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Abstract

Stafford County Public Schools requested an evaluation of their current support of Early Career
Teachers (ECTs) with one to three years experience, and its potential impact on retention efforts.
They stamped this request with urgency, noting the COVID-19 pandemic and teacher pay as two
driving factors, specifically, impacting retention of teachers within their first three years. Our
Capstone team sought a deeper understanding of the following issues in three research questions:
1) types of support across their division and within their school buildings, 2) the impact of
current practices of support, and 3) division-wide considerations for enhancing current systems
of support for ECTs. While pay surfaced as a top consideration for a new teacher’s intention to
return, a review of the literature highlighted additional influences such as the condition of school
leadership, access to quality mentorship, and healthy working environments as largely
contributing factors. The Capstone team used a mixed-methods approach to collect new survey
data from teachers with 1-3 and 4-7 years of experience and interview responses from building
principals, corroborating these findings using secondary datasets from the Stafford team.
Findings centered on variability in the ways ECTs are being supported at the school-level across
the county. Specifically, the team found incongruencies in the types and frequency of
professional learning being delivered to ECTs, access to common planning time during the
school day for ECTs, and the quality of mentorship being offered to ECTs. The findings also
included the importance of trusting relationships between ECTs and their leadership teams and
the need for ECTs to feel valued in their professional placements. These findings informed 10
systemic improvement recommendations made by the Capstone team regarding new teacher
onboarding and through-year support, professional learning for school-based leadership teams,
and instructional coaching and mentor-pairing.

keywords: new teacher support, teacher retention, mentoring programs, professional learning,
early career teachers
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Chapter I: This is Stafford

Background and Historical Knowledge About the Learning and Living Community

Located 40 miles south of Washington D.C., Stafford County, Virginia is one of the

fastest growing and highest income counties in America (U.S. Census, 2022). Thousands of the

160,900 people who live there make the daily commute to federal facilities as well as private

companies in Washington D.C. and Northern Virginia. Their median household income is

reported as $119,000, which is notably higher than the national average of $70,784 (U.S. Census,

2022); this level of income may help explain why the suburban county ranks so highly in rates of

homeownership, working salary, and college graduates (DePietro, 2022). The Marine Corps Base

Quantico, part of the northern piece of the county, serves as a professional headquarters for many

citizens, making Stafford additionally rich in military personnel, families, and culture (DePietro,

2022). According to the 2022 Census, 54.54% of Stafford County identifies as White, 18.79% as

Black, 15.07% as Hispanic or Latino. The remaining 11.6% is composed of individuals from

various other racial and ethnic backgrounds, contributing to the county’s diverse community.

The overwhelming majority of youth living in the area are served by Stafford County

Public Schools (SCPS). Of the 33,420 PreK-12th grade learners in the county, 31,220 of them

attend one of Stafford County’s 35 public programs or schools (Virginia Department of

Education, 2022). Led by superintendent Dr. Thomas Taylor, Stafford County is comprised of

seventeen elementary schools, eight middle schools, five high schools, one alternative education

school, two public day school programs, and two early childhood education programs. The

division claims six tenets as part of their vision and mission for service: students, respect,

opportunity, integrity, community, and excellence (Stafford County, 2023). According to the

Virginia Department of Education (VDOE, 2022) all 35 schools are fully accredited with a
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graduation rate of 94% which skews slightly higher than the state’s average for the 2022-2023

school year. The demographics of SCPS are moderately different from those of the county as a

whole. The student body identifies as 40% White, 24% Hispanic or Latino, and 21% Black. Of

those students, 45.4% of them identify as economically disadvantaged, which is notably higher

than the 5.4% average reported for the county as a whole (VDOE, 2022; U.S. Census, 2022).

Despite Stafford county’s rapid growth, their percentage of county funding allocated to

schools has decreased overtime; in 2010, 45% of SCPS’ funding came from the county

compared to only 37.5% in 2023 (Potomac Local, 2023). The FY24 budget requested an increase

to county funding to specifically support “Attracting and retaining high quality staff”... with

particular focus on teachers who support students with disabilities and English Language

Learners (Budget, 2023). With a growing division of diverse learners, such a change in local

financial support of schools has wide-reaching implications that impact leaders, teachers, and the

students they are serving.

An Introduction to the Problem of Practice

Similar to the experiences of other school divisions across the Commonwealth, SCPS

articulated their problem of practice (POP) as one revolving around the public education hiring

crisis and teacher shortage. What SCPS noted as compounding the staffing challenge is their

proximity to larger, higher paying, northern Virginia school divisions. In discussions with the

capstone team, they said these factors may also contribute to the rising number of provisionally

licensed and out of field teachers SCPS is relying on to lead learning across their division.

Further, they noted the number of new teachers who received their teaching preparation during

COVID-19, participating in predominantly virtual instruction, are in need of greater and more

immediate support. SCPS believed these to be the leading factors for the majority of their
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staffing concerns, trickling down to subsequent problems all connected to the need for greater

support of Early Career Teachers (ECTs). Figure 1 shows the different categories of ECTs in

Stafford County Public Schools:

Figure 1

Early Career Teachers Defined

Note. ECTs in SCPS are understood as professionals who fall into one of these four categories.

While ECT support is not differentiated by the professional profiles listed above, context around

the differences of each type of ECT will prove to be a critical part of the Capstone team’s work.

Pandemic Impact

COVID has heightened a long-standing national shortage of teachers (Schmitt &

deCourcy, 2022; Masters, 2021). Schmitt & deCourcy (2022) propose the shortage of teachers is,
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generally, not the result of an insufficient number of potentially qualified teachers. Instead, the

pair highlight highly stressful working conditions coupled with the declining compensation

relative to other occupations that employ college graduates as the two driving factors that have

led to an urgent national demand for teachers (Schmitt & deCourcy, 2022).

COVID created unprecedented disruptions in learning across the Commonwealth of

Virginia. Districts report substantial challenges on recruiting and retaining a qualified teacher

workforce, as well as low teacher morale and job satisfaction as key contributors to the school

district’s human capital struggles (JLARC, 2022). Division leadership in nearly all divisions

surveyed (94 percent) indicated it has become more difficult to recruit and retain classroom

teachers than it was before the pandemic. Additionally, nearly 90 percent indicated it was more

difficult to retain classroom teachers (JLARC, 2022). Before the pandemic, there were about 800

vacant teaching positions statewide. This increased substantially to about 2,800 vacant teaching

positions (3 percent of all teaching positions) in October 2021. More recently, the VDOE

collected data from 111 school divisions, finding approximately 3,300 teacher vacancies in just

those 111 divisions—a 25 percent increase from the vacancies reported by these same divisions

in October 2021 (JLARC, 2022).The data show a striking combination: more teachers are

leaving the profession while fewer are becoming licensed (JLARC, 2022). The implications for

Stafford are relevant because the district has a higher than average number of teachers leaving

their schools on an annual basis (SCPS Budget, 2021).

Prior to the COVID-19 pandemic, challenges with the teaching workforce were already

evident (Walker, 2022). Indicators such as teaching position vacancies, teacher prep program

numbers, out-of-field placements, and unqualified staffing, teacher shortages have been trending

downward for the past decade (Nguyen et al., 2022). The COVID-19 pandemic intensified the
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teacher shortage dilemma, with more teachers leaving the profession at higher rates post-COVID

than pre-COVID (Zamarro et al., 2021). When comparing fall 2020 and fall 2021, teacher

turnover rates jumped 17%, with newly hired teachers being most significantly impacted

(Bacher-Hicks et al., 2023). A report published by the Government Accountability Office (GAO),

“estimated that public education lost about 7% of its total teaching population (233,000

instructors) between 2019 and 2021” (Jones II, 2023). Focusing specifically on Virginia teachers,

in 2021, the state of Virginia recorded its highest rate of teacher turnover (Breen, 2023).

According to research, all subgroups of teachers–male, female, Black, White, and

Hispanic–experienced an increase in departure rates in 2021, with Black, Hispanic, and female

teachers exhibiting higher percentages than their counterparts (Katz, et al., 2023). Schools in

lower socio-economical areas and schools with higher numbers of students of color were

impacted greatest by teacher shortages and teacher retention (Zamarro et al., 2022). Prior to the

COVID-19 impact, there is evidence alternative certified teachers left the profession at higher

rates than traditionally certified teachers (Redding & Smith, 2016).

The reasons for increased rates of teacher departures during and after COVID-19 vary.

Prime factors reported were teacher burnout and high stress levels. Mental health was a major

concern for teachers during the pandemic. One study by Kush, et al., (2022) utilizes survey data

completed by the Carnegie Mellon University’s Delphi Group, which “indicates that teachers

showed a significantly higher prevalence of negative mental health outcomes during the

pandemic when compared to healthcare and office work” (Kush et al., 2022). Another study

found teachers were nearly twice as likely to leave the profession over stress-related factors as

they were to leave over insufficient pay (Diliberti et al., 2021). In this same study, teachers who

left the profession and took new jobs were surveyed on the appeal of the new professions they



EARLY CAREER TEACHER RETENTION 16

took. Most popular reasons given were more flexibility, better climate, no test accountability

stressors, more pay, and less hours (Diliberti et al., 2021). A higher rate of retirement was also

seen during COVID-19 instruction (Jung, 2020).

A final notable effect of COVID that impacts the context for ECTs’ professional

experiences is the way they learned and completed their pre-service journey to the classroom.

The literature connects distance learning for pre-service teachers with a direct impact on their

professional knowledge and performance (Sayir et al., 2022). This cohort of ECTs was not

afforded the opportunity to see in-person instruction, planning, or effective school culture

models. Without this hands-on practice with the supervision of an expert, pre-service teachers

arrived in their classrooms without the skills needed for a successful first few years of teaching

(Sayir et. al., 2022 p. 17).

Pay Differences

SCPS also indicated higher pay elsewhere is hampering their ability to retain Early

Career Teachers. This challenge is not unique to Stafford County; in Virginia, low pay has been

consistently cited as a major impediment to recruitment and retention of teachers (Virginia Board

of Education, 2022). However, the challenge is particularly evident in Stafford County, which

neighbors larger, more affluent districts in Northern Virginia. Table 1 shows that Stafford falls

below its three neighboring school divisions on starting salaries for new teachers with both

Bachelor’s and Master’s degrees:
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Table 1

Differences in Starting Salary between SCPS and Neighboring Districts for New Teachers

District Bachelor’s Degree
(Difference)

Master’s Degree
(Difference)

Stafford $50,000 $55,459

Prince William $54,761 (+$4,761) $60,761 (+$5,302)

Fairfax $54,913 (+$4,913) $60,404 (+$4,945)

Arlington $54,878 (+$4,878) $62,830 (+$7,371)

Note. Data from published salary scales for 2023-2024 school year.

The fact the neighboring districts identified in Table 1 all pay significantly more than

SCPS could be one possible explanation for their difficulty in attracting and retaining highly

qualified teachers. Carver-Thomas and Darling-Hammond (2017) noted teachers with lower first

year salaries had a higher attrition rate than teachers who earned more in their first year (p. 28).

Additionally, they found teachers in districts with higher maximum salaries were less likely to

leave their schools than teachers in districts with lower maximum salaries (p. 28).

While pay may play a role in attrition rates, research suggests it isn’t the only important

factor in a teacher’s decision to leave the classroom (Bryant et al., 2023). A 2019 study by the

Economic Policy Institute identified pay as the fourth most common reason teachers leave

education, with 24% of participants choosing this option as their top reason for leaving the

classroom (Garcia & Weiss, 2019). Of the 958 departing K-12 teachers surveyed, 43% of them

reported, “...stress and the disappointments of teaching weren’t worth it” (Garcia & Weiss,

2019). Among the faculty who departed, 32% acknowledged their departure was related to

dissatisfaction with school leadership. Further, 29% stated they did not feel as though they had

enough support from their school or district. These data points highlight the need for SCPS to
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explore the support systems in place as they consider the best strategies to recruit and retain an

effective faculty for their schools.

Stafford Stacking Up

A closer look at SCPS’ teacher profile and licensure status revealed an urgent need for

exploring enhanced systems of support, specifically for provisionally licensed and out-of-field

teachers. While these teachers were not specified as part of the partner’s request for Capstone

assistance (RFA), the team found a notable percentage of Stafford’s teacher population is

qualified by a nontraditional route to teaching. According to the VDOE’s Staffing and Vacancy

Report (2023), 14.9% of SCPS’ teachers are identified as teaching out-of-field. This figure is

nearly three times higher than the state’s reported 5.2% of out-of-field teachers. Additionally, the

Joint Legislative Audit and Review Commission’s (JLARC) analysis of VDOE school quality

data identified SCPS’ percentage change in out-of-field teachers before and after COVID as one

of the highest in the Commonwealth.

The JLARC analysis also revealed another 11.7% of SCPS’ teachers are eligible by way

of a provisional license, which exceeds the state’s 9.5% average (Virginia Department of

Education, 2023). Likewise, Stafford’s percentage change in provisionally licensed teachers

pre-pandemic (2020) to school year 2021 also ranks among one of the highest in Virginia; this

makes them one of only four school divisions that appear on both of JLARC’s lists (2022) of

school divisions with the largest percentage of change in both out-of-field (see Table 2) and

provisionally licenced teachers (see Table 3).
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Table 2

Divisions in Virginia with Largest Increase in Out-of-Field Teachers by Change in Percentage

Points

Division
Average Daily
Membership
(March 2022)

Pre-pandemic
average 2021-2022

Change (in
percentage

points)

Franklin City 939 4% 35% 32

Colonial Beach 571 12% 38% 26

Buena Vista City 819 2% 20% 18

Halifax County 4,246 4% 22% 18

Highland County 174 16% 31% 14

Norton City 794 2% 16% 14

Tazewell County 5,244 1% 15% 14

Stafford County 29,830 2% 15% 13

Surry County 620 2% 15% 13

Orange County 4,722 8% 20% 12

Note. From JLARC’s analysis of VDOE school quality data, SY14 compared to SY21. Here,

SCPS ranks 8th in the state, with a 13% point change in out-of-field teachers.
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Table 3

Divisions in Virginia with Largest Increase in Provisionally Licensed Teachers by Change in

Percentage Points

Division
Average Daily
Membership
(March 2022)

Pre-pandemic
average 2021-2022

Change (in
percentage

points)

Franklin City 939 24% 41% 16

Surry County 620 7% 23% 15

Halifax County 4,246 12% 23% 11

Fredericksburg City 3,376 14% 24% 10

Newport News City 25,268 9% 19% 10

Rappahannock County 715 5% 15% 10

Stafford County 29,830 10% 19% 9

Sussex County 952 10% 18% 8

King George County 4,329 14% 21% 7

Roanoke City 12,941 4% 12% 7

Note. From JLARC’s analysis of VDOE school quality data, SY14 compared to SY21. Here,

SCPS ranks 7th in the state for its percentage point change in provisionally licensed teachers.

These significant differences in both provisional and out-of-field teacher profiles support

Stafford County Public Schools’ attention to exploring the experiences and support systems

currently being provided to their ECTs. They also revealed a critical nuance for the capstone

team’s work. Having such an inconsistent workforce has far-reaching implications.

