Policy and 

Purpose states,  

It is the policy of the state of New Hampshire that public elementary and 

secondary education shall provide all students with the opportunity to acquire 

the knowledge and skills necessary to prepare them for successful participation 
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in the social, economic, scientific, technological, and political systems of a free 

government, now and in the years to come; an education that is consistent with 

the minimum standards for public school approval, the state-established 

academic standards, and school district or school curriculum (New Hampshire 

General Court, 2016, RSA 193-E:1). 

Table 3: State of New Hampshire Public Education Funding Sources 

 (DiStaso, 2018; United States Department of Education, 2017; J. Tobin, former 

executive director of New Hampshire Legal Assistance, personal communication, 

October 3, 2018; A. Volinsky, New Hampshire Executive Council District 2, personal 

communication, October 3, 2018) 

State of New Hampshire 

Public Education Revenue 

Sources 

Percent of Total Total Dollar Amount  

Federal 6% $180,000,000 

State 21% $630,000,000 

Local 72% $2,160,000,000 

Private 1% $30,000,000 

Total 100% $3,000,000,000 

 

 The state funding allocation, or adequacy formula, is based on a cost of $3,636 

per pupil (New Hampshire Department of Education, 2017e).  This figure has raised 

concern with what the idea of adequacy really represents (Norton & Bird, 2017) and is 

far from matching the average actual cost per pupil of $18,216.28 (New Hampshire 
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Department of Education, 2017d); a figure that represents what may be a more 

realistic cost for adequacy.   

 Despite the state average for per pupil costs, the range of  

cost per pupil spending is indicative of the variance that exists across community 

contexts with Landaff at $9,584.95 per pupil and Waterville Valley at $42,586.41 per 

pupil (New Hampshire Department of Education, 2017d).  New Hampshire’s school 

funding formula is primarily based on local property taxes thereby creating inequities 

in property-poor towns, many of which are rural.  Inequities, which include access to a 

consistent teaching force (Sutcher, Darling-Hammond & Carver-Thomas, 2016; 

Learning Policy Institute, 2012).  Property poor school districts have challenged the 

state’s education funding through litigation, the most notable cases being the 

Claremont I and II lawsuits, occurring in 1993 and 1997 (Umpstead, 2007).  The New 

Hampshire Supreme Court found in favor of the petitioners who were asserting that 

the state constitution mandated a more equitable funding structure and balance 

throughout the state. These factors in conjunction with four percent annual reductions 

of state adequacy aid for public education may be the tipping point for a Claremont III 

funding lawsuit (Norton & Bird, 2017; J. Tobin, former executive director of New 

Hampshire Legal Assistance, personal communication, October 3, 2018; A. Volinsky, 

New Hampshire Executive Council District 2, personal communication, October 3, 

2018).  Controversy still surrounds the state’s education funding structures, the 

balance of local control and educational equability are yet to be solved.  Funding is an 

obstacle for rural schools.  Understanding the relationship between school funding and 

teacher retention and attrition is a necessary question to explore. 
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In order to effectively address teacher retention and attrition in New Hampshire, 

understanding why teachers choose to work and stay in rural schools is vital 

information for policy makers and district leaders.  Armed with that knowledge 

policymakers will be better able to positively impact teacher retention efforts in New 

Hampshire’s rural schools.   In order to develop a deeper understanding of the 

relationship between rural schools and community contexts, it was necessary to 

answer why do teachers choose to stay employed in rural New Hampshire Schools?  

In order to answer that question the following sub-questions were utilized to guide 

data collection and analysis in this study. 

• How do New Hampshire’s rural contexts influence teacher retention in relation 

to working conditions? 

• How do New Hampshire’s rural contexts influence teacher in retention in 

relation to job satisfaction? 

• How do New Hampshire’s rural contexts influence teacher retention in relation 

to community engagement? 

Methodology 

The three main research methodologies, qualitative, quantitative, and mix 

methods were considered in an effort to determine the best strategy to answer the 

questions that guided this study.  Each addressed a specific purpose; and, the research 

questions, the aim of the research, and the researcher’s philosophical positions were 

all considered when selecting a methodology for this study.  Quantitative and mixed-

methods studies were considered for this study, however because the intent of the 

study focused on developing a deeper understanding of teacher retention, rather than 
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quantifying and measuring teacher retention across a potentially inconsistent rural 

context, a qualitative study was chosen.  A qualitative study guided understanding and 

accounted for participant perceptions, and assisted making meaning around how 

teachers viewed rural schools as employers (Patton, 2002).  

 Consideration of the researcher’s worldview, epistemology, and scholarly 

beliefs, supported the proposed methodology (Patton, 2002).  As a researcher holding 

a Constructivist worldview, I believe meaning is constructed through individuals’ 

experiences.  A teacher’s decision to leave or stay in a rural school is reached through 

his or her own deliberation and is highly individualistic.  The rural context is 

experienced through the individual and those experiences contribute to the breadth of 

understanding of rurality.  Understanding why teachers’ leave or stay working in rural 

schools is best answered by rural teachers.  Therefore, obtaining the accounts from a 

variety of participants across multiple settings regarding teacher retention in rural 

schools was crucial (Beeson & Strange, 2003 

In order to consider the variety of rural contexts and determine the 

relationships between contexts in New Hampshire, a multiple-case study design was 

used (Merriam, 1998).  Creswell (2014) defines case studies as,  

a qualitative design in which the researcher explores in depth a program, event, 

activity, process, or one or more individuals.  The case(s) are bounded by time 

and activity, and researchers collect detailed information using a variety of 

data collection procedures over a sustained period of time (p. 41).   

Yin (2003) complements the definition of a case study, as “an empirical inquiry that 

investigates a contemporary phenomenon within its real-life context, especially when 
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the boundaries between phenomenon and context are not clearly evident” (p. 13).  

Researching teacher retention and attrition across multiple sites provided contextual 

data within and across sites, regarding how teacher retention is manifested across the 

rural New Hampshire landscape, and provided a more holistic view of the issue within 

the state.  

This multiple-case study examined constructs associated with teacher retention 

in rural schools, specifically work conditions, job satisfaction, and community 

engagement.  As characterized by case study this multiple case study was “bounded by 

time and activity” (Creswell, 2014, p. 14).  The scope of data was bound by the two 

month long period of time of which data was collected.  The objective of this study 

was to identify the influences and conditions within those constructs that keep teachers 

in rural New Hampshire schools.  Due to the fact that teacher retention and attrition 

rates are based on the personal motives and decision making of teachers, obtaining 

multiple data points across multiple schools was necessary in order to make 

generalizations about rural teacher retention and attrition in rural New Hampshire.   

Research Design 

Setting and Context 

 To better account for the regional identity, sense of place, unique rural 

contexts and primary economic revenue sources, New Hampshire’s tourism 

classification of regions was utilized.  The state is comprised of seven major regions: 

The Great North Woods, White Mountains, Dartmouth Lake Sunapee, Lakes Region, 

Seacoast, Monadnock, and Merrimack Valley (New Hampshire Department of 

Business and Economic Affairs, 2018).  This study focused on the northern and 
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western regions of New Hampshire, which were considered, based on population 

density, the most rural.  The sampling goal of this study included  

one school from each of three regions in that area: The Great North Woods, White 

Mountains, and Dartmouth –Lake Sunapee (see Figure 3).  

Figure 3: New Hampshire Tourism Regions 

(“New Hampshire Regional Reports, 2011”, New Hampshire Department of 

Environmental Services) 
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The Great North Woods, White Mountains, and Dartmouth-Lake Sunapee 

regions, are the three most rural areas in the state (Norton & Bird, 2016), all of which 

have less than 75 people per square mile (see Table 4) (Norton, Barrick, Delay & 

Lautenschlager, 2012).  These areas, especially the northern regions are associated 

with a rapidly aging population over the age of 65 and increased poverty levels and 

lower property valuations (Norton & Bird, 2016).  Because of these characteristics, 

these three areas were important to examine, as poor rural towns have less resources 

and property taxes to fund their public schools (Mathis, 2003) and research has shown 

that loss of schools, attribute to loss of communities (Tieken, 2014).  New Hampshire, 

despite its size, is clearly a collage of diverse and distinct regions. Geography offers  

Table 4: Rural Regional Demographics 

(Norton, Barrick, Delay, Lautenschlager, 2012).   

 The Great North 

Woods 

The White 

Mountains  

Dartmouth-Lake 

Sunapee  

Population Per 

Square Mile  

19.2 28.1 74.5 

Property Value per 

Acre  

$2,239 $7,545 $16,545 

Poverty Level  12.7% 10.5% 8.9% 

Per Capita Average $25,467 $33,722 $32,233 

Population  31,634 136,177 131,892 

 

an easy template to carve up the state, but an analysis of more quantitative data – 

economic trends, education levels, and migratory patterns – underscores a simple 

reality: New Hampshire’s residents face different challenges and enjoy different 

opportunities depending on what part of the state they call home (Norton & Bird, 
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2016).  Utilizing Nachitigal’s (1982) components of categorization and 

conceptualization of rural communities; values, socio- economic factors, political 

structure locus of control, and priorities for schools, these regions were brought to life.   

The Great North Woods 

 The Great North Woods is home to Coös County and is the northern most 

region of the state; bordering Canada, Maine, and Vermont.  The name Great North 

Woods aptly depicts the region, with its breathtaking mountains, lush conifer forests, 

and sparkling streams, rivers and lakes.  The region makes up 20 percent of the land 

area of the state of New Hampshire and has a population of 31,634; approximately 2.5 

percent of the state’s population (CivicPlus, n.d).  This region depends heavily upon 

the tertiary industries of tourism, hospitality, health care, and public education as 

revenue streams.  The largest employers of the area include, The Mount Washington 

Hotel, Androscoggin Valley Hospital, Weeks Memorial Hospital, Bretton Woods Ski 

Areas, Federal Correctional Institution (FCI Berlin), City of Berlin School System – 

SAU 3, and Wal-Mart; all of which employ over 200 employees (New Hampshire 

Employment Security, 2018a).   

 Historically, many of the communities within the Great North Woods 

depended on the numerous paper mills that existed in the region for their economic 

stability.  Within the past 11 years nearly all of these mills have closed, creating socio- 

economic hardships for many families (Sayen, 2017) and subsequently for the 

communities in which they live.  These communities continue to face the challenge of 

replacing revenue sources, predominantly focusing on tertiary industries.  

Communities and private business owners have invested capital in renovating grand 
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hotels in the region, shifting to an economy that is heavily dependent upon recreation, 

tourism, and hospitality.  The mountains, lakes, rivers, campgrounds and trail systems 

are a popular destination for tourists who have an affinity for the outdoors.  While this 

change has offered an economic solution, it is not without its hardships.  Many jobs 

are seasonal and heavily dependent upon ideal weather conditions, such as snow and 

clear skies, to entice tourists to ski, leaf peep, hunt, fish, and recreate; both phenomena 

creating periods of economic instability 

The five-year per capita income average from 2012-2016 in the Great North 

Woods was $25,467 (New Hampshire Employment Security, 2018a). This attributed 

to 13.3 percent of individuals in the region living below New Hampshire’s poverty 

level, an annual income of less than $24,300 a year (New Hampshire Employment 

Security, 2018a).  Property taxes in the region range from, $24.77 per thousand in 

Whitefield, to $39.19 per thousands in Berlin (New Hampshire Employment Security, 

2018a). This coupled with an overall aging population, the average resident is 48 years 

of age, and the reduction of state aid to schools that could raise property taxes up to 10 

percent by 2022 (Norton & Bird, 2017), creates a climate that can be described as 

economically stressful in the Great North Woods.  This state of economic stress may 

be contributing to the loss of population to the area between 2010 and 2017 with 4.3 

percent leaving (New Hampshire Employment Security, 2018a).  

The Great North Woods is home to eleven school districts, including Berlin, 

Colebrook, Errol, Gorham Randolph Shelburne Cooperative, Milan, Northumberland, 

Pittsburg, Stark, Stewartstown, Stratford, and White Mountains Regional (New 

Hampshire Department of Education, 2018f). The largest two largest districts in the 
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region are Berlin and White Mountains Regional.  Berlin employs 95 teachers and has 

an enrollment of 1,162 students’ grades K-12 (New Hampshire Department of 

Education, 2018g).  White Mountains Regional employs 103 teachers and has a 

student enrollment of 1,110, grades K-8 (New Hampshire Department of Education, 

2018h).  The smallest two districts in the region are Errol and Stark.  Errol employs 3 

teachers and has a student enrollment of 16, grades K-8 (New Hampshire Department 

of Education, 2018i).  Stark employs 4 teachers and has a student enrollment of 27, 

grades K-6 (see Table 5) (New Hampshire Department of Education, 2018j).  

Table 5: The Great North Woods Regional Comparison 

(New Hampshire Department of Education, 2018) 

 Berlin  White Mountains 

Regional  

Errol  Stark  

Teachers 95 103 3 4 

Students  1,162 1,110 16 27 

Student Teacher 

Ratio 

11:8 10:3 6:0 7:6 

Grade Levels  K-12 K-12 K-8 K-6 

 

The discrepancy between the number of teachers and student enrollment varies greatly 

across the districts of the Great North Woods.  The local community’s commitment to 

education plays a large part in making important educational decisions.  These values 

allow for low student teacher student ratios and most importantly keep the doors of the 

school open. 
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The White Mountains  

 The White Mountains region is associated with the northern section of Carroll 

and Grafton Counties.  This area spans east to west across New Hampshire from 

Maine to Vermont and is just south of the Great North Woods.   The White Mountains 

are named for their granite composition in which the rocky mountaintops reflect an 

ever-present white light.  This is fitting as the White Mountains are placed in the heart 

of New Hampshire; also known as the Granite State.  Lakes are nestled beneath the 

towering mountains and rock faces of the region.  The quaint mountain inns, local 

restaurants, and family owned attractions market and make good use of the area’s 

natural beauty.  This area is the heartbeat of New Hampshire tourism and a destination 

for family camping trips, outdoor enthusiasts, and those with an affinity for nature.   

The region has a population of 136,177, approximately 10.14 percent of the 

state’s population (New Hampshire Employment Security, 2018b; New Hampshire 

Employment Security (2018c).  The White Mountains depends heavily upon the 

tertiary industries of recreation, health care, public education, county government and 

tourism; and, the secondary industry of manufacturing specialty wire products.  The 

largest employers of the region include, Littleton Regional Hospital, Conway 

Memorial Hospital, Grafton County Complex, Conway School District, Franconia 

State Park, Waterville Valley, Inc., Mt. Attitash Lift Corporation, New England Wire 

Technologies, and Littleton Coin, all of which employ over 270 employees (New 

Hampshire Employment Security, 2018b; New Hampshire Employment Security, 

2018c).  In comparison to the Great North Woods, employment possibilities are more 

varied.  In addition to the increased employment possibilities within the region, access 
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to major roadways and highways allows White Mountains residents access to 

additional opportunities in adjoining regions within New Hampshire as well as in the 

neighboring states of Maine, and Vermont.  

There are 46 towns that comprise the White Mountain Region (New 

Hampshire Employment Security, n.d).  The White Mountains have historically 

depended on and continue to depend on tourism and recreation to close funding gaps 

(Norton, Delay & Stoff, 2015).  Due to the specificity of the local economy, which is 

dependent on weather, the region is susceptible to economic hardships, heavily   

Similar to the Great North Woods, unseasonal weather can pose hardships for many 

families and communities because of its effect on tourism and recreation.  The five-

year per capita income average from 2012-2016 was $33,722 (New Hampshire 

Employment Security, 2018b; New Hampshire Employment Security, 2018c); with a 

poverty rate of 5.9 percent making the White Mountains region the third poorest area 

in the state (Loader, 2012).  Property taxes in the region range from $3.65 in Hart’s 

Location, to $31.49 per thousand in Cannan (New Hampshire Employment Security, 

2018b; New Hampshire Employment Security, 2018c), these statistics demonstrate the 

variance of community economics within the region. 

 The White Mountains region is home to 24 school districts (New Hampshire 

Department of Education, 2018k; New Hampshire Department of Education, 2018l). 

The two largest districts in the region are Conway and Littleton (see Table 6).  

Conway employs 154 teachers and has an enrollment of 1,755 students, grades K-12 

(New Hampshire Department of Education, 2018m).   Littleton employs 72 teachers 

and has a student enrollment of 717 students grades K-12.  The two smallest districts 
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are Waterville Valley and Landaff; as aforementioned these districts, located within 

the same region also have the greatest variance in average cost per pupil.   

(New Hampshire Department of Education, 2018n).   

Table 6: The White Mountains Regional Comparison 

(New Hampshire Department of Education, 2018) 

 Conway  Littleton Waterville Valley  Landaff 

Teachers 154 72 21 2 

Students  1,755 717 5 22 

Student Teacher 

Ratio 

11:2 9:6 3:6 15:6 

Grade Levels  K-12 K-12 K-8 PreK-3 

 

Waterville Valley has a student enrollment of 21 and employs 5 teachers, grades K-8 

(New Hampshire Department of Education, 2018o).  Landaff employs 2 teachers and 

has a student enrollment of 22, grades PreK-3 (New Hampshire Department of 

Education, 2018p). Many districts of smaller size pay tuition to or have contracts with 

local area high schools to make it possible to keep their local area elementary schools 

open, and provide educational opportunities at all levels that districts may not 

otherwise be able to offer.  

Dartmouth-Lake Sunapee 

 The Dartmouth-Lake Sunapee region is associated within the southern portions 

of Grafton and Sullivan Counties. This western area of the state borders Vermont 
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along the Connecticut River.  The region spans from the White Mountains to the 

northwestern border of Massachusetts.  Interstate I-89 is the main artery that feeds 

tourists, vacationers, and business traffic from Canada, New York, Vermont and other 

New England states through and to New Hampshire.  The area is attractive to boaters, 

skiers, camping enthusiasts, as well as those affiliated with Dartmouth College and 

Dartmouth Hitchcock Medical Center.  Affiliates of Dartmouth return to the area with 

families, to upscale summer resorts, and retirement communities throughout the 

summer and winter months. This area differs from the sharp high peaks of the White 

Mountains in that the topography of the rolling green hills sets the backdrop for the 

farms that lay on the outskirts of towns. 

 The region has a population of 131,892, approximately 9.82 percent of the 

state’s population (New Hampshire Employment Security, 2018c; New Hampshire 

Employment Security, 2018d).  The Dartmouth-Lake Sunapee region’s primary 

economic drivers include the industries of health care, public education, technology, 

specialized manufacturing, and recreation.  The largest employers of the region 

include, Dartmouth Hitchcock Medical Center, Alice Peck Day and Life Care Center, 

Dartmouth College, the Claremont School District, Hypertherm, Sturm Rugar & Co., 

and FujiFilm all of which employ over 500 employees (New Hampshire Employment 

Security, 2018c; New Hampshire Employment Security, 2018d). 

There are 36 towns that comprise the Dartmouth-Lake Sunapee region (New 

Hampshire Employment Security, n.d). The area’s economy largely depends on the 

tertiary industries of healthcare, public and private education.  The area has been 

economically stable because of these industries, however with this stability comes a 
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higher cost of living and stagnant population growth.  When comparing the three 

regions the tertiary industry seems to shift from tourism in the northern regions of the 

state to the more stable, health care and education in the Dartmouth/Lake Sunapee 

region.  This economic stability it witnessed in the 2012-2016 per capita income 

average of $32,233 (New Hampshire Employment Security, 2018c; New Hampshire 

Employment Security, 2018d). Property taxes in the region range from $15.03 per 

thousands in Sunapee, to $42.62 in Claremont (New Hampshire Employment Security, 

2018c; New Hampshire Employment Security, 2018d). 

 The Dartmouth-Lake Sunapee region is home to 17 school districts (New 

Hampshire Department of Education, 2018l; New Hampshire Department of 

Education, 2018q).  The two largest districts in the region are Claremont and Lebanon 

(see Table 7).  Claremont employs 159 teachers and has an enrollment of 1,793  

Table 7: Dartmouth-Lake Sunapee Regional Comparison 

(New Hampshire Department of Education, 2018) 

 Claremont Lebanon Washington Croydon  

Teachers 159 162 45 3 

Students  1,793 1,660 5 26 

Student Teacher 

Ratio 

10:9 9:9 7:4 8:1 

Grade Levels  K-12 K-12 K-5 K-4 
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students’ grades K-12 (New Hampshire Department of Education, 2018r).  Lebanon 

employees 162 teachers and has a student enrollment of 1,660 students’ grades K-12 

(New Hampshire Department of Education, 2018s). The two smallest districts are 5 

teachers, grades K-5 (New Hampshire Department of Education, 2018t).  Croydon 

employs 3 teachers and has a student enrollment of 26, grades K-4 (New Hampshire 

Department of Education, 2018u).  Similar to the White Mountains region, many 

districts in this region, pay tuition or have contracts with local area high schools to 

make it possible to keep their local area elementary schools open and provide 

educational opportunities. 

Sample 

The population for this study included superintendents, principals, and 

elementary teachers employed in the rural school districts located within the three 

previously identified regions of New Hampshire.  In order to be considered for 

participation in this study principals and superintendents had to have worked in the 

school or district longer than three years.  This time requirement was applied in order 

to obtain multiple years of information on patterns, trends and observations regarding 

teacher retention and attrition within the school.  It was acknowledged that district 

policy and availability of the principals or superintendents had influence on which 

individual(s) were to be interviewed or if both parties would participate.   

 The elementary level, K-6, was targeted because beyond sixth grade educators 

become more specialized and are credentialed in specific content areas.  This allows 

for greater marketability for 7-12 teachers, especially for those holding mathematics, 

science, or other critical shortage certifications.  These demands for content specific 
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teachers may influence a teacher’s decision to leave.  In addition, many rural towns 

have only a single elementary school within their community, this allowed for a 

greater inclusion of schools to participate in the study, as well as an opportunity to 

obtain a broader understanding of how retention and attrition might affect the rural 

communities associated with the school. 

In order to develop a deeper understanding of teacher retention in each of the 

regions and across regions, the sampling goal included one elementary school from 

each region, or because of variance in grade spans housed within a single school, any 

public schools in the identified regions that were responsible for educating K-6 

students.  A comprehensive list of schools that educate students in grades K-6 was 

created for each of the three regions.  Invitations were sent to school superintendents 

and principals who had been employed within the district or school for longer than 

three years (see Appendix A).  The school that best represented each regions’ average 

teacher population, student population, student teacher ratio and economical 

disadvantaged students was identified.  Once schools were identified, I gained 

entrance to the site by sending personalized invitations, via email to the 

superintendents and principals of all of the identified schools, inviting them to take 

part in the study.  Invitations continued until the sampling goal was met.  Once 

agreement to participate was obtained, an informed consent form was sent for their 

review (see Appendix B).  

