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MOTIVATION 

The COVID-19 pandemic has placed an undeniable strain on teachers. Since the start of the 

pandemic in the spring of 2020, research has consistently found that levels of stress and 

burnout among teachers have been at exceptionally high levelsi. As schools began to reopen 

during the fall of 2020, teachers had to adapt to unexpected conditions by teaching in 

unprecedented ways and often balancing synchronous and asynchronous instruction. As a 

result of these unprecedented levels of stress and burnout, many have expressed concerns 

about the potential for increased teacher turnover and widespread teacher shortagesii. 

Analyses of teacher turnover using administrative data have largely found that these 

concerns did not materialize during the first two pandemic school years (2020-21 and 2021-

22)iii, but recent reports from Washington State, North Carolina, and South Carolina show 

signs of sharp increases in turnover entering the current school year (2022-23t. 

In this brief, we examine teacher turnover in the state of Arkansas both before and during the 

COVID-19 pandemic. In line with available reports from Washington State, North Carolina, and 

South Carolina, we find evidence of increased teacher turnover in Arkansas entering the 

current school year. However, a large proportion of this turnover can be explained not by 

teachers leaving the education sector but switching to non-instructional roles such as 

principals or instructional coaches. The use of Elementary and Secondary School Emergency 

Relief (ESSER) funds may be driving these transitions. A survey of schools conducted by the 

National Center for Education Statistics in January of 2022 found that 30% of vacancies were 

newly created positionsv. We additionally find that many of those teachers who did leave the 

education sector did not find immediate employment in other sectors which may indicate 

that these teachers might be more likely to return to the teaching profession if their concerns 

are addressed. 

DATA 

To examine teacher turnover and mobility during the COVID-19 pandemic, we use 

administrative data provided by the Arkansas Department of Education and maintained by 

the Office of Education Policy in the Department of Education Reform at the University of 

Arkansas. These data cover the universe of traditional public and charter school employees 

for the 2013-14 through 2022-23 school years and allow us to track individual teachers 

throughout their time in the Arkansas education workforce. Importantly, these data allow us 

to follow teachers who switch to non-instructional roles such as a principal or instructional 

coaches. To gain insight into teachers' labor market outcomes after leaving the education 



 

 

 

 

 

sector, we link these data to quarterly unemployment insurance records through the end of 

the 2021 calendar year. 

While any turnover may have negative consequences for students' academic outcomes vi, 

what teachers do after they leave their school or classroom has important implications for the 

health of the state's teacher workforce and the design of policy responses to address 

turnover. If teacher turnover is characterized largely by teachers moving between schools, an 

effective policy may need to provide targeted solutions to reduce this "churn." Conversely, if 

turnover is largely caused by teachers exiting the education sector workforce, policymakers 

will instead need to focus on efforts to boost overall retention and ensure a robust early 

career pipeline. 

To capture these important differences in types of teacher turnover, we distinguish between 

four possible outcomes for teachers entering each school year: 

Exiters are teachers who leave the Arkansas education workforce entirely and do not 

work in any school. 

Switchers change from a teaching to a non-instructional role from one year to the next. 

Movers leave their current school(s) to teach in another school or district. 

Stayers remain in a teaching role at their current school(s) from one year to the next. 

RESULTS 

Changes in Overall Turnover 

We first examine turnover both before and after the beginning of the COVID-19 pandemic in 

figure 1, below, where the bottom bars represent the overall retention rate (Stayers) and the 

top three bars constitute total teacher turnover (Exiters, Switchers, and Movers). Before the 

pandemic, the retention rate for teachers in Arkansas public schools was approximately 78%. 

While turnover appeared stable entering the first pandemic school year (2020-21 ), we see a 

moderate increase in turnover, of about 3 percentage points compared with 2019-20, 

entering the second pandemic school year (2021-22) followed by a larger increase, of about 5 

percentage points compared with 2019-20, entering the 2022-23 school year. 
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Figure 1 -Arkansas Teacher Turnover and Retention Over Time 
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Pre-Pandemic During Pandemic 

Importantly, the composition of teacher turnover has changed during the pandemic period. 

Starting in 2020-21, we observe a slight increase in the proportion of teachers moving 

between schools or districts. Entering the 2021-22 school year, this increase continues and is 

accompanied by a 1.2 percentage point increase in the proportion of teachers switching to 

non-instructional roles. Given that there are approximately 32,000 teachers in the Arkansas 

workforce, this change represents an additional 375 teachers leaving the classroom as 

compared with pre-pandemic trends. Interestingly, and in contrast with much of the media 

coverage of teaching during the pandemic, we do not observe a notable increase in the 

proportion of teachers exiting the education workforce during the first two pandemic school 

years. 

However, entering the current school year (2022-23), we observe a relatively large increase in 

turnover. This increase stems from an increase of approximately 2-percentage points in the 

proportion of teachers who switch to non-instructional roles and a 2-percentage point 

increase in the proportion of teachers who exit the education workforce entirely. Together, 

these increases indicate that about 1,250 teachers more teachers left the classroom than we 

would have expected in an average pre-pandemic year. 