SCPS’ Content Staffing Needs Compared to Virginia

SCPS is ranked as 8th highest in the state of Virginia for their percentage points of

increased change in the number of out-of-field teachers they have as of the 2021-2022 school
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year (see Table 2), and 7th highest for the number of provisionally licensed teachers placed in

SCPS classrooms (see Table 3). They are also the largest school division on either of JLARC’s

(2022) top-ten lists. This means the scale of their need is greater than any other Virginia district

that has reported similar significant changes between these pre-pandemic and 2021-2022

averages. A focus on Early Career Teachers is also warranted for Stafford County due to higher

rates of shortages in key content areas such as special education and teachers serving

multilingual learners (Virginia Department of Education, 2021). Table 4 shows comparison rates

by content areas for SCPS versus the state of Virginia:

Table 4

Virginia and Stafford Comparison of Unfilled Positions by Percentage

Group Type
State

Percent
Unfilled

Stafford
Percent
Unfilled

Difference

CTE and other electives 3.8% 1.5% -60.5%

Elementary, PK-6 4.3% 6.4% 48.8%

English Language and Literature 3.2% 2.1% -34.4%

Life and Physical Sciences 3.6% 1.0% -72.2%

Mathematics 4.0% 1.5% -62.5%

Social Sciences and History 1.7% 0.3% -82.4%

Physical, Health, and Safety Education 1.9% 0.0% -100.0%

Special Education 5.9% 16.2% 174.6%

Title I 3.8% 0.0% -100.0%

Visual and Performing Arts 2.1% 0.8% -61.9%

World Language 4.7% 2.1% -55.3%

Note. Workforce Data Report Comparisons Between Virginia and Stafford County, 2022
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Table 4, based on the Virginia Workforce Report (2022), shows Social Studies and

History classrooms are largely staffed. Conversely, in the state of Virginia, as well as Stafford,

Special Education positions remain to be the most critical need. However, there is an

astronomical difference when comparing Special Education staffing needs from Virginia to

SCPS. Specifically, SCPS’ needs for staffing Special Education positions comes in at a rate of

174% of Virginia’s average.

Turnover and Quality Learning Environments

Virginia public schools average a 14:1 student to teacher ratio. Stafford’s average of 17:1

may add difficulties to both teachers and students, since timely and actionable feedback will be

more difficult on both formative and summative practice, and these practices are drivers to

increased learning (Virginia Department of Education, 2022; Hattie & Zierer, 2017). The

additional care teachers must provide for each of the students in their classrooms makes the

hours quickly compound with each rostered student (Virginia Public Schools Student: Teacher

Ratio, 2023). In addition, the most productive learning environments honor personalized and

differentiated instruction which requires an adept planning ability ECTs may not yet have

(Heikkinem et al., 2018). Teachers also must make learning accommodations for students who

qualify for special education, as well as medical and language services. All of these conditions

shape the time and effort required of teachers. Eventually, burnout can set in.

Burnout has the potential to arrive even faster in environments where experienced

teachers are made to support colleagues who are lacking foundational teaching skill or content

knowledge on top of their own daily responsibilities (Bryant et al., 2023). In fact, Virginia Code

provision §22.1-305.1 regarding Mentor Teacher Programs requires the Board of Education to

establish guidelines that mentors, “(ii) be assigned a limited number of teachers at one time;
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however, instructional personnel who are not assigned solely as mentors should not be assigned

to more than four teachers at one time…” (Virginia Board of Education, 2021). Consequently,

mentors may face burn-out due to the growing needs from supporting multiple Early Career

Teachers. SCPS’ high rate of provisionally licensed and out-of-field teachers can impact the

capacities of their established veteran teachers as well. It is required by the Commonwealth of

Virginia for mentors to have reached continuing contract status which may create a situation in

which one teacher may mentor multiple ECTs. If a school must have mentors who are not yet on

continuing contract status, schools and the division will be out of compliance with the Code of

Virginia. Therefore, it is imperative school divisions conduct thorough inspections of current

systems of support for ECTs. Failure to do so may create impacts that could ripple out to the full

workforce, and student outcomes could lag or further decline.

Budget Implications of Teacher Turnover

Teacher turnover also presents significant financial implications that resonate throughout

school districts (Sutcher et al., 2016). The intricacies of this issue delve into both direct and

indirect expenses, each contributing to the financial toll it takes on school districts, including

SCPS. Direct costs are the most visible aspect of teacher turnover's financial impact. Watlington

et al., (2010) share the cost of teacher turnover includes cost of separation, cost of replacement

staffing, net replacement pay, cost of training, and value of lost productivity as components that

should be considered when calculating the cost of teacher turnover. Furthermore, onboarding

new teachers involves training sessions, orientation programs such as SCPS’ Mentor360, and

provision of necessary resources. Addressing each cost of separation impact comes with a high

financial commitment. For example, any school division experiencing teacher attrition is left to

consider operational costs for ongoing training around instructional technology resources,
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assessment tools and pedagogical and content-specific training for every new ECT they recruit to

fill those vacancies. Those needs will also depend on ECTs’ prior training, licensure status, and

content area expertise.

Nationally, the problem of teacher turnover costs upwards of $8.5 billion. According to a

Virginia Department of Education mentor training presentation (Virginia Department of

Education, 2007), the direct cost of replacing an individual teacher in Virginia is 25-35% of the

annual salary and benefit cost. This equates to an average cost of $11,000 every time a teacher

leaves the profession. For Stafford County, this amounts to a cost of $11.9 million dollars over

the last two school years (2021-2022 and 2022-2023). Watlington et al., (2010) posit the

financial impact of teacher turnover on school districts is a multifaceted concern. While the exact

monetary figure might vary year-to-year for SCPS, the broader understanding is clear: addressing

teacher turnover is not just about educational quality but also about prudent financial

management. Recognizing both the direct and indirect costs helps policymakers, administrators,

and educators appreciate the far-reaching consequences and leads to the implementation of

strategies that promote teacher retention and, ultimately, student success. In addition to the

financial burden of teacher turnover, losing teachers challenges the overall school environment,

with a lower positive school climate reported by school staff, and loss of institutional knowledge

(Clabes, 2022).

Assessing SCPS’ Efforts

In the last two years, SCPS has taken steps to address the support of new teacher hires,

led by initiatives tied to Mentor360 and New Teacher Work Week. Led by their Coordinator of

Professional Learning, New Teacher Support Specialist, Dan Reichard, the division is entering

year three of SCPS’ Mentor360 program. This program focuses on supporting ECTs utilizing a
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cohort model of mentors and mentees. Also, additional work is being done around mentorship

and strategies for supporting ECTs by way of SCPS’ partnerships with Reach Virginia and a

Region 3 clinical faculty grant with Mary Washington University (Reichard, personal

communication, 2023). Current efforts to support ECTs also include a revitalized orientation

week.

New Teacher Work Week

First year teachers who have mentors and a strong support system are significantly more

likely to be successful and return for a second year (Gray & Taie, 2015). In an era where veteran

teachers are expressing less on-the-job enthusiasm and more job related stress (Barnum, 2023), it

is paramount to provide a strong support system for ECTs. One of the Coordinator’s first

initiatives was to enhance the new teacher academy of SCPS, rebranded as Prep for Success

Week (PFSW). PFSW invites all new teachers to Stafford County; this includes teachers with

zero experience and those with teaching experience who are new to SCPS. Additionally, SCPS

provided monetary incentives to best ensure all new teachers attended each day. Attendees

reported to their school-based location three days (Monday, Thursday, and Friday), and attended

a district-wide event the other two days (Tuesday and Wednesday). The district-wide event

occurred at Colonial Forge High School. See Appendix A for the complete Prep for Success

Week 2023 schedule.

Mentor360

Under the leadership of the Coordinator of Professional Learning and New Teacher

Support, SCPS has rebranded the previous mentoring program into what it is called today:

Mentor360. The structure of Mentor360 requires each school to appoint two Ambassadors. These

Ambassadors serve as liaisons between the school’s mentors and the Mentor360 district
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organizers. This dual appointment is based on the belief that a team of two will form a stronger

mentoring experience. This approach is particularly effective in schools experiencing high staff

turnover and a large influx of new teachers (Reichard, personal communication, 2023).

Mentoring Matters, the SCPS adopted guidebook for their mentoring program, opens with the

following statement: “Learning-focused mentoring relationships make a significant emotional

and intellectual difference in the induction experience for teachers, as well as in their continuing

professional practice” (Lipton et al., 2003). This guidebook has been, and continues to be, a

dynamic resource for SCPS and the county-wide mentoring program is a significant point of

emphasis.

Mentor360 has three main goals for the Ambassadors. The first goal is to foster the

mentor/mentee relationship. In the past, according to the Coordinator, the lead mentors merely

disseminated information to the mentees. The relationship component was not strong, and the

depth of support was not robust. The second goal is for the Ambassadors to be the bridge and

welcoming point of contact for the new hire between their hiring date and the first day mentors

contractually return to work. The Prep for Success Week is an excellent example of that bridge in

action. Third, Ambassadors work to create professional learning experiences based on a

suggested list of foci offered on a monthly basis. Each Stafford County school engages in

monthly educator support sessions, and on occasion, there are more formal meetings where the

district participates to connect the ‘circle of support’ known as Mentor360.

Mentor360: Two Paths

A primary role at the SCPS district level is to develop the leadership and skill capacity of

the Ambassadors; from there, the Ambassadors can build the capacity within mentors, and the

mentors can build capacity and efficacy of ECTs. It is through this train-the-trainer model the
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Mentor360 program has begun transforming the mentoring role for SCPS. There are two

mentoring paths found within SCPS: the beginner educator path and a path for educators who

have a minimum of three years experience yet are new to Stafford County. Each path requires a

different set of supports.

The beginner path offers a mentor to new hires with zero to two years of experience.

Mentor360 supports SCPS employees from social workers, psychologists, counselors, to

teachers. The mentor is paid and trained through the mentoring framework. Beginning in the

2023-2024 school year, the county designed a two year Mentor360 framework to guide the

mentor and provide support and resources for both Year One and Year Two of the new hires’

career.

The second path is for those who have over three years of experience yet are in year one

of experience with SCPS. According to the partner, the number of teachers who qualify for Path

Two has grown significantly over the past few years. Path Two is also for current SCPS

educators who may have transferred schools or changed contents within the county. This second

path is a one year track. The support people for Path Two are called Colleagues. Colleagues, like

mentors, are compensated, but a colleague is not expected to go as deeply into instructional

strategies, and will instead focus their energy toward building institutional knowledge of that

educator's new location. Because every school has a slightly different culture, climate, and way

of accomplishing the vision of each administration, the Colleague strives to acclimate the new

hire to their new environment. While all individuals who fall in either path attend Prep for

Success Week, their sessions are differentiated to acknowledge and honor their years of

experience.
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Skills Mentoring Framework

As of the beginning of the 2023-2024 school year, there was not an adopted coaching

model for SCPS. In the interim, they use the skill mentoring framework from the research-based

Mentoring Matters handbook (Lipton et al., 2003) with an emphasis on coaching, collaborating,

and consulting. Mentoring Matters is the catalyst for the Ambassadors and mentors to dive into

the work. SCPS has also enlisted the support of an outside organization Learning Forward to

help create one framework for the division. Learning Forward, a professional learning

association based out of Ohio, provides best practices and guidance to districts across the

country. Learning Forward’s work is “grounded in the Standards for Professional Learning

which define an aspirational, coherent, and attainable vision for an effective and equitable system

of professional learning” (Learning Forward, 2021). A stated goal of SCPS is to create a three

year program of support for their new teachers, and Learning Forward has experience in this

area. SCPS’ Skills Mentoring Framework will incorporate a year three plan for the 2024-2025

school year.

Individual School Nuances Create Unique Mentor360 Environments

Currently, Ambassadors are selected by building level administrators, though each

building takes a different approach towards the selection process of their mentors. While there is

a Mentoring Selection Toolkit to aid in the selection process, in some schools the principals

select the mentors, in other schools it is a collaborative effort between the two entities, and other

schools leave the responsibility solely up to the Ambassador. The differences in the schools are

apparent in the monthly meetings as well, with some administrative teams meeting more

frequently and being more hands-on than other administrative teams.
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The role of the Ambassadors is different depending on their school and leadership team’s

expectations. During empathy interviews with the Capstone team, some Ambassadors stated they

do not meet monthly, but may send out an email to see if a meeting needs to occur. Other

Ambassadors stated it is a standing monthly meeting with the day and time held sacred and

protected from other responsibilities. Some Ambassadors send out a monthly survey and use the

survey results to craft new teacher meeting agendas.

Creating Division-Wide Buy-In Among the Mentoring Stakeholders

In an attempt to create more cohesion within the division, there has been a coordinated

effort to increase the programmatic buy-in and shared expectations of the Mentor360

Ambassadors and mentors. During the 2021-2022 school year, a new teacher focus group was

created. Ambassadors from all of the district's schools were invited to participate in these focus

groups to evaluate the current mentoring program. The focus group centered their efforts on

level-setting expectations for Mentor360 by asking, “What do we desire to achieve?” and, “How

can we ensure we achieve this?” This work helped create a centrally located resource hub to

support Mentor360. Through the focus groups and an Ambassador retreat, all materials

(framework, Teacher Prep Week, and mentoring track) have been created from the voices of

hundreds of mentoring stakeholders working together.

Identifying an Actionable Problem of Practice

SCPS envisioned their next steps being an evaluation of their mentor program with a

focus on the following: mentor and mentee partnerships, expanding beyond first year teachers,

specific support tracks, building level administration involvement, and overall impact of the

program on teacher retention. In order to define the actionable Capstone problem of practice

(POP), the Capstone team gained context and perspective around Stafford’s concerns in a variety
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of ways. The team pursued multiple opportunities to listen to and learn from the Stafford team.

This allowed for examination, identification, and accurate understanding of the root causes

connected to the POP. In order to do this, the team spent time interviewing the partners, listening

to different groups of stakeholders at SCPS’ new teacher work week, reviewing internal

documents, and analyzing current data regarding teacher retention and mentoring.

Interviews

The first step in learning more about the capstone Problem of Practice (POP) was to

interview key members of the Stafford team to provide a deeper understanding of the genesis of

the problem facing the district, namely, its new teacher onboarding and support efforts. This

initial virtual meeting with Dr. Amanda Schutz, Director of Department of Research, Evaluation

and Strategic Improvement for Stafford County, provided a foundation of understanding.

Following this meeting, we met with Daniel Reichard, Coordinator of Professional Learning,

New Teacher Support, Human Resources and Talent Development at Stafford County. In

addition, the partner provided access to three different sources of data to further our

understanding: End of Year (EOY) Surveys, Internal Teacher Feedback Mentor and New Teacher

Data, and the Mentor360 data. Finally, members of the Capstone team attended the New Teacher

Orientation to conduct first-hand empathy interviews and build understanding about the

experience of new teachers.

New Teacher Work Week Visit

Each of the thirty-one district schools were represented at the PFSW sessions. In addition

to classroom teachers of a wide-range of subject material, other new support staff also attended

(social workers, ITRT, school psychologists, etc.). Ambassadors were also present in their role as

the lead mentors who facilitate the Mentor360 program at each school site. Attendees were
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provided a guiding question for each day. The guiding questions (see Appendix A) built upon

one another with the intent to illuminate the supports available and the tools to use them.

Each day at PFSW began with a whole group kick-off and keynote speaker designed to

build excitement and inform. After the introductory sessions over the course of two days,

teachers attended three content specific trainings, titled Content Academies. Other sessions

included wellness expos and opportunities to discuss and strengthen their understanding of

support offered to them. Time was incorporated for Ambassadors and new teachers to converse

both collegially and informally. In addition to the SCPS focus, participants were encouraged to

visit the gym in which fifty-seven local vendors were present for a Community Resource Fair

(CRF). CRF exhibits included teacher stores/resources, faith organizations, real estate firms,

college and universities, opportunities to volunteer for various community groups, health care,

and much more. The goal of the CRF was twofold: provide resources and opportunities to

participants and enable new teachers to quickly establish roots in the community.