Teachers with more than five years of experience, who were currently teaching 

in a K-6 assignment, and held a New Hampshire Elementary Education K-6 

certification, Educator Information System (EIS) code 1810, were eligible to 



  Teacher Retention in Rural Schools                             

 

 69 

participate in this study.  These criteria were established due to the fact that this 

segment of the teaching force was less at risk to leave the profession (Ingersoll and 

Smith, 2003; Ingersoll and Kralik, 2004), 20-30 percent of teachers leave the field of 

teaching within their first five years of employment (Ingersoll & Smith, 2003; 

Ingersoll & Kralik, 2004).  Additionally, it takes five years of teaching in a single 

school district within the state of New Hampshire for a new teacher to obtain tenure 

status, per RSA, 189:14-a (New Hampshire General Court, 2011).  For the purpose of 

this study, it was assumed that these teachers would have a broader understanding of 

their school, surrounding community, feel more open to discuss their rationale for 

staying and a deeper knowledge of the school in relation to the rural context.  Teachers 

within each of the participating schools, who met the longevity and certification 

requirements were invited to participate. (see Appendix C). In order to ensure that all 

eligible teachers were contacted, participating principals were asked to distribute the 

invitation through their school email system.   

Data Collection 

As the primary investigator of the study I conducted all aspects of the study.  

Prior to collecting any data informed consent forms were distributed to all participants 

(see Appendices B & D).  Individual superintendent/principal interviews and teacher 

focus groups occurred at each individual school and were semi-structured.  This 

allowed for a more personalized and dynamic approach for gathering information from 

participants about experiences and allowed perspectives to emerge organically without 

the feeling of an imposing, rigid environment (Patton, 2002).  
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Each of the identified schools are considered a case in this study.  Pseudonyms 

were assigned to all participants, schools, and towns to protect confidentiality.  Data 

from document reviews, interviews and focus groups were catalogued, stored, and 

organized on my password protected computer.  For data collection, organization and 

analysis, Microsoft Word, Microsoft Excel, and the SuperNote applications were 

utilized.  Audio recordings from interview and focus group sessions were recorded and 

downloaded to my password protected computer.  All data was stored within one 

electronic file and organized by case.  When not in use devices containing data were 

stored and locked in a secure cabinet. Any hand written transcriptions were transcribed 

using Microsoft Word and stored in the appropriate case file. During all transcriptions 

and note taking pseudonyms were utilized and assigned to participants, actual names 

have not been and never will be used.    

Data Sources   

 Data sources included individual interviews with superintendents and 

principals, focus group interviews with elementary teachers currently teaching in a K-

6 assignment, and a review of relevant documents associated with each school site.  

These three data sources were used as evidence to triangulate data and support overall 

trustworthiness.  These identified data sources were utilized to better understand 

teacher retention and attrition, both within and across school samples.  

 Interviews.  Semi-structured interviews were conducted with one district 

superintendent and/or building principal per region (see Appendix E). As mentioned 

earlier, the criteria for individuals to participate included superintendents or principals 

who had been employed in their given district/school for at least three years.  I 
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collaboratively built a schedule of interviews with participants via email or phone call 

prior to the first interview meeting.  Interviews took place at the participant’s office or 

other agreed upon location and lasted for one hour.  Interviews were recorded via 

SuperNote and transcribed.  

 Focus Groups.  Data collection for each case included focus groups 

numbering three to seven elementary teachers per region.  It was believed that five 

teachers would allow for content saturation and meaningful responses, while taking 

into account focus group criteria in relation to small rural schools with small numbers 

of teaching staff.  Due to sampling criteria and teachers’ after-school schedules the 

Wilson School focus group was comprised of only three teachers.  Elementary 

teachers currently in a K-6 teaching assignment with more than five years of teaching 

experience in their respective school were invited to join the focus group (see 

Appendix C).  A semi-structured format was utilized for conducting focus groups (see 

Appendix F).  Focus group participants were offered the opportunity to meet 

individually to elaborate on any questions they may not have felt comfortable 

speaking about in a group setting.  No requests were made for those meetings.  

Superintendents and school principals were asked to distribute the invitation to 

participate to all teachers in the target school meeting the focus group criteria.  Focus 

groups lasted for one hour and took place at the school in a room designated by the 

principal.  I worked with building leadership to schedule focus groups after school to 

minimize the impact on teacher planning and instructional time.  Focus groups were 

recorded via the SuperNote app and later transcribed.  
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 Document Reviews.  Document reviews are a critical source of data to support 

case studies (Stake, 1995).  In this study, document reviews served as an entry point to 

assist in better understanding the local school context.  Relevant public documents 

include school board minutes, collective bargaining agreements, local newspapers, the 

strategic plan, the professional development plan, the budget, salary scales, and school 

and/or district website.  Additional federal, state, district, school documents were 

reviewed as appropriate and documents surrounding teacher retention and attrition in 

the school was also reviewed.  To obtain additional retention and attrition data I 

utilized publicly available aggregated data and district documents. These documents 

supported developing a deeper understanding of teacher retention, teacher attrition and 

the local rural context. 

Data Analysis 

All data was coded utilizing Corbin and Strauss’s Thematic Analysis process 

(Corbin, Strauss & Strauss, 2014).  Through this process data was coded and themes 

identified for each of the cases and across cases.  Predetermined themes, gleaned from 

the conceptual framework for this study (see Figure 1), included job satisfaction, 

working conditions, and community engagement.  These were used to better 

understand, within the context of the established literature base, how rural teacher 

retention and attrition manifests regionally (see Appendix G).  In order to develop a 

rich understanding of each case and across cases, in addition to the predetermined 

themes, organic themes were allowed to emerge.  Utilizing these strategies assisted in 

finding emerging themes and patterns that exist within lengthy phrases and narratives 

that occur in the data (Corbin, Strauss & Strauss, 2014) and ensure depth of findings.     
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Trustworthiness 

In order to ensure trustworthiness of findings the following strategies were 

utilized.  

• Triangulation of Data:  Data from this study was triangulated across 

three sources of data; interviews, focus groups, and document reviews. 

• Reflexivity: Due to the high level of researcher involvement and 

potential for bias a process of reflexivity was utilized. Through 

reflective writing that considers my own pre-conceptions and sense 

making and consultation and debriefing with my dissertation chair and 

committee I considered any and all influences of personal bias on data 

collection, data analysis, and identification of findings, 

• Member Checking:  In order to ensure accuracy of collected data, 

member checking with all participants was utilized.  Through this 

strategy all participants were asked to verify transcripts of interviews.  

At the completion of each school visit, individual interviews and focus 

group sessions were transcribed. Transcriptions were emailed to the 

participant for review and verification, within a month of the interview 

or focus group.  This ensured that the content of the conversations was 

fresh in the minds of participants.  Additionally, member checking was 

utilized to check emerging understandings. The final study was 

provided to district and building leadership for the purpose of review 

and verification, prior to submission or publication.  The employment 
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of this strategy assisted in building trust with participants in the study, 

in addition to obtaining accurate and trustworthy responses.   

• Robust and Rigorous Data Collection and Analysis:  The data in this 

study was analyzed within each school setting and across the three 

school settings in order to identify themes related to teacher attrition 

and retention.  Pre-determined themes were utilized to anchor the study 

in the current body of research and organic themes were allowed to 

emerge.     

• Acknowledgment of Personal Bias:  Due to fact that this study involved 

constructed and co-constructed information and knowledge between the 

researcher and participants during interviews, it was vital to the overall 

trustworthiness of this study to identify any relationships between the 

researcher and the topic of study (Morse, Barrett, Mayan, Olson & 

Spiers, 2002).   

To increase trustworthiness, it was important to acknowledge potential 

researcher bias and how my experiences have shaped who I am as a researcher of this 

study.  I grew up in an affluent rural community, attended a small state university in 

central New Hampshire and worked in an economically disadvantaged rural school in 

New Hampshire, as a school counselor and assistant principal for 10 years.  My 

upbringing and previous employment in a rural New Hampshire school district 

provided me with experiences that formulated my working understanding of the rural 

educational landscape as well as my beliefs about the rural context of each of the 

state’s regions.  I have witnessed high turnover rates of rural teachers, and have seen 
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how repeated migration affects the school, from relationships to overall educational 

effectiveness.  While the profile and demographics of these rural areas, have changed 

dramatically from the time of my upbringing to my career placement, throughout my 

experience the heartbeat of the community resonated from the local school.  I hold 

these identities; I am a rural educational leader.  As a lifelong resident and product of 

the New Hampshire public school system I am passionate about advancing our 

education system.  As an administrator and university teaching lecturer I became 

increasingly aware of how teacher retention and attrition affect schools and 

communities financially, culturally, and educationally.  Researcher biases that came 

up during the study were recorded in field notes and considered in the data analysis 

process.  Additionally, bias was processed through reflexive writing and consulting 

with my dissertation chair and committee.   

Limitation and Delimitation 

While this study addressed a gap in the current body of literature, it’s 

acknowledged that there were limitations to this study. The following bulleted list 

elucidates the limitations and provides elements from the study’s design that account 

for delimitation.   

• Sampling - This study had an intentional focus on rural schools; while 

rural communities are plentiful across all regions of the state this study 

only covered the three most rural regions of the seven regions of New 

Hampshire. 

• Sample Size - The sample contained a variety of participants including 

a superintendent, 2 principals, and varying sized groups of elementary 



  Teacher Retention in Rural Schools                             

 

 76 

teachers, the goal of the inclusion of these groups was to obtain 

saturation. 

• Data Quality - Qualitative studies are heavily reliant upon the self-

reporting of participants.  Participants’ responses are dependent upon 

individual honesty, how they make meaning of the world, and perceive 

reality.  In an effort to mitigate the manipulation of data, triangulation 

was utilized to cross-reference participant responses. 

• Researcher Bias - It is important to reiterate that as a researcher with a 

background in rural education, I brought bias to this study and in turn 

may have created limitations in my observations and how I interpreted 

data.  My dissertation chair, committee and my own self-reflection 

were vital in recognizing any bias. 

Summary 

A qualitative methodology, through employing a multiple case study was 

utilized to address the three research questions surrounding New Hampshire’s rural 

contexts in relation to job satisfaction, working conditions, and community 

engagement.  Data was collected from three schools with K-6 grade spans, one school 

per region, to include The Great North Woods, White Mountains, and Dartmouth-

Lake Sunapee.  Elementary teachers with five or more years of experience with a 

school, school principals and one superintendent with three or more years of 

experience with a school, and relevant documents all served as sources of data for this 

study.  Obtaining teachers’ perceptions on how job satisfaction, working conditions, 

and community engagement influence teachers’ decisions to leave or stay employed in 
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a rural school was at the heart of better understanding how to keep our rural teachers.  

These themes, deeply rooted in the existing literature, provide the conceptual 

framework for this study and were used to guide the analysis of data.  Understanding 

why teachers choose to work and stay in rural schools is vital information for policy 

makers and district leaders so intentional retention efforts can be implemented. 
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Chapter 4 – Data Analysis and Findings 

 The objective of this study is to identify the rationale as to why teachers 

choose to stay employed in rural New Hampshire schools, and develop an operational 

model that can be utilized to better understand the drivers of teacher attrition and 

retention across the rural portions of the state.  To accomplish these goals, as the 

researcher I engaged in rigorous data collection in three schools, in three distinct 

school districts that best represent their regional context.  A thematic analysis was 

conducted to best identify the findings of this study.  Data were categorized into three 

predetermined themes based upon the current body of literature: working conditions, 

job satisfaction, and community engagement.  By design, the semi-structured 

interview questions allowed for those themes to emerge organically.  The 

predetermined themes relating to teacher attrition arose through at least one data point 

in each setting.  Based on the themes within and across cases, findings were identified.  

All findings are reinforced by direct quotes from individual interviews, focus groups, 

and relevant document reviews. 

 This chapter contains the analysis of data that was gathered from administrator 

interviews, teacher focus groups, and document reviews collected from September 

2019 to October 2019; and the subsequent findings. The analysis and findings are 

organized by means of a multiple case study design with each case being reported on 

individually and as part of the multi-case perspective.  This multiple case study design 

offers an in-depth look into the three most rural regions of the state and assists in 

identifying how New Hampshire’s unique rural contexts influence teacher retention.   
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Granite Wedge Elementary School 

Community Context 

 The Granite Wedge Elementary School is one of four schools in the Limestone 

Mountain School District, located in the Dartmouth-Lake Sunapee Region.  The town 

of Granite Wedge is home to 4,542 residents (United States Census, 2017).  The town 

was chartered in 1761 and is nestled in between mountains and lakes.  The many lakes 

in the area are fed by the nearby Connecticut River.  This naturally rich location was 

prime for agriculture and farming, industries that were integral to the development of 

New Hampshire’s rural settlements.  As the area developed, as was the case with 

many New Hampshire communities, the mill industry became part of the economic 

portfolio of Granite Wedge.  Like many other New Hampshire milling communities 

Granite Wedge was not spared from economic downturn when the mills closed.  In 

response to the loss of the mill industry the economic driver in Granite Wedge shifted 

from a consumer-based model of using the community’s natural resources to a 

conserving model.  By the 1980’s the forests and rivers were no longer being used to 

power and sustain mills, but instead they were being used to attract tourists who 

traveled to the town to enjoy the area’s natural beauty and outdoor forms of recreation.   

 The median age of Granite Wedge is 46 years, of the 4,542 residents 1,436 are 

between the ages of 35 to 54.  The median household income of $75,114 is slightly 

above the state average of $73,381.  However, this number could be inflated by the 

local hospital and college which both employ highly skilled and trained professionals 

that could act as high-end salary outliers.  The percentage of residents living below the 

poverty line is 4.7%, substantially lower than the 11% statewide rate.  
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   Limestone Mountain School District is the largest employer of Granite 

Wedge, employing 214 faculty and staff.  This district is comprised of two elementary 

schools, one middle school, and one regional high school.  The district office houses 

the superintendent of schools, special education director, business administrator, and 

the director of curriculum.   The school district is governed by a seven-member school 

board representing the five towns that make up the Limestone Mountain School 

District.  The board oversees a 27.7-million-dollar budget, $8,933,569 of which is 

contributed by the town of Granite Wedge. 

School Context 

 Granite Wedge Elementary School educates students in Preschool through 

fourth grade.  The school’s 26 teachers and 18 para-professionals are responsible for 

educating and supporting the 197 student learners.  While finite teacher attrition data 

was not available, anecdotal evidence provided from administrators and teachers 

revealed the school has one or two openings a year.  The faculty and staff are led by a 

single administrator who has brought stability over a two-year period.  Prior to the 

school’s current leadership Granite Wedge was plagued by yearly administrator 

turnover.  Two years of consistent administrative leadership does not make for 

longevity, however due to prior administrative turnover, the current teacher perception 

is that of hope for steady leadership. The Granite Wedge is a modest, multilevel brick 

building set on Main Street.  New additions branch from the original school offering 

updates to security and overall space for learning while honoring the original structure.  

The small community school transforms into a bustling hub during arrival and 

dismissal, accounting for its 95.8% student attendance rate.  Each morning staff greets 
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students at the door as they enter the building, parents give their sons and daughters a 

final embrace as they exit their vehicles, and small groups of students chat as their 

morning walks culminate at the Granite Wedge entryway.  During dismissal students 

quickly exit the building to meet their bus drivers, parents, or groups of friends.  

Teachers smile, wave goodbye, and head back to their classrooms to get ready for 

another day of learning.   

 The overall student demographics of Granite Wedge are representative of the 

region and consistent with the north-west portion of the state.  The population is 

predominantly white (95.9%).  While the remaining population is comprised of Asian 

or Pacific Islander, Hispanic, African American students.  The number of students 

eligible for free and reduced lunch is also consistent with the state average, 30.9% and 

27.3% respectively. 

 The school’s mission and goal statements are on visual display, however more 

importantly they are felt in the interactions between staff and students (see Figure 4). 

Greetings, smiles, fist bumps and high fives support these statements are alive and not 

hollow words.  The district’s superintendent, Ester Fetch attributes the current positive 

school climate to the principal.  She described how the school was previously without 

consistent leadership and that without a consistent formal leader the mission and goals 

were not reinforced.  Fetch stressed the importance of consistent leadership. 

“Consistency, which the Granite Wedge School has not had, we have been through a 

new principal now for the last 3 or 4 years. The principal being in his second year, 

people know the expectations.”  Fetch also pointed to how Granite Wedge’s two-year 
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leadership and administrative support, a piece the school has recently lacked, has led 

to increased job satisfaction and positive working conditions with teachers.   

Data Sources 

  In order to ensure trustworthiness of findings three data sources were utilized 

to triangulate data.  These sources of data included administrative interview, teacher 

focus group, and review of relevant documents.  The triangulated data sources were 

used to identify themes relative to the constructs established in this study.  

Figure 4: Granite Wedge School Mission and Goal Statements 

_____________________________________________________________________ 

Mission Statement  

We are a community that values children, recognizes their individual strengths and  

 

inspires them to learn and grow.  

_____________________________________________________________________ 

Goals Statement  

To improve students’ behavioral choices by establishing a proactive and reactive 

Student Support Center, by using Responsive Classroom to model and articulate 

expectations for student behavior, and by integrating Social-Emotional Learning 

topics into the curriculum (ie. DESSA, Second Step).  

To increase building safety by improving the physical plant (i.e. secure entryway, 

security cameras), by creating new procedures and systems (i.e. all adults in the 

building wearing identification badges, all visitors signing in and signing out, 

equipping more staff with walkie talkies), and by practicing/reflecting on our 

emergency readiness through authentic practice. 

 To improve organizational fitness and readiness by creating and using common  

 

language, consistent communication, and thoughtful practices across the school  
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community (i.e. students, staff, parents, community members, administration). 

_____________________________________________________________________ 

 

Review of Relevant Documents 

 The review of relevant documents served as an entry point to understanding 

the local school context of Granite Wedge.  The documents included school board 

minutes, school and district websites, school and district social media pages, the 

collective bargaining agreement, local newspaper articles, the strategic plan, school 

handbook, the professional development plan, the budget, salary scales, the New 

Hampshire Department of Education’s School District Profile, and United States 

Census data.  These documents supported developing a deeper understanding of 

teacher retention, teacher attrition and the local rural context.   

Administrative Interview 

 Ester Fetch has been at the Limestone Mountain School District for five years.  

Three, as principal at Granite Wedge’s sister elementary school, and two as 

Superintendent of Limestone Mountain.  Due to the fact that Granite Wedge’s 

principal did not meet the sampling criteria of this study of being employed within the 

district or school for longer than three years, Ms. Fetch was selected as the 

administrator interview because of her knowledge and experience in the district during 

her five-year tenure.  We met for one hour in a one-on-one interview which utilized a 

semi-structured protocol (see Appendix E).  The interview was recorded and later 

transcribed.  Informed consent was obtained at the beginning of our meeting.   

 The superintendent’s office is located in the School Advisory Union (SAU) 

building on a main road and down a hidden dirt driveway, approximately ten miles 
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from the Granite Wedge School.  The main stretch of road between the two buildings 

was brightened by the local businesses, each artfully displaying their logo on the fall 

décor of pumpkins and scarecrows.  The superintendent’s office is barely visible from 

the main road, concealed by deep green evergreen and colorful maples trees.  The 

crimson and burnt orange colors of the maple leaves signifying autumn’s arrival.  

Walking towards the entrance of the superintendent’s office I was greeted by a single 

pheasant, strutting across the parking lot, meandering to the tree line, and eventually 

exiting into the cover of the forest.  Upon entering the SAU, I was greeted by the 

office staff. We shared a brief conversation about the beautiful landscape, they 

informed me that the pheasant is a regular visitor of the superintendent’s office.   

 Ms. Ester Fetch’s office was neat and organized, filled with large bookshelves 

containing paperbacks and hardcovers on a variety of educational practices.  The walls 

were filled with student art work and her desk was positioned in front of a large 

picture widow that displayed the idyllic New Hampshire foliage.  Prior to becoming 

the superintendent, she was the principal of the other elementary school in the district.  

During our conversation she drew upon that experience as and her current role as 

superintendent to astutely engage in dialogue about the Granite Wedge community, 

school, and teacher retention and attrition in that context. 

Teacher Focus Group 

 A group of seven Granite Wedge teachers volunteered their time after school 

to participate in the focus group interview.  Focus group participants were recruited by 

email invitations solicited through the District Superintendent. Participation in the 

group was voluntary and informed consent was obtained from all participants at the 
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beginning of our session.  The focus group lasted for one hour and was recorded for 

later transcription.  The focus group had representation from all grades K-4, including 

a member of the unified arts team (see Figure 5).   

Figure 5: Granite Wedge Teacher Focus Group 

Name Position 

Joy Bowie Kindergarten Teacher 

Jessica Gordon First Grade Teacher  

Adeline Sullivan Second Grade Teacher 

Reba Forbin Third Grade Teacher 

Vanessa Tilly Fourth Grade Teacher  

Halley Hood Fourth Grade Teacher 

Josie Friday Library Media Specialist 

 

 The teachers met with me in the school’s newly renovated library.  Stunning 

woodland themed murals cover the walls and ceilings of the library transforming the 

space into the Upper Valley forest, honoring the school community’s natural sense of 

place.  The focal point of the room is a large three-dimensional maple tree.  The focus 

group participants shared that the tree represented student growth and the importance 

of having roots in your school and community.  There was a clear message present in 

the space; pride and connection in your school and community.  

Working Conditions: Competitive State and Regional Salaries  

 The years of experience of teachers in Granite Wedge’s classrooms ranges 

from two to thirty-five.  The average salary of $56,695 is slightly lower than the 
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$59,198 state average.  The same is true of minimum starting teacher salaries, a first-

year teacher at Granite Wedge earns $38,118 compared to the state average of 

$39,048.  Superintendent Fetch affirmed that Granite Wedge’s teacher’s salary is a 

good representation of what teachers earn in the Dartmouth-Lake Sunapee Region.  

“We’re middle of the road, we’re not the lowest but we’re not the highest.”  This was 

confirmed by New Hampshire Department of Education’s Staffing and Salary Report; 

with the highest average salary in the Dartmouth-Lake Sunapee region at $72,540 and 

the lowest average salary at $46,191.  Superintendent Fetch identified higher salaries 

in neighboring districts could be a potential draw for Granite Wedge teachers, and a 

cause for them leaving the school.   

 Vanessa Tilly, a fourth-grade teacher noted that Granite Wedges places high 

value on education and depicts the school and district dynamics that highlights the 

value Granite Wedge places on Education.  “Granite Wedge is usually very pro 

education, but that doesn’t speak for the whole district though” (Interview October 7, 

2019, V.T., line 132-133).  The group shared how fortunate they feel that the town 

continues to support teacher contracts and recognizes that not all schools, even those 

within their own district are so well-off.  Adaline Sullivan adds, “If you look at the 

breakdown Granite Wedge is typical pro contract.  You lose a little the farther down 

the road you go and across the district’s other schools” (Interview October 7, 2019, 

A.S., line 127-128).  The local newspaper and district meeting reports confirm the 

historic trend of the Town of Granite Wedge’s school budget being supported most 

notably the last three consecutive years. 
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 The community is supportive of teachers, and this has been demonstrated by 

the town consistently passing teacher contracts that include salary increases.  The 

community’s outlook in regards to education in that respect, is a positive one.   The 

community and the district’s ability to offer competitive salaries assists in keeping 

teachers at Granite Wedge.   