Variation in Turnover 

While statewide turnover averages are informative in the aggregate, they mask important 

variability within the state. Teacher labor markets are localizedvii and different regions of a 

state often face very different staffing challenges. We present these local differences across 

school districts in Arkansas in figures 2-5, below. In figure 2, we see that significant differences 
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in turnover between regions of the state existed before the pandemic with areas of eastern 

and southern Arkansas facing higher average turnover than areas of central and northern 

Arkansas. These areas have historically faced the most acute teacher shortages within the 
state viii. 

t 

Figure 2 -Average Teacher Turnover Pre-Pandemic (2013-14 to 2019-20), by District 
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> 40% 7 districts 

35-40% I 8 districts 

30-35% I 14 districts 

25-30% ■ 33 districts 

20-25% - 45 districts 

15-20% - 71 districts 

10-15% - 53 districts 

0-10% I 4 districts 

Entering the 2021-22 school year, shown in figure 3, we see increases in turnover statewide, 

although the largest increases appear to occur in eastern and southern Arkansas, the areas 

that face greater challenges finding teachers. This trend continues entering the 2022-23 

school year, shown in figure 4. While before the pandemic only 7 districts had average 

turnover rates above 40%, entering the current school year we observe that 22 districts have 

turnover rates greater than 40%. 

4 



 

Figure 3 -Average Teacher Turnover Entering the 2021-22 School Year, by District 

> 40% 13 districts 

35-40% I 10 districts 
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25-30% ■ 32 districts 
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0-10% I 11 districts 

Figure 4 - Teacher Turnover Entering the 2022-23 School Year, by District 

> 40% 22 districts 

35-40% I 17 districts 

30-35% ■ 30 districts 

25-30% ■ 33 districts 

20-25% - 58 districts 

15-20% - 51 districts 

10-15% I 17 districts 

0-1 0% I 7 districts 

Although many districts throughout the state have experienced increases in teacher turnover 

and consistently high turnover, this has not been a uniform trend. We visualize differences in 

average turnover before the pandemic (entering the 2014-15 through 2019-20 school years) 

versus during the pandemic (entering the 2020-21 through 2022-23 school years) in figure 5. 

Statewide, 32 districts (including some with persistently high levels of turnover before and 

during the pandemic) have seen a decrease of 5% or more in average turnover since the start 
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of the 2020-21 school year. In contrast, 29 districts have seen an increase in average turnover 

of 10% or greater. 

Figure 5 - Changes in Teacher Turnover Pre-Pandemic (2014-15 to 2019-20) 

vs. During Pandemic (2020-21 to 2022-23), by District 

>10% I 29 districts 

5-10% 47 districts 

0-5% 83 districts 

-5-0% 44 districts 

<-5% I 32 districts 

Where Have the Teachers Gone? 

Analysis of teacher turnover during the COVID-19 pandemic from other states have 

documented similar patterns in overall turnover but have been unable to determine if exits 

from the state teacher labor force are caused by individuals leaving the workforce entirely 

(i.e., not working in any role) or leaving the education sector in favor of other jobs. 

In figure 6, below, we present employment outcomes for the cohort of Exiters during the Fall 

of 2021 over a period of approximately 6 months after they ceased working as a teacher (i.e., 

from July to December of 2021 ). While our unemployment insurance data only cover through 

the end of the 2021 calendar year, we intend to follow these cohorts in future analyses. As 

employment decisions may be different for individuals approaching retirement than those 

who are still of working age, we display transitions separately for Exiters over and under the 

age of 60. 

We see that the majority of Exiters (80%) in this cohort do not appear as an employee at any 

unemployment insurance-covered employer in the state. Of those Exiters aged 60 or more, 

only 25 (4%) appear in the Arkansas workforce while 25% of Exiters under the age of 60 do. 

We further explore where Exiters that remain in the Arkansas workforce find employment 

according to the NAICS industry code provided in the unemployment insurance recordsix. A 

large proportion of Exiters who find employment occupy roles in the education services 
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industry, such as working at a post-secondary institution, as a tutor, or as a consultant. The 

next most common industries for Exiters in the Arkansas workforce are health care and social 

assistance followed by retail. 

Figure 6 - Labor Force Outcomes of Exiters Entering the 2021-22 School Year 

Over 60 
(N=609) - --~ 

Not in Arkansas Workforce 
(N=2,127) 

Under60 
(N=2,049) 

DISCUSSION 
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\Wllli-;.=.'::.==:r:::::: Education Services (N=157) 

;.-:~=====-• Health Care & Social Assistance (N=92) .,_,, ___ _ 
- Retail (N=49) 

= Unknown (N=43) 

Although the COVID-19 pandemic has abated, the lasting impact of these past few years will 

be felt for decades to come. Research has indicated that low-income and minoritized students 

have faced the brunt of COVID-19 induced learning lossesX, and estimates indicate that 

students nationally may incur a 5.6 percent reduction in lifetime earnings and a nearly 100-

billion-dollar loss in GDP for Arkansas alonei. Efforts to ameliorate these losses largely rely 

upon teachers. However, staffing has been a common challengeii in implementing these 

interventions. 

We find evidence that these staffing challenges may continue after the health risks posed by 

COVID-19 have subsided. Although teacher turnover was not at unprecedented levels during 

the first two pandemic school years, turnover in Arkansas entering the 2022-23 school year is 

on par with the highest levels the state has seen in the past decade. However, these impacts 

have not been uniform across the state with some districts experiencing reductions in 

average turnover during the pandemic while others have faced marked increases. 

Additionally, approximately half of this turnover is explained by teachers leaving the 
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classroom to work in non-instructional roles, such as an instructional coach. In ongoing 

research, we have found that the allocation of ESSER funds towards activities that include 

creating new positions is moderately correlated (p = 0.11), although this is an area for future 

study. 

Despite these concerning findings, 80% of teachers who left the classroom in the fall of 2021 

did not immediately find employment in outside industries. This may be somewhat positive 

news as it indicates that these teachers were not induced to leave the education sector by 

higher-paid roles but rather by other factors, potentially including job dissatisfaction and 

working conditions. Efforts to improve teacher working conditions and otherwise address the 

concerns of these former teachers may be successful in inducing these individuals to return to 

the classroom and alleviate potential shortages. 
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