The PFSW concluded with every teacher entering the last whole group session carrying a

white cardboard circle and marker. New teacher attendees were asked to write down supports

and key takeaways. Coordinator Reichard (personal communication, July 18, 2023) explained

the circle is a tangible reminder the mentoring program is meant to be fully connected. The circle

reinforces the brand of Mentor360.

Clarifying the Actionable Problem of Practice

Based on its analyses and learning from the partner, the Capstone team began shaping the

actionable Problem of Practice for SCPS. In its genesis, the RFA submitted by SCPS asked the

team to evaluate their new teacher onboarding program. Specifically, the SCPS partner was

interested in their return on the additional investments provided during their new teacher week,
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mentoring program, and other, nondisclosed support the division provides for their new teachers.

They added additional context specific to their proximity to northern Virginia and the number of

ECTs who received their initial training during COVID as factors that increase the urgency in

needing to find effective ways to support new teachers to SCPS. However, when we met to learn

more about their request, SCPS mentioned several drivers that were unrelated to these supports

(salary, political context, a change in bell schedule for middle schools, changes in leadership).

Byrk et al., (2017) cautions about rushing to reach a solution, regardless of level of effectiveness.

He defines solutionitis as, “The tendency to jump quickly on a solution before fully

understanding the actual problem to be solved” (p.197). Instead of immediately trying to find

proposed solutions to SCPS’ perceived problem of practice, the team conducted several

intentional iterations of root cause analysis.

A further analysis of interviews, partner-provided surveys on teacher exits and mentoring,

and literature pointed the team to a myriad of factors that were potentially contributing to

Stafford’s pressing concern of low teacher retention rates. The initial focus on the analysis of

new teacher onboarding programs shifted to the need for a cohesive and consistent experience

for all ECTs to better impact overall retention efforts. Stafford is experiencing a particularly

acute crisis; it exceeds the state averages in teachers leaving their district (Virginia Department

of Education, 2022), has a higher percentage of both out of field and inexperienced teachers

(Virginia Department of Education, 2023), and falls below neighboring districts in teacher salary.

Its rate of growth in student population is some of the fastest in the state (Virginia Department of

Education, 2023) which makes the issue of retaining ECTs even more critical.

Identifying Root Causes

In order to clarify the POP, the Capstone team used improvement science methods
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including root-cause analysis (Hinnant-Crawford, 2020, p. 49). The Capstone team used the Five

Why protocol (Hinnant-Crawford, 2020, p.51) to examine potential drivers by asking “Why”

based on a clearly identified problem. The team engaged in this protocol in an iterative way;

each found response provided an opportunity to drill down more specifically based on Stafford’s

presented problem. Finally, the team completed a series of process maps which are found in

Figure 2 and Figure 3.

Figure 2

Root Cause Process Map One

Note. Here, the Capstone team considered their work in analyzing SCPS Mentor360 and exit

survey data before identifying potential drivers for the identified problem of new teacher

retention (column one). The team narrowed their focus to consider the different routes to

improvement that research could support (column two). Column three lists different levers SCPS

may consider activating based on the clarified POP, and column four attempts to highlight the

user-centeredness of each potential pursuit of improvement.
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Figure 3

Root Cause Process Map Two

Note. The process map illustrates the Capstone Team’s next iteration showing connections

between potential drivers and outcomes for SCPS. All of these identified pathways are anchored

to the larger identified problem of teacher retention.

During a final analysis, the Capstone teams used trending, thematic drivers to guide the

discussion and ultimate creation of the revised actionable POP:

Stafford County Public Schools is experiencing more teacher attrition than neighboring

districts, particularly among Early Career Teachers. Data reveals the key drivers of

teacher exits are financial (salary), lack of administrative support, and dissatisfaction

with building climate. Stafford County also reported inconsistency with their expectations

across schools within the district in the implementation of teacher support systems, and

they do not currently have a differentiated, measurable long-term plan to support ECTs

based on these identified drivers.



EARLY CAREER TEACHER RETENTION 35

Theory of Change and Research Questions

A Theory of Change (TOC) suggests how measurable and individualized intervention

may lead to systematic change. Hinnant-Crawford (2020) specifies, “A theory of change is the

“why” of a change, whereas the theory of action is the “how” (p. 117). It uses evidence to help

inform a responsive proposal that will lead to effective change, in this case, for SCPS. While the

Capstone team initially focused on identifying measurable best practices for mentorship and

strategies for supporting ECTs, we ultimately acknowledged that SCPS has already begun that

work in a comprehensive way. Instead, we recognized that while SCPS has started building

systems of support grounded by best practices for ECTs, there is not as much guidance in place

for school leadership teams in implementing ECT support in a cohesive way across the division.

Therefore, when it comes to affecting change for the experiences of ECTs in SCPS, the Capstone

team identified the following theory of change (Figure 4):
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Figure 4

Identified Theory of Change

If SCPS enhances…
● their current systems of support by identifying the factors that are working most

effectively for Early Career Teachers…

Then SCPS division-level leadership teams…
● can advise building-level leadership teams by providing evidence based suggestions for

effective and measurable support of their Early Career Teachers.
● deepen the current quality of differentiated support for Early Career Teachers based on

teachers’ professional and communal needs.

…and building-level leadership teams will…
● have actionable, cohesive, and sustainable structures to better support their Early

Career Teachers.
● help to provide measurable outcomes that better inform division-level decision making

around long term Early Career Teacher support.

Then SCPS’ Early Career Teachers will…
● increase their self-efficacy and sense of belonging in their school community.
● retain through, and beyond, their first three years of teaching.

A focus on finding what teachers and leadership teams are able to identify as effective

will be the first step towards enhancing currently existing systems of support for ECTs. Those

findings will help SCPS to provide more clear and explicit expectations for leadership teams,

Ambassadors, and mentors based on what ECTs report as working best for them during their

beginning years in the classroom. More clear and consistent expectations also creates more

realistic opportunities to measure progress across the district. In an effort to focus on consistent

ECT support across each of the 35 schools in Stafford County, the Capstone team crafted three

Research Questions (RQs):
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1. What currently exists at the school and division levels to support Early Career
Teachers?

Current Gap: Across the division, different schools offer differing levels and quality of
support to their Early Career Teachers.

Research Goal: Identify the range of support that is currently available to Early Career
Teachers in each school building. Identify division level support for Early Career
Teachers that is currently available.

2. What considerations should be made by school-level leadership teams when
implementing systems of support for Early Career Teachers in SCPS?

2a. What's currently working for ECTs?
2b. How does SCPS know it’s working?

Current Gap: SCPS does not currently have a consistent way to identify what parts of
their currently existing systems are working well for retaining ECTs.

Research Goal: A better understanding of what is working and what is not working will
allow for SCPS leadership to refine their efforts by implementing actionable and
evidence based suggestions for ECTs.

3. What collective needs of both a school and district must be considered in Early
Career Teacher support?

Current Gap: SCPS’ attention to division-wide needs may help them make systematic
changes to better support ECTs.

Research Goal: Identify larger division themes that are influencing ECT experiences
across all school buildings.
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Chapter II: Literature Review

Chapter Two reviews literature connected to assessing the problem of Early Career

Teacher retention. Here, the Capstone team outlines longstanding trends in teacher licensure and

hiring at the national and state levels before further comparing those findings to the current status

for Stafford. From there, this review offers contextual challenges to teacher retention by

identifying the drivers of ECT attrition. Some of those drivers include compensation and pay

(Steiner et al., 2023; Dilberti et al., 2021; Carver-Thomas & Darling-Hammond, 2017), mental

wellness (Wessels & Wood, 2019; Leiter & Maslach, 2017; Diliberti, 2021), lack of

administrative support (McLaurin et al., 2009; Shuls & Flores, 2020), and a high-volume of

student discipline (National Center for Education Statistics (NCES), 2022; Welsh, 2023).

Finally, this review will define strategies suggested by the literature as working

measurably-well for helping to retain ECTs. Among the several recommendations of the

literature are the critical importance of dynamic administrative support and leadership (McLaurin

et al., 2009; Shuls & Flores, 2020; Cells et al., 2023; Hamre et al., 2023), responsive Professional

Learning (PL) (Carr et al., 2017; Johnson et al., 2020; Cohen & Wiseman, 2022), and a

measurable mentoring program (Dorner et al., 2020; Dawson, 2014; Virginia Board of

Education, 2021). Although the literature presents a variety of reasons and contexts for attrition

tied to Early Career Teachers, this chapter will primarily focus on a connection between levels of

retention and school-based leadership, with the goal of providing an effective, sustainable, and

measurable solution for Stafford County Public Schools (SCPS).
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Recruitment and Retention

Growing shortages have made it difficult to fill teacher vacancies with qualified

educators. Pathways to teacher licensure were steadily evolving well before COVID-19, but the

pandemic catalyzed the creation of a teacher-pool filled with professionals who earned their

license by way of a non-traditional route.

Growing Provisional Licenses

At the conclusion of the 2022 school year, 9.5% of the Commonwealth’s educators were

eligible to teach by means of a nonrenewable, provisional license only, up from 7.7% of teachers

who were provisionally licensed pre-pandemic (JLARC, 2022). During the 2021-2022 school

year, Virginia issued a total of 8,434 provisional licenses (Cline, 2023). This number exceeds the

pre-pandemic average of 6,787 annually allocated provisional licenses, reflecting a percentage

increase of 24%. These short-term licenses granted by the VDOE are for educators who have not

satisfied all of the state requirements to teach, but still have a bachelor’s degree from an

accredited college or university. Provisional licenses allow teachers to complete teaching

licensure requirements within a three year window.

Rising Numbers of Out-of-Field Teachers

Another 6.2% of Virginia teachers in SY 22 identified as teaching out-of-field (Peifer,

2023). An out-of-field teacher is an educator who has a teaching license, but has not completed

coursework or certification in that content area. This percentage is an increase from the 2.4%

average of teachers leading instruction out-of-field reported pre-pandemic (Peifer, 2023). Prior to

the pandemic, Virginia recorded 2,100 teachers as out-of-field; in SY 22, this number grew to

5,350 (JLARC, 2022). This change matters to providing students with quality learning
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experiences because without traditional methods of teaching coursework and content expertise,

teacher effectiveness declines (JLARC, 2022).

Teacher attrition has wide-ranging negative impacts on the quality of education, student

outcomes, school budgets, and the teaching profession as a whole. Reducing attrition rates and

implementing strategies to support and retain teachers is essential for maintaining a stable and

effective education system.

Contextual Challenges to Teacher Retention

A sweeping concern across America is the shortage of a robust teacher pipeline to fill the

demands of full time teacher positions. The ramifications prove disastrous to both students due to

a lack of qualified teachers as well as districts who bear financial burdens to recruit and train an

effective workforce, as noted in Kaufman et al. (2022), Castro (2023), and Ozamiz-Etxebarria et

al. (2023). Teacher supply challenges are as much a reflection of retention challenges as they are

of recruitment issues. Every teacher retained means fewer need to be recruited, so a systemic

approach to addressing the teacher supply challenge must include measures aimed at improving

retention.

Compensation and Pay

Teacher compensation is especially acute in Virginia. Teacher wages in Virginia are

almost 33% less than their peers in similarly educated professions, with Virginia currently

ranking 25th in average salary for K-12 public school teachers at an average teacher salary of

$58,506 (compared to the national average of $65,293) (Virginia Board of Education, 2022).

Between 2015 and 2017, almost one quarter of the school divisions in Virginia experienced a

decline in teacher salary (Sorenson et al., 2018). This has led to increased feelings of

dissatisfaction among teachers, with 52% of Virginia teachers citing low pay as among the most
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serious problems they face (JLARC, 2022). Low teacher pay along with long hours worked has

often been cited as one of the largest motivators for teachers to leave the profession. When

surveyed, only 24% of teachers felt their base salary was adequate, compared to 61% of other

working adults (Steiner et al., 2023). Teachers are more likely to quit when they work in districts

with lower wages and when their salaries are low (Allegretto & Mishel, 2016).

During the 2022-2023 school year, teachers reported working about 15 hours more than

what is required by their contracts (Steiner et al., 2023). These longer hours combined with low

salaries has resulted in what is often referred to as the “teacher pay penalty,” with teachers

earning 17% less than comparable workers, with more experienced teachers facing a larger wage

differential (Allegretto & Mischel, 2016). However, these estimates might actually overstate the

comparability between teacher salaries and those of other workers given that teachers often work

longer hours than what is required by their contracts and many do unpaid work over the summer

to prepare for the next school year (Carver-Thomas & Darling-Hammond, 2017). Early career

and younger teachers (under 40) were more likely to cite low pay as their top reason for leaving,

with 31 percent of younger teachers saying their salary was not sufficient to merit the stresses of

teaching during the pandemic (Dilberti et al., 2021, p.7).

The Importance of Administrative Support

Strong school leadership, particularly the principal, plays an important role in teacher

retention (Becker & Grob, 2021). According to Boyd et al., (2011) school leadership is one of

the most important factors impacting a teacher's decision to stay at their school or leave,

surpassing even financial or salary concerns. Boyd et al. (2011) noted supportive administration

was “more predictive of teachers’ intentions to remain in the school…than are the perceptions of

any other school working condition” (p. 307). Boyd et. al. (2011) provide a helpful working
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definition of “administrative support” as referring to “the extent to which principals and other

school leaders make teachers’ work easier and help them to improve their teaching” (p. 307). A

twenty year study further supports Boyd’s claim by stating, “research also shows clear links

between effective leadership and important teacher outcomes, including more positive teacher

working conditions and reduced turnover”(Grissom et al., 2021).

The importance of leadership at the building level is especially true for new teacher

retention. School administrative support includes a variety of behaviors, from providing teachers

with professional development opportunities, maintaining ongoing and positive communication,

empowering teachers, and providing leadership opportunities for teachers (McLaurin et al., 2009;

Shuls & Flores, 2020); however, ECTs need a balance too. ECTs should be empowered to say

‘no’ to preserve their energy for classroom instruction (Whitaker, et al., 2019). A supportive

administrator understands this balance.

A study conducted by Becker and Grob (2021) determined a principal could improve

teacher retention by prioritizing the following key areas: developing a shared vision, building

trust, shared instructional leadership, promoting safe working conditions, and becoming

bureaucratic shields for the teachers. The Becker and Grob (2021) study strengthens the assertion

that a principal has a significant impact on teacher retention. Conversely, while the principal can

positively impact a school’s retention efforts, Carver-Thomas and Darling-Hammond (2017)

report one of the largest drivers of teacher attrition was “unhappiness with the school

administration,” with 21% of teachers citing that as a reason for leaving the profession (p. 7). To

combat this unhappiness with administration, especially for ECT’s, a connection between the two

parties must exist, states Ghiraldini (2023). School administrators should assure the ECT that
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they are on the same team, and create opportunities for teachers to reflect through frequent casual

conversations with their administrators (Ghiraldini, 2023).