School and Community Engagement  

 The teacher focus group interview began with the group describing their 

school.  Fourth grade teacher Halley Hood immediately said, “I would call it a small 

school and a community school” (Interview October 7, 2019, H.H., line 13). First and 

second grade teachers Jessica Gordon and Adeline Sullivan spoke more to the values 

and identity of Granite Wedge. “The community is very involved, with their village 

school, it’s their school” (Interview October 7, 2019, J.G., line 15-16). “Yes, I always 

refer to our school as a family school” (Interview October 7, 2019, A.S., line 58). 

 The veteran staff shared the school and community relationships that foster 

support and engagement, specifically acknowledging the PTA, Friends of Limestone 

Mountain, and Four Winds Program.  One group member stated that the PTA is “a 

group that does just about everything” (Interview October 7, 2019, J.B., line 139-140).  

Another, that the Friends of Limestone Mountain, “are wonderful, they provide grants 

for things that we want to do, they provide snacks, they keep the food pantries 

running, they have been really helpful in lots of different ways” (Interview October 7, 

2019, J.B., line 148-150).  This group is vital in that they provide food for Granite 

Wedge’s students who can then come to school better able to learn.    
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 The Friends of Limestone Mountain board report indicates strong community 

relationships in the form of financial and in-kind donations.  As a group the 

organization raised $16,000 in scholarships for the school district through 357 

different donations.  The group also collected over 138,632 pounds of food to supply 

the local food pantry.  Across the community over 4,300 volunteer hours have been 

logged to support school and town events.     

 The Four Winds program offers afterschool education program in the natural 

sciences which engages Granite Wedge’s students.  Students interact with the 

volunteer staff made up of community members, and enhances the school community.  

Public school board minutes reveal how the program acts as a community conduit for 

school to community interaction.  The organization received two matching gifts of 

$250 dollars from local banks to assist in creating a wildflower and native plant 

garden. Students took ownership alongside community volunteers.  This symbolism of 

students being rooted in their community and school is not overlooked. 

 Teacher focus group conversations revealed that the school and community are 

tightly connected. The focus group expanded upon specific examples of the 

unification of the town and school, and how that led to the creation of a true 

community school.  Granite Wedge teachers have ownership in their school.  They 

state “We do things as a whole, for each other.”  First grade teacher Jessica Gordon 

affirms this statement, describing her first year working at the school.   

 I came when I was 22 and now, I am older than that, I was taken care of then 

 as a new teacher, and it has just continued.  You build that circle of co-

 workers, friends and connections and you really feel that, and I think the 
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 community feels that when they come in, which is why we continue to have         

 volunteers (Interview October 7, 2019, J.G., line 363-366). 

In Gordon’s account she keenly identified the continued unification between school 

and community.   

 The Granite Wedge teachers are an experienced staff, as Fetch described “So, 

for the most part you have a lot of teachers who have taught here for a very long 

time”.  From where the superintendent sits teacher attrition is not a major challenge for 

the school because teachers stay.  Through vetting a number of sustainable community 

organizations, relationships have been established and that have created opportunities 

for students that may not otherwise have existed.  These include: outdoor education 

programs with volunteers provided from local colleges; Friends of Limestone 

Mountain, that manage the local food banks and provide snacks for Granite Wedge as 

well as, internships and extended learning opportunities with local businesses.   

 The superintendent acknowledged the importance of relationships with the 

community, and longevity of administrators, to her staff’s commitment to the school 

and district; but also credited overall rural familiarity and relation to place.   

 There are teachers that I continually think are going to leave, and yet they stay.  

 We have a fourth-grade teacher who thought the job was in Connecticut, he 

 came and he has just been here.  He now coaches for Colby-Sawyer and just 

 an awesome fourth grade teacher (Interview October 7, 2019, E.F., line 115-

 116). 

Fetch states these teachers stay because they have developed community attachments 

through coaching, volunteering, and/or have prior experience with rurality.  
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Conversely teachers who have been hired at Granite Wedge with limited 

understanding of teaching in a rural community tend not to stay.  

 This being a rural environment, we did lose a teacher we should have 

 probably known coming out of where he interned in a city, it’s just not what 

 he was looking for, just not a good fit for him.  So, he did leave us, sort of in a 

 lurch in August but we were able to find another person who lives in the area, 

 they already know what to expect, know the area, know what the night life, so 

 it’s interesting, just wasn’t a good fit for him (Interview October 7, 2019, E.F., 

 lines 94-100). 

Superintendent Fetch has upfront and honest conversations with prospective hires.  

She asks candidates, “Do you really understand the community you are going to 

serve” to better gauge the candidates overall understanding of the Granite Wedge 

community.  Fetch stated, “It’s not enough to know rural, they need to understand 

Granite Wedge rural.”  It is not enough for the community to engage with the school at 

Granite Wedge, the school must also engage with the community.  

Findings 

 The Granite Wedge School and community participate in actions accordant 

with the literature surrounding teacher retention.  Periods of inconsistent school 

leadership have greatly impacted the teachers’ overall job satisfaction resulting in 

attrition in the form of premature retirements.  The school is supported by community 

though the passing of teacher contracts and school budgets.  The teachers are hopeful 

their principal now in his second year will stay.  The school and community are 
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partners both are engaged in supporting educating, and ensuring the success of Granite 

Wedge students.   

 The findings for this case are organized by way of the three predetermined 

primary themes of this study: working conditions, job satisfaction, and community 

engagement.  These findings will also be discussed later in this chapter arranged in the 

form of cross case analysis of all three cases in this study.  Through the analysis of 

data in this case two of the pre-determined themes were found:  Working Conditions 

and Community Engagement in the School.  No organic themes were noted.  Based on 

the analysis of data in this case the following findings have been identified (see Table 

8). 

Finding 1 

 Favorable work conditions related to competitive regional salaries contributes 

to teacher retention.  This finding was supported through the review of relevant 

documents, interview with the district superintendent and focus group with the 

school’s teachers. Notably, the school and district leadership have worked to offer 

starting and average salary that is commensurate with surrounding districts and the 

community has consistently supported the teacher contract.    

Finding 2 

 Positive school and community engagement through supportive relationships 

and partnerships supports teacher retention.  This finding was supported through the 

review of relevant documents, interview with the district superintendent and focus 

group with the school’s teachers. The community’s ownership of their school is 

manifested by voting on pro school budget articles, volunteering, and having an active 
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volunteer group. The school has direct connections with the community through 

partnering with local organizations and educator participate in community outside of 

their school role.  Additionally, during the hiring process, the superintendent ensures 

that candidates understand the community they are coming into.   

Table 8: Summary of Findings Pertinent to the Case of Granite Wedge 

Pre-Determined Themes   Findings and Key Points of 

Support  

Working Conditions 

Salaries  

   

Finding 1:  Favorable work 

conditions related to 

competitive regional salaries 

contributes to teacher 

retention 

● Salaries are within the 

average range in both the 

region and state. 

Community Engagement with 

the School 

Engagement in and with the 

community  

Finding 2:  Positive school and 

community engagement 

through supportive 

relationships and partnerships 

supports teacher retention.   

● Partnerships with local 

business supporting student 

academic opportunities. 
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● The school has committed 

volunteers. 

● Educators are active in the 

community 

● Hiring practices includes 

exploring candidate 

understanding of the 

community context. 

 

Timberwood Central School 

Community Context 

 The Timberwood Central School is the only school within the Timberwood 

School District; however, it shares a School Administrative Unit (SAU) with three 

Great Northwoods towns.  The Timberwood community comprises 1,235 residents as 

of the 2017, United States Census.  The town was incorporated in 1824 and sits within 

green, thick hardwood forests.  Early in the town’s history woolen manufacturing 

mills and mining operations provided jobs for the residents of Timberwood.  The town 

is geographically divided by a powerful river once used to drive timber through the 

town.  The logging industry has had a rich history within the Great Northwoods, 

supporting the region’s economy for generations.  Sprawling timber yards lay just 

outside the town’s center, which includes the school, post office, church, and grocery 

store.  The two biggest employers of Timberwood are a saw mill and a logging 

company, and these two businesses employ 76 individuals, 16.25% of the town.  The 
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juxtaposition of the logging company and saw mill is a statement and constant 

reminder of what has sustained and continues to sustain their community.   

 The median age of Timberwood is 48 years, and of the 1,235 residents, 355 are 

between the ages of 35 and 54.  The median household income of $51,750 is well 

below the state average of $73,381.  This drastic discrepancy is indicative of the 

region.  Of the seven tourism regions in New Hampshire the Great Northwoods is 

ranked last in median household income.  Consequently, 10.6% of the town’s 

population is living below the poverty line, less than half a percent compared to the 

state average of 11%.   

 The school district comprises one elementary school that educates 

Timberwood students, preschool through sixth grade.  The town sends middle and 

high school students to regional SAU middle and high schools.  The elementary 

school has one principal and is governed by a three-member school board that 

oversees a $3,596,005 annual budget.  Timberwood shares district office staff, 

including the superintendent with the three other schools in the SAU. 

School Context 

 Timberwood Central School educates Preschool through sixth grade students.  

The 11 teachers and 2 para professionals, school nurse and principal comprise the 

school’s faculty and staff.  The attrition rate at the school was reported as non-existent, 

the school’s principal and teachers stated the student teachers of Timberwood are 

“waiting and praying” for a teaching position to become available.  The student body 

consists of 129 students, the school’s largest grade level is 20 students, with the 

smallest class having 11 students.  Timberwood Central is a large white building, 
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although now vinyl, its clapboard exterior pays tribute to the area’s natural place and 

the loggers who helped build the town.   

 The overall student demographics of Timberwood Central are representative of 

the region and consistent with the northern portion of the state.  The population is 

primarily white at 92.2%.  The remaining population is comprised of Hispanic, and 

those students who identify as multi-race.  Approximately 30% of Timberwood 

students are eligible for free and reduced lunch, marginally above the state’s 27.3% 

average.   

 While walking the halls of the school with Principal Suzanne Greenburg, the 

school students politely greeted us, introduced themselves, and inquired about my 

presence in their school.  The students exhibited exceptional behavior in the 

classrooms, hallways and cafeteria.  They were genuinely engaged in their learning 

and cared for one another.  When I posed the question, “Are the students this well 

behaved every day,” the school principal responded, “Oh yes, they are amazing, that’s 

the Timberwood Way!”  The school’s 96.1% attendance rate maintains Principal 

Greenburg’s annotation.  I would learn more about the “Timberwood Way” during my 

conversations with the teacher focus group.  It was abundantly clear that the students 

were proud to be part of the Timberwood School community as pointed out in the 

school’s mission statement (see Figure 6). 
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Figure 6: Timberwood Central School Mission Statement 

_____________________________________________________________________ 

 

Mission Statement  

The mission of the Timberwood Center School is that all of our students will become 

proud, successful and contributing members of their community. We will meet their 

individual needs through trust, consistency, academic challenges, educational 

opportunities, consequences, collaboration and compassion. 

_____________________________________________________________________ 

 Timberwood Central’s teachers’ instructional experiences range from 5 to 30 

years.  The average salary at the school of $43,679, is well below the state average of 

$59,198.  Similarly, the minimum starting teaching salary of $34,224 is below the 

state average of $39,048, ranking 141 of the 154 school districts in the state.  Principal 

Suzanne Greenburg added that the top of the Timberwood Central teachers’ salary 

scale is under $50,000, a teacher with 30 years of service is currently earning $48,000 

a year.  She added that in the next town over teachers can earn up to $65,000.  

Principal Greenburg affirmed that even with the opportunity for teachers to earn up to 

an additional $20,000 just miles away, her teachers stay.    

Data Sources 

 In order to ensure trustworthiness of findings three data sources were utilized 

to triangulate data.  Data sources included: an interview with the school’s principal, a 

focus group with the school’s teachers, and a review of relevant documents.  The 

triangulated data sources were used to identify themes relative to the constructs 

established in this study.  
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Review of Relevant Documents 

 The review of relevant documents served as an entry point in understanding 

the local school context of Timberwood.  The documents included school board 

minutes, the school and district website, school and district social media pages, 

collective bargaining agreements, local newspaper articles, the strategic plan, school 

handbook, the professional development plan, the budget, salary scales, the New 

Hampshire Department of Education’s School District Profile, and United States 

Census data.  These documents supported developing a deeper understanding of 

teacher retention, teacher attrition and the local rural context. 

Administrative Interview 

 Suzanne Greenburg has been the principal and sole administrator of the 

Timberwood Central School for three years.  When I arrived at the school Mrs. 

Greenburg was tallying the figures from the previous night’s school book fair.  

Suzanne described the night as a huge success, “We had 85-90 percent of our student 

population represented” (Interview October 10, 2019, S.G., line 31).  The event 

brought parents, students and community members into the school celebrating a night 

of literacy.  Her office is positioned at the front of the building just outside the main 

office.  We met for one hour in a one-on-one interview which utilized a semi-

structured protocol (see Appendix E).  The interview was recorded and later 

transcribed.  Informed consent was obtained at the beginning of our meeting.  Prior to 

the interview Suzanne graciously offered me a tour of the school which provided me 

with additional contextual knowledge and a deeper understanding of the school 

environment.   
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 The school’s main hallway trim was adorned with colorful handprints.  Mrs. 

Greenburg shared that it is a Timberwood tradition that at the end of every school year 

the sixth graders moving on to the regional middle/high school leave their mark on 

their elementary school’s walls.  The words safety, respect and responsibility, the 

pillars of the “Timberwood Way,” were posted throughout the building as a constant 

reminder of the school’s expectations of students and staff.   

Teacher Focus Group 

 A panel of six Timberwood Central School teachers joined me in the 

principal’s office.  Focus group participants were recruited by email invitations 

solicited through the District Superintendent. Participation in the group was voluntary 

and informed consent was obtained from all participants at the beginning of our 

session.  Mrs. Greenburg performed introductions and left the room to allow the 

teachers to provide uninfluenced responses.  The focus group had nearly the entire 

teaching staff represented (see Figure 7).  All grades levels, with the exception of 

Figure 7: Timberwood Central School Teacher Focus Group 

Name Position 

Sally McGrupp Kindergarten Teacher 

Monica Steep First Grade Teacher  

Jennifer Julius Second Grade Teacher 

Ernest Rutherford Fourth Grade Teacher 

Henrietta Wales Fifth Grade Teacher 
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a third-grade teacher were able to be present.  The conversation began by Timberwood 

teachers describing their school.  After a few awkward moments of silence, the group 

opened up about the school’s overall working conditions, job satisfaction and 

community engagement.  From that point on the group needed very little prompting, 

they spoke readily about their school, and all were genuinely excited to be talking 

about, as one staff member stated, their “family.” 

Job Satisfaction: Strong Professional Relationships 

 Mrs. Greenburg pointed out each classroom along the tour and explained that 

their school has one teacher per grade level.  When asked about professional isolation 

the principal replied,  

 So we are isolated in the fact that, there is only one first grade teacher here and 

 she doesn’t have another first grade teacher to talk to, however she is in 

 between a great kindergarten teacher and a great second grade teacher so she 

 can say, hey I’m thinking about doing this and would it benefit your second 

 grade class next year, and can I build off of what you taught them in 

 Kindergarten? (Interview October 10, 2019, S.G., lines 89-93) 

While Timberwood lacks the sheer capacity to collaborate horizontally, or within a 

single grade level, they are able to plan and support each other vertically, or across 

grade levels. Principal Greenburg shared, it’s just who we are, “We are all connected 

and contributing to creating a product of a contributing citizen of the community” 

(Interview October 10, 2019, S.G., lines 86-97).  Sixth grade teacher, Jill Ricker 

expounded about the teacher relationships at Timberwood, “I would describe our 

school as my surrogate family.  I don’t always get along with my brother or sisters, 
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and frankly they put up with a lot from me” (Interview October 10, 2019, J.R., lines 

17-18).  Like a family these teachers support, trust, and hold each other accountable.   

 The teachers’ common bond, their students, is at the core of the decisions they 

make, something they do not take lightly. 

 I trust Jill implicitly and I know she knows, Ernest yeah, this particular group 

 of kids that’s as far as you can get them; I will take them where they are at, and 

 its ok.  I don’t sit there and panic and say, this child did not finish fourth grade, 

 Jill’s got it, but she also knows on the flip side, there are three or four kids, and 

 I’ll start the fifth-grade program.  Not, “What do you want me to do? that’s 

 trust” (Interview October 10, 2019, E.R., lines 62-75). 

The Timberwood teachers are a cohesive, student centered unit. These teachers do not 

point fingers or blame fellow colleagues. Their sense of duty and trust is a rallying 

point that fortifies their relationships, a crucial piece that depicts the schools’ overall 

working conditions and school climate.          

 The overall job satisfaction of Timberwood Central is described as “great” and 

demonstrated through what the teacher’s described as “a real family environment.”  

Despite the school’s lower salaries and solitary grade level configurations, placing 

teachers at risk for feeling underappreciated and professionally isolated, the 

Timberwood teachers report rather the contrary.  “The joy that brings us together is the 

kids, it really is the kids” (Interview October 10, 2019, H.W., lines 188).  This purpose 

affords teachers the ability to see past base salaries when reflecting upon their working 

conditions.  “Let me just put that in context, you can go to the next town over.  I could 

have gone there, somewhere along the way and easily made $20,000 more.  I mean 
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that’s a big draw, $20,000, and not worth it” (Interview October 10, 2019, E.R., lines 

188).  The Timberwood teachers know the conditions they have forged cannot be 

simply transferred to another neighboring district, and that holds personal and 

professional value. 

 These attitudes and dispositions are fully present when examining the 

professional relationships and the high functioning teams of Timberwood.  While the 

Timberwood teachers have only one teacher per grade level, they do not view 

themselves as being isolated at their given grade level, they describe themselves as 

one unit, one school.  

 We have this beautiful way of scaffolding from one grade to another.  We each 

 have our strengths, we have those things, we take on that we really love, but 

 it’s like this baton passing, you know what I mean?  We start in PreK and 

 Kindergarten, we have this constant communication, we only have one class 

 per grade, which is different than a whole lot of other schools, but I feel like 

 the communication that we do have between grades is just as solid as if there 

 were two teachers per grade level (Interview October 10, 2019, H.W., lines 

 52-58). 

It is common for rural schools to have only one teacher per grade level (Howley & 

Howley, 2005) but it is not as common to have such high functioning teams and 

professional relationships.  The school’s vertical communication and collaboration is 

so strong that it compensates for the lack of horizontal team and planning 

opportunities.  Regardless of a students’ assigned teacher or grade level the 
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Timberwood Central teachers are invested in every student.  Sixth grade teacher 

Henrietta Wales describes the collaborative process as solving a puzzle.  

 It’s a big puzzle and we are all putting in pieces all along the way, it’s a relay 

 race and each child is a really interesting puzzle.  I may need to do a little 

 tinkering with a piece of a puzzle here, but what we want is this really fine 

 individual leaving (Interview October 10, 2019, H.W., lines 100-102). 

 The school has received recognition in the state because of their ability to 

provide students with a rigorous and relevant course of instruction.  The school’s 

master schedule allows for common vertical planning time and professional leaning.  

Communication and collaboration are supported through the school’s Google Suite 

that is displayed via the school’s webpage.  This allows for teachers to update and be 

updated regarding colleagues’ progression on lessons, units, and event planning. 

 Every teacher has a specific role to play in the development of a Timberwood 

student and these teachers know they only have a finite amount of time to do their job.  

They know they are doing right by their students.  Their payoff is seeing their students 

succeed at the regional middle/high school, and being recognized as Timberwood 

students who are well prepared for both career and life. 

Job Satisfaction: Leadership Matters 

 In a single word, Principal Greenburg described the overall job satisfaction of 

the school as “Incredible. Teacher job satisfaction is incredibly high here, the climate 

and culture are great because the kids are great, the parents are great, and you know 

everybody is here because they like being here” (Interview October 10, 2019, S.G., 

lines 27-29).   



  Teacher Retention in Rural Schools                             

 

 103 

 While the established working conditions of Timberwood Central have been 

primarily unchanged over the years, overall job satisfaction has fluctuated greatly.  

The Timberwood teachers attribute these swings in job satisfaction to specific factors 

and dynamics tied to school climate and relation to place.   

 The teachers reported that job satisfaction among colleagues is high at 

Timberwood Central School.  They attributed this satisfaction to trust, positive school 

climate, teacher relationships and low teacher turnover.  While the teachers reported 

they were currently content and enjoyed their school, they also divulged how the 

school was not always so positive.  The teachers disclosed that there was one specific 

component that had had the greatest impact on their overall job satisfaction causing 

their school to slip from excellence, that of inconsistent administrative support and 

leadership.  However, when consistent leadership resumed Timberwood Central 

became the school they are today. 

 The school was fortunate to have strong administrative support early on in 

many of the teachers’ careers.  These leaders set priorities and goals for the school.  

The teachers describe how one principal was vital in curriculum alignment, provided 

instructional consistency and provided direction for the school.  While this principal 

started the shift of school improvement it was the following principal, Peter Rogers 

and current district superintendent who led Timberwood Central to excellence.  

 Teachers describe Peter Rogers as “integral” to Timberwood.  “He was the first 

one to come in and say we really should have a mission statement” (Interview October 

10, 2019, H.W., lines 297-298).  Principal Rogers asked the right questions that 



  Teacher Retention in Rural Schools                             

 

 104 

ultimately created the school’s mission statement that still guides the school to this 

day. 

 He said what do you think of this school and what do you think this school 

 needs, most?  Everybody sitting at the table said, “We are a little community 

 and this is kind of what we want our school to look like and that is what we 

 built our mission around”.  And then Peter made us look at our weaknesses, so 

 that we could build ourselves up and get support (Interview October 10, 2019, 

 J.J., lines 302-306). 

Peter Rogers strategic leadership brought the staff together, while the staff described 

being pushed out of their comfort zone, they felt better about their school and who 

they were as educators.   

 The teachers point to two key accomplishments under Principal Rogers’ 

administration that are still referenced today.   

 He did two things that kind of pulled us together.  One was he nominated us 

 for an education award.  He didn’t take this to a staff meeting, he’s kind of like 

 we have been nominated could you and you go down and talk to the 

 committee, Ok, Yes! (Interview October 10, 2019, H.W., lines 324-326) 

Then secondly, “He said, we have got to get off of the DINI5 list”, and we pulled 

together that entire year and we got off the last SINI6/DINI list (Interview October 10, 

 

5 Reference to District in Need of Improvement list.  A structure used during the early 

2000’s under the No Child Left Behind Act to identify school districts that were not 

meeting established performance benchmarks.   

6 Reference to School in Need of Improvement.  A structure used during the early 

2000’s under the No Child Left Behind Act to identify schools that were not meeting 

established performance benchmarks.   
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2019, H.W., lines 334-335).  Timberwood Central School was awarded a state wide 

award for excellence and was removed from the School In Need of Improvement list 

under the No Child Left Behind Act.  Both of these accomplishments were symbolic 

in confirming the school’s standing to the staff, community and state.  The school 

could have easily gone on without these achievements as the award was not required, 

and No Child Left Behind was replaced with The Every School Succeeds Act (ESSA) 

eliminating all SINI/DINI identifications.  However, the decisions, support, and 

consistency that Principal Rogers provided during his tenure at Timberwood have 

continued to benefit his teachers even after his departure.   

 After Principal Peter Rogers moved on, Timberwood went through two 

additional administrators before the current Principal Suzanne Greenburg took the 

helm.  During those years Timberwood lost three teachers, nearly a third of the 

school’s teaching staff.   

 We had four years where we had principal issues and we were all saying, we 

 are falling, we are falling.  Suzanne came on board and we said, oh there we 

 are.  It just came with the right leadership, the right direction (Interview 

 October 10, 2019, E.R., lines 31-33). 

The teachers expressed a sense of relief when the right principal joined the staff.  The 

teachers felt like they could go back to doing what they loved, teaching.  “We all just 

breathed, good, now we don’t have to worry and we can go back to what we were” 

(Interview October 10, 2019, E.R., lines 175-176).  Henrietta Wales prefaced the 

importance of teacher relationships during those years, “I feel like we banded 

together”.  These educators knew their school was great, their beliefs and mission 
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established by past leadership assisted by teacher retention.  Sixth grade teacher, Jill 

Ricker credits administrative support as having, the most significant influence on 

teachers’ decisions to stay or leave Timberwood. 

 I think it comes down to your administration. It really comes down to who you 

 put in as your administration, we have been very lucky to have more 

 administration that puts trust in us.  I know that you know what you are doing, 

 this is where you want to be, so let’s get your students, and how are you going 

 to do it?  And, there’s accountability, you’re not just in your room kind of 

 doing what you want to do and there’s no check-ins. There is accountability, 

 but don’t feel like you are under a microscope or being told, no, I know you 

 like that program but we’re going to use this one.  There is a really good 

 relationship there (Interview October 10, 2019, J.R., lines 659-666). 

Building meaningful relationships and establishing trust with teachers takes time.  In 

the case of Timberwood Central School, a four-year period of inconsistent leadership 

impacted several teachers’ decision to leave the school.  The Timberwood teachers 

craved leadership, direction, and support during that time period.  Fortunately, the 

school regained the consistent and supportive leadership it deserves under the 

leadership of Principal Suzanne Greenburg.  While the leadership at Timberwood 

fluctuated over the years the support from its community never faltered.   

Community Engagement with Schools: A Meaningful Trust Based Relationship  

 It was not by coincidence that the school was placed at the center of town, 

“The school is the hub of the community,” said Greenburg.  The school and 

community share a great sense of pride, respect, and support for one another.  The 
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teachers are consistently making connections that honor the community through place-

based learning. 

 Our kids have knowhow; they grow up around logging and farming.  They 

 know what the logs turn into, they know the milling process, so they have a 

 great appreciation of the woods and of the trails.  They work on how to keep 

 them going because it helps the local community and economy (Interview 

 October 10, 2019, S.G., lines 150-153). 

Through utilizing the town’s natural resources and heritage as a vehicle to educate 

students, the community and school are able to interact in a more meaningful way. 

 The amount of snow that we get in the winter has become part of our 

 community’s culture, so every Friday for the months of January and February 

 is ski day and the entire school is skiing on that day.  We have made that a 

 culture for our school (Interview October 10, 2019, S.G., lines 112-113). 

The school and community have taken ownership of their identity, they know who 

they are and embrace the local opportunities to improve quality of life for their 

students, staff, and residents. 

 The community’s engagement with the school causes an undulation of support 

among Timberwood stakeholders. “The community is so supportive, the parents are 

supportive, and the kids are seeing all of this” (Interview October 10, 2019, S.G., lines 

23-24).  These generational values were constantly on display, the students were 

interacting with the community, the mutual respect was palpable. 

 We have an Old Home Day and the school is used for a ham and bean supper.  

 I think that is unique.  The town parade goes right by the school, the school 
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 pays a big part in the annual town parade.  We certainly get snowmobilers and 

 ATVers going through town, and we just had our annual Bike-a-Thon.  So, we 

 are using the main roads and kids are standing out there with donation buckets 

 and people who come up leaf peeping or riding on their ATVs, we are getting 

 them (Interview October 10, 2019, S.G., lines 114-121). 

The school pays homage to their community by cooking and serving meals for current 

and former residents.  This school is recognized as a focal point during the town 

parade.  A majority of these residents attended the Timberwood Central School.  The 

teachers of the school have taught generations of Timberwood families, they have 

garnered trust from the community.  The community allows their main road to be 

essentially shut down for the day to support the school’s largest fundraiser.  Students 

and staff give up their Saturdays to ride bikes and solicit donations from passing 

recreators to support their school.  Timberwood Central School’s teachers are invested 

in their students, school, community, and each other.  A veteran group of teachers 

expanded in great detail upon the staff’s dedication, investment, and staying power.   

 The Timberwood Central School has a very supportive community.   Many 

generations of Timberwood families have gone through the school.  These teachers 

have formed meaningful relationships with families, and earned the trust of their 

community.    

 Students are looking at me and they say I am not going to mess with Mrs. W. 

 because Man, my mother, or my father, or my sister, or my brother or my so 

 and so, has told me about you.  So, I come in with half of the effort that any 
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 other teacher has to put into getting credibility or trust or whatever, it has 

 already started (Interview October 10, 2019, H.W., lines 471-475). 

Both the teachers and community have made an investment in one another, this is a 

commitment built on service and support.  While the community’s median household 

income is $21,631 below the state average, they continue to support the school 

financially.   

 These are people working two, three jobs but I don’t recall a year, except the 

 year of the mill and we all kind of backed off, I do not recall a year that there 

 was voter contention.  The three million dollars goes up for our budgets goes 

 up and it gets voted in, boom.  The year that we saw a fight, the three million 

 five hundred thousand needed for the school approved (Interview October 10, 

 2019, E.R., lines 431-438). 

This is a town that works hard for its money and has chosen to invest it back into the 

school because as Jill Ricker stated, “The community is as just as much as part of the 

school as we are, it’s kind of the hub.  The school has been the community’s heart” 

(Interview October 10, 2019, J.R., lines 449-451).  The mutual respect between the 

school and community is overwhelming.  The school knows the financially limits of 

their taxpaying community and the community knows that without their school they 

lose their “heart”; and neither body exploits that relationship.  The support the 

Timberwood community shows its school assists in keeping its teachers. However, 

there are some cases in which teachers failed to build these bonds and it impacted their 

decision to leave. 
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 The teachers who chose to remain employed at Timberwood Central are from 

the area or have a sense of rural familiarity.  The self-aware, first grade teacher 

Monica Steep states, “I’m not from here, but I understand here (Interview October 10, 

2019, M.S., line 243).  The teacher focus group concurred that understanding and 

engaging with the community is necessary if teachers were to be successful and stay at 

Timberwood.  “I think, that’s the answer to your question, why do teachers leave?  I 

think it’s because, they didn’t want to be part of this culture” (Interview October 10, 

2019, J.R., lines 823-824).  When working in a rural school like Timberwood Central, 

teachers need to be involved with their community and enjoy the sense of place and 

have a passion for rural education if they are to stay.  The teachers who have stayed,  

live and breathe Timberwood.  Ernest Rutherford best captures the spirit and duty of a  

Timberwood teacher, “I wake up and I could have the worst day ever and I’m like, 

let’s get back and I want to get back to Timberwood.”  Teaching in Timberwood is not 

just a job, it is a lifestyle choice, it is an obligation to the school and community.  

Findings  

 The Timberwood Central School and community participate in actions 

accordant with the literature surrounding teacher retention.  The school is the heart of 

the community, and has educated entire generations of families. There is inherent 

trust, mutual respect, and understanding between the school and local community.  

Periods of inconsistent school leadership have greatly impacted the teachers’ overall 

job satisfaction resulting in attrition in the form of premature retirements.  However, it 

is the supportive and consistent school principals who have had the most significant 

and lasting impact on Timberwood’s working conditions and job satisfaction.  These 
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leaders have forged the school’s mission and cultivated teacher relationships, which 

still positively impacts Timberwood teachers long after the tenure of these principals. 

The findings for this case are organized by way of the three predetermined primary 

themes of this study: working conditions, job satisfaction, and community engagement 

(see Table 9). These findings will also be discussed later in this chapter arranged in the 

form of cross case analysis of all three cases in this study. 

Finding 1 

  The development of school climate that is based on strong professional 

relationships supports the job satisfaction necessary for teacher retention.  While 

Timberwood Central grade level configurations have only one teacher per grade, 

placing teachers at risk for feeling professionally isolated, they have built strong high 

functioning vertical teams.  Teachers are able to sustain professional relationships 

through vertical collaboration focused on student academic outcomes. 

Finding 2  

 Leadership influences the job satisfaction of teachers.  While the school has 

had periods of both consistent and inconsistent leadership, the teachers have always 

supported each other both professionally and personally.  During times of frequent 

principal turnover, teacher retention was deeply affected.   

Finding 3 

 A meaningful trust based relationship between the school and community 

supports teacher job satisfaction.  The community is a part of the school and the 

school is the heart of the community.  The community trusts their school and teachers 

who have taught generations of Timberwood families.  The community values 
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education and reinvests their hard-earned dollars back into the school by passing 

school budgets annually.  The teachers realize the hefty tax burden falls on the 

shoulders of a small community and does not take advantage of the support the 

community consistently shows the school.  

Table 9: Summary of Findings Pertinent to the Case of Timberwood Central 

Pre-Determined Themes  Findings and Key Points of 

Support 

Job Satisfaction 

School climate and culture   

Finding 1: The development of school 

climate that is based on strong 

professional relationships supports the 

job satisfaction necessary for teacher 

retention.   

● Despite having only one teacher per 

grade level the school has strong, high 

functioning, vertical teams. 

● Time is built into the schedule for 

collaboration. 

● Professional relationships are strong 

and supportive. 

● Teachers enjoy one another. 

● The teachers have strong relationships 

built on trust. 



  Teacher Retention in Rural Schools                             

 

 113 

● The teachers have strong community 

attachments with generations of 

Timberwood families. 

Job Satisfaction:  

School climate 

  

Finding 2: Leadership influences the job 

satisfaction of teachers.  

● Frequent changes in leadership eroded 

school climate. 

● Strong leaders supported the 

development of a strong professional 

culture. 

 

Community Engagement  Finding 3: A meaningful trust based 

relationship between the school and 

community supports teacher job 

satisfaction.  

● The community is supportive and takes 

ownership of their school. 

● The community values education and 

consistently supports the Timberwood 

school budget. 

● Teachers engage in meaningful place 

based education that brings the 
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community culture and values into the 

school and curriculum. 

 

Wilson School 

Community Context 

 The Wilson School is a one of five schools within the Caspian School District, 

located in the White Mountains Region.  The town of Wilson has a population of 

1,577, as of the 2017 United State Census.  The town was incorporated in 1763 

founded on the banks of the Tela River and adjacent to the towering White Mountains 

to the east.  The resource rich landscape provided the settlers of Wilson with the 

ability to harness the power of the river to power the mills and early industries that 

included mining and factory jobs.  Wilson’s economy has diversified over the years 

but still has roots in the industries that help found the community.  The two largest 

employers in Wilson offer factory jobs, one producing technical specialty parts to a 

broad range of manufacturers and the other, a furniture company that provides 

furnishings to college and military dormitories. 

 The median age of Wilson is 43 years, of the 1,577 residents 403 are between 

the ages of 35-54.  The White Mountains Region is the second most socio-

economically disadvantaged region in the state.  The median household income of 

$51,726 is well below the state average of $73,381.  Consequently, 13.2 % of the 

Wilson populace is living below the poverty line, slightly above the state average of 

11%. 
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 The Wilson School is the third largest employer within the town of Wilson, 

employing 60 faculty and staff.  The superintendent’s office is located in a 

neighboring town also within the Caspian School District.  There, the superintendent, 

business manager, director of student services, and other administrative personnel 

provide administrative services to Wilson and the four other schools within the 

district.  The Wilson School has a full-time principal, a dean of students, and is 

governed by a nine-member school board that oversees a school budget of 

$16,604,547.   

School Context 

 The Wilson School provides education to students in Kindergarten through 

twelfth grade.  The schools 41 teachers and 13 para professionals educate and provide 

services to the schools 336 students.  While all students and staff K-12 are under one 

roof the school is divided into three sections, elementary grades K-6, middle grades 7-

8 and high grades 9-12.  Due to the fact this study targets elementary teachers, it is 

critical to identify that within grades K-6 there are 18 teachers and 6 para 

professionals assigned to 186 students.   

 Wilson School is set on hill, tucked away, behind the town’s main street.  The 

town’s downtown and school are physically separated by the Tela River. A still 

functional waterwheel pays homage to the town’s early industrial beginnings, powered 

by the river.  A small brick bridge adjoins the quaint Main Street of Wilson to the 

school’s campus.  At the start of the school day the students of Wilson enter the 

building through several entrances.  Elementary and middle students get off the bus or 

out of their parent’s car and follow the painted foot prints of their school’s mascot into 
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the building.  While many of the high school students exit their own cars and take an 

extended walk from the dirt student parking lot into the building.  Several high school 

students hold the school’s doors open ensuring their younger elementary cohorts get 

into the school safely.  A majority of students spend 12 full years at the Wilson school, 

they are protective and care for one another like a family.  The school has an 

attendance rate of 94.8. 

 The Wilson school’s demographics are similar to the regional enrollment 

statistics.  Of the schools 336 students 333 are reported as white, 99.1% and 3 students 

identify as Hispanic, 0.9%. On average 86.2% of students across the state are white, 

while New Hampshire schools in general have a lack of overall student diversity, 

Wilson School is substantially less diverse.  The number of students eligible for free 

and reduced lunch is 46.4%, significantly above the state’s 27.3% average. 

 The school’s mission and vison statement are reflective of the priorities and 

values of the Wilson community (see Figure 8).  The school is preparing their students 

to be productive citizens in the community of Wilson and beyond.  Over 20% of 

Wilson teachers were at one time Wilson students.  The school is proud of that 

statistic.  Former students have gone out into the world and achieved their goals and 

are fortunate to come back and teach with their former teachers, now colleagues, in the 

school and community they love.  

Figure 8: Wilson School Mission and Vision Statement 

_____________________________________________________________________ 

Mission Statement  

The mission of The Wilson School is to prepare students to become lifelong learners 

who strive for excellence, respect themselves and others, contribute to their 
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community, and appreciate the beauty and diversity of our changing world. Inherent 

in this educational program is the concern for the physical, social, and emotional 

well-being of every student which is supported by a strong home, community, and 

school partnership. 

_____________________________________________________________________ 

Wilson School Vision Statement 

The vision of The Wilson School is to empower students to become productive 

members of the local and global community. 

_____________________________________________________________________ 

Data Sources 

 In order to ensure trustworthiness of findings three data sources were utilized 

to triangulate data.  These sources of data included: an interview with the school’s 

principal, a focus group with the school’s teachers, and a review of relevant 

documents.    

Document Reviews 

 Document reviews served as an entry point to understanding the local school 

context of Wilson School.  The documents included school board minutes, school and 

district websites, school and district social media pages, collective bargaining 

agreements, local newspaper articles, the strategic plan, school handbook, the 

professional development plan, the budget, salary scales, the New Hampshire 

Department of Education’s School District Profile, and United States Census data.  

These documents supported developing a deeper understanding of teacher retention, 

teacher attrition and the local rural context. 
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Administrative Interview  

 Principal Eliza Piper has been at the Wilson School since 1989.  She proudly 

states, “I did my student teaching here and came into a para job and then have taught 

up to sixth and seventh grade.  I taught all the way up through the elementary, 

everything except for first grade” (Interview October 15, 2019, E.P., lines 117-118).  

With over thirty-one years of experience, five as school principal, Eliza Piper’s 

historical knowledge of Wilson School is the unsurpassed.  We met for one hour in a 

one-on-one interview which utilized a semi-structured protocol (see Appendix E).  

The interview was recorded and later transcribed.  Informed consent was obtained at 

the beginning of our meeting. 

 Principal Piper described Wilson as a blue-collar town, stating many of the 

residents work in the mills and industrial park.  Piper has observed an increase in the 

overall enrollment of students at Wilson School, a trend that defies what a majority of 

New Hampshire schools are experiencing. “A lot of the schools around us are losing 

enrollment and our enrollment keeps coming and coming and coming and coming” 

(Interview October 15, 2019, E.P., lines 84-86). Eliza shared that she attributes the 

influx in student population to the schools standing in the region.  “Our school has a 

very, very good reputation (Interview October 15, 2019, E.P., line 96).    

Teacher Focus Group  

 Three experienced educators met after school to partake in the Wilson teacher 

focus group interview.  Focus group participants were recruited by email invitations 

solicited through the District Superintendent. Participation in the group was voluntary 

and informed consent was obtained from all participants at the beginning of our 
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session.  The teachers met with me in the principal’s office. Principal Piper introduced 

the teachers and excused herself to make her administrative rounds.  The teacher focus 

group had representatives from first grade and Title 1 (see Figure 9).  Scheduling 

conflicts in the school, including teacher’s running after school activities influenced 

participation.  The focus group commenced with the teacher trio describing Wilson 

School’s salary and professional development. 

Figure 9: Wilson School Teacher Focus Group 

Name Position 

Liz Fee First Grade 

Katy Carini Title 1 Math  

Roger Palmer  Title 1 Reading 

 

Working Conditions: Competitive Regional Salaries and Strong Benefit Packages 

 The teachers of Wilson are an experienced group of educators.  Principal Piper 

reports that many of her teachers have been working at Wilson School for over 20 

years and in two years her entire staff will be tenured. The average salary of Wilson 

teachers is $55,698 compared to the state average of $59,198, an annual difference of 

$3,500.  Relatedly, the minimum starting Wilson teaching salary of $35,081 is below 

the state average of $39,048, ranking 133 of the 154 school districts in the state.   

Principal Piper states that while the starting pay for Wilson teachers is lower when set 

side by side with the state averages, it is comparable to other school districts in the 

region.  She also points out that the district’s salary scale is favorable for veteran staff.  

“I think we are fairly competitive at the top end of the scale.  We have a very strong 

longevity piece that makes it more equitable for those who are off step, sometimes that 
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can be it, once you get off step you are stuck and done” (Interview October 15, 2019, 

I.P., lines 11-15).  This incentive is one of many variables discussed with Eliza on the 

subject of teacher retention and attrition at Wilson.  

 The teachers described how the working conditions at Wilson have ebbed and 

flowed.  “Over the years the working conditions have gone back and forth, but overall 

they have come back” (Interview October 15, 2019, L.P., line 13).  The teachers 

attribute the return of positive working conditions to advancing their teacher contracts, 

course reimbursement, and maintaining their current insurance. “We have great 

insurance, we are still Blue Cross Blue Shield, we are not School Care” (Interview 

October 15, 2019, E.P., 180-181).  The union has worked diligently to preserve their 

memberships insurance, these pro-teacher victories assist in building up the schools 

working conditions.  While these successes are important Roger Palmer clarifies, 

“Working at Wilson is not about the money” (Interview October 15, 2019, R.P., line 

200).  The teachers work hard to accomplish their goals and best meet the students’ 

needs.  

Community Engagement with the School:  Reciprocal Relationship 

 The overall community engagement of Wilson is supportive.  Principal Piper 

reports that school events, such as open houses and athletic events are very well 

attended, “The parents, they turn out”.  The school has an active PTA that volunteers 

their time to fundraise for student-based activities.  It is because of the parent group’s 

fundraising and volunteerism that Wilson students have the opportunity to attend trips 

to museums, sporting events, and visit parts of the state and country that they would 

otherwise not be able to experience.   
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 The community values their local school.  Principal Piper hesitantly states, 

“Knock on wood our contracts pass every year” (Interview October 15, 2019, I.P., line 

59).  Despite enduring one of the highest tax burdens in the state at a rate $30.49 per 

thousand, the community continues to financially support its local school.  Wilson 

supports the school’s budget and educator contracts because these veteran teachers 

have stayed and made connections in their community.   

 Reciprocal causality exists between the school and community of Wilson.  The 

community is the reason Wilson School exists, and the school is the reason the 

community of Wilson is thriving, defying local and state population trends.  Longtime 

resident, former Wilson student, and Title 1 teacher Roger Palmer eloquently states, 

“The school is the fabric that holds the community together” (Interview October 15, 

2019, R.P., 26).  Wilson has seen neighboring towns lose their local schools and 

witnessed the devastating social and economic effects and overall loss of community 

identity. First grade teacher, Katy Carini gratefully acknowledges the community’s 

investment in Wilson School “We are very lucky we have support even with high 

taxes, the community wants teachers to stay” (Interview October 15, 2019, K.C., 180-

181).  The community does what is necessary to give their children, nephews, nieces, 

and the general youth of Wilson the best chance to succeed, by providing them with 

the best possible education.  They show their support by providing financial resources, 

trusting the school, and trusting teachers to give the students with the best possible 

education.  The community is fully aware that it takes time to develop trust and 

establish relationships, they want to recognize names on classroom doors and see 
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familiar faces when driving by the school.  On the whole Wilson teachers stay, 

however there are circumstances that induce attrition.    

Personal Considerations: Rural Familiarity and Community Connection  

 The teacher focus group responses coincide that teacher retention is not a 

concern at Wilson.  “We typically have only 1-2 openings a year at most, retention 

here is not a major issue” (Interview October 15, 2019, R.P., line 262-263).  The 

limited amount of teacher attrition that Wilson does incur comes by the way of 

retirement, family considerations, or lack of rural familiarity, specific to Wilson.  It is 

not uncommon for a teacher to spend their entire career at Wilson. Retiring early is not 

part of the culture at Wilson, most teachers will work 30 plus years at Wilson School 

before they leave the job they love.  Family can bring teachers to Wilson but also 

cause them to leave.  The large factory in town needs highly trained workers with 

unique skill sets to run machines and engineer custom technical products.  The focus 

group has seen workers from the factory come to town with spouses who obtain 

teaching positions at Wilson.  Unfortunately for Wilson when these workers who have 

not established roots in town gain skill, they become highly employable and 

marketable for other companies outside of the town or even state.  The focus group 

has seen several teachers leave Wilson because of these family considerations, 

involving spousal employment opportunities.   

 Wilson administration and hiring committees have focused on rural familiarity 

when looking at potential teacher candidates.  “In the past we have lost several 

teachers because they were not from the area and it’s not a fit” (Interview October 15, 

2019, R.P., line 64).  To assist in mitigating against this type of attrition, online 
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interviews are rarely used.  It is important for candidates see the community, and 

interact with students and staff.  The school wisely looks for talented educators who 

enjoy the lifestyle that Wilson provides, hikers, skiers, and general outdoor 

enthusiasts.  Wilson believes teacher retention starts with hiring, they are not looking 

for just a teacher at Wilson, they are looking for a Wilson teacher. 