Carver-Thomas and Darling-Hammond (2017) noted that lack of administrative support

has one of the highest impacts on teacher turnover percentages, with teachers being twice as

likely to leave if they feel unsupported by administration. In particular, the researchers found

teachers of color and teachers in high-poverty schools were more likely to cite being dissatisfied

with administration as a reason for leaving the profession, exacerbating an already worrisome

trend of higher teacher attrition rates among higher needs schools (including Title I schools). As

Carver-Thomas and Darling-Hammond (2017) report, teacher turnover rates approach 25%

among teachers who reported negative feelings about their administration, which was more than

double the attrition rate of teachers who generally felt supported by their administration. This is

supported by Ronfeldt and McQueen (2017), who found that receiving support from

administration reduced the odds of first-year teachers leaving their school by almost half.

Further, teachers are more likely to indicate an intention to stay if they reported feelings

of satisfaction with the leadership in their school, which “supersedes teacher need for higher

pay” (Cells et al., 2023). Marinelli and Coca (2013) determined high levels of order within a

school led to higher retention rates. The Carver-Thomas and Darling-Hammond (2017) echoes

this, finding that “teachers often identify the quality of administrative support as more important

to their decision [to leave or stay in the profession] than salaries”. Ghiraldini (2023) affirms this

by ECTs stating, “the first few years for new teachers can be make or break, and school leaders

can help ensure they want to keep teaching”.
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Teacher Wellness

Mental health concerns are another factor contributing to teacher retention (Mehta, 2023).

The Educational Psychology Review (2022) supposes well-being consists of the following three

dimensions: satisfaction with life, the absence of negative affect, and the presence of positive

affect. When these three dimensions are present, one is considered to have a positive sense of

well-being. Conversely, Bardach et al. (2022) maintains, having a sense of “ill-being,” the

negative outcome of a low “well-being,” has significant negative ramification on mental health.

The adverse effects of inadequate well-being encompass stress, burnout, and depressive

symptoms like loss of interest, low mood, low self-efficacy, and anxiety (Maslach, 2001). These

symptoms are triggered by chronic stress in the work environment, leading to feelings of being

overwhelmed, exhausted, and an inability to cope (Leiter & Maslach, 2017). Unaddressed, these

symptoms could contribute to a rise in teacher attrition (Bardarch, et al., 2021).

The teaching profession had already been dealing with teacher turnover due to high stress

and burnout prior to the education events experienced during COVID-19 (Ryan et al., 2017). The

alteration to instructional delivery and safety protocols during COVID-19 compounded the

issues of stress and burnout for school teachers. Teachers needed to learn entirely new modes of

instruction during remote learning (Diliberti, 2021). Oftentimes, learning these new technologies

for virtual instruction led to teachers encountering technical difficulties, which added to stress

and anxiety levels (Diliberti, 2021). Teachers also experienced longer work hours and less sleep

as a result of having to revamp instruction (Diliberti, 2021).

One study conducted by the Institute of Education Sciences (IES), revealed nearly one

third “of public schools reported that the percentage of staff who have sought mental health

services increased since the start of the COVID-19 pandemic” (“Mental Health and Well-Being,”
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2022). When comparing the teaching profession up against other professions, such as healthcare

and office workers, teachers reported higher levels of stress and anxiety (Kush et al., 2022).

When polling teachers, survey results showed teachers who were working remotely during the

pandemic had higher levels of “depressive symptoms and feelings of isolation” (Kush et al.,

2022).

Due to high levels of teacher burnout, teachers arguably now more than ever need to feel

supported. School districts can learn from the impact COVID-19 had on teacher mental wellness

when planning supports for teachers. Care should be given on how teachers are supported with

new initiatives. Additionally, safeguards should be put in place to monitor teachers’ mental

well-being. The goal of the support is to prevent teacher burnout, ultimately limiting the amount

of educators leaving the field.

Student Behaviors

The COVID-19 pandemic’s disruption to learning had a significant impact on student

behaviors in the school setting, which is a high driver for teacher dissatisfaction in the workplace

(IRIS, 2023). This is to be expected “given the substantial lost learning time, additional trauma

and stress” experienced during COVID-19 (Welsh, 2023). Research conducted by the NCES

(2022) indicated that “84 percent of public schools agreed or strongly agreed that students’

behavioral development has been negatively impacted” by the pandemic. “Tardiness and

classroom disruptions” (School Pulse Panel, 2022) make up the majority of minor offenses

affected by COVID-19.

Compared to pre-pandemic data, four main areas of prohibited student behavior

experienced the most significant increases. These areas included the following offenses,

“Classroom disruptions … Acts of disrespect towards teachers and staff … Rowdiness outside of
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the classroom … [and] prohibited use of electronic devices” (NCES, 2022). On a large scale, the

2021-2022 school year exhibited a national trend of increased “incidents involving student

misconduct, crime and violence” (After COVID, 2023). With these new indicators present, staff

support needs to be adapted to meet the needs. Early career teachers, specifically, will need

additional or modified professional learning to improve skills in classroom management and

relationship building to adequately meet their student needs. An absence of modified support

leaves ECTs ill prepared to face the challenges present, leading them to become overwhelmed,

stressed, and more likely to leave the classroom within their first three years (National Center for

Education Statistics, 2022).

Effective Methods to Retain Teachers

Although there are persistent reasons for teachers leaving the field, there are also

systematic structures that research suggests to support ECTs. According to Reitman and Karge

(2019), six themes that emerge from data are required for teachers to remain in the profession:

“individual relationships, pedagogical knowledge, teacher perceptions of professional

competence, mentoring, professional learning, and reflection” (p. 14). Prelli (2016) asserts that in

order to create actionable, cohesive and sustainable solutions, it is crucial to concentrate on

specific themes. Prioritizing areas such as mentoring, enhancing instructional and cultural

capacities of building-level leadership teams, and developing teacher efficacy is essential. A

closer look at these drivers shows areas of policy, practice and research connected to retention.

Proactive Leadership

School leaders are key individuals with the power to influence school effectiveness, bring

about change, and impact teacher retention (Qadach et al., 2019). A study from The Learning

Policy Institute (2017) states, “studies across the nation have found that the quality of leadership
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can have a large effect on teacher turnover. “Strong leaders can inspire average teachers to

greatness” Casas (2017), “and highly effective school leadership plays an instrumental role in

supporting, inspiring, and guiding new teachers through this transitional phase of their career”

(Cha & Cohen-Vogel, 2011).

Shuls and Flores (2020) recommend building level leaders create collaborative

environments where novice teachers can shadow and learn from more experienced mentor

teachers, including sharing a common planning time. Cells et al. (2023) highlight three specific

attributes of effective principals that have had a higher success rate at retaining teachers:

implementing effective management practices, building teacher capacity, and having strong

content and pedagogical knowledge (p. 348). Becker et al. (2021) similarly suggest five key

areas of focus for school principals in reducing teacher attrition: “shared vision developer,

instructional leader, relational trust builder, safety officer, and bureaucratic shield” (p. 27).

Administrators should also be acutely aware of the workload they place on teachers,

especially new teachers. Administrators should avoid a long and storied practice of providing the

most difficult circumstances to new teachers (Barnum, 2019). In a research study out of Los

Angeles, Barnum shares, “teachers in their first few years end up in classrooms with more

struggling students.” Too often administrators enable a “rite of passage” mentality, where those

veteran teachers have “paid their dues” and thus receive a more balanced work-load, and a roster

considered favorable. By providing a manageable workload to new teachers they can focus their

energies on honing their skills without the overwhelming stress of too many responsibilities and

an unfair number of students with disruptive tendencies.
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Leadership Provides Ongoing Supports

Building resilient new teachers is an ongoing venture for building level administrators.

Navigating the ever-evolving landscape of education, school-based administrators face the

monumental task of providing resources aimed at ensuring new teachers are successful. Creating

social support beyond a mentoring program is a resource which building and division level

administrators must create with intentionality (Pomalki, et. al., 2010). Supportive colleagues can

create an environment where the teacher feels respected, can acquire new skills (Cohen & Wills,

1985), and provide opportunities for new perspectives on work-related issues (Kahn et al., 2006).

These social supports are formed through the creation of the master schedule, the document

which lists every teacher's class, planning period, and teacher’s room number. Creating a master

schedule which builds in time for collegial support is necessary (Lambersky, 2016). Strategies

include building in common planning periods for teachers of the same content, and close room

proximity to promote dialogue which builds in social support (Lambersky, 2016). Providing

social and emotional learning, Greenberg (2017) posits, as a public health approach to education

and its incorporation into the school dynamics can significantly amplify the outcomes for

students and teachers alike. These social resources underline the importance of targeted social

support and are linked to whether or not teachers intend to stay on the job (Bakker & Demerout,

2007).

Coaching for Capacity-Building

A school culture with a growth mindset increases the job satisfaction of its ECTs (Prelli,

2016). Instructional coaches have a pivotal role in sustaining this learning-culture (Aguilar,

2016). Once teachers identify their instructional goals, it is the job of a coach to participate in

rigorous observation, feedback, and planning for continuous learning (Silver, 2022; Hamre et al.,
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2023). The literature makes a distinction between active participation and evaluative

participation. The job of a coach is not to evaluate a teacher’s performance by facilitating and

unannounced observation. Instead, active participation should be premeditated; when it is time

for a coach to observe the identified problem statement in a classroom, they should confirm an

ideal time with teachers for observations and immediate feedback (Sweeney & Mausbach, 2018).

Knowing the most effective coaching honors a cyclical approach to support (Sweeney &

Mausbach, 2018; Silver, 2022; Knight, 2017; Schulze, 2016) means feedback is the throughline

for improvement. Not only should coaches consistently offer feedback, but they should also ask

for feedback in order to not make assumptions about the support they are offering (Silver, 2022;

Hamre et al., 2023). When coaches actively participate in these ways, there is evidence to

support learning outcomes improve (CoachingReport; Carr et al., 2017) leaving teachers feeling

more confident in their ability to successfully offer meaningful instruction to their students

(Kavanagh, 2021).

The Power of Strong Administrative Feedback for Early Career Teachers

In a study conducted by Fry (2015), in which first year teachers were monitored and

surveyed over the entire year, seventy-five percent were frustrated with the feedback they

received from their administrators. In the early stages of a teaching career, Fry (2015) continues,

new educators find themselves at a significant point of growth, not just in understanding their

students, but also in crafting their own teaching styles. It is at this stage that feedback from

building-level administrators — the principals and other leaders who know the school's unique

environment inside out — can be an invaluable resource. This feedback isn't just about

corrections or evaluations; it’s about helping new teachers find their footing and grow in their

roles (Goodwin, 2012), encouraging a path that harmonizes both with their personal strengths
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and the specific needs of their students. Goodwin (2012) shares that new teachers often report

they suffer from "benign neglect" of administrators. To help avoid this fate, administrators can

cultivate relationships and build capacity by leveraging mentoring and feedback.

Strong Feedback Creates Self-Efficacy. Moreover, it is important for feedback to be

empathetic (Gutierrez, 2018), acknowledging the emotional journey that comes with being a new

teacher (Ovando, 2006). For new teachers, it’s a time of both excitement and uncertainty.

Gutierrez (2018) surmises that constructive feedback can help navigate these emotions by

turning them into a force for personal and professional growth. In other words, feedback can

serve as a steady hand, guiding new teachers through the highs and lows of their early career,

offering support, encouragement, and constructive critique in balanced measure (Wahlstrom &

Louis, 2008).

In providing feedback, it's crucial for administrators to tailor their approach to each

individual, recognizing their unique strengths and areas where they can improve (Ovando, 2006).

This personalized approach ensures feedback is not just about pointing out shortcomings but also

about celebrating successes (Kirtman & Fullan, 2011) and encouraging new teachers to build on

their strengths. It's about creating a two-way street where new teachers can also share their

perspectives, fostering a collaborative environment of mutual growth. It also requires principals

to be trained in giving effective feedback (Gutierrez, 2018).

In conclusion, feedback from building-level administrators to new teachers holds a place

of great significance in the early stages of a teaching career (Goleman & Senge, 2014). More

than just a tool for improvement, it is a pillar of support, aiding new teachers in finding their own

path in the complex landscape of education. Through thoughtful, constructive, and empathetic

feedback (Gutierrez, 2018), administrators can help to nurture a new generation of teachers who
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are not only proficient in their roles but also engaged, enthusiastic, and resilient in the face of

challenges. This in turn creates a positive and vibrant school environment, where both teachers

and students can thrive. It’s a nurturing cycle that begins with understanding and guidance,

fostering a space where the strategies suggested enhance teacher growth (Fullan & Boyle, 2014).

Administrative Feedback Differentiated for a New Teacher. Feedback for a new teacher is

comparatively different than feedback for a veteran teacher, and a strong leader must

differentiate their instructional leadership accordingly (Williamson & Blackburn, 2021). Further,

the way leaders must provide feedback to a teacher who is not yet licenced or provisionally

licenced also differs from how a teacher who has earned a degree in education must receive

actionable and timely feedback around instruction. Administrative feedback is a pivotal

cornerstone in a new teacher’s development and growth within a school setting. At the very

outset, it should be underscored, states Williamson and Blackburn (2021), that feedback from a

building level administrator should strike a delicate balance between encouragement and

constructive criticism. This implies nurturing the nascent potential of the teacher while honing

their skills for long-term efficacy.

To begin with, a feedback process that emphasizes the strengths of the new teacher can be

incredibly affirming. Feedback is one of the most powerful influences for new teachers, but this

impact can be positive or negative (Hattie & Timperly, 2007). For this reason, it is critical the

administrator understands its personnel and crafts the feedback accordingly (Walsh, 2022). Since

there is a continuum of expertise found even amongst new teachers, it is important for leaders to

find out where their teachers are on that expertise continuum (Heifetz & Linksy, 2017).

Failing to understand the needs of the new teacher and delivering the feedback in a way it

will not be received as intended may lead to unintended consequences (Williamson & Blackburn,
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2021). Instead of fostering growth, such approaches may hinder it, setting back teachers’

development rather than advancing it (Costa & Garmston, 2006). It is not just about mentioning

the teachers did a good job but delving deeper to pinpoint the exact moments where the teacher

exhibited a strong understanding and connectivity with the students. This could encompass a

range of abilities including innovative lesson planning, fostering a conducive learning

environment, and showcasing patience and understanding with students (Williams, 2021).

Highlighting these strengths not only encourages the teacher to further nurture these qualities but

also aids in building their confidence.

Following the strengths, a detailed segment on areas for improvement would be critical.

These shouldn't be presented as weaknesses but as opportunities for growth. For instance, if a

teacher is struggling with classroom management, the administrator should provide specific

examples observed during the class and then offer strategies or resources to improve in that area

(Walsh, 2022). Feedback could involve suggesting workshops or training sessions available for

novice teachers. Moreover, new teacher feedback may involve providing insights on developing

a more interactive and inclusive teaching methodology that facilitates an active learning

environment (Rusticus, et al., 2022).

Furthermore, feedback should be a continuous, iterative process, not a one-time event

Williamson & Blackburn, (2021). This means the administrator should commit to revisiting the

discussed points in the future to see how the teacher has progressed. In this ongoing dialogue, it

should be two-way communication, where the teacher feels empowered to express their

concerns, share their experiences, and seek guidance (Costa & Garmston, 2006). This creates a

supportive, collaborative atmosphere that is conducive to the professional growth of the teacher.
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Feedback, instructional and operational, should come from multiple aligned personnel to

provide the new teacher with various perspectives of which they can choose. Often feedback

from an administrator may seem punitive, so it’s important teachers, especially new teachers,

receive feedback from those who do not have the authority to place one on a growth plan (seen

as a negative), or to reassign duties, or possibly fire. Brene Brown (2015), social worker and

public speaker, states, “We need support. We need folks who will let us try on new ways of being

without judging us.” Having multiple voices providing feedback enables teachers to try new

approaches, without fear of repercussions.

Regardless of who is providing the feedback, as long as it is aligned, the feedback should

be delivered with empathy and understanding (Valenzuela, 2022). Teaching, especially in the

early stages of one's career, can be exceedingly demanding and sometimes overwhelming. “A

sensitive approach to feedback”, Valenzuela (2022) states, “can make a considerable difference

in encouraging the teacher to persevere through the challenges and grow in their new roles”.

Believing they were good at teaching was the top reason for staying according to the Why Teach

Survey compiled by LKMco and Pearson (McNeil, 2015).

The feedback from a building level administrator to a new teacher should be a rich

tapestry woven with threads of encouragement, detailed constructive criticism, and an ongoing

commitment to the teacher’s professional development (Valenzuela, 2022). The nuances of such

feedback lie in its detailed, specific nature, and its orientation towards growth and development.

It should be seen as a collaborative tool, guiding new teachers towards a path of continuous

learning and adaptation, helping them become assets to the educational institution and fostering a

nurturing environment for students to thrive in (Hattie & Timperly, 2007). By creating a

feedback loop that is both encouraging and constructively critical, administrators can foster a
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culture of excellence and continuous growth, nurturing the teachers to reach their highest

potential, which may provide them the courage and resolve to remain in the field.

Prioritizing School Culture. School leaders must prioritize creating a positive and inclusive

school culture (Grillo, 2021). A welcoming environment fosters a sense of belonging for

teachers, especially new teachers, as this will enable them to invest their time, energy, and

emotions to the school (DeBella, 2021). Without a strong sense of belonging, teachers will feel

less loyalty to the school administration, the vision the administration has put in place, and to

their colleagues around them (Bjorklund Jr., 2023). The longer this feeling persists, the more

likely the teacher will begin to seek employment outside of the school (Cha & Cohen-Vogel,

2011).

When discussing a positive school culture, it is important to acknowledge the need to hire

teachers with the same racial and cultural background as its students (Cochran-Smith, 2004).

Ingersoll (2003) states the overall shortage of teachers and the underrepresentation of teachers of

color has turned from a recruitment focus, to one of retention. Studies reveal a “revolving door”

with large numbers of teachers of color leaving prior to retirement (Ingersoll, 2003). At 22%,

black teacher turnover rates are nearly 50% greater than non-Black teacher turnover rates

(Carver-Thomas & Darling-Hammond, 2017). Developing a school culture that values diversity

and its varied backgrounds, ethnicities, plays a significant role in teacher retention.

Leaders Focus on Mental Health

To combat teacher attrition resulting from a lack of well-being and mental health,

building-level leaders must prioritize the growing mental health crisis in schools (Schaufeli &

Greenglass, 2001). Nurturing the well-being and mental health of new teachers is critical

(Bardach, et al., 2022) for all school-based administrative teams (Qadach, et al., 2019) to



EARLY CAREER TEACHER RETENTION 55

maintain a positive learning environment. Building level school leaders are poised at an

opportune position to foster a nurturing and inclusive environment that not only recognizes but

actively attends to the mental health needs of new teachers. Nurturing their mental health goes

beyond occasional workshops; it requires an environment steeped in understanding, patience,

and proactive support. Establishing open channels of communication where ECTs can voice their

concerns without fear of judgment or retaliation can be pivotal in ensuring mental tranquility and

a sense of belonging (Wessels & Wood, 2019).

Going a step further, school leaders should strive to create a workplace environment that

promotes the physical, emotional, and mental well-being of its teachers (Wessels & Wood,

2019), thereby carving a path for a harmonized school setting (Saloviita & Pakarinen, 2021).

Work-life balance should not just be a term thrown around but a practice entrenched in the daily

workings of the school. School leaders can do so by setting reasonable expectations, encouraging

self-care, and respecting the personal time of the teachers. It is not uncommon for new teachers

to be overwhelmed with work, and here, the role of a leader is to guide them in effectively

managing their time without succumbing to burnout (Saloviita & Pakarinen, 2021). Teacher

burnout has been linked to a low sense of well-being (Hakanen,et al., 2006), poor mental health

(Schonfeld & Bianchi, 2016; Capone et al., 2019), and job satisfaction (Robinson, et al., 2019).

School leaders can mitigate teacher burnout by building an empathetic rapport and being attuned

to the needs of teachers leaders can foster a community where teachers feel valued and

supported, which would invariably reflect in their teaching methods, creating a ripple effect of

positivity and engagement in the classrooms.

In addition to being a support system, leaders should facilitate professional development

sessions (Hausman & Goldring, 2001) focusing on self-care, and resilience-building,
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incorporating feedback from new teachers to ensure relevance and improved student

achievement (Handford & Leithwood, 2013). By taking a proactive stance, school leaders can

build a foundation of trust (Handford & Leithwood, 2013) and open dialogue that stands the test

of time, where the focus shifts from mere survival to thriving, paving the way for a nurturing and

inclusive educational environment for all. Through a conscientious and human-centered

approach, building-level school leaders can steer the ship towards an environment where the

mental health of new teachers is not just a priority but a revered value, nurturing a generation of

educators who are well-rounded and mentally resilient, ready to shape the minds of the future.

Promising Policy Solutions

Tom Gasner (1995), designer of the longest-running mentoring program in the United

States at University of Wisconsin-Whitewater Beginning Teacher Assistance Program, provides

suggestions for developing a mentoring program based on the experiences at UW-Whitewater

(Perry, B., & Hayes, K., 2011). Gasner surmised that because of local differences, individual

school districts should design a mentoring program that suits the needs of the district. Gasner

argues it is important for the entire faculty to welcome the beginning teacher, not just the

principal or the mentor. In effect, Gasner is arguing for social integration into the school

community.

From a state success lens, Virginia specifically took steps to announce $12 million for

teacher recruitment and retention, including “Grants to Support Tuition and Fees for Current &

Aspiring Educators” in a press release from VDOE (2022, January 14). Notably, these funds are

part of the $12 million ESSER-III funded state-level efforts aimed to focus on teacher

recruitment and retention. The press release (VDOE 2020) further explains that the grant funds

are to encourage and assist aspiring educators and other school staff to earn state teaching
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licensure. These steps illustrate the state’s need to financially incentivize teachers to become

licensed.

Parallel to this grant is a national Teacher Loan Forgiveness Progress which allows for

forgiveness of up to $17,500 on student loans (U. S. Department of Education, 2022). Under the

Teacher Loan Forgiveness Program, if a candidate teaches full time for five complete and

consecutive academic years in a low-income school or educational service agency, and meet

other qualifications, they may be eligible for forgiveness of up to $17,500 on their Direct

Subsidized and Unsubsidized Loans and Subsidized and Unsubsidized Federal Stafford Loans.

The Role of Self-Efficacy

A better sense of self-efficacy is connected to job satisfaction and ultimately teacher

retention (Darver-Thomas & Darling-Hammond, 2017; Cohen & Wiseman, 2022). Teacher

effectiveness is one of the most prominent factors with the ability to influence student outcomes

(Karim et al., 2021; Hattie, 2020); one powerful driver for effectiveness is a teacher’s own belief

that they can offer meaningful learning to affect desirable changes for students (Guo et al.,

2012). As this belief strengthens, educators take pride in improving their teaching skills because

they believe students depend on the quality instruction they offer. A teacher’s self-efficacy refers

to their personal belief that they have the ability to perform the actions required to make progress

towards a measurable goal (Karim et al., 2021). It is important to note a strong sense of

self-efficacy has a wide range of outcomes for students including positive effects on cognitive

achievements and attainment (Guo et al. 2012; Hattie, 2020).

When it comes to professionals newly entering the classroom, swiftly acquiring a sense

of self-efficacy has been directly connected to rates of ECT retention (Renbarger & Davis,

2019). Divisions may wonder how they can help ECTs develop a stronger belief in their own

https://studentaid.gov/understand-aid/types/loans/subsidized-unsubsidized
https://studentaid.gov/understand-aid/types/loans/subsidized-unsubsidized


EARLY CAREER TEACHER RETENTION 58

ability to deliver meaningful learning to students. This belief may ultimately impact an ECTs

decision to stay in the classroom (Klassen et al., 2009; Renbarger & Davis, 2019).

Having a strong vision and mission in place will enable staff to understand their overall

purpose (Ensley et al., 2006). With clearly defined action items to support the vision and

mission, a teacher is more likely to be comforted by knowing how they can contribute (Albert,

2020), and these action items enable teachers to see a clear path to early success. This early

success will grow their self-efficacy (Lambersky, 2016). Having a high belief in oneself is a

driver in job satisfaction, and ultimately, teacher retention (Albert, 2020). An inability to have

early success can lead teachers to experiencing workplace stress and anxiety. Such a reflective

look is powerful; teachers’ self-perception is a key driver for engagement, effectiveness, and

retention. Three of the most impactful supports in a ECT’s process of developing a strong sense

of self-efficacy are complex professional learning, quality curricular resources that endorse

evidence based best practices, and an accessible support team of coaches and colleagues (Hattie,

2020; Karim et al., 2021; DuFour, 2014; Waters, 2019; Klassen et al., 2009; Renbarger & Davis,

2019).

Comprehensive Professional Learning

Access to consistent, high-quality PL has been proven to improve an ECT’s likelihood for

continuing in the classroom within the first four years of their career. Unfortunately, traditional

PL often fails to be differentiated and has been found to be incidental and not structured in a way

that promotes complex learning by teachers (Carr et al., 2017; Johnson et al., 2020; Cohen &

Wiseman, 2022). These sessions tend to be procedural with a focus on teacher-centered

instruction vs. student-centered learning (Redding & Henry, 2018) They are also usually large,

single stop sessions instead of ongoing, sustained opportunities to learn (Cohen & Wiseman,
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2022). One-stop workshop learning is especially unsuccessful for ECTs and professionals

lacking institutional knowledge due to an alternative route to licensure (Dorner et al., 2020;

Johnson et al., 2020; Redding & Smith, 2016).

Professional Learning Communities

When it comes to encouraging the evolution of current PL practice to more complex

learning access for ECTs, many divisions have considered how small teams of teachers may

further develop together over time. Professional Learning Communities (PLCs) are defined as

small groups of teachers committed to, “...a collaborative effort with the explicit goal of

improving practice, often with a facilitator who guides discussion by focusing the discourse of

the group on critical analysis” (McConnell & Parker, 2013; Attard, 2012). They may also be

described as professional spaces with shared vision and values (Lumpe, 2007). This idea

originates from the field of community-based adult education whereas a person’s holistic

consideration should be involved in the learning opportunities they are afforded

(Webster-Wright, 2009; DuFour 2014). In a collaborative PLC model, professionals learn

together over time, and are given the chance to participate in a social inquiry that provides the

opportunity to, “...address issues of social justice and diversity” (Webster-Wright, 2009;

Campbell 2017; Dufour et al., 2006). Here, the learning is not solely based on specific content.

Rather, teachers can team up to talk about the process of learning and highlight what potential

barriers, social or academic, might exist to impact student opportunities for progress. At the heart

of the PLC structure is collaboration.

When leaders are able to prioritize grade or course level PLCs within their building’s

schedule, it leaves room for PL to happen during the school day with colleagues who are serving

within the same community. PL that is presented within a PLC structure provides the opportunity
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for ongoing support for collaborative teams of teachers to, “...actively explore and test teaching

strategies relevant to their own teaching contexts” (McConnell & Parker, 2013). Within a PLC

structure, a team can receive strategy or content-specific learning before turning that learning

into classroom practice. Once a new strategy is tested in a classroom, teachers return to their

PLC team to reflect on implementation and receive feedback from their colleagues before

evaluating the overall results of the new practice (Lumpe, 2007; Attard, 2012). By honoring

these additional, embedded practices, PLCs have recursive and extended opportunities to

implement a single strategy many times based on the feedback they receive from their colleagues

or instructional leaders.

ECTs who serve in schools where their perception is an environment that is more

collaborative are proven to stay in the teaching profession for a longer period of time (Van de

Borre et. al, 2021). Dr. Patricia Waters (2019) studied the impact of PLC work on ECTs and

found new teachers who participate in healthy PLCs had significant increases in performance

and confidence. The strongest significance Waters (2019) found was that ECTs who function as a

part of a well-established PLC develop resilient feelings of well-being. The ECTs felt valued and

supported, and were more likely to continue their work in their current teaching placement than

other ECTs who did not have access to the support of a PLC. Further, DuFour’s work (2014)

suggests PLCs are the most efficient and effective way to support new teacher needs because

they provide space for teachers to ask questions, admit uncertainties, and authentically engage in

continued learning directly connected to instructional needs. Schools prioritizing common

planning time for PLC work may still recognize logistical obstacles, particularly when PLCs are

built with several ECTs who may not yet have the craft of planning under their professional belts

(Wageman & Lowe, 2019).
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Virtual PLCs (VPLCs)

While PLCs are becoming increasingly popular in schools thanks to their strong support

from the National Commissions on Teaching and America’s Future (2003) and similar

scholarship, it is not one that is yet universal. It can be difficult to structure a schedule around

teams having common, collaborative time for planning and learning (Courtney et al., 2017).

Districts may also have limitations when it comes to the number of faculty teaching certain

classes or similar subject areas which presents a barrier to having access to homogenous groups

of teachers (McConnell & Parker, 2013; Campbell 2017). One proposed solution to this logistical

barrier is the use of virtual PLCs (VPLCs) (McConnell & Parker, 2013; Attard, 2012).

VPLCs may be particularly helpful for teachers serving in rural or more isolated areas

where finding access to PL programs that meet their specific needs is difficult. While VPLCs do

not allow for teachers to physically be in the same space, an analysis of feedback data suggests

they are still an effective method for academic and instructional discourse as well as professional

networking (McConnell & Parker, 2013). The value of access to a PLC to further instructional

knowledge and practice proved to be more important than the modality of the meeting. Whether

teachers met and learned virtually or face-to-face, there were six key components that appeared

in the answers of all McConnell and Parker’s (2013) focus groups by the conclusion of their

study. Teachers, no matter the mode of the PLC, experienced collaboration in very similar

manners:

1. Sharing articles or information found by others

2. Group members giving a new perspective on evidence

3. Hearing practical solutions others have tried

4. Accountability to the group
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5. Focus on professional discourse

6. Developing professional friendships

Though a building finds a way to provide common planning or virtual access to PLCs for

their teachers, it also does not necessarily mean their professional learning will suddenly become

effective. When PLCs include teachers who do not share a common goal, the groups are likely to

be less effective in bringing about changes in teacher practice (McConnell & Parker, 2013).

Also, as mentioned by Lumpe (2007), a PLC in best practice must have guidance and feedback

from an adept administrative team who sets and inspects expectations for progress. Without a

dynamic leadership team, (V)PLCs cannot thrive.

Asynchronous Learning Networks

Emerging from a global pandemic has affected the way many divisions may think about

online access to complex PL. Asynchronous Learning Networks (ALN) can be defined as an

opportunity to, “...combine self-study with substantial, rapid, asynchronous interactivity with

others; in ALN, learners use computer and communications technologies to work with remote

learning resources that may include coaches and other learners, but without the requirement to be

online at the same time” (Goodwin et al., 2001). In some cases, states Goodwin et al., (2001),

ALN may include occasional synchronous online sessions for collaboration, as well. Examples

of asynchronous learning include teacher social networks, discussion boards, self-paced online

courses, and resource-sharing websites (Bates & Phalen, 2016).