Findings 

 In the case of Wilson, the school and community share in actions accordant 

with the literature surrounding teacher retention.  The school’s teacher contract has 

strong salary incentives for teachers to stay at Wilson.  In conjunction with an 

unchanged insurance provider and strong course reimbursement, the strong working 

conditions in Wilson allow teachers to focus on teaching and building highly 

functional teams.  The family atmosphere that the school has cultivated supports its 

teacher both professionally and personally, resulting in a positive school climate.  The 

strong administrative support and consistent leadership has stabilized the teacher 

workforce. The historical knowledge the principal possesses concerning her 

community and school allows her to hire teachers who are, “the right fit.”  The 

community supports its school and makes sacrifices to provide the resources the 

needed to deliver a quality education to Wilson students.  The community has 

benefited from the social and finical investment through young families moving to 

Wilson because of the school’s exceptional reputation.  

 The findings are organized by way of the three predetermined themes of this 

study: working conditions, job satisfaction, and community engagement (see Table 

10).  By design, organic themes were also allowed to emerge, to that end a fourth 
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theme of personal considerations surfaced.  Personal considerations are identified as 

the contributing factors within the teacher’s private life that influenced their decision 

to leave, such as family, temporary work to gain experience, and retirement, and 

familiarity with the rural context.    

Finding 1  

 Competitive regional salaries and strong benefit packages support the working 

conditions necessary for teacher retention.  Wilson’s starting teacher salaries are 

competitive within the White Mountains Region.  The teachers’ salary schedule 

contains incremental steps that grow with years of experience.  The teachers’ union 

has been successful in maintaining their insurance carrier as well as rates.  Wilson 

teachers feel encouraged to grow professionally and supported through full course 

reimbursement for up to nine college/university credits. 

Finding 2  

 Community engagement in the form of a reciprocal relationship between the 

school and community supports teacher retention.   The community consistently 

supports the school budget and teacher contracts.  The solid reputation of the school 

brings young families to the community, building social and economic capacity, 

paying dividends to the community’s investment.   The success of the school is seen as 

contributing to the success of the community.  

 

Table 10: Summary of Findings Pertinent to the Case of Wilson 

Pre-Determined Themes  Finding and Key Points of 

Support  
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Working Conditions 

Salaries  

Benefits  

Finding 1: Competitive regional 

salaries and strong benefit 

packages support the working 

conditions necessary for teacher 

retention.  

● Salaries are within the average 

range in the region. 

● The school has strong health 

benefits and have kept their 

long-time insurance carrier. 

● The school offers full course 

reimbursement for up to nine 

college/university credits. 

  

 Community Engagement with the School 

Finding 2:  Community 

engagement in the form of a 

reciprocal relationship between 

the school and community 

support teacher retention.  

● The teachers have strong 

community attachments with 

generations of Wilson families.  
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● The community values 

education and consistently 

supports the Wilson school 

budget. 

● The community is supportive 

and takes ownership of their 

school. 

 

Summary  

 The findings associated with each of these schools indicate that teachers’ 

decisions to stay in their school is influenced by the overall levels of job satisfaction, 

working conditions and community engagement.  Due to the fact that rural schools 

across the state are so vastly unique, discerning a solution to teacher retention must 

parallel the quintessence of the region.  Educational leaders and policymakers who 

examine this study will certainly inquire, if rural New Hampshire schools and 

communities are so different, how can an equitable and effective solution to teacher 

retention exist?  In order to provide an answer to that questions a cross case analysis 

of these three cases was conducted.  

The Relationship Between Three Rural Schools 

 In each of the three case studies commonalities exist, those being the 

population, median household income.  Poverty percentage in the communities of 

Timberwood and Wilson are nearly identical.  Granite Wedge is greater in population 

with higher median income but lower in poverty percentages.  It is important to note 
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that these socio-economic statistics could be skewed due to the close proximity of the 

state’s most prestigious hospital and college.  Granite Wedge is an ideal location for 

the highly skilled and trained professionals who are employed by these institutions.  

These Granite Wedge residents act as high-end income outliers, unintentionally 

camouflaging the financial needs and profile of the greater community as to their 

greater earning capacity.  When comparing the free and reduced lunch percentages of 

each of these community’s schools, the communities appear considerably similar (see 

Table 11).  This illustrates the complex nature of solving the challenges that plague 

rural schools and communities.  They bring unique situations. Statistics need to be  

Table 11: Comparison of Community Demographics and Socio-Economics 

 Granite Wedge  Timberwood Wilson  

Median Age 46 48 43 

Population  4,542 1,235 1,577 

Median Household Income $75,114 $51,750 $51,726 

% Poverty 4.7% 10.6% 13.2% 

% Free/Reduced Lunch  30.9% 46.4% 40.4% 

School Budget  $8,933,569 $3,596,005 $16,604.547 

 

examined closely.  The large number of New Hampshire Schools that are classified 

under the broad definition of rural may share basic systems and structures however, 

they are different by virtue of their context.  Superintendent Ester Fetch keeps this at 

the forefront of her hiring decisions, “Some teachers think they know rural, but do 

they know Granite Wedge rural?”  What an excellent question!  While having some 

experience with rurality increases teacher’s retention rates in rural schools, it is 
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important that teachers understand their specific schools’ community and its relation 

to place if they are to stay.  Knowing the community context is integral to job 

retention. 

 The schools and communities of Granite Wedge and Wilson have immediate 

access to local amenities.  Both communities are within a fifteen-minute drive of a 

major interstate highway.  This allows for easy travel and commuting for the teachers.  

Granite Wedge’s prime location, described as “just south enough” by the school’s 

teachers allows the school to attract a wider range of teachers.  This in conjunction 

with being closely located to several colleges and universities provides the school with 

a ready and viable workforce. It also provides new and veteran teachers with 

opportunities for professional growth and development.  

 Wilson School shares a border with the largest town in the North Country.  

This town provides teachers with additional housing and entertainment.  The growth 

of the neighboring town has created an increase in available rental properties that 

appeal to younger teachers who are not yet able to buy a home in the Wilson area.  

Approaching 20%, Wilson School has a healthy portion of homegrown teachers.  

These teachers have built-in connections within the school and community, 

compounding the overall levels of job satisfaction.   

 Timberwood is located in the northern part of the state and is further removed 

from major roadways, with the closest highway being over an hour’s drive.  This adds 

to why many of the Timberwood teachers are residents of the community.  Long 

commutes are not practical for the teachers of Timberwood particularly during the 

long winter months.  Being embedded in the community these teachers have 
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developed relationships and partnerships with the community.  Extended learning, 

place-based education, and field trips take place at the town’s forests, near or at lakes, 

and mill yards.  Teachers use Timberwood’s sense of place as a vehicle to educate 

students.  This has created a ripple effect of events in Timberwood; students develop a 

deep appreciation for their community, the community is engaged and supports their 

school and teachers, the teachers stay and educate future generations of Timberwood 

families, further building trust with the school and community connections.    

Cross Case Analysis 

 In order to acquire a more detailed understanding of each case as it relates to 

New Hampshire’s rural context, a cross case analysis was conducted.  Through 

analyzing the findings using this method, it became apparent that teachers choose to 

stay employed in rural New Hampshire for reasons unique to their school’s regional 

context.  The ensuing analysis provides a more detailed examination of these findings, 

conclusions, and recommendations for policy, practice and future studies.  

Working Conditions Influence on Teacher Retention 

 The first finding of the cross case analysis denotes that working conditions did 

not have a significant influence on teachers’ decisions to stay or leave their schools.  

This refutes some of the literature used to support this study (Kaden, Patterson, Heally 

& Adams, 2016; Hanushek, Kain & Rivkin, 2004; Huysman, 2008; Ismazeki, 2005; 

Monk, 2007).  However, it does support that teachers choose to stay in rural schools 

for reasons beyond salaries (Hammer, Hughes, McClure, Reeves & Salgado, 2005; 

Brill, & McCartney, 2008).  Both sections of the authors’ work informed the definition 

of working conditions, those things related to contractual obligations as agreed to by 
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the local teachers’ association and the local school district.  The specific components 

of working conditions found in this study included salary and benefits.  The 

presentation of these components was similar in each rural context and within each of 

these sites. 

Salary 

 In each case, salary was regarded similarly as a driver of teacher retention.  

The three schools’ average and starting salaries all compared differently to those of the 

state averages in both categories (see Table 12).  In the case of Granite Wedge, having 

competitive state and regional salaries were important to teachers.  The superintendent 

stated, “We’re sort of middle of the road, were not the lowest but were not the 

highest.”  With that said, the superintendent has made her intentions clear about 

improving the overall working conditions of Granite Wedge, which includes teachers’ 

salaries.  Having competitive salaries at Granite Wedge keeps teachers from leaving 

and seeking employment in neighboring districts.  Teachers reported a tipping point at 

which salary becomes enticing enough to seek other employment. They affirmed that  

for three thousand dollars more a year, it is not worth leaving a familiar work 

environment to start over in a new school.  However, the greater the increase in salary, 

the position and school become more desirable and alluring.  Granite Wedge is 

committed to keeping the state and regional salary gap from widening and reducing 

the risk of teacher attrition due to low salary. 
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Table 12: Case Comparison of Starting and Average Salary 

 Granite Wedge  Timberwood Central  Wilson  State  

 

Starting 

Salary  

 

$38,118 

 

$34,224 

 

$35,081 

 

$39,048 

Average 

Salary  

$56,695 $43,679 $55,698 $59,198 

  

 At Timberwood Central School salary was not an influencer of teacher 

retention.  The teachers and administration made it clear that every year opportunities 

arise in neighboring districts to earn more money.  One teacher cited he could be 

making $20,000 more in a neighboring district where the teachers’ average salary is 

$60,735.  “Let me just put that in context, you can go next door.  I could have gone 

there somewhere along the way and easily made $20,000 more, I mean that’s a big 

draw, $20,000 and not worth it (Interview October 10, 2019, E.R., lines 618-620).  

While the money is tempting, ultimately these teachers are not willing to put a price 

tag on the established relationships and school environment they have worked to 

create at Timberwood.  The school’s salary is well below the state and region, 

nevertheless these teachers stay.   These conscious decisions include purpose, family 

and support over financial gain.   

 The Wilson School teacher salaries were found to be competitive at the 

regional and state levels.  In addition to comparative salaries the school has been 

creative in its efforts to encourage teacher retention.  Through increasing salary due to 

years of service, teachers are rewarded for their longevity and loyalty to the district.  

The teachers also expressed the importance of keeping their health insurance, a very 
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expensive and necessary benefit for individual teachers and their families.   They feel 

valued and taken care of by their school having not been forced to, in their view, a 

lesser insurance carrier.  Wilson teachers preface conversations concerning salary by 

saying “It’s not about the money, it’s about enjoying what we do”.  With that said the 

teachers of Wilson are still grateful to school and community for valuing their work as 

educators.   

Finding 1  

 Teachers will forgo working conditions for strong levels of job satisfaction and 

community engagement.   While working conditions are important for teacher 

retention they are less important than job satisfaction, and community engagement.  

While it was found that salaries should be regionally competitive they do not need to 

be the highest.  Rural schools would be better served to invest in the overall job 

satisfaction of their teachers rather than financially overburden their community.   

Consistent and Supportive Leadership 

   The second finding supports the literature, job satisfaction is a significant 

influence on teachers’ decision to stay or leave their schools.  Specifically, consistent 

and supportive leadership promoted teacher retention (National Commission on 

Teaching & America’s Future, N.N. 2007; Boyd et. al, 2011; Sutcher, Darling 

Hammond, Carver-Thomas, 2016).  The researchers’ work helped inform this study’s 

definition of job satisfaction, the perception and expectation of teachers in relation to 

the level of contentment in their given schools.  The presentation of these components 

was similar in each rural context and within each of these sites. 



  Teacher Retention in Rural Schools                             

 

 133 

 Teachers in all three schools emphasized the importance of consistent and 

supportive professional relationships with building leadership.  Teachers who were 

supported by their principals were better able to form collegial relationships and 

develop their common purpose.  At the time of teacher focus and administrative 

interviews, school leadership was described as consistent and supportive.  Each of the 

three schools had a story when it came to leadership.  The teachers in each school 

were able to point to specific catalysts that changed the school climate in either 

positive or negative ways. In the cases of Granite Wedge and Timberwood Central 

both schools’ experienced periods of a lack of consistent and supportive leadership.  

During these periods school climate was negatively impacted by high administrative 

turnover, at which point both Granite Wedge and Timberwood Central reported an 

increase in early retirements.  Granite Wedge fourth grade teacher, Vanessa Tilly 

plainly states, “Teachers retired because they didn’t want to be led like that anymore, 

those teachers would have stayed” (Interview October 7, 2019, V.T., line 118-119).  

The loss of veteran teacher leaders impacted morale and teacher team dynamics, 

further damaging the schools’ climates.   

 This was a tumultuous time until both schools reached a tipping point.  The 

schools became emotionally draining, teachers from both schools described a similar 

experience, you could feel it as soon as you walked in the building, it was contagious.  

In the case of Granite Wedge, Superintendent Fetch made it a priority to find a 

principal with staying power, “With a year under his belt there is already consistency, 

which the Granite Wedge School has not had. We have been through a new principal 
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now for the last 3 or 4 years. This principal being in his second-year, people already 

know the expectations and where to go.” 

 Like Granite Wedge, the teachers of Timberwood Central attributed the drop-

in school climate to inconsistent leadership, “We had two different principals for a 

four-year period.”  The teachers described a period in which it was difficult to come 

into the building let alone teach. “We were seeing things, were falling apart, and I 

think because we knew who we were, we weren’t going to let this guy come in and 

pull the carpet out from underneath us, he tried” (Interview October 10, 2019, S.G., 

lines 138-140).  The Timberwood School’s small, tight knit teaching staff made a 

cognizant choice to support each other, they would not let someone rob them of their 

school’s identity.  The school lost two of their eleven teachers during this period.   

Fortunately, most of the staff held on until a consistent and supportive principal was 

hired, and shifted the school climate.  At that moment, the staff reported there was a 

collective, “Wow, there’s Timberwood, there it is, it’s back.”  

 Wilson’s consistent and supportive leadership has provided a stable, positive 

climate in the building.  These teachers professionally collaborate, socialize and 

celebrate, and even write lesson plans and provide meals for fellow teachers during 

times of difficulty.  The school has had clear expectations, teachers at Wilson have not 

had to spend time “…figuring out a new principal.”  Instead these teachers have been 

able to build meaningful relationships, fortifying the school’s climate, and increasing 

teacher job satisfaction.  However, while school climate is vital to overall job 

satisfaction, teachers must also be content with the school’s natural surroundings and 

sense of place if they are to remain satisfied with their jobs. 
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Finding 2 

  Retaining supportive school leaders supports overall teacher job satisfaction 

necessary for teacher retention.  Supportive and consistent leadership is important and 

necessary for teacher retention in rural schools.  It was found across all schools that 

teacher job satisfaction increased during times of consistent or perceived consistency 

of school leadership. These teachers were not only able to perform their jobs more 

effectively, but laugh more together, enjoy each other more, and be better satisfied in 

their jobs as educators.  Conversely during times of inconsistent and unsupportive 

leadership school climate was negatively impacted.  It was reported that more teachers 

took early retirement, and others looked for teaching positions in other schools. 

Reciprocal School and Community Engagement 

 Community engagement was displayed across each case through a variety of 

actions and behaviors.  Each community displayed a high value of education and 

supported their local school.  Support was shown through a variety of local 

partnerships and the passing of initiatives and school budgets.  Granite Wedge, 

Timberwood Central, and Wilson Schools were all referred to as the “hub” or “center” 

of the community by their respective administrators and teachers.  The communities 

were reported to be invested and have ownership in their school.  Each of the three 

schools had an active parent teacher group in place.  These groups provided conduits 

between the schools and the communities to assist with fundraising and 

student/teacher support.  

 At the Granite Wedge School, community engagement was centered around 

partnerships with local businesses in neighboring communities that extended outside 
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of the immediate community.  This included partnering with the local colleges and 

universities to run afterschool programs and extended learning with local technical 

businesses.  With plentiful opportunities for engagement Granite Wedge’s 

Superintendent Ester Fetch is selective when it comes to any type or partnership.  She 

believes it is more detrimental to develop a partnership and see that relationship fail 

than not establish a connection.  Therefore, Granite Wedge focuses on sustainable, 

long lasting, mutual relationships.  The superintendent’s philosophy on community 

engagement has begun to provide students with in-service learning opportunities while 

providing businesses with potential future employees. 

 The community of Timberwood and Timberwood Central School are 

practically one in the same.  Many of the school’s teachers are residents in town and 

have educated entire generations of Timberwood families.  Trust has been established, 

over the years through dining together at the annual ham and bean suppers, supporting 

each other at the Bike-a-Thon fundraiser, and everyday teacher/ parent interactions. 

The community takes full ownership of the school, and it is not by happenstance that 

the school is placed in the town’s center.  The small town supports and invests in their 

community school.  The school’s budget is consistently passed and the school is 

equipped with the latest technology to support student learning. Timberwood teacher 

Ernest Rutherford confirms the community’s ongoing support, “The community is 

saying, keep this school and how much do you need”?  The biggest barrier to 

community engagement in Timberwood is the hard fact that these parents are working 

multiple jobs, therefore finding time to engage is difficult.  Somehow these families 

still find ways to attend open houses, parent teacher conferences, and fundraisers. Due 
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to the nature of the town’s size, the number of engagement opportunities is restricted. 

However, Timberwood’s dedication to preserving their community school is far 

limited.   

 Wilson School’s community engagement contains aspects from both Granite 

Wedge and Timberwood Central.  Like Granite Wedge, Wilson has plentiful 

opportunities to engage with their community and neighboring towns through 

extended student learning.  These partnerships allow for student learning and 

employers cultivating the next generation of workers for their businesses.  Similar to 

Timberwood, a majority of Wilson teachers are residents of the town.  They are 

invested in the community in which they serve and have built relationships with 

influencers in Wilson.  This has proven beneficial as the town consistently supports 

the school’s initiatives and overall budget. The town businesses know the school. 

 Students will spend their entire K-12 public education at Wilson School.  This 

is a place where students learn everything from tying shoes to learning to drive, 

memories are made within the walls of the school.  Wilson residents tend to stay; most 

of the community’s residents have had some connection with the school.  The school 

is a strong common bond among Wilson residents, “The school is the fabric that holds 

the community together.”  The support the Wilson community has shown has allowed 

their school to flourish, in turn developing a positive reputation, becoming a desirable 

school system and community for families.   

 Community engagement is crucial for supporting teacher retention in rural 

schools.  Schools can take prescriptive measures to raise community engagement.  

However, what will work in Wilson, may not work in Granite Wedge or Timberwood 
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it must be authentic.  Schools must have a thorough understanding of their community 

identity if they are to effectively engage with it, this cannot occur without retaining 

knowledgeable teachers, teachers who understand their school context.   

Finding 3  

 Engagement does not occur in isolation.  Community engagement is important 

for schools, it can lead to increased conditions of work, job satisfaction, and is a good 

indication of the overall support for the school.  Unrequited community engagement 

can assist in establishing relationships, important for teacher retention.  However, 

engagement that is reciprocated between both institutions builds deeper, sustainable 

connections between the school and community that bolsters teacher retention.  

Personal Considerations  

 In all three cases, teachers’ decisions to leave were influenced by personal 

considerations beyond the school’s control.  Specifically, a change in a spouse or 

partner’s employment, high volume of teacher retirements, and the school being used 

as temporary work for the teacher.  In the cases of Granite Wedge and Wilson, 

teachers and their families were brought to the community because of spousal 

employment opportunities.  Granite Wedge’s close proximity to one of the state’s 

premier hospitals, makes the community a desirable location for doctors, nurses, and 

other health care professionals.  Interns and doctors completing their residency 

programs will move their families to the area of Granite Wedge.  Their spouses find 

teaching jobs at the school while they finish their programs.  When inevitably these 

residencies, trainings, and internships are complete these doctors, nurses, and health 

workers must locate to other positions, many times in different parts of the state or 
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country.  “I can think of teachers who left, their husbands or significant others doing a 

residency at Dartmouth.  Dartmouth is a big draw and they stay until their spouse is 

relocated and they take a different path” (Interview October 7, 2019, V.T., line 161-

164).  Paradoxically, what brings these teachers to Granite Wedge is what forces them 

to leave. 

 The same driver of attrition exists at the Wilson school, families move to the 

Wilson community because of employment opportunities at the local mill.  Similar to 

Granite Wedge these employee’s spouses and partners work at the Wilson School.  

When mill employees gain experience, they become highly marketable.  Their skill 

and expertise make the workers prime candidates for promotions at one of the 

numerous west coast subsidiaries of the mill, ultimately removing a teacher from the 

Wilson School.   

 In all three cases, there was an unbalanced number of teachers approaching 

retirement.  It was reported in Granite Wedge and Timberwood Central School that 

during period of inconsistent and unsupportive leadership, retirements increased.  The 

schools cannot dictate when teachers chose to retire, but they can influence who leads 

their buildings.  If a majority of the school’s teaching staff leave at one time because 

of lack of leadership, schools will lose their institutional knowledge, team leaders, 

conduits to the community, and their teacher mentors. 

  Granite Wedge and Timberwood each described how they have been victims 

of teacher attrition, not because of family opportunities or earned retirement, but 

because these teachers had no intention of staying.  Both schools have seen its fair 

share of teachers who come to the school, gain experience, and apply to more 
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desirable locations.  Granite Wedge, knows the cycle all too well, “They were coming 

for a short period of time and they knew they were leaving and it’s time to go” 

(Interview October 7, 2019, V.T., line 423-424).  Timberwood’s teachers responded 

similarly, “We were just her stepping-stone and that’s going to happen” (Interview 

October 10, 2019, H.W., lines 181).  Wilson School has focused on community and 

school fit during interviews, to mitigate against teachers using the school as a 

“stepping stone.  Wilson has acknowledged the importance of hiring teachers who 

enjoy the work and life balance that their rural community offers, if they are to stay. 

 Across all three cases, each school had a heavily disproportionate number of 

teachers approaching retirement.  These teachers have worked hard their entire career 

and are less tolerant to the effects of negative working conditions, job satisfaction and 

engagement with the community.  They can more easily walk away because of their 

financial security supported though NH retirement pensions.  The aging workforce of 

teachers in rural New Hampshire schools accentuates the need for rural schools to 

collaborate with their communities and focus on rural fit when hiring staff. Rural 

schools must create a climate that fosters school and community engagement to attract 

replacements for the retiring teachers.  This is vital to the suitability of rural life, when 

rural towns lose their school, they lose their community. 

Finding 4 

 Personal considerations attract teachers, as well as, cause teachers to leave 

rural schools. Across all three of the rural regions in this study, teachers were staying 

for reasons associated or related to working conditions, job satisfaction, and 

community engagement. How these constructs influenced teachers’ decisions to stay 
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looked different depending on the rural context.  Through this study the inherent 

relationship between teacher retention and teacher attrition was also observed.  When 

teacher working conditions, job satisfaction, and community engagement is reported 

as positive or significant, they act as drivers of retention, however when these 

constructs are reported as negative or insignificant, they act as drivers of attrition.   

 Through teacher and administrative interviews, the influence of personal 

considerations organically emerged.  Personal considerations associated with family, 

retirement, and temporary work were found in all three schools.  This finding 

identified levers of teacher attrition that were common across all three rural contexts.  

Personal considerations act as a permeable layer surrounding the constructs of 

working conditions, job satisfaction, and community engagement, what brings 

teachers into rural communities can be the factor that removes teachers from rural 

communities (see Figure 10). While family dynamics can bring teachers into rural 

schools it can also be the reason why they leave.  This is different than the personal 

consideration of temporary work, these teachers find employment in rural schools for 

the sole purpose of gaining experience, to become more marketable in other schools 

and districts.  This is not sustainable for rural schools. 
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Figure 10: Conceptual Framework Illustrating Personal Considerations  

 

Summary of Findings  

 Rural is a broad term with numerous definitions, even within the borders of 

one small state, multiple rural contexts exist.  The findings of this study will provide 

insight into understanding how rural contexts influence teachers’ decisions to stay or 

leave their schools of employment.  These findings acknowledge that New 

Hampshire’s rural contexts influence teacher retention, and there is no singular 

solution to solving teacher attrition across all rural contexts.  These findings may 

provide the validation for rural educators and other stakeholders that rural contexts are 

different from one another.  The question is how can we practically solve teacher 

retention?   

 Each of the rural contexts provided strengths and challenges that required their 

schools to leverage or overcome to retain their teachers.  The three contexts examined 

in this study, Dartmouth-Lake Sunapee, The White Mountains, and The Great North 

Woods regions distinctively influenced teachers’ working conditions, job satisfaction, 
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and community engagement.  The teachers and administrators of each school were 

asked, why teachers stay in their particular school.  In each case it was reported that 

teachers stayed for similar reasons, however, these drivers of retention are unique 

relative to the school’s specific context.  Therefore, it is crucial that school 

administrators understand how these drivers of retention manifest in their schools and 

districts. What was common across these three rural contexts was teachers care more 

about job satisfaction than high salaries, teachers need school leaders who are 

established in the school and trusted amongst staff members, and community 

engagement that is based on trust and reciprocity is critical for all of these rural 

schools. It would be beneficial and advantageous for rural schools to invest in these 

constructs if they are to retain their teachers. 

 Within the Dartmouth-Lake Sunapee, The Great Northwoods, The White 

Mountains regions each school’s teachers were willing to accept lower wages to stay 

in a school where they are personally and professionally satisfied. Granite Wedge 

School’s teachers working conditions were average amongst regionally salaries.  

Timberwood School’s teacher working conditions were fortified by a strong sense of 

purpose and high functioning vertical teams.  Salary was not found to be influential in 

raising working conditions.   Rather than monetary gains these teachers place higher 

value on trusting relationships with coworkers and administrators.  These teachers 

were very much in touch with the economic limits of their region and community. 

Like Granite Wedge, Wilson School’s teachers working conditions are buoyed by 

regional competitive salaries however paled in comparison to overall job satisfaction.   



  Teacher Retention in Rural Schools                             

 

 144 

These rural teachers were willing to work for lower salaries because of high levels of 

job satisfaction within their associated school. 

 Job satisfaction in the Granite Wedge and Timberwood Central was influenced 

by strong teacher relationships and consistent and supportive administrative support.  

While the principals of both Granite Wedge and Timberwood Central Schools only 

have two and three years of building leadership respectively, it is the previous yearly 

turnover that has created the idea that two or three years will become years of steady 

leadership.  The teachers in both schools associated high levels of job satisfaction 

during periods of steady leadership from administration.  Job satisfaction has been 

positively maintained in Wilson because of the consistent and homegrown leadership 

of the school.  This school has not experienced turnover in leadership.  These teachers 

in all regions are invested in their school and community, they demand the same from 

their administrators. 

 Building sustainable partnerships with the community was a strong indicator of 

successful community engagement.  The chances for engagement in all the regions 

were plentiful, and sustained. The three schools and communities are heavily 

dependent upon one another for the continued way of life their residents enjoy.  By 

nature of being rural to engage with the school is to engage with the community, 

seldomly do these entities act independently of one another.  It was found that many of 

the teachers across cases were residents and have built in connections with the 

community.  These relationships support both the schools and the town or overall 

community, creating conditions that attracts young families to the area, further 

strengthen the school and community. 
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Implications 

 National and state data show that rural schools are at risk for retaining their 

teachers.  The national teacher retention rate in addition to being on a decline is 

staggering; only 84.3 percent of teachers are staying in their schools (Goldring, Taie & 

Riddles, 2014). To compound the issue the teacher attrition rate is .05 percent higher 

in rural schools than in urban schools, and 2.0 percent higher than suburban schools 

(United States Department of Education, 2013).  The National Teacher Council on 

Teacher Quality (2017) identified New Hampshire as a state that does not meet the 

requirements of retaining effective teachers.   By acknowledging and understanding 

the issues of teacher retention in rural schools the leaders, policy makers, and change 

agents that serve these local communities can better develop systems and practices 

that are designed to keep teachers in our rural schools.  

          Considering the all-encompassing definition of rural, the challenges of these 

identified schools and communities tend to be over generalized.  It is crucial that rural 

schools and communities have both the resources and flexibility to be independent and 

creative problem solvers.  This is the balance of support and autonomy rural schools 

need to address the challenges of teacher retention in their given community. The 

numerous rural communities across the nation including the state of New Hampshire 

are distinctive, unique, and special. Their specific qualities of culture, tradition, 

relationships, and appreciation of the geographic beauty are embedded in the 

generations of people who call these communities home.  While visitors, tourists, 

campers, and part-time homeowners enjoy for the short term, the rural New 

Hampshire haven, they do not experience it in the same deeply rooted way of life as 
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do the lifelong residents. One area visitors and temporary residents do not take part in 

are schools.  Schools are the heartbeat, the hope, the anchor for rural communities.   

Through the reporting of teachers and administrators the rural schools in this 

study did not have the significant teacher attrition issues, as presented in the literature. 

These teachers stayed.  How the participants of these three schools perceived working 

conditions, job satisfaction, and community engagement within their own unique 

context, assisted in better understanding the question, why rural teachers stay?  

         The teachers in this study stayed in their rural schools for reasons beyond 

salary and reported that job satisfaction was more of a factor in their decision to 

stay.  These teachers valued school culture, relationships and community over inflated 

salaries.  This suggests that rural schools would be better served to focus on school 

climate than to try to compete with salary in neighboring schools. Trying to retain 

teachers through high salaries is not effective or sustainable for rural schools. 

         Consistent and supportive leadership is necessary for rural schools to 

flourish.  The teachers in this study reported the importance of steady building 

leadership.  These leaders have much influence on the building’s climate, day to day 

operations, and long term strategic planning.  This study revealed that principal 

turnover increases the likelihood that teachers will leave or contemplate leaving their 

school.  It would be advantageous for rural schools to build leadership capacity and 

cultivate potential leaders.           

In addition, these building leaders should be stewards of authentic school and 

community relationships, fostering engagement.  Rural schools and communities are 

intrinsically bound, however with frequent turnover in school leadership these school 
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and community relationships become compromised.   The fact is that it takes time to 

build these trusting relationships, it emphasizes the importance of developing and 

retaining school leaders.  Rural schools need leaders who are not only knowledgeable 

and qualified in their craft but also possess the same understanding of the communities 

they serve.  Providing these future leaders with experiences, education and mentorship 

would assist in creating a viable workforce that has built-in institutional knowledge 

and teacher and community relationships. 

One benefit of strong and engaged school and community relationships is 

networking opportunities for families new to the area.  It is not uncommon for rural 

schools to hire the spouses of workers who have relocated to rural areas for 

employment opportunities.  These personal and family considerations bring teachers to 

rural schools.  However, these family dynamics can also pull teachers from rural 

communities.  School and community rural leaders need to work collaboratively to 

keep teachers’ families in rural communities.  When these families seek employment 

in rural areas it is to the benefit of the community, when school administrators 

collaborate with community leaders such as town managers, business owners, town 

councils, selectboards, volunteer groups and the like, to provide opportunities, and 

engage these families it increases the possibility that they will stay. Rural schools and 

businesses have the ability to be nimble and responsive, leveraging these strengths to 

retain these working individuals and their spouses, who are employable and qualified 

teachers, will further the sustainability of rural communities.   

Rural schools and communities cannot wait to invoke assistance from the state 

or federal government, nor can they continue to try and overextend their communities 
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by unsuccessfully trying to solve problems like teacher retention through financial 

avenues.  They need knowledgeable effective leaders at the local level who can 

advocate for their town, moving past the simple acknowledgement that challenges in 

rural communities are different, and getting to solutions through leveraging unique 

rural contexts and senses of place. 

         Rural schools matter not only because they are often one of the primary 

employers and economic drivers of an area, but because of the inherent characteristics 

of rural communities: learning, traditions, pride, relationships, prosperity, and hope.  

Without rural teachers, rural schools are limited in the opportunities and quality of 

education they can provide, and that in turn becomes a matter of equity.  To close a 

school, is to close a community, breaking down culture and robbing areas of their 

identity. This would drastically change the landscape of our nation and state.  The 

areas that provide us with sustenance, recreation, vital resources, spirit, solitude, and 

hearth would cease to exist.  Retaining teachers, supports the sustainability and vitality 

of not only the school but the rural communities they serve.  The uniqueness of our 

rural communities is what makes our nation and state special.  Our rural schools 

preserve culture, community, opportunity, and identity.  There is not a prescription or 

template for solving teacher retention in our rural schools.  Rather, we must provide 

rural schools and communities with the policies, resources, and autonomy to develop 

extraordinary solutions within their own unique contexts.   

Conclusions: 

Why do teachers choose to stay employed in rural New Hampshire schools? 
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 Teachers choose to remain employed in their particular rural schools for 

similar reasons, those being working conditions, job satisfaction, and community 

engagement.  Personal considerations were also found to be an influencer. While these 

drivers of teacher retention are present across the three cases in this study, how they 

are experienced remains unique to individual regions.  To the casual observer rural 

contexts appears similar, however the stories and conversations shared by rural 

teachers and administrators reveal the contrary.  It is the specific context of each 

regional community that drives retention.  These regions reflect and mirror the values, 

purpose and lifestyle of the residents who proudly inhabit the communities within.   

 Rural schools can’t keep saying they’re different and expect teacher retention 

to improve.  Rural educational leaders need to look into why their teachers are staying.  

Rural teachers are not working to become rich but they want to be appreciated and 

valued for their work.  Rural teachers need leaders who will stand by them and trust 

them to do their jobs of educating their students.  Rural communities and schools need 

to engage one another, one institution can’t do it all to create a genuine relationship.  

These relationships are formed by genuine reciprocal acts, that's what creates school 

and community bonds and why rural teachers stay. 

Recommendations for Future Research 

 This study examined schools in the three most rural regions in the State of 

New Hampshire.   Of the 488 schools in New Hampshire 235 or 48 percent are 

considered rural (Glander, 2017).  Broadening the sample of this research to include 

all regions of the state is recommended.  In doing so this would allow for a more 

comprehensive view of New Hampshire’s rural contexts’ influence on teacher 
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retention in rural schools.  Rural schools exist in all seven regions of the state.  

Widening the scope of the research would in turn provide four additional regions, 

provide four additional regions and the opportunity to both validate and expand the 

current research.  Having deep and holistic understanding of all the state’s regions 

could provide valuable information in creating changes in systems, supports and 

policy for New Hampshire’s rural schools.   

 . 
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Chapter 5 – Findings, Conclusions, and Recommendations 

Note: As encouraged by Plymouth State University, the final chapter is written to meet 

the standards for the The Rural Educator, the professional publication of the National 

Rural Education Association. 

Abstract 

Retaining effective rural teachers in New Hampshire is a challenge across the state.  If 

rural schools and communities are to be sustainable, they need to keep their teachers.  

This multi-case study was conducted to better understand why teachers choose to stay 

employed in rural New Hampshire schools, and how the state’s different rural contexts 

may influence teacher retention. The study included three schools located in different 

rural regions of New Hampshire.  Each was considered through sampling procedures 

to best represent their specific rural context.  Results from this study revealed insights 

into why teachers choose to stay employed in rural New Hampshire Schools.  This 

study illuminated the unique sense of place of each school and how each rural context 

is affected by and addresses teacher retention.  

Keywords:  rural schools, New Hampshire, working conditions, job satisfaction, 

community engagement, teacher retention, teacher attrition 

A Multi-Case Study of Teacher Retention in Rural New Hampshire: Why 

Teachers Chose to Stay 

  The relationship between rural schools and communities are intertwined and 

inextricable.  These schools are the embodiment of permanence for many, those who 

choose to stay as an integral part of their community.  However, they also represent 

vehicles for those seeking a broader reach outside of their rural locations.  With over 
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17 percent of the student population across the nation residing in rural areas it is hard 

to refute the importance of attending to the challenges that plague our rural schools, 

this particular study focusses on one of those issues, teacher retention and attrition.  

New Hampshire’s rural schools provided a lens for this inquiry which sought to 

answer the question: Why do teachers choose to stay employed in rural New 

Hampshire schools?  To thoroughly answer this question, the following sub-questions 

served to drive data collection and analysis in this study. 

• How do New Hampshire’s rural contexts influence teacher retention in relation 

to working conditions? 

• How do New Hampshire’s rural contexts influence teacher in retention in 

relation to job satisfaction? 

• How do New Hampshire’s rural contexts influence teacher retention in relation 

to community engagement? 

New Hampshire Context 

Of the 488 schools in New Hampshire 235, or 48 percent, are considered rural 

(Glander, 2017). These schools educate 62,389 students or 34.2% of New 

Hampshire’s PreK-12 public school population (Glander, 2017; Johnson & Strange, 

2009).  Between 2000 and 2016, 10 rural schools in the state have closed (Lee, Lu, 

Sierendzinski & Zervos, 2016).   School closure has significant impacts on 

communities, (Tieken, 2014) in the context of this study, the threat of closure was 

considered as a potential influencer of teacher retention. 
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Review of Literature 

While rural communities are plentiful, an accurate, unilateral definition of the 

term rural does not exist because the needs, resources, demographics, and geography 

of rural areas are strikingly different (United States Department of Education, 2007).  

However, a common issue that affects a vast majority of rural schools, regardless of 

definition, across the country and individual states is retaining high quality teachers 

(Guha, Hyler & Darling-Hamond, 2017; Kaden, Patterson, Heally & Adams, 2016; 

Malloy & Allen, 2007).  The rationale as to why teachers leave or stay in a school 

district can be complex as it involves both professional and personal concerns.  

Grounded in the current understanding of teacher retention in rural areas (Ashiedu, 

Scott-Ladd, 2012; Boyd, Grossman, Lankford, Loeb & Wyckoff, 2008; Ingersoll & 

Smith, 2003) this study sought to examine why teachers choose to stay in rural 

teaching positions.  

Working Conditions in Rural Schools  

           Working conditions are those things related to contractual obligations as agreed 

to by the local teachers’ association and the local school district.  “Surveys of teachers 

have long shown that working conditions play a major role in decisions to move 

schools or leave the profession” (Darling-Hammond, 2003, p. 11).  Salary and 

professional development have been identified as working conditions that have the 

most impact on the likelihood of teachers staying or leaving in rural schools (Darling-

Hammond, 2003; Glover et. al., 2016; Hanushek, & Rivkin, 2007; Howley, & 

Howley, 2005; Johnson, Kraft, & Papay, 2012; Ladd, 2011).  Schools that are able to 

offer competitive salaries, quality and differentiated professional development, 
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including provisions of support and ongoing mentorship for new educators, are better 

able to retain their teachers. 

Job Satisfaction  

Job satisfaction is the perception and expectation of teachers in relation to the 

level of contentment in their given schools.  “Job satisfaction could influence how 

employees perceive the relationship between their work role and fulfillment of value 

important to them” (Locke, 1996; Bunting, 2005 as cited in Ashiedu & Scott-Ladd, 

2012).  Teachers who feel valued and that they have made positive contributions to 

their given school, find satisfaction in their employment which in turn sustains a 

school climate that positively influences job satisfaction.  Overall school climate and 

community have been identified as elements of the working conditions that have 

influence on teachers’ decisions to remain employed in their current school of 

employment (Shann, 1998; Inman & Marlow, 2004; Minarik, Thornton & Perreault, 

2003). Regardless of salary and benefits schools that have a supportive community, 

develop a culture in which teachers feel valued.   

Community Engagement with Schools  

Having an understanding of how the community engages with its local school 

is crucial for longevity and retention of teachers.  As Feiman-Nemser (2001) 

describes: 

Beginning teachers need to learn about the larger community, what structures 

are in place for teachers to communicate with parents?  What community 

services are available?  How do other teachers establish productive 
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relationships with families and work together on behalf of students and their 

education? (p. 1028)  

The community’s intention to engage with their school is dependent upon a reciprocal 

relationship with the willingness of teachers to embrace and engage the community.  

The community-school dynamic is often reflective of community culture and values 

and can influence and shape working conditions in schools and subsequently teacher 

job satisfaction.    

Rural schools are often synonymously referred to as community schools (G. 

Funk, Director of the Rural Schools Collaborative, personal communication, July 19, 

2018; R. Mahaffey, Executive Director of the Rural School and Community Trust, 

personal communication, July 18, 2018).  These schools are often the hub of the local 

community.  Many community events and functions are held on school grounds, 

continually drawing community members through the doors of the building.  Rural 

schools host athletic events, drama and musical productions, voting, town meetings, 

after school programming, and childcare.  Traditionally the rural school has been the 

centerpiece of the community.  Often built on a hill, the school and community had 

clear views of each other, a visual reminder of the inherent relationship between 

school and community (G. Funk, Director of the Rural Schools Collaborative, 

personal communication, July 19, 2018).  Rural communities find pride in their 

schools.  Many residents are products of their local school with teachers having taught 

generations of families thus creating a sense of familiarity and establishing veteran 

teachers as part of the community fabric.  These teachers are knowledgeable about 

their town and have strong relationships with its families.  When community 
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connections with the school are not sustained over time, because of teacher attrition, 

community engagement suffers.  The fabric that the community and the school have 

intricately woven becomes threadbare.   

Research Methodology and Design 

A qualitative methodology was chosen to account for perceptions of 

participants and make meaning of teachers’ outlook on rural schools as places of long-

lasting employment (Patton, 2002).  It is acknowledged that the key constructs that 

make up the conceptual framework of this study may be influenced by a community’s 

specific context.  Therefore, examining each construct across multiple regions of rural 

New Hampshire was vital to understanding the impact a community’s unique, and 

individual context has on teacher retention and attrition.   

Sampling criteria was utilized to identify participants in this study, which 

included superintendents, principals, and teachers who were currently working in one 

of the identified regions and with grade levels K-6.  To obtain perspective about a 

school’s history with teacher retention and attrition, superintendents and principals 

who participated in this study needed to have worked in the school district for three or 

more years and teachers, more than five years.  The additional two-year requirement 

for teachers was supported by the literature, which identified that teachers with five or 

more years of experience were less likely to leave the teaching profession (Ingersoll & 

Smith, 2003; Ingersoll & Kralik, 2004). This strategy created the conditions that 

supported teachers being more open and provided more accurate answers about the 

school and regions. 
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All schools that educate students in grades K-6 and have superintendents 

and/or principals that have been employed within the district or school for longer than 

three years were identified in each region.  One school was sampled from The Great 

North Woods, The White Mountains and Dartmouth-Lake Sunapee regions.  The 

school within each region that best represented the regions’ average teacher 

population, student population, student teacher ratio and economically disadvantaged 

students were invited to participate. 

 Data was analyzed and coded utilizing Corbin and Strauss’s Thematic Analysis 

process (Corbin, Strauss & Strauss, 2014).  This strategy was chosen to identify 

themes within cases and across cases.  Predetermined themes were aligned to the 

conceptual framework associated with job satisfaction, working conditions, and 

community engagement was utilized.  Additionally, no data was discounted and 

themes were allowed to organically emerge.  This allowed for constructs that were 

identified through the conceptual framework to be specifically considered in the 

general New Hampshire context and for the potentially discreetly New Hampshire 

themes to surface.  The process of analysis sought to glean answers to the research 

questions that drove this study.   

Granite Wedge Elementary School  

School Context 

Granite Wedge Elementary School educates students in Preschool through 

fourth grade with 26 teachers and 18 para-professionals responsible for educating and 

supporting the 197 learners.  Anecdotal evidence provided by administrators and 

teachers reveled the school has one or two openings a year.  The faculty is led by one 
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administrator who has brought stability over a two-year period.  Granite Wedge was 

plagued by yearly administrator turnover.  Two years of consistent administrative 

leadership does not make for longevity, however due to prior administrative turnover, 

the current teacher perception is that of hope for steady leadership.  

Student demographics of Granite Wedge are representative of the region and 

consistent with the north-west portion of the state.  The population is white (95.9%).  

The remaining population is comprised of Asian or Pacific Islander, Hispanic, and 

African American students.  Students eligible for free and reduced lunch is also 

consistent with the state average, 30.9% and 27.3% respectively. 

Timberwood Central School 

School Context 

Timberwood Central School educates Preschool through sixth grade students.  

There are 11 teachers, 2 para professionals, school nurse and a principal. Attrition rate 

at the school was reported as non-existent, the school’s principal and teachers stated 

that student teachers at Timberwood are “waiting and praying” for a teaching position 

to become available.  The student body consists of 129 students, the greatest class size 

is 20 with the smallest class at 11 students.   

The overall student demographics of Timberwood Central are representative of 

the region and consistent with the northern portion of the state.  The population is 

primarily white at 92.2%.  The remaining population is comprised of Hispanic, and 

those students who identify as multi-race.  30.4% of students Timberwood students are 

eligible for free and reduced lunch, marginally above the state’s 27.3% average.   
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Timberwood’s teachers’ longevity ranges from 5 to 30 years.  A salary of 

$43,679 is well below the state average of $59,198.  The minimum starting salary of 

$34,224 is below the state average of $39,048, ranking 141 of the 154 school districts 

in the state.  Principal Greenburg stated that the top salary scale is under $50,000, with 

a thirty year veteran earning $48,000. She added that in the next town over teachers 

can earn up to $65,000.  Principal Greenburg affirms that even with the additional 

$20,000 just miles away, her teachers stay.    

Wilson School  

School Context 

 A staff of 41 teachers and 13 para professionals educate Wilson School’s 336 

students Kindergarten through twelfth grade.  The school is dived into three sections, 

K-6, 7-8 and 9-12.  This study addresses grades K-6 where there are 18 teachers and 6 

para professionals and 186 students.  Of the schools 336 students, 333 are reported as 

white, 99.1% and 3 students identify as Hispanic, 0.9%.  On average 86.2% of New 

Hampshire students are white.  New Hampshire schools have a lack of overall 

diversity, but Wilson School is substantially less diverse.  The number of students 

eligible for free and reduced lunch is 46.4%, significantly above the state’s 27.3% 

average. 

The school’s mission and vison statement are to prepare their students to be 

productive citizens in the community of Wilson and beyond.  Over 20% of Wilson 

teachers were at one time Wilson students.  The school is proud of that statistic.  

Former students have gone out into the world and achieved their goals and are 



  Teacher Retention in Rural Schools                             

 

 160 

fortunate to come back and teach with their former teachers, now colleagues, in the 

school and community they love.  