ALNs can be useful for extending interactions between ECTs and content or instructional

experts that would be difficult to provide at scale in any other format (Bates & Phalen, 2016;

Varkonyi, 2017). They allow teachers to select specific learning goals and styles that best suit

their needs (Bates & Phalen, 2016; O'Byrne & Pytash, 2015). They also could serve as the
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conduit between a school or division’s offerings of annual PL and a teacher’s specific needs. For

example, if a division office hands each school a prefixed list of PL sessions for the school year,

but there is not a session specific to a particular teacher’s need, an ALN would provide them

virtual access to that knowledge or coaching (Bates & Phalen, 2016). It may also be the case that

particular expertise is not available in a school or division, but it is available online.

Opening the access doors to all virtual platforms and opportunities for learning may be

dizzying for teachers trying to find quality PL fits for their personal learning goals (O'Byrne &

Pytash, 2015). Divisions should consider how they will select and provide access to platforms

and resources that complement the instructional vision they have set for specific groups of

schools or teachers (Varkonyi, 2017; O'Byrne & Pytash, 2015). In this case, what points of

asynchronous access may be best suited for ECTs? From there, division or school level

leadership teams can curate personalized PL plans to best support the timely and responsive

needs of their new teachers. If a virtual PL playlist is not intentionally built to match the larger

vision of the division and school building, the learning may feel disconnected and irrelevant. It

should also be noted collaboration is still an imperative part of any type of successful PL

structure, so school and division-based teams should consider how they will save and provide

space for ECTs to network after the independent learning has been completed (Bates & Phalen,

2016; McConnell & Parker, 2013; Lumpe, 2007). Regardless of the platform, professional

learning allows the transaction of knowledge and opens the possibility of collaboration,

collegiality and building trust, an important driver to an effective instructional learning

community.
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Mentor Programs

In addition to complex professional learning, establishing a mentorship program for ECTs

improves retention (Bickmore & Bickmore, 2010). A strong mentorship program provides a

safety net, ensuring new teachers have a colleague to turn to for guidance, emotional support,

and answers to day-to-day questions (Carver & Feiman-Nemser, 2008). A school division’s

commitment to understanding the complexities involved in creating a sustainable and effective

mentor program is also essential. Traditionally, mentor programs are reserved for new teachers

who might benefit from the help and advice of a more experienced teacher in their first few years

in the classroom (Dorner et al., 2020; Dawson, 2014; Virginia Board, 2021). In Virginia, all

public school divisions are required to implement a Mentor Teacher Program that satisfies the

requirements and expectations outlined in the Code of Virginia, § 22.1-305.1 (Virginia Board of

Education, 2021). Within these expectations are guidelines for division and school level

leadership teams, suggestions for program design, professional learning, and program evaluation

(Virginia Board of Education, 2021). Though the parameters according to these guidance

documents are vast, there seems to be a noticeable emphasis on the importance and quality of

mentors and measurability.

What Makes an Effective Mentor?

An ideal mentor is a guide who helps support another teacher in a gradual release to

successful and independent classroom practice (SREB, 2018). In best practice, mentors are

collaborative, goal focused, problem solvers who provide actionable feedback to their mentee in

a way that is consistent and comprehensible (Alred and Garvey, 2014; Carr et al., 2017). They

also are identified via personal recruitment efforts and have substantial classroom teaching

experience; they are skilled and reflective practitioners in both their content areas and classroom
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management (SREB, 2018); and committed to their own continual growth and development

(Weimer, 2020). Finally, mentors should be well-versed in division policy and procedure, and in

school and community climate and culture (Zaffini, 2015; Weimer, 2020). For example, they

should have a comprehensive understanding of their school’s student and family needs related to

learning, but also to wellness, value, and safety.

School divisions usually assign mentors to mentees based on location and content

expertise, but there may be far less consideration when it comes to a mentor’s ability to help

provide a quality, supportive experience for a new teacher (Dawson, 2014). This, of course, is

most likely connected to an array of reasons including veteran teachers’ willingness to

participate in a mentor program, incentives included for mentors, a lack of clear, consistent

structures for mentor/mentee expectations, time, and cost restraints (Carr et al., 2017; Dawson,

2014). However, this piece is absolutely pivotal in the success of a mentoring program.

The caliber of mentor assignments causes variation in a new teacher’s experiences

(Blazar, 2020; Cohen & Wiseman, 2022; Van den Borre et al., 2021), and ultimately has the

potential to impact early career teacher retention (Weimer, 2020). In fact, without an incredibly

intentional effort to connect mentees with a highly qualified mentor, research “...finds no

evidence that assignment to a mentor is linked with reduced odds of leaving teaching for

alternatively certified teachers…” It is only when ECTs receive “...helpful feedback from their

mentor, they are predicted to leave teaching at a much lower rate” (Redding & Smith, 2016).

This correlation shows the importance of an effective and differentiated mentoring program to

build the capacity and resilience of Early Career Teachers .

Connecting ECTs With the Right Mentor

Research about how mentors should be selected is not nearly as robust as what qualities
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make for great teacher-mentors. However, the literature that does exist suggests the process for

mentor identification must be rigorous, well-defined, transparent, and fair (Moir et al., 2009;

Weimer, 2020). Instead of mentors being identified from a single-dimension, usually veteran

teachers, experienced mentors, and schools and district administrators would all participate in

identifying teacher-leaders who create and adhere to selection criteria that endorse accountability

for high standards that work in alignment with the mission of schools and the larger division

(Moir et al., 2009; Zaffini 2015; Weimer, 2020). Mentors being selected based solely on their

reputations with students or colleagues as being highly regarded has been proven ineffective

(Bartell, 2005; Weimer, 2020), thus bolstering the concept of a selection process driven by

holistic and comprehensive criteria versus anecdotal recommendations.

Mentors are teachers-of-teachers, and with a field of new educators arriving to the

classroom without traditional training, the requirements for mentors to work with adults of

various backgrounds is becoming more and more strenuous (Weimer, 2020). Even if a mentor is

understood to be a phenomenal classroom teacher, leading learning for students proves to be very

different from supporting and facilitating learning for adults (Berg & Conway, 2016; Zaffini,

2015) especially when a teacher is responsible for sharing why they make the instructional or

classroom decisions that they do. This learning becomes even more challenging with new

teachers who have received zero hours of traditional coursework in their classroom preparation.

Mentor selection and connection with novice teachers certainly plays a part in a program’s

success, but research suggests what may be equally important is a mentor’s own access to

ongoing development themselves (Weimer, 2020; Dawson, 2014; New Teacher Center, 2023).

Ongoing Development of Mentors

Mentor training should include opportunities for critical self reflection, access to new
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instructional strategies, and learning connected to new techniques and technology that may

improve teaching (Weimer, 2020). In fact, Koballa et al. (2010) describes one of the most

valuable developmental tools for mentors within an established program being time to reflect on

their past teaching experiences and being mentored themselves as novice teachers. These help a

mentor’s own self-efficacy to develop which means better and more effective partnerships for

new teachers, and an ultimate impact on retention (Callahan, 2016). Potentially, new teachers

with access to great mentors may also consider becoming a mentor themselves, thus continuing a

cycle of effective mentoring and teacher retention (Weimer, 2020; Gagen & Bowie, 2005).

There also seems to be a throughline within ECT support by way of a division’s

commitment to Diversity, Equity, and Inclusion (DEI). The New Teacher Center (2023) reports

more than 50% of teachers in high-needs districts leave within the first five years; schools that

are traditionally “hard to staff” have the highest rates of turnover among new teachers (Learning

Policy Institute, 2017) and are less likely to have mentors in their same grade level, content area,

and school which makes it incredibly difficult to have consistent conversations around

instruction, classroom management, and lesson planning (Carver-Thomas & Darling-Hammond,

2017). ECTs serving historically marginalized communities report being underprepared to meet

the needs of their culturally and linguistically diverse students (Nickel & Crosby, 2021; Nelson

& Guerra, 2014; New Teacher Center, 2023). Mentoring programs, coaching, and PL must focus

on ways to promote equitable learning and development of cultural competence for teachers and

leaders (Reist, 2020; Nickel & Crosby 2021). Novice teachers who have had access to DEI

training by way of their teacher-prep program notice a glaring deficiency as they enter teaching

experiences that have been built on antiquated systems that don’t center equity throughout all of

their instructional and communal service (Lee, 2006; Reist, 2020). Especially in underserved
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communities where there is a higher representation of students coming from low-income

families, ECT support being built on a commitment to equity is critical to retention (Kardos &

Johnson, 2008; Reist, 2020; Achinstein & Athanases, 2005).

Notice that these suggestions stretch well beyond a singular week of orientation or a

program built on a prescriptive and regimented approach to mentoring, and that is because

preparation and support must be personalized in order to be most effective (Weimer, 2020).

Menorting cannot be reduced to simple strategies or tips, rather the focus must be on a

systematic and recursive approach for teachers, novice and mentors, to develop, apply, and

reflect on appropriate knowledge and skills (Hall et al., 2017; Weimer, 2020).

Measuring Success

Though providing mentoring for ECTs is a state requirement of every public school

division in Virginia (Virginia Board of Education, 2021), the way each division applies the

elements for evaluation is left up to their own resolution (see Appendix B). This causes variance

because, when left to each individual school building in a division, there are often different

parameters placed around the obligation to participate in new teacher mentoring programs,

coaching frameworks, and long term PL. Such variance may also include the target audience for

support and what incentives are being offered to new teachers, mentors, and school leaders to

continue their quality participation in the program (Van den Borre et al., 2021). Changes in ECT

support take time to faithfully implement and promote, ultimately, impact changes to

downstream outcomes like student achievement and retention (Kennedy, 2016; Cohen &

Wiseman, 2022). For these reasons, it can be extremely difficult for a large school division to

assess the quality of mentor-mentee programs, coaching, and PL efforts at scale. Even the most

established organizations built to support ECT retention efforts (New Teacher Center, 2022)
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report the effectiveness of in-service training is challenging to measure and remains largely

unclear (Hammond & Gardner, 2017; Van den Borre et al., 2021). In order to improve an

outcome, an organization must ensure progress can be measured (Bryk et al., 2015). Applying a

consistent framework for measurement of impact is a critical need for evaluating currently

existing systems and processes to become more efficient, effective, and cohesive (Bryk et al.,

2015).
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Chapter III: Methods

SCPS is committed to building, implementing, and improving systems of support for

their ECTs. Even so, SCPS continues reporting comparatively higher numbers of ECTs than

neighboring divisions and the state of Virginia at large, making a focus on retention and Early

Career Teacher support imperative (A. Schutz, Personal Communication, July 10, 2023). The

literature reports higher rates of ECT satisfaction and retention in school communities with high

quality mentor-mentee experiences (Blazar, 2020; Cohen & Wiseman, 2022; Van den Borre et

al., 2021), strong administrative leadership and instructional support (Podolsky et al., 2016), and

supportive working environments (Kahn et al., 2006, Lambersky, 2016). For Stafford, increasing

ECT retention rates will require gaining clarity around what types of building-level supports are

being offered and working most effectively, including and beyond Mentor360, to positively

affect ECT experiences. Without a more firm understanding of what experiences and supports

are motivating ECTs to stay in SCPS beyond their first three years of teaching, Stafford’s attempt

to refine and enhance their current systems of support has the potential to be disconnected from

the actual needs and experiences of the new teachers they are trying to retain.

Purpose of the Study

The goal of this study was to help address the actionable Problem of Practice (POP) by

developing a more precise understanding of how effectively ECT support is being implemented

throughout their division. To form a comprehensive understanding of currently existing support

and what is working best for ECTs, the team considered the perspectives of Early Career

Teachers and of building level leadership teams striving to provide consistent and ongoing

support to their new teachers. Capturing perspectives and feedback from diverse teams of

professionals in SCPS surfaced inconsistencies in implementation of ECT support at the division
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and building levels. With a clearer understanding of what is offered and what is working well for

ECTs in Stafford, the Capstone team was able to target recommendations and steps to help SCPS

enhance their current Early Career Teacher support practices.

Positionality of the Capstone Team

As the Capstone team initiated this work, we found it critically important to acknowledge

the experiences we possess that shape and inform the way we navigate this work. We all readily

acknowledge the privilege that is afforded to us as white, able-bodied professionals who have

access to opportunities for continuing education at this doctoral level. While we do not lead any

of the efforts for SCPS, we all also recognize the biases that exist due to our world views as

teachers, administrators, and division-level leaders who were all, at one time, also ECTs. Though

we all experienced lives as Early Career Teachers, our experiences do not necessarily reflect

those of teachers leading learning in today’s world nor in the local context of Stafford. Our

commitment was to approach this work with extreme care and responsibility as to better support

teachers and leadership teams who have pledged their best professional efforts to each of their

school communities.

Research Questions

Through our field work, the Capstone team aimed to answer the following questions:

1. What currently exists at the school and division levels to support Early Career
Teachers?

Current Gap: Across the division, different schools offer differing levels and quality of
support to their Early Career Teachers.

Research Goal: Identify the range of support that is currently available to Early Career
Teachers in each school building. Identify division level support for Early Career
Teachers that is currently available.
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2. What considerations should be made by school-level leadership teams when
implementing systems of support for Early Career Teachers in SCPS?

2a. What's currently working for ECTs?
2b. How does SCPS know it’s working?

Current Gap: SCPS does not currently have a consistent way to identify what parts of
their currently existing systems are working well for retaining ECTs.

Research Goal: A better understanding of what is working and what is not working will
allow for SCPS leadership to refine their efforts by implementing actionable and
evidence based suggestions for ECTs.

3. What collective needs of both a school and district must be considered in Early
Career Teacher support?

Current Gap: SCPS’ attention to division-wide needs may help them make systematic
changes to better support ECTs.

Research Goal: Identify larger division themes that are influencing ECT experiences
across all school buildings.

Connecting Data to the Research Questions

It was critical for the Capstone team to consider diverse and quality data during data

collection and analysis. The team mapped data sources directly to each Research Question (RQ)

and triangulated diverse sources of data to corroborate themes discovered during analysis.

Triangulation helps to make findings more valid, and can help to reduce biases that may be

present when using a single source for data collection (Bhandari, 2023). The alignment of data

sources to research questions and to one another can be found in Table 5.
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Table 5

Connecting research questions to data collection

Research Questions
(RQs)

*Secondary
Data Analysis

October 2023-
January 2024

Teacher Survey

November-
January 2024

Principal
Interviews

January 2024

1. What currently exists at
the school and division
levels to support Early
Career Teachers?

X X X

2. What considerations
should be made by
school-level leadership
teams when implementing
systems of support for
Early Career Teachers in
SCPS?

X X

3. What collective needs of
both a school and district
must be considered in
Early Career Teacher
support?

X X

Note. Table 5 shows data collection aligned to each of the team’s research questions. *Secondary

datasets from SCPS included exit surveys, Mentor360 data, school-leadership profile

composites, and teacher profile composite information by school. The teacher survey and

principal interviews were created and conducted by the Capstone team.

Research Design

The Capstone team used a mixed-methods design in our efforts to collect diverse and

valid data from SCPS. We would analyze findings from secondary data sets, teacher survey
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responses, and principal interviews to find larger themes supported by multiple sources. Figure 5

outlines the process used through the methods portion of our work.

Figure 5

Capstone Team’s Data Collection Process

Note. Figure 5 provides an explicit description of the iterative process for collecting and

analyzing data connected to better understanding current practices for supporting ECTs in SCPS.

Before designing the Teacher Survey or questions to accompany principal interviews, the

Capstone team reviewed documents to learn more about ECT support and implementation in

SCPS and gather existing information connected to each of the defined research questions and

the secondary datasets provided by the Stafford team. These documents included exit surveys,

Mentor360 data, school-leadership profile composites, and teacher profile information by school.

This work was imperative to building responsive questions for both the teacher survey and

principal interviews that would yield new findings to help clarify division, building, and

professional needs of ECTs.
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Survey and interview questions were designed to be clear, specific, and aligned to the

three Research Questions driving the Capstone team’s work. After conducting a thorough

analysis and review of the secondary datasets, the team presented a mixed-methods survey to

collect information about ECTs (years 1-7) to SCPS’ leadership and specialist team. The teacher

survey provided the opportunity to collect qualitative and quantitative data that would help create

a robust composite of ECT experiences. Each section was carefully designed to collect new

learning around how ECT support at the division, school, and classroom levels was perceived by

new teachers. The survey utilized branching and skip logic based on participants responses to

ensure only the relevant questions were presented to participants.

The Capstone team leveraged the established relationships made by SCPS’  Coordinator

of Professional Learning for New Teacher Support, Dan Reichard, to send email requests for

ECTs to complete the team’s survey (Appendix C). In an attempt to collect valid results from

participants, identifying markers for each response were limited to the participant’s current

school placement, role in the building, licensure status, and years of service. No names or

employee IDs were collected unless desired by the participant.

Running concurrently with the ongoing ECT teacher survey, were virtual one-on-one

interviews set with building principals. During each interview, principals were asked eight

questions that were built to align with parts of the teacher survey, and to the team’s Research

Questions. The questions were built and vetted to ensure as little bias as possible with the

ultimate goal of collecting more information about school-specific supports for ECTs, leadership

teams’ confidence around supporting new teachers, and principals’ access to PL connected to

ECT support (Appendix D). To ensure quality responses, principals who participated in these

interviews were provided with all eight questions before each session began. They were also
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asked for permission to record each session with the promise their name or school building

would not be used in the final analysis of presented findings. The Capstone team took notes as

each member conducted their interviews; the notes were later coded to identify themes among

principal responses. These data were used with the teacher survey responses to begin identifying

converging and diverging themes across the division.

Survey and Interview Responses

The initial email to SCPS teachers who fit the survey criteria was sent out on November

30, 2023. A follow-up reminder was sent in early January, 2024 to help boost participation, and

the survey closed January 12, 2024. After the closing of the survey, responses were analyzed by

the team to determine statistical validity and ensure validity of the responses as we began our

data analysis. Overall, the team received 177 total responses to the teacher survey, 94 of which

were from Early Career Teachers years 1-3 and 83 from teachers years 4-7 , ensuring that our

data was representative of the intended audience.

The team also conducted virtual interviews with willing principals between January 3,

2024 and January 12, 2024. The team interviewed a total of 11 principals (seven elementary,

three secondary, and one specialized center), during which team members took notes; the notes

were later compared and coded to identify themes among principal responses. The data yielded

from the interviews was then merged with the survey responses to provide a comprehensive data

set that the team then used to develop our findings and recommendations.

Data Analysis and Triangulation

Quantitative Analysis

The Capstone team used Google Forms to create and administer the teacher surveys, and

to manage data collection utilizing Google Sheets. Once the raw data from the surveys were
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received, the team organized and sorted the multiple-choice, multiple-response and Likert scale

responses across several variables, including school site, licensure status, and plans for returning

to SCPS. Then, as a team, the responses were analyzed to determine equitable representation in

the responses, including frequency distributions and any variability (especially between different

school sites).

Qualitative Analysis

The Capstone team collected the responses to free-response questions on a separate

Google spreadsheet for our qualitative analysis. As a team, we analyzed the free-response survey

data, and engaged in a coding process in order to identify trends and themes that emerged in

teacher and leader feedback. We used both Voyant tools and Dedoose, online software programs,

to analyze the full text of participant responses. As a team, we developed a codebook to look for

emerging themes and patterns in the responses. The development of an agreed upon set of codes

assisted in generating meaningful themes where we see overlap in participant responses that can

be categorized together (Billups, 2019). Initial codes were created from a reading of the

literature, and as the Capstone team met, additional codes were determined by reaching

agreement on the interpretation of the answers to the free-response questions collectively. We

used the same code book as we examined responses from each of the surveys, in order to look

for convergence and divergence in participant responses. We also kept a detailed audit trail as

recommended by Maxwell (2013), including copies of Capstone notes and any code books

developed to help document the process of analyzing this data.

Merging

Using a combination of qualitative and quantitative data in our research design improved

the validity of our findings by comparing information obtained from different methods of data
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collection (Bamberger, 2012, p. 4). We compared responses from our initial data review to the

survey responses (especially responses to the open-ended questions) and focus group discussions

to find areas of convergence and agreement. Additionally, statistical analysis of the quantitative

data provided detailed patterns of responses, which was then paired with the qualitative data to

provide a deeper understanding of participant responses (Driscoll et al., 2007, p. 26).

Limitations

The limitations of this proposed study include access to robust and complete data,

willingness of stakeholders to respond to surveys, and the chance at incomplete responses to the

surveys. The first limitation is linked to the data provided from SCPS that includes two sets of

secondary data: teacher exit survey data and survey responses from mentors and mentees. In

examining the teacher exit survey data, we are limited by the data collected by SCPS, which does

not include years of experience or teacher licensure status. Additionally, this data may not

include responses from all teachers who are leaving SCPS, so this limits our ability to

specifically focus on ECT retention since we don’t have precise data on the number of teacher

exits from that group. Participant responses may also not be wholly truthful or share their honest

opinions on why they chose to leave SCPS.

We also faced potential limitations in our data collection from the surveys of

administrators and teachers. At the outset of planning, we had illustrated four concerns. First, we

were concerned we may not receive a high response rate to our surveys, so we may have to

extend our survey window to ensure we collect a statistically significant response from both

groups. Second, we are relying on the willingness of survey respondents to share their honest

opinions. This may hamper the team in drawing conclusions about mentoring and support in

SCPS. Third, although communication structures exist from Stafford County’s Central Office’s
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Mentor360 program to individual schools, the process may be cumbersome or not clear. For

example, if the Ambassador receives the communication and administration is not the intended

audience for communication, they may not have access to details about the program which may

impact their survey responses. In addition, the communication structure from Central Office’s

Mentor360 program to the schools may vary due to correct correspondence between

Administration, Mentors and Mentees. Therefore, the responses may be limited due to not having

knowledge of the survey and focus group opportunities in an effective communications manner.

However, in retrospect, we were able to mitigate the concerns we faced and address these issues

using analysis and collaboration.
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Chapter IV: Findings

Stafford’s original Request for Assistance (RFA) sought to better understand why

teachers within their first three years are leaving SCPS at higher rates than in neighboring

divisions. Their perception of the problem linked SCPS’ proximity to northern Virginia, teacher

compensation, and COVID-19 as root causes for their high rates of Early Career Teacher (ECT)

attrition. As the Capstone team began to better understand the actionable Problem of Practice

(POP) related to ECT retention, an emphasis on clear and consistent expectations connected to

differentiated support systems for Early Career Teachers based on their professional needs

surfaced as a more precise area for focus. Stafford’s comparatively high rate of provisionally

licensed teachers also pointed to the need to better understand potential opportunities for

differentiated support of ECTs. Additionally, one commonality across findings is the needs of

ECTs vary widely, as each brings a different perspective, experience, and knowledge base about

teaching (Lipton et al., 2003).

Conducting Chapter Two’s literature review continued to shape the team’s understanding

of systematic approaches, based on evidence-based best practices, to support Early Career

Teachers. Chapter Two emphasized Stafford’s comparatively high rate of provisionally licensed

teachers as a driver to better understanding potential opportunities for differentiated support of

ECTs. Here, the team explored supportive administrative teams, teacher wellness, supportive

policy potential, Professional Learning Communities (PLCs), and mentoring as contributing

factors for consideration of personalized, sustainable ECT support.

Designing a methodology to collect data around the Capstone team’s three research

questions led the team to build a mixed-methods teacher survey of ECTs and create an eight

question protocol for one-on-one principal interviews. The Capstone team triangulated responses
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to identify trends and themes across the data from these two efforts with the secondary data sets

provided by SCPS. Additionally, the team relied on multiple sources of data provided by SCPS

regarding their mentor program.

Chapter Four begins by offering findings connected to current systems of support for

ECTs in SCPS (RQ 1). Though variable in the types of PL being offered through its system, the

Mentor360 program proved to be the prominent vehicle for new teacher support. Findings for

RQ1 also highlight ECT support teams being diverse, and the fact that ECTs in SCPS, at large,

feel valued in their school communities. RQ2 evaluates the effectiveness of these opportunities

for support. Though not every ECT is provided access to one, PLCs were found to be a universal

support described as an in-house system of assistance, outside of the Mentor360 program,

supporting ECTs. Here, the team found the need for differentiated support due to the diverse

profile of teacher licensure status, the importance ECTs emphasize in supportive leadership

practices, and the variability in mentoring experiences.

Finally, RQ3’s findings provide division-wide contextual considerations for ECT support.

Findings regarding teachers feeling valued through compensation are noted here, but, as reflected

in the literature, pay is not the only or most important determinant of ECT retention. Instead, we

found ECTs prioritize the importance of teacher-voice and professional relationships with

colleagues and leadership team in their considerations to stay in their roles with SCPS.

What Currently Exists at the School and Division Level to Support Early Career Teachers?

As noted in the literature, access to consistent, high quality differentiated professional

learning has been shown to improve teacher retention, specifically among Early Career Teachers

(Carr et al., 2017). The need for differentiated professional learning is especially acute for new

and provisionally licensed teachers, who often lack experience and background knowledge in
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teaching (Redding & Smith, 2016; Lipton et al., 2003). This is particularly important for SCPS,

given the large number of provisionally licensed and out-of-field teachers in the district.

Prep for Success Week

We reviewed teacher survey results about the professional learning provided during the

SCPS Prep for Success Week prior to the 2022-2023 school year. Specifically, we examined the

responses from teachers with zero to five years experience when asked to identify the Prep for

Success week components they felt were most useful. Teachers were also given an open-ended

response prompt to share feedback on specific Prep for Success week components. While this

data was not collected by the team, it did help provide a snapshot of teachers' perceptions

surrounding the usefulness of the professional learning provided at Prep for Success week. Table

6 below highlights some of the responses among Early Career Teachers.
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Table 6

Teacher Reported Benefits of Prep for Success Week

Frequency of Being Cited as Among Top Elements of Prep For Success Week 2022

Teacher Experience

Zero Years
(n=50)

1-2 Years
(n=43)

School Specific Orientation 20% 19%

Time with School Based Support System* 26% 26%

Division Wide Kickoff 26% 26%

Mentor360 Huddle 12% 7%

Contributions to Feeling Prepared and Connected

Strongly or Somewhat Agree with “I feel prepared for
the upcoming school year”

87% 85%

Strongly or Somewhat Agree with “I feel connected to
the community at my school”

96% 95%

*includes Mentor360 Ambassador, Mentor, Teacher-Leaders and Administrators

Note. Both groups (0 years and 1-2 years) cited time with their base school support system as the

most important piece of Prep for Success Week, which aligns with their strong feelings of

connection to their school community.

These responses suggest Early Career Teachers have a strong desire to connect with

building-specific support teams they see as the most important in providing them with

day-to-day support. As one ECT noted in their survey, “school specific information and time was

definitely appreciated.” Other teachers agreed, stating “the time spent with mentors was

extremely helpful with planning and school procedures” and time spent with building support

systems demonstrated to them that “the support and the support systems are clearly there when it

comes to new educators.” This survey data also suggests that for most ECTs, Prep for Success
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Week is working, and personalized support may better serve new teachers within SCPS. This is

especially important given Stafford County’s diverse profile of teacher licensure, which includes

high levels of provisionally licensed and unlicensed ECTs (see Table 7 below).

Table 7

ECT Survey Data – Teacher Licensure Profile

Licensure Status Percentage

Provisional License 51%

Fully Licensed 34%

Do Not Hold a License 15%

Note. Data from Capstone team created teacher survey

Among the 94 respondents who were within their first three years of teaching, over half

reported having received a provisional license, while an additional fifteen percent reported

currently not holding a license at all. Overall, less than one-third of respondents reported being

fully licensed after attending a fully accredited teacher preparation program. This corresponds

with the overall trend of high provisional licensure among ECTs within SCPS, with 13% of

SCPS teachers holding a provisional license (which is 4.4% higher than the state average in

Virginia). The high percentage of Early Career Teachers in SCPS with alternative licensure or no

license also suggests they likely received less pedagogical training (outside what they'll get with

the division) when compared to teachers in traditional licensure pathways.

Given the licensure diversity among ECTs in Stafford, some ECT responses to the Prep

for Success Week survey point to the desire for more personalized professional learning. As one

teacher who started in the middle of the last year remarked, they started “with no formal training

or prep. Taking FIT [the Foundations in Teaching professional learning] this year was so

enlightening! I wish so much that I had this class before I started teaching!” However, another
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teacher disagreed, arguing “for Career Switchers who have completed Phase 1 at Shenandoah it

was repetitive. This was all covered in courses during Phase 1. It was a nice refresher but I would

have loved more time working in my content area.” Another respondent suggested a more

differentiated, personalized path with choices during Prep for Success Week: “...you could ask

teachers who are coming from graduate programs like myself if they would like to partake as I

felt it was very repetitive from what I learned from grad school.”

School-Based Professional Learning

To help assess the current state of professional learning offerings in SCPS, data was

gathered from several sources. First, the team conducted interviews with eleven principals at the

PreK, Elementary, and Middle/High School levels to help determine what professional learning

is being offered from the district level that is specifically geared towards support of Early Career

Teachers, as well as any obstacles they have in providing support to Early Career Teachers. For

example, school based PL assumes there is time, staffing, and specific content focus directed at

the discrete needs for each ECT. A lack of any of these support leads to an obstacle for effective

PL at the school level.

While several of the principals were complimentary of the Prep for Success week

(specifically mentioned by four of the principals during the interviews), there was less consensus

about the extent and quality of professional learning and support for Early Career Teachers after

that week. Three of the principals surveyed cited a lack of specific professional learning for

administrators on working with ECTs as an obstacle to providing support for those teachers in

their buildings. Several principals remarked that lack of knowledge about this group of teachers

led to professional learning at the school level that is not specifically differentiated for ECTs.

One principal remarked they noticed a difference between Early Career Teachers who have gone
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through traditional preparation programs and are fully licensed compared to provisionally

licensed teachers and career switchers. They stated the latter set of ECTs need “intense support

instructionally,” so they have taken a more active role personally in providing support while also

relying on their Ambassador to provide support in the form of the monthly prescribed meetings

from SCPS. Another principal stated they have not attended professional learning about ECTs,

but their assistant principals are of “huge help” in differentiating support to meet the needs and

experiences of ECTs in their building. This array of responses from principals suggests that

across schools within SCPS, ECTs are not always experiencing the same level(s) or consistency

of support, and there is tremendous variability in terms of who is specifically tasked with

providing support.