The Relationship Between Three Rural Schools 

Table 1: Comparison of Community Demographics and Socio-Economics 

 Granite Wedge  Timberwood Wilson  

Median Age 46 48 43 

Population  4,542 1,235 1,577 

Median Household Income $75,114 $51,750 $51,726 

% Poverty 4.7% 10.6% 13.2% 

% Free/Reduced Lunch  30.9% 46.4% 40.4% 

School Budget  $8,933,569 $3,596,005 $16,604.547 

 

Cross Case Analysis 

 In order to acquire a more detailed understanding of each case as it relates to 

New Hampshire’s rural context, a cross case analysis was conducted.  Through 

analyzing the findings using this method, it became apparent that teachers choose to 

stay employed in rural New Hampshire for reasons unique to their school’s regional 

context.  The ensuing analysis provides a more detailed examination of these findings, 

conclusions, and recommendations for policy, practice and future studies.  

Working Conditions Influence on Teacher Retention 

The first finding of the cross case analysis denotes that working conditions did 

not have a significant influence on teachers’ decisions to stay or leave their schools.  

This refutes some of the literature used to support this study (Kaden, Patterson, Heally 
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& Adams, 2016; Hanushek, Kain & Rivkin, 2004; Huysman, 2008; Ismazeki, 2005; 

Monk, 2007).  However, it does support that teachers choose to stay in rural schools 

for reasons beyond salaries (Hammer, Hughes, McClure, Reeves & Salgado, 2005; 

Brill, & McCartney 2008).  Both sections of the authors’ work informed the definition 

of working conditions, those things related to contractual obligations as agreed to by 

the local teachers’ association and the local school district.  The specific components 

of working conditions found in this study included salary and benefits.  The 

presentation of these components was similar in each rural context and within each of 

these sites. 

Salary 

 In each case, salary was regarded similarly as a driver of teacher retention.  

The three schools’ average and starting salaries all compared differently to those of the 

state averages in both categories (see Table 2).  In the case of Granite Wedge, having 

competitive state and regional salaries were important to teachers.  The superintendent 

stated, “We’re sort of middle of the road, were not the lowest but were not the 

highest.”  With that said, the superintendent has made her intentions clear about 

improving the overall working conditions of Granite Wedge, which includes teachers’ 

salaries.  Having competitive salaries at Granite Wedge keeps teachers from leaving 

and seeking employment in neighboring districts.  Teachers reported a tipping point at 

which salary becomes enticing enough to seek other employment.  These teachers 

affirmed that leaving a familiar work environment to start over in a new school for 

three thousand dollars more a year is simple not worth it; this is why teachers chose to 

stay working for lower salaries.   However, the greater the increase in salary, the 
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position and school become more desirable and alluring.  Granite Wedge is committed 

to keeping the state and regional salary gap from widening and reducing the risk of 

teacher attrition due to low salary. 

Table 2: Case Comparison of Starting and Average Salary 

 Granite Wedge  Timberwood Central  Wilson  State  

 

Starting 

Salary  

 

$38,118 

 

$34,224 

 

$35,081 

 

$39,048 

Average 

Salary  

$56,695 $43,679 $55,698 $59,198 

 

At Timberwood Central School salary was not an influencer of teacher 

retention.  The teachers and administration made it clear that every year opportunities 

arise in neighboring districts to earn more money.  One teacher cited he could be 

making $20,000 more in a neighboring district where the teachers’ average salary is 

$60,735.  “Let me just put that in context, you can go next door.  I could have gone 

there somewhere along the way and easily made $20,000 more, I mean that’s a big 

draw, $20,000 and not worth it (Interview October 10, 2019, E.R., lines 618-620).  

While the money is tempting, ultimately these teachers are not willing to put a price 

tag on the established relationships and school environment they have worked to 

create at Timberwood.  The school’s salary is well below the state and region, 

nevertheless these teachers stay.   These conscious decisions include purpose, family 

and support over financial gain.   

The Wilson School teacher salaries were found to be competitive at the 

regional and state levels.  In addition to comparative salaries the school has been 
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creative in its efforts to encourage teacher retention.  Through increasing salary due to 

years of service, teachers are rewarded for their longevity and loyalty to the district.  

The teachers also expressed the importance of keeping their health insurance, a very 

expensive and necessary benefit for individual teachers and their families.  They feel 

valued and taken care of by their school having not been forced to, in their view, a 

lesser insurance carrier.  Wilson teachers preface conversations concerning salary by 

saying “It’s not about the money, it’s about enjoying what we do.”  With that said the 

teachers of Wilson are still grateful to school and community for valuing their work as 

educators.   

Finding 1  

 Teachers will forgo working conditions for strong levels of job satisfaction and 

community engagement.  While working conditions are important for teacher 

retention, they are less important than job satisfaction, and community engagement.  

While it was found that salaries should be regionally competitive, they do not need to 

be the highest.  Rural schools would be better served to invest in the overall job 

satisfaction of their teachers rather than financially overburden their community.   

Consistent and Supportive Leadership 

  The second finding supports the literature, job satisfaction is a significant 

influence on teachers’ decision to stay or leave their schools.  Specifically, consistent 

and supportive leadership promoted teacher retention (National Commission on 

Teaching & America’s Future, N.N. 2007; Boyd et. al, 201; Sutcher, Darling 

Hammond, Carver-Thomas, 2016).  The researchers’ work helped inform this study’s 

definition of job satisfaction, the perception and expectation of teachers in relation to 
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the level of contentment in their given schools.  The presentation of these components 

was similar in each rural context and within each of these sites. 

Teachers in all three schools emphasized the importance of consistent and 

supportive professional relationships with building leadership.  Teachers who were 

supported by their principals were better able to form collegial relationships and 

develop their common purpose.  At the time of teacher focus and administrative 

interviews, school leadership was described as consistent and supportive.  Each of the 

three schools had a story when it came to leadership.  The teachers in each school 

were able to point to specific catalysts that changed the school climate in either 

positive or negative ways. In the cases of Granite Wedge and Timberwood Central 

both schools’ experienced periods of a lack of consistent and supportive leadership.  

During these periods school climate was negatively impacted by high administrative 

turnover, at which point both Granite Wedge and Timberwood Central reported an 

increase in early retirements.  Granite Wedge fourth grade teacher, Vanessa Tilly 

plainly states, “Teachers retired because they didn’t want to be led like that anymore, 

those teachers would have stayed” (Interview October 7, 2019, V.T., line 118-119).  

The loss of veteran teacher leaders impacted morale and teacher team dynamics, 

further damaging the schools’ climates.   

This was a tumultuous time until both schools reached a tipping point.  The 

schools became emotionally draining, teachers from both schools described a similar 

experience, you could feel it as soon as you walked in the building, it was contagious.  

In the case of Granite Wedge, Superintendent Fetch made it a priority to find a 

principal with staying power, “With a year under his belt there is already consistency, 
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which the Granite Wedge School has not had. We have been through a new principal 

now for the last 3 or 4 years. This principal being in his second-year, people already 

know the expectations and where to go.” 

 Like Granite Wedge, the teachers of Timberwood Central attributed the drop-

in school climate to inconsistent leadership, “We had two different principals for a 

four-year period.”  The teachers described a period in which it was difficult to come 

into the building let alone teach. “We were seeing things, were falling apart, and I 

think because we knew who we were, we weren’t going to let this guy come in and 

pull the carpet out from underneath us, he tried” (Interview October 10, 2019, S.G., 

lines 138-140).  The Timberwood School’s small, tight knit teaching staff made a 

cognizant choice to support each other, they would not let someone rob them of their 

school’s identity.  The school lost two of their eleven teachers during this period.   

Fortunately, most of the staff held on until a consistent and supportive principal was 

hired, and shifted the school climate.  At that moment, the staff reported there was a 

collective, “Wow, there’s Timberwood, there it is, it’s back.”  

 Wilson’s consistent and supportive leadership has provided a stable, positive 

climate in the building.  These teachers professionally collaborate, socialize and 

celebrate, and even write lesson plans and provide meals for fellow teachers during 

times of difficulty.  The school has had clear expectations, teachers at Wilson have not 

had to spend time “…figuring out a new principal.”  Instead these teachers have been 

able to build meaningful relationships, fortifying the school’s climate, and increasing 

teacher job satisfaction.  However, while school climate is vital to overall job 
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satisfaction, teachers must also be content with the school’s natural surroundings and 

sense of place if they are to remain satisfied with their jobs. 

Finding 2  

 Retaining supportive school leaders supports overall teacher job satisfaction 

necessary for teacher retention.  Supportive and consistent leadership is important and 

necessary for teacher retention in rural schools.  It was found across all schools that 

teacher job satisfaction increased during times of consistent or perceived consistency 

of school leadership. These teachers were not only able to perform their jobs more 

effectively, but laugh more together, enjoy each other more, and be better satisfied in 

their jobs as educators.  Conversely during times of inconsistent and unsupportive 

leadership school climate was negatively impacted.  It was reported that more teachers 

took early retirement, and others looked for teaching positions in other schools. 

Reciprocal School and Community Engagement 

Community engagement was displayed across each case through a variety of 

actions and behaviors.  Each community displayed a high value of education and 

supported their local school.  Support was shown through a variety of local 

partnerships and the passing of initiatives and school budgets. 

Granite Wedge, Timberwood Central, and Wilson Schools were all referred to 

as the “hub” or “center” of the community by their respective administrators and 

teachers.  The communities were reported to be invested and have ownership in their 

school.  Each of the three schools had an active parent teacher group in place.  These 

groups provided conduits between the schools and the communities to assist with 

fundraising and student/teacher support.  
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At the Granite Wedge School, community engagement was centered around 

partnerships with local businesses in neighboring communities that extended outside 

of the immediate community.  This included partnering with the local colleges and 

universities to run afterschool programs and extended learning with local technical 

businesses.  With plentiful opportunities for engagement Granite Wedge’s 

Superintendent Ester Fetch is selective when it comes to any type or partnership.  She 

believes it is more detrimental to develop a partnership and see that relationship fail 

than not establish a connection.  Therefore, Granite Wedge focuses on sustainable, 

long lasting, mutual relationships.  The superintendent’s philosophy on community 

engagement has begun to provide students with in-service learning opportunities while 

providing businesses with potential future employees. 

The community of Timberwood and Timberwood Central School are 

practically one in the same.  Many of the school’s teachers are residents in town and 

have educated entire generations of Timberwood families.  Trust has been established 

over the years through dining together at the annual ham and bean suppers, supporting 

each other at the Bike-a-Thon fundraiser, and everyday teacher/parent interactions. 

The community takes full ownership of the school, and it is not by happenstance that 

the school is placed in the town’s center.  The small town supports and invests in their 

community school.  The school’s budget is consistently passed and the school is 

equipped with the latest technology to support student learning. Timberwood teacher 

Ernest Rutherford confirms the community’s ongoing support, “The community is 

saying, keep this school and how much do you need?”  The biggest barrier to 

community engagement in Timberwood is the hard fact that these parents are working 
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multiple jobs, therefore finding time to engage is difficult.  Somehow these families 

still find ways to attend open houses, parent teacher conferences, and fundraisers. Due 

to the nature of the town’s size, the number of engagement opportunities is restricted. 

However, Timberwood’s dedication to preserving their community school is far 

limited.   

 Wilson School’s community engagement contains aspects from both Granite 

Wedge and Timberwood Central.  Like Granite Wedge, Wilson has plentiful 

opportunities to engage with their community and neighboring towns through 

extended student learning.  These partnerships allow for student learning and 

employers cultivating the next generation of workers for their businesses.  Similar to 

Timberwood, a majority of Wilson teachers are residents of the town.  They are 

invested in the community in which they serve and have built relationships with 

influencers in Wilson.  This has proven beneficial as the town consistently supports 

the school’s initiatives and overall budget. The town businesses know the school. 

Students will spend their entire K-12 public education at Wilson School.  This 

is a place where students learn everything from tying shoes to learning to drive, 

memories are made within the walls of the school.  Wilson residents tend to stay; most 

of the community’s residents have had some connection with the school.  The school 

is a strong common bond among Wilson residents, “The school is the fabric that holds 

the community together” (Interview October 15, 2019, R.P., 26).  The support the 

Wilson community has shown has allowed their school to flourish, in turn developing 

a positive reputation, becoming a desirable school system and community for families.   
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Community engagement is crucial for supporting teacher retention in rural 

schools.  Schools can take prescriptive measures to raise community engagement.  

However, what will work in Wilson, may not work in Granite Wedge or Timberwood 

it must be authentic.  Schools must have a thorough understanding of their community 

identity if they are to effectively engage with it, this cannot occur without retaining 

knowledgeable teachers, teachers who understand their school context.   

Finding 3  

 Engagement does not occur in isolation.  Community engagement is important 

for schools, it can lead to increased conditions of work, job satisfaction, and is a good 

indication of the overall support for the school.  Unrequited community engagement 

can assist in establishing relationships, important for teacher retention.  However, 

engagement that is reciprocated between both institutions builds deeper, sustainable 

connections between the school and community that bolsters teacher retention. 

Personal Considerations  

 In all three cases, teachers’ decisions to leave were influenced by personal 

considerations beyond the school’s control.  Specifically, a change in a spouse or 

partner’s employment, high volume of teacher retirements, and the school being used 

as temporary work for the teacher.  In the cases of Granite Wedge and Wilson, 

teachers and their families were brought to the community because of spousal 

employment opportunities.  Granite Wedge’s close proximity to one of the state’s 

premier hospital, makes the community a desirable location for doctors, nurses, and 

other health care professionals.  Interns and doctors completing their residency 

programs will move their families to the area of Granite Wedge.  Their spouses find 
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teaching jobs at the school while they finish their programs.  When inevitably these 

residencies, trainings, and internships are complete these doctors, nurses, and health 

workers must locate to other positions, many times in different parts of the state or 

country.  “I can think of teachers who left, their husbands or significant others doing a 

residency at Dartmouth.  Dartmouth is a big draw and they stay until their spouse is 

relocated and they take a different path” (Interview October 7, 2019, V.T., line 161-

164).  Paradoxically, what brings these teachers to Granite Wedge is what forces them 

to leave. 

 The same driver of attrition exists at the Wilson school, families move to the 

Wilson community because of employment opportunities at the local mill.  Similar to 

Granite Wedge these employee’s spouses and partners work at the Wilson School.  

When mill employees gain experience, they become highly marketable.  Their skill 

and expertise make the workers prime candidates for promotions at one of the 

numerous west coast subsidiaries of the mill, ultimately removing a teacher from the 

Wilson School.   

 In all three cases, there was an unbalanced number of teachers approaching 

retirement.  It was reported in Granite Wedge and Timberwood Central School that 

during period of inconsistent and unsupportive leadership, retirements increased.  The 

schools cannot dictate when teachers chose to retire, but they can influence who leads 

their buildings.  If a majority of the school’s teaching staff leave at one time because 

of lack of leadership, schools will lose their institutional knowledge, team leaders, 

conduits to the community, and their teacher mentors. 
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  Granite Wedge and Timberwood each described how they have been victims 

of teacher attrition, not because of family opportunities or earned retirement, but 

because these teachers had no intention of staying.  Both schools have seen its fair 

share of teachers who come to the school, gain experience, and apply to more 

desirable locations.  Granite Wedge, knows the cycle all too well, “They were coming 

for a short period of time and they knew they were leaving and it’s time to go” 

(Interview October 7, 2019, V.T., line 423-424).  Timberwood’s teachers responded 

similarly, “We were just her stepping-stone and that’s going to happen” (Interview 

October 10, 2019, H.W., lines 181).  Wilson School has focused on community and 

school fit during interviews, to mitigate against teachers using the school as a 

“stepping stone.  Wilson has acknowledged the importance of hiring teachers who 

enjoy the work and life balance that their rural community offers, if they are to stay. 

 Across all three cases, each school had a heavily disproportionate number of 

teachers approaching retirement.  These teachers have worked hard their entire career 

and are less tolerant to the effects of negative working conditions, job satisfaction and 

engagement with the community.  They can more easily walk away because of their 

financial security supported though NH retirement pensions.  The ageing workforce of 

teachers in rural New Hampshire schools accentuates the need for rural schools to 

collaborate with their communities and focus on rural fit when hiring staff. Rural 

schools must create a climate that fosters school and community engagement to attract 

replacements for the retiring teachers.  This is vital to the suitability of rural life, when 

rural towns lose their school, they lose their community. 
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Finding 4 

 Personal considerations attract teachers, as well as, cause teachers to leave 

rural schools.  Across all three of the rural regions in this study, teachers were staying 

for reasons associated or related to working conditions, job satisfaction, and 

community engagement. How these constructs influenced teachers’ decisions to stay 

looked different depending on the rural context.  Through this study the inherent 

relationship between teacher retention and teacher attrition was also observed.  When 

teacher working conditions, job satisfaction, and community engagement is reported 

as positive or significant, they act as drivers of retention, however when these 

constructs are reported as negative or insignificant, they act as drivers of attrition.   

 Through teacher and administrative interviews, the influence of personal 

considerations organically emerged.  Personal considerations associated with family, 

retirement, and temporary work were found in all three schools.  This finding 

identified levers of teacher attrition that were common across all three rural contexts.  

Personal considerations act as a permeable layer surrounding the constructs of 

working conditions, job satisfaction, and community engagement, what brings 

teachers into rural communities can be the factor that removes teachers from rural 

communities (see Figure 1). While family dynamics can bring teachers into rural 

schools it can also be the reason why they leave.  This is different than the personal 

consideration of temporary work, these teachers find employment in rural schools for 

the sole purpose of gaining experience, to become more marketable in other schools 

and districts.  This is not sustainable for rural schools. 



  Teacher Retention in Rural Schools                             

 

 173 

Figure 1: Conceptual Framework Illustrating Personal Considerations  

 

 

Summary of Findings  

Rural is a broad term with numerous definitions, even within the borders of 

one small state, multiple rural contexts exist.  The findings of this study will provide 

insight into understanding how rural contexts influence teachers’ decisions to stay or 

leave their schools of employment.  These findings acknowledge that New 

Hampshire’s rural contexts influence teacher retention, and there is no singular 

solution to solving teacher attrition across all rural contexts.  These findings may 

provide the validation for rural educators and other stakeholders that rural contexts are 

different from one another.  The question is how can we practically solve teacher 

retention?   

Each of the rural contexts provided strengths and challenges that required their 

schools to leverage or overcome to retain their teachers.  The three contexts examined 

in this study, Dartmouth-Lake Sunapee, The White Mountains, and The Great North 
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Woods regions distinctively influenced teachers’ working conditions, job satisfaction, 

and community engagement.  The teachers and administrators of each school were 

asked, why teachers stay in their particular school.  In each case it was reported that 

teachers stayed for similar reasons, however, these drivers of retention are unique 

relative to the school’s specific context.  Therefore, it is crucial that school 

administrators understand how these drivers of retention manifest in their schools and 

districts. What was common across these three rural contexts was teachers care more 

about job satisfaction than high salaries, teachers need school leaders who are 

established in the school and trusted amongst staff members, and community 

engagement that is based on trust and reciprocity is critical for all of these rural 

schools. It would be beneficial and advantageous for rural schools to invest in these 

constructs if they are to retain their teachers. 

Within the Dartmouth-Lake Sunapee, The Great Northwoods, The White 

Mountains regions each school’s teachers were willing to accept lower wages to stay 

in a school with where they are personally and professionally satisfied. Granite Wedge 

School’s teachers working conditions were average amongst regionally salaries.  

Timberwood School’s teacher working conditions were fortified by a strong sense of 

purpose and high functioning vertical teams.  Salary was not found to be influential in 

raising working conditions.   Rather than monetary gains these teachers place higher 

value on trusting relationships with coworkers and administrators.  These teachers 

were very much in touch with the economic limits of their region and community. 

Like Granite Wedge Wilson School’s teachers working conditions are buoyed by 

regional competitive salaries however paled in comparison to overall job satisfaction.   
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These rural teachers were willing to work for lower salaries because of high levels of 

job satisfaction within their associated school. 

Job satisfaction in the Granite Wedge and Timberwood Central was influenced 

by strong teacher relationships and consistent and supportive administrative support.  

While the principals of both Granite Wedge and Timberwood Central Schools only 

have two and three years of building leadership respectively, it is the previous yearly 

turnover that has created the idea that two or three years will become years of steady 

leadership.  The teachers in both schools associated high levels of job satisfaction 

during periods of steady leadership from administration.  Job satisfaction has been 

positively maintained in Wilson because of the consistent and homegrown leadership 

of the school.  This school has not experienced turnover in leadership however they do 

not take for granted the consistency and support a Wilson resident has provided. These 

teachers in all regions are invested in their school and community, they demand the 

same from their administrators. 

Building sustainable partnerships with the community was a strong indicator of 

successful community engagement.  The chances for engagement in all the regions 

were plentiful, and sustained. The three schools and communities are heavily 

dependent upon one another for the continued way of life their residents enjoy.  By 

nature of being rural to engage with the school is to engage with the community, 

seldomly do these entities act independently of one another.  It was found that many of 

the teachers across cases were residents and have built in connections with the 

community.  These relationships support both the schools and the town or overall 
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community, creating conditions that attracts young families to the area, further 

strengthen the school and community. 

Implications 

 National and state data show that rural schools are at risk for retaining their 

teachers.  The national teacher retention rate in addition to being on a decline is 

staggering; only 84.3 percent of teachers are staying in their schools (Goldring, Taie & 

Riddles, 2014). To compound the issue the teacher attrition rate is .05 percent higher 

in rural schools than in urban schools, and 2.0 percent higher than suburban schools 

(United States Department of Education, 2013).  The National Teacher Council on 

Teacher Quality (2017) identified New Hampshire as a state that does not meet the 

requirements of retaining effective teachers.   By acknowledging and understanding 

the issues of teacher retention in rural schools the leaders, policy makers, and change 

agents that serve these local communities can better develop systems and practices 

that are designed to keep teachers in our rural schools.  

          Considering the all-encompassing definition of rural, the challenges of these 

identified schools and communities tend to be over generalized.  It is crucial that rural 

schools and communities have both the resources and flexibility to be independent and 

creative problem solvers.  This is the balance of support and autonomy rural schools 

need to address the challenges of teacher retention in their given community. The 

numerous rural communities across the nation including the state of New Hampshire 

are distinctive, unique, and special. Their specific qualities of culture, tradition, 

relationships, and appreciation of the geographic beauty are embedded in the 

generations of people who call these communities home.  While visitors, tourists, 
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campers, and part-time homeowners enjoy for the short term, the rural New 

Hampshire haven, they do not experience it in the same deeply rooted way of life as 

do the lifelong residents. One area visitors and temporary residents do not take part in 

are schools.  Schools are the heartbeat, the hope, the anchor for rural communities.   

Through the reporting of teachers and administrators the rural schools in this 

study did not have the significant teacher attrition issues, as presented in the literature. 

These teachers stayed.  How the participants of these three schools perceived working 

conditions, job satisfaction, and community engagement within their own unique 

context, assisted in better understanding the question, why rural teachers stay?  