Additionally, the team reviewed data provided by SCPS from surveys of mentors. This

data revealed that mentors were tasked with providing assistance to ECTs across a range of

topics, with each topic receiving varying levels of attention. Table 8 below details the mentee

responses about the extent of support they provided across different areas and topics. Content &

Curriculum Knowledge was identified as the topic with the highest percentage of “substantial”

time and support identified, followed by school procedures, while the topic of differentiating

instruction received the lowest percentage of responses that it received substantial support. This

highlights that mentor provided support varies widely by school, with topics being differentiated

to meet the needs of ECTs within each building.
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Table 8

Amount of Support Provided by Mentor Teachers on Selected Topics

Level of Time and Support Spent on Topic

Not at all Minimal Moderate Substantial

Classroom Management 5.3% 22.8% 47.4% 24.6%

Content & Curriculum Knowledge 7% 14% 36.8% 42.1%

Lesson Planning 8.8% 26.3% 35.1% 21.1%

Assessment Strategies 8.8% 33.3% 36.8% 21.1%

Differentiating Instruction 7% 40.4% 40.4% 12.3%

Student Relationships 8.8% 38.6% 35.1% 26.3%

School Procedures 3.5% 12.3% 52.6% 31.6%

Note. Data from SCPS mentor survey.

Additionally, mentors were asked how many hours per month they spent on mentoring,

and responses ranged from 1 hour up to 40 hours. When asked what percent of their professional

responsibilities are devoted to mentoring, responses ranged from 1% to 30%. This range suggests

professional learning is highly variable across all buildings, and it is hard to accurately gauge

what is actually working since Ambassadors and mentors are planning different experiences

across school sites. The professional learning experiences being provided through the mentorship

program are highly variable across school sites in terms of content, time/level of support time

spent engaged in mentorship.

Although variability of time, support and topics covered could potentially indicate

mentors are differentiating their support based on ECT needs in their building, this assumption is
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tempered by data from the Capstone team’s survey of Early Career Teachers, which was used to

determine ECT views on professional development offerings. When asked their level of

agreement with the statement “The professional development I receive aligns to the specific

professional needs I have,” nearly a third were neutral while another 21% either disagreed or

strongly disagreed (see Figure 6 below).

Figure 6

Agreement with alignment of professional learning to needs among Early Career Teachers

Note. Data only includes responses from Early Career Teachers to the Capstone teacher survey.

This data again suggests mentors are conducting their own professional learning for ECTs

in their building without alignment to the needs of teachers within their first three years of

experience. This is further evidenced by the fact 46% of Early Career Teachers were neutral,

disagreed or strongly disagreed (as reflected by an answer of 3 or below) with the statement “The

professional development I receive enhances my ability to improve student learning” (see Figure

7).
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Figure 7

Agreement with impact of professional learning among Early Career Teachers

Note. Data only includes responses from Early Career Teachers to the Capstone teacher survey.

Diverse Teams of Support for Early Career Teachers

Leveraging the diversity of support for ECTs proves to be a valuable tool to support their

success. Knowing there are differences in mentor support and alignment of PL to the needs of

ECTs across SCPS, the team also sought to hear from those leading the work at the school level.

Specifically, we sought to learn the confidence the principals had about supporting Early Career

Teachers. Out of the eleven principals, a nuanced picture emerged. Four principals expressed a

strong sense of confidence, three conveyed a moderate level of confidence, and three shared a

lesser confidence in their capacity to provide guidance and support to ECTs.
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Table 9

Principal Confidence Level in Providing Support for Early Career Teachers

Confidence Level In Supporting ECTs Number of Principals

Very Confident 4

Moderately Confident 3

Less Confident 3

Chose to not answer 1

Total 11

Note. Data from principal interviews conducted by Capstone team.

The information displayed in Table 9 reflects the self-reported efficacy among

interviewed principals of SCPS in regards to their ability to support ECTs. The variance in

reported confidence suggests some SCPS principals may be prepared for the challenge of

meeting the needs of ECTs and growing their skill sets, while others may not be. The data also

indicates (see Table 10) levels of confidence are not attributed to years of experience.

Table 10

Principal Confidence Level in Providing Support for Early Career Teachers by Experience

Confidence Level in Supporting ECTs Years of Experiences

Very Confident 5, 9, 14, 11

Moderately Confident 1, 19, 3

Less Confident 11, 1, 7

Note. Data from principal interviews conducted by Capstone team.

The above data was collected through a review of notes taken during principal interviews.
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Comments and reflections of the principals were coded and analyzed to determine which

confidence rating group each principal belonged to. Once the responses were coded, years of

experience were attached to their classification. By using this multifaceted approach, we were

able to determine the correct category for each principal with a high level of certainty.

There is not a direct correlation between years of experience and high levels of

confidence. Principals with a wide range of years of experience fell into each category. For

instance, the moderately confident category includes principals with 1, 19, and 3 years of

experience. Both relatively new and highly experienced principals can share similar confidence

levels, further negating direct correlation between experience and confidence. Despite varying

levels of confidence that weren't associated with years of experience, the team did find a

relationship between the principals with higher years of experience and the understanding that

providing meaningful ECT support would take dedicated time.

Because Early Career Teachers need a myriad of support to ensure a successful entry into

the profession and to set them up for long term success and job satisfaction (Kelly et al., 2019),

the team sought to determine who teachers deem the most beneficial and helpful to them. ECTs

were asked, “Which member of your school leadership team is most responsible for providing

you support?” Table 11 highlights two separate groups of teachers and their identification of who

on the leadership team most supported them. The first group are teachers who voiced they were

‘Unsure’ or declaratively stating, ‘Not Returning’ to SCPS within the next two years, and the

second group voicing a resounding ‘Yes’ to returning to SCPS.
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Table 11

Teacher Identification of Primary Support Provider

Support Source Unsure/Not Returning
(% Support)

Returning
(% Support)

Assistant Principals 26% 40%

Mentors 26% 34%

Principals 17% 14%

Coaches 19% 8.50%

Department Chairs 3.40% 0%

Co-Workers 8.60% 3.50%

Note. Data from Capstone team teacher survey.

Table 11 illustrates several key insights about the perceived support sources among

teachers, differentiated by their intentions to either remain with SCPS or to leave within the next

two years. Both groups cite assistant principals as a significant source of support, with 40% of

teachers planning to return choosing the AP as the biggest source of support compared to 26% of

those unsure or not returning choosing the AP. This indicates assistant principals play a pivotal

role in positively influencing a teacher’s decision to stay within the district. One teacher

respondent amplified this point in the qualitative section of the survey, “Most of the Assistant

Principals provide 99% of the support.” Mentors were also identified as important to both groups

(second highest support system), with a higher percentage of mentors identified by teachers

intending to return (34%) compared to those ‘unsure’ or ‘not returning’ (26%). This suggests

mentoring is a powerful mechanism in retaining SCPS ECTs

Principals were seen as a support source by a smaller proportion of both groups, with a

slightly higher percentage selecting principals among those unsure or not returning (17%) than
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those returning (14%). This implies that while principals are considered a source of support, their

impact might be less significant in influencing teachers’ decisions to stay or leave. This may be

due to the varied responsibilities of principals, who often do not have supporting ECTs as a

specific or assigned duty, unlike assistant principals. Consequently, the support provided by

principals can potentially be less impactful.

Coaches were cited as the most responsible for support by 19% of unsure or

non-returning teachers but only 8.5% by returning teachers. This suggests coaches have a more

pronounced role in supporting teachers who are struggling or being identified as persons in need

of support. One subject who voiced they would be returning stated, “The whole coaching team

works together.” This lens of collaboration is a common thread woven throughout the analysis

illustrating that the success of ECTs is tied to effective teaming across multiple stakeholders.

Department chairs were identified as being most responsible for support by a small

percentage of ‘unsure’ or ‘non-returning’ teachers (3.4%), and none of the returning teachers

indicated them as primary support (0%). This minimal percentage might reflect a perceived lack

of support or a less direct role for department chairs to provide direct support to ECTs.

Co-workers also were identified by a small percentage in both groupings with slightly

higher percentages among ‘unsure’ or ‘non-returning’ teachers (8.6%) compared to returning

teachers (3.5%). While co-workers have been shown to play a pivotal role in setting the culture

and climate of a school (Peetz, 2023), it is likely their unofficial role in providing direct support

to ECTs may explain the low percentages.

In summary, Table 11 reveals significant insights into how teachers’ perceptions of

support vary depending on their intention to return to the school district. The data suggests that

while certain roles are considered as sources for ECT support (ex: Assistant Principals, Mentors)
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by ECTs certain of their return, coaches and principals may have a more targeted impact on

teachers who are uncertain about their future in the district. These findings could be instrumental

in guiding district policies and professional focus for the various leadership team members at the

school level.

Teachers Feel Valued

One of the most impactful leadership practices on a teacher’s wellbeing are those which

enable the teacher to feel valued (Cann et al., 2020). Given the critical importance of teachers

feeling valued, it became imperative to delve into this topic more thoroughly among SCPS

teachers. Figure 8 utilizes data gleaned from the Teacher Participant Survey. The chart visualizes

the relationship between teachers feeling valued (on a scale of 1 to 5, with 1 being the lowest and

5 being the highest) and their comfort level in speaking with their administrators. Each bar has

been ‘stacked’ with a teacher’s perception of feeling valued, and is divided into segments that

indicate the number of teachers at each “comfort level” in speaking with the leadership team of

their school.
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Figure 8

Relationship Between Teachers Feeling Valued by School Leaders and their Comfort Level in

Raising Concerns to School Leaders

Note. Data from Capstone team teacher survey.

Figure 8 reflects a clear association between high ratings of feeling valued and the

comfort level in raising concerns to school leaders. Particularly, at the highest perceived value

level (5), a significant majority of teachers feel the highest comfort in speaking with leadership.

Conversely, at the lowest perceived value level (1), most teachers are at the lower end of the

comfort scale in speaking with leadership, with no teachers reporting the highest comfort levels

(4 or 5).

For SCPS teachers who feel moderately valued (level 3), there’s a wide spread across

comfort levels, with the highest number of teachers feeling moderately comfortable (comfort

level 3), suggesting that feeling somewhat valued can result in mixed feelings about comfort in

communication with leadership. The data effectively points to a positive relationship between the
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level of value teachers feel from their leaders and their comfort in communicating with them. Job

satisfaction among teachers is directly linked to their sense of value by school leaders,

particularly in environments where collaboration and open communication with leaders are

encouraged (Abdulahi, 2020).This highlights the importance of teachers feeling valued in

fostering open and comfortable communication channels as well as the potential for these

conditions to build job satisfaction of new teachers within schools of SCPS. With an

understanding of the importance of teachers feeling valued by the administrative teams, we

cross-referenced the results of feeling valued with their stated intent to leave. Figure 9 illustrates

profound correlations.

Figure 9

Teacher Retention and Feeling Valued by School Leadership

Note. Data compiled from Capstone teacher survey.
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Figure 9 combines two visualizations. The stacked bar chart shows the number of

returning teachers (light blue) and the teachers who indicated they would not return (dark blue)

across different levels of feeling valued, from Level 1 (lowest sense of value) to Level 5 (highest

sense of value). Additionally, the red line graph represents the percentage of teachers not

returning at each level of feeling valued, highlighting a potential trend where a higher sense of

value may correlate with a higher likelihood of returning. While there is a small sample size of

teachers who identify in the lower levels of feeling valued, categories of Level 1 and Level 2 (9

and 12 respectively), the percentage of those teachers not returning is substantial, indicating a

direct correlation between teacher attrition and their perception of being valued by leadership.

Conversely, teachers who stated the highest level (5) of sense of being valued (74 teachers in

total) have a clear contrast with teachers who have a low sense of value. The teachers who feel

valued are staying in SCPS, while those who don’t are seeking other opportunities.

When considering the findings from Figures 8 and 9, it becomes evident the perception of

being valued by school leadership and the ability to communicate openly with administrators are

intertwined factors that influence new teacher retention. This is supported by literature which

shows the connection between schools who foster a positive organizational climate where

teachers feel valued and comfortable to engage in meaningful conversations with their

administrators and a more stable and satisfied teacher workforce (Prothero, 2021).

What is Working for Early Career Teachers? How Does Stafford Know it is Working?

As outlined in the findings connected to RQ1, the Capstone team recognizes the

extensive access to ECT support for teachers in SCPS; research question two (RQ2) further

explores how well the existing systems of support are working. Additionally, for the support that

is working well, the team wondered how Stafford is able to measure implementation



EARLY CAREER TEACHER RETENTION 98

effectiveness. RQ2 yielded findings that take specific Early Career Teacher needs into

consideration as they relate to teacher licensure status, access to Professional Learning, school

leadership team support, and quality mentorship in SCPS.

Professional Learning Communities (...for Those With Access)

Early Career Teachers who have common planning time during the school day, and who

use that common planning time to work with a Professional Learning Community (PLC), report

their support as sustainable, low risk, and high quality. As revealed through our search of the

literature, new teachers who participate in healthy PLCs have a significant increase in

performance and confidence…and develop resilient feelings of well-being (Waters, 2019).

Further, DuFour’s work (2014) suggests PLCs are the most efficient and effective way to support

new teacher needs because they hold space for teachers to ask questions, admit uncertainties, and

authentically engage in continued learning directly connected to instructional needs. Knowing

the value PLCs offer, the Capstone team included an entire section around ECTs’ access to

common planning time and collaboration in the distributed ECT survey. While those questions

helped to collect quantitative measures regarding collaborative planning time, PLCs were also

mentioned as a leading strategy to support ECTs by 45% of principals. The topic also trended in

the open ended, qualitative responses from teachers who completed the ECT survey.

When asked on the survey if their school leadership team expected them to participate in

PLCs, 94% of teachers responded yes. However, while the data shows that the overwhelming

majority of ECTs are expected to participate in these collaborative instructional teams, only 60%

of survey respondents agreed they actually have intentional time allocated during their school

day to participate in PLC work. This means that despite a high expectation for teachers to

participate in PLCs 40% of respondents do not have access to built-in, collaborative time with
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colleagues and building leaders through intentional PLCs. Further, 73% of ECTs years 1-3 who

stated they were ‘unsure’ or ‘no’ regarding if they would return to SCPS in next two years also

stated they do not have time to meet or collaborate during the school day. This suggests the

critical importance of collaborative time in an ECT’s decision to remain in their role in SCPS,

yet a distinct gap in time built into the school day to be part of a PLC team.

The importance of PLC time for ECTs also appeared in responses to open-ended

questions, “What support did you receive in your early teaching career that has been most

valuable to you?” and “Think about the most effective professional development you have

received - what was the most valuable aspect of that learning experience?” The Capstone team

identified themes corroborated by findings in the literature review. These themes include PLCs

being a low-stakes place for ECTs to ask questions about content and functionality of a

classroom experience as described by one ECT:

Being able to just sit and chat about my struggles and build an active working

relationship with my Principals during planning time was most valuable for me. They

made and continue to make time to work with me while giving me the freedom to be who

I am as a person and teacher.

ECTs also shared the value in PLCs being used to deliver immediate, actionable

feedback: “The best support has been my teaching team providing me with ideas and walking me

through how to do things.” and “Time with my team to discuss practical, real world suggestions

that can be implemented the next day has been the most helpful.” Finally, PLC meetings that

include ECTs provide job-embedded Professional Learning that can be personalized and

teacher-centered: “The best PL was time with my PLC which allowed me to learn from other

teachers' experiences…”
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These findings suggest a