         The teachers in this study stayed in their rural schools for reasons beyond 

salary and reported that job satisfaction was more of a factor in their decision to 

stay.  These teachers valued school culture, relationships and community over inflated 

salaries.  This suggests that rural schools would be better served to focus on school 

climate than to try to compete with salary in neighboring schools. Trying to retain 

teachers through high salaries is not effective or sustainable for rural schools. 

         Consistent and supportive leadership is necessary for rural schools to 

flourish.  The teachers in this study reported the importance of steady building 

leadership.  These leaders have much influence on the building’s climate, day to day 

operations, and long term strategic planning.  This study revealed that principal 

turnover increases the likelihood that teachers will leave or contemplate leaving their 

school.  It would be advantageous for rural schools to build leadership capacity and 

cultivate potential leaders.           
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In addition, these building leaders should be stewards of authentic school and 

community relationships, fostering engagement.  Rural schools and communities are 

intrinsically bound, however with frequent turnover in school leadership these school 

and community relationships become compromised.   The fact is that it takes time to 

build these trusting relationships, it emphasizes the importance of developing and 

retaining school leaders.  Rural schools need leaders who are not only knowledgeable 

and qualified in their craft but also possess the same understanding of the communities 

they serve.  Providing these future leaders with experiences, education and mentorship 

would assist in creating a viable workforce that has built-in institutional knowledge 

and teacher and community relationships. 

One benefit of strong and engaged school and community relationships is 

networking opportunities for families new to the area.  It is not uncommon for rural 

schools to hire the spouses of workers who have relocated to rural areas for 

employment opportunities.  These personal and family considerations bring teachers to 

rural schools.  However, these family dynamics can also pull teachers from rural 

communities.  School and community rural leaders need to work collaboratively to 

keep teachers’ families in rural communities.  When these families seek employment 

in rural areas it is to the benefit of the community, when school administrators 

collaborate with community leaders such as town managers, business owners, town 

councils, selectboards, volunteer groups and the like, to provide opportunities, and 

engage these families it increases the possibility that they will stay. Rural schools and 

businesses have the ability to be nimble and responsive, leveraging these strengths to 
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retain these working individuals and their spouses, who are employable and qualified 

teachers, will further the sustainability of rural communities.   

Rural schools and communities cannot wait to invoke assistance from the state 

or federal government, nor can they continue to try and overextend their communities 

by unsuccessfully trying to solve problems like teacher retention through financial 

avenues.  They need knowledgeable effective leaders at the local level who can 

advocate for their town, moving past the simple acknowledgement that challenges in 

rural communities are different, and getting to solutions through leveraging unique 

rural contexts and senses of place. 

         Rural schools matter not only because they are often one of the primary 

employers and economic drivers of an area, but because of the inherent characteristics 

of rural communities; learning, traditions, pride, relationships, prosperity, 

hope.  Without rural teachers, rural schools are limited in the opportunities and quality 

of education they can provide, and that in turn becomes a matter of equity.  To close a 

school, is to close a community, breaking down culture and robbing areas of their 

identity. This would drastically change the landscape of our nation and state.  The 

areas that provide us with sustenance, recreation, vital resources, spirit, solitude, and 

hearth would cease to exist.  Retaining teachers, supports the sustainability and vitality 

of not only the school but the rural communities they serve.  The uniqueness of our 

rural communities is what makes our nation and state special.  Our rural schools 

preserve culture, community, opportunity, and identity.  There is not a prescription or 

template for solving teacher retention in our rural schools.  Rather, we must provide 
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rural schools and communities with the policies, resources, and autonomy to develop 

extraordinary solutions within their own unique contexts.   

Conclusions 

Why do teachers choose to stay employed in rural New Hampshire schools? 

 Teachers choose to remain employed in their particular rural schools for 

similar reasons, those being working conditions, job satisfaction, and community 

engagement.  Personal considerations were also found to be an influencer. While these 

drivers of teacher retention are present across the three cases in this study, how they 

are experienced remains unique to individual regions. To the casual observer rural 

contexts appears similar, however the stories and conversations shared by rural 

teachers and administrators reveal the contrary.  It is the specific context of each 

regional community that drives retention.  These regions reflect and mirror the values, 

purpose and lifestyle of the residents who proudly inhabit the communities within.  

 Rural schools can’t keep saying they’re different and expect teacher retention 

to improve.  Rural educational leaders need to look into why their teachers are staying.  

Rural teachers are not working to become rich but they want to be appreciated and 

valued for their work.  Rural teachers need leaders who will stand by them and trust 

them to do their jobs of educating their students.  Rural communities and schools need 

to engage one another, one institution can’t do it all to create a genuine relationship.  

These relationships are formed by genuine reciprocal acts, that's what creates school 

and community bonds and why rural teachers stay. 
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Recommendations for Future Research 

 This study examined schools in the three most rural regions in the State of 

New Hampshire.  Of the 488 schools in New Hampshire 235 or 48 percent are 

considered rural (Glander, 2017).  Broadening the sample of this research to include 

all regions of the state is recommended.  In doing so this would allow for a more 

comprehensive view of New Hampshire’s rural contexts’ influence on teacher 

retention in rural schools.  Rural schools exist in all seven regions of the state.  

Widening the scope of the research would in turn provide four additional regions, 

provide four additional regions and the opportunity to both validate and expand the 

current research.  Having deep and holistic understanding of all the state’s regions 

could provide valuable information in creating changes in systems, supports and 

policy for New Hampshire’s rural schools.   
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APPENDIX A: INVITATION FOR THE SCHOOL/DISTRICT TO 

PARTICIPATE IN THE STUDY 

Why Rural Teachers Stay:  Examining Teacher Retention and Attrition in New 

Hampshire’s Rural Schools 

Dear _________ 

Hello my name is Michael Whaland; I am a doctoral candidate at Plymouth 

State University.  I am conducting a research study on teacher retention in New 

Hampshire’s rural schools.  I am contacting you to invite your school/district to 

participate in this important work that affects our local rural schools.  Your 

district’s/school’s participation in this study would entail the following: 

• An interview with the superintendent of schools and/or elementary 

school principal.  

• Focus group interview with K-5 teachers with 5 plus years of teaching 

experience.  

• Access to relevant documents (and provide a list of examples)  

Your school’s/district’s participation in this study will assist in better understanding 

the reasons as to why teachers leave and why they stay teaching in our rural New 

Hampshire schools. Insights gained will assist with developing teacher recruitment 

and retention strategies in the state. 

 As a district leader, I know your time is valuable.  Your and your teacher’s 

participation in this study will provide vital information about why teachers choose to 

work and stay in rural schools in New Hampshire; information that will inform the 
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development of teacher recruitment and retention across the state and in districts such 

as your own.     

If you would like to participate in this study, or have any questions, please 

contact me m_whaland@plymouth.edu.  Once you’ve indicated you would like to 

participate I will forward you the informed consent for this study for your review.   

 

Thank you for your consideration, 

 

Michael Whaland 
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APPENDIX B: INFORMED CONSENT FORM: 

SUPERINTENDENT/PRINCIPAL INTERVIEW PARTICIPANTS 

CONSENT TO PARTICIPATE 

VOLUNTARILY IN A RESEARCH INVESTIGATION 

PLYMOUTH STATE UNIVERSITY 

 

INVESTIGATOR(S) NAME: Michael Whaland, CAGS  

STUDY TITLE: Why Rural Teachers Stay:  Examining Teacher Retention and 

Attrition in New Hampshire’s Rural Schools. 

PURPOSE OF THE STUDY 

The purpose of this research study is to better understanding teacher retention and 

attrition in rural schools and better understand why teachers choose to work and stay 

in rural New Hampshire. Additionally this study will to contribute to the limited body 

of research surrounding teacher retention and attrition in rural New Hampshire 

schools.  

 

I am being asked to be a participant in the study because I am a superintendent and/or 

principal in a school/district that is included in this study.   

 

DESCRIPTION OF THE STUDY 

During this study district superintendents and/or building principals are being asked to 

participate in a single interview.  The interview will take approximately 60 minutes.  

The purpose of this interview is to obtain district and/or building leadership 
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perspectives and information on patterns, trends and observations regarding teacher 

retention and attrition within the school.  Interviews will be recorded via an MP3 

recorder and later transcribed. Transcriptions will be emailed to the participant for 

review and verification, within a month of the interview.  In addition, district 

superintendents and/or building principals will be asked to identify five K-6 teachers 

for the purpose of participating in a focus group.  

 

The amount of time required to participate in the study is approximately two hours, 

including both the interview, and identification for teacher focus groups. 

 

There are no costs related for participation in this study.  

 

RISKS AND DISCOMFORTS  

As a participant in this study, minimal risk is anticipated but due to the focus of the study 

and typically small nature of rural communities the potential for social and economic risk 

are acknowledged.   

 

BENEFITS  

There may be no direct benefits of participating in this study; however, the knowledge 

received may be of value to superintendents and principals to develop insight to the 

causes of teacher retention and attrition in their district. 
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ALTERNATIVE PROCEDURES 

No alternative procedures to this study are available other than not participate in the 

study. 

 

CONFIDENTIALITY 

All documents and information pertaining to this research study will be kept 

confidential in accordance with all applicable federal, state, and local laws and 

regulations. I understand that data generated by the study may be reviewed by 

Plymouth State University's Institutional Review Board, which is the committee 

responsible for ensuring my welfare and rights as a research participant, to assure 

proper conduct of the study and compliance with university regulations. If any 

presentations or publication result from this research, I will not be identified by name, 

nor will my school district or school. 

My confidentiality will be also protected by the use of anonymous names for 

individuals the community setting, and the school district and school.  All participants 

will always be e-mailed individually.  In addition, all assigned names will not be 

gender oriented and the identification of my school and community will only indicate 

the region.   

A digital audio recording of my interview will be kept for the purposes of transcription.  

All recordings will be kept and stored on the researcher’s password-protected computer 

for three years.  Any and all data with identifiably information will be redacted to ensure 
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anonymity.  Data, correspondence, and related information collected during my 

participation in this study will be kept in a locked cabinet in the researcher’s residence.   

 

TERMINATION OF PARTICIPATION  

I may choose to withdraw from this study at any time and for any reason. If I choose to 

drop out of the study, I will contact the investigator and my research records will be 

destroyed. If this is an anonymous survey, research records cannot be destroyed 

following submission of the survey. 

 

COMPENSATION 

I will not receive payment for being in this study. Participation in this study is strictly 

voluntary. There will be no cost to me for participating in this research. 

 

INJURY COMPENSATION 

Neither Plymouth State University nor any government or other agency funding this 

research project will provide special services, free care, or compensation for any injuries 

resulting from this research. I understand that treatment for such injuries will be at my 

expense and/or paid through my medical plan. 

 

QUESTIONS  

All of my questions have been answered to my satisfaction and if I have further questions 

about this study, I may contact contact Michael Whaland, at 603-731-3669 or 

m_whaland@plymouth.edu.  I may also contact the dissertation research chair, Linda 

Carrier, Ed.D. at llcarrier@plymouth.edu. If I have any questions about the rights of 

research participants, I may call the Chairperson of the Plymouth State University’s 

Institutional Review Board at 603-535-3114 (Valid until July 1, 2021). 
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VOLUNTARY PARTICIPATION 

I understand that my participation in this study is entirely voluntary, and that refusal to 

participate will involve no penalty or loss of benefits to me. I am free to withdraw or 

refuse consent, or to discontinue my participation in this study at any time without 

penalty or consequence.  

I voluntarily give my consent to participate in this research study. I understand that I will 

be given a copy of this consent form. 

Signatures: 

________________________ 

Participant’s Name (Print)  

________________________                       ____________ 

Participant ’s Signature                       Date 

 

I, the undersigned, certify that to the best of my knowledge, the subject signing this 

consent form has had the study fully and carefully explained by me and have been given 

an opportunity to ask any questions regarding the nature, risks, and benefits of 

participation in this research study.  

Michael Whaland 

Investigator’s Name (Print)  

___________________________________________  _____________ 

Investigator’s Signature      Date 

 

Plymouth State University’s IRB has approved the solicitation of participants for the 

study until Leave blank, a date will be assigned.one year from IRB approval. 
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APPENDIX C: INVITATION TO TEACHER FOCUS GROUP 

PARTICIPANTS 

Why Rural Teachers Stay:  Examining Teacher Retention and Attrition in New 

Hampshire’s Rural Schools 

Hello my name is Michael Whaland; I am a doctoral candidate at Plymouth 

State University.  I am conducting research to better understand why teachers choose 

to work in rural New Hampshire school districts.  I am contacting you to invite you to 

participate in this important work that directly affects our local New Hampshire 

community schools.  Your participation in this study would entail the following: 

• Participation in an hour-long focus group interview. 

•  Review and verify focus group transcripts for accuracy. 

As an educator I know your time is valuable, your participation in this study will assist 

in better understanding the reasons why teachers stay in our rural New Hampshire 

schools. This study aims to provide vital information for policy makers and district 

leaders, so intentional teacher retention efforts can be implemented. 

 If you would like to participate in this study, or have any questions, please 

contact me at m_whaland@plymouth.edu.  Once you’ve indicated you would like to 

participate, I will forward you the informed consent for this study for your review.   

 Thank you for your consideration, 

 

 

Michael Whaland  
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APPENDIX D: INFORMED CONSENT FORM:  TEACHER FOCUS GROUP 

PARTICIPANTS 

FOCUS GROUP 

 

CONSENT TO PARTICIPATE 

 

VOLUNTARILY IN A RESEARCH INVESTIGATION 

 

PLYMOUTH STATE UNIVERSITY 

 

INVESTIGATOR(S) NAME: Michael Whaland, CAGS  

STUDY TITLE: Why Rural Teachers Stay:  Examining Teacher Retention and 

Attrition in New Hampshire’s Rural Schools. 

PURPOSE OF THE STUDY 

The purpose of this research study is to better understanding teacher retention and 

attrition in rural schools and better understand why teachers choose to work and stay 

in rural New Hampshire. Additionally this study will to contribute to the limited body 

of research surrounding teacher retention and attrition in rural New Hampshire 

schools.  

 

I am being asked to be a participant in the study because I am a superintendent and/or 

principal in a rural New Hampshire district/school. 

 

DESCRIPTION OF THE STUDY 

During this study K-6 teachers are being asked to participate in a focus group.  The 

purpose of this focus group is to obtain teacher perspectives and information on 
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patterns, trends and observations regarding teacher retention and attrition within the 

school.  Focus groups will be recorded via a MP3 recorder and transcribed. 

Transcriptions will be emailed to the participants for review and verification, within a 

month of the interview.   

 

The total amount of time required to participate in the study is approximately two 

hours, including both participation in an hour focus group interview and an hour for 

participants for review and verify typed transcripts. 

There are no costs related for participation in this study. 

 

RISKS AND DISCOMFORTS  

As a participant in this study, minimal risk is anticipated but due to the focus of the study 

and typically small nature of rural communities the potential for social and economic risk 

are acknowledged.   

 

BENEFITS  

There may be no direct benefits of participating in this study; however, the knowledge 

received may be of value to better understanding teacher retention and attrition in their 

school. 

 

ALTERNATIVE PROCEDURES 

No alternative procedures to this study are available other than not participate in the 

study. 
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CONFIDENTIALITY 

All documents and information pertaining to this research study will be kept confidential 

in accordance with all applicable federal, state, and local laws and regulations. I 

understand that data generated by the study may be reviewed by Plymouth State 

University's Institutional Review Board, which is the committee responsible for ensuring 

my welfare and rights as a research participant, to assure proper conduct of the study and 

compliance with university regulations. If any presentations or publication result from 

this research, I will not be identified by name.  

 

Confidentiality protocols will be reviewed prior to the commencement of focus group 

interviews.  Due to the nature of focus groups, participants will be made aware that 

confidentially cannot necessarily be guaranteed.   

 

The information collected during my participation in this study will be kept in a locked 

cabinet in the researcher’s residence.   

  

Confidentiality will be also protected by the use of anonymous names, community 

setting, and school.  In addition, all assigned names will bot be gender oriented and the 

identification of my school and community will only indicate the region. 

  

TERMINATION OF PARTICIPATION  

I may choose to withdraw from this study at any time and for any reason. If I choose to 

drop out of the study, I will contact the investigator and my research records will be 
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destroyed. If this is an anonymous survey, research records cannot be destroyed 

following submission of the survey. 

 

COMPENSATION 

I will not receive payment for being in this study. Participation in this study is strictly 

voluntary. There will be no cost to me for participating in this research. 

 

INJURY COMPENSATION 

Neither Plymouth State University nor any government or other agency funding this 

research project will provide special services, free care, or compensation for any injuries 

resulting from this research. I understand that treatment for such injuries will be at my 

expense and/or paid through my medical plan. 

 

QUESTIONS  

All of my questions have been answered to my satisfaction and if I have further questions 

about this study, I may contact contact Michael Whaland, at 603-731-3669 or 

m_whaland@plymouth.edu.  I may also contact the dissertation research chair, Linda 

Carrier, Ed.D. at llcarrier@plymouth.edu. If I have any questions about the rights of 

research participants, I may call the Chairperson of the Plymouth State University’s 

Institutional Review Board at 603-535-3114 (Valid until July 1, 2021). 

 

VOLUNTARY PARTICIPATION 

I understand that my participation in this study is entirely voluntary, and that refusal to 

participate will involve no penalty or loss of benefits to me. I am free to withdraw or 

refuse consent, or to discontinue my participation in this study at any time without 

penalty or consequence.  
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I voluntarily give my consent to participate in this research study. I understand that I will 

be given a copy of this consent form. 

 

Signatures: 

 

________________________ 

Participant’s Name (Print)  

 

________________________                           ____________ 

Participant ’s Signature                Date 

 

I, the undersigned, certify that to the best of my knowledge, the subject signing this 

consent form has had the study fully and carefully explained by me and have been given 

an opportunity to ask any questions regarding the nature, risks, and benefits of 

participation in this research study.  

 

Michael Whaland 

Investigator’s Name (Print)  

 

____________________________________________  _____________ 

Investigator’s Signature      Date 

 

Plymouth State University’s IRB has approved the solicitation of participants for the 

study until Leave blank, a date will be assigned.one year from IRB approval. 
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APPENDIX E: SUPERINTENDENT/PRINCIPAL INTERVIEW GUIDE 

Why Rural Teachers Stay:  Examining Teacher Retention and Attrition in New 

Hampshire’s Rural Schools 

1. How would you describe your school or school district? 

•  How would you describe the schools or school districts overall 

working conditions? 

• How would you describe the overall level of teacher job satisfaction? 

• What is the level of community engagement with the school or school 

district? 

2. How do you define rural? 

• Keeping your definition in mind, what makes your region (The Great 

North Woods, White Mountains, Dartmouth-Lake Sunapee), different 

than the other two regions? 

• Keeping your definition in mind, what makes your region (The Great 

North Woods, White Mountains, Dartmouth-Lake Sunapee), similar to 

the other two regions? 

3. Is teacher retention a challenge in your school district? 

• What efforts have been made to support teacher retention? 

• What challenges exist surrounding teacher retention? 

4. Why do you believe teachers want to work in (Name of School/School District) 

to     teach? 

5. Why do you believe teachers leave (Name of School/School District) 
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APPENDIX F: FOCUS GROUP INTERVIEW GUIDE 

Why Rural Teachers Stay:  Examining Teacher Retention and Attrition in New 

Hampshire’s Rural Schools 

1. How would you describe your school or school district? 

a.  How would you describe the schools or school districts overall 

working conditions? 

b. How would you describe the overall level of teacher job satisfaction? 

c. What is the level of community engagement with the school or school 

district? 

2. How do you define rural? 

a. Keeping your definition in mind, what makes your region (The Great 

North Woods, White Mountains, Dartmouth-Lake Sunapee), different 

than the other two regions? 

b. Keeping your definition in mind, what makes your region (The Great 

North Woods, White Mountains, Dartmouth-Lake Sunapee), similar to 

the other two regions? 

3. Why do you believe teachers come to (Name of School/School District) to 

teach? 

4. Why do you believe teachers stay in (Name of School/School District)? 

5. Why do you believe teachers leave (Name of School/School District)? 
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APPENDIX G: CODING GUIDE 

Why Rural Teachers Stay:  Examining Teacher Retention and Attrition in New 

Hampshire’s Rural Schools 

Predetermined 

Themes 

Working Conditions Job Satisfaction Community Engagement 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Potential 

Evidence 

Salaries 

• Lower Pay 

• Higher Pay 

• Salary Incentives  

• School Budgets 

• Competitive 

Wages  

• Collective 

Bargaining 

• Benefits  

School Climate 

• Teacher Value 

• Positivity  

• Administrative 

Support  

• Student 

Management  

• Relationships 

Community Engagement 

With Schools  

• Community Culture 

• Community Values  

• Connection to 

Community  

• Community 

Relationships  

• Local Economy  

• Community Resources  

• Extended Learning 

Opportunities 

• Service Learning  

• PTO 

• Fundraisers 

• Athletics  

• Performing Arts 

• Shared Resources 

Professional 

Development  

• Higher 

Education 

• Professional 

Relationships 

• Professional 

Isolation 

• High 

Functioning 

Teams 

• Tuition 

Reimbursement 

• Professional 

Learning 

Communities  

• Mentoring  

• Induction  

Relation to Place 

• Rural 

Familiarity  

• Peer Social 

Supports 

• Experience  

• Community 

Attachments 

• Connection to 

School  
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APPENDIX H: RURAL EDUCATOR AUTHOR GUIDELINES 

Why Rural Teachers Stay:  Examining Teacher Retention and Attrition in New 

Hampshire’s Rural Schools 

All manuscripts must demonstrate significance for rural education.  In considering 

rural salience, reviewers are encouraged to consider four questions: 1. Does the 

manuscript support rural schools and communities in their education work? How will 

this manuscript matter to rural education practitioners, advocates, and 

researchers? Does this manuscript expand, strengthen, or complicate our 

understanding of rural education? Does the manuscript avoid stereotypes and add to an 

understanding of rural places as rich and complex? 

Research Articles 

Research Articles contribute to our understanding of educational issues in rural 

contexts. Submissions must explicitly address rural education by defining rural and/or 

by extensively describing the unique rural setting.  Research that happens to be set in a 

rural setting but does not explicitly address rural education in review of literature, 

research question, findings and/or discussion/implications will not be published. 

Research Articles are typically about 25 pages in length, including references. 

 Research Articles will be evaluated based on the following criteria: 

1) Current and sufficient review of literature grounds the study in rural education 

contexts 

2) Research methodology is appropriate and sufficiently described 

3) Data analysis and findings/results are appropriate and adequately described. 

4) Appropriate and thorough discussion of conclusions, implications and limitations 

with a focus on rural education 

5) Significance of the research for rural education contexts: Does the manuscript 

support rural schools and communities in their education work? How will this 

manuscript matter to rural education practitioners, advocates, and researchers? Does 
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this manuscript expand, strengthen, or complicate our understanding of rural 

education? Does the manuscript avoid stereotypes and add to an understanding of rural 

places as rich and complex? 

6) Clarity of writing (syntax, style, mechanics, organization 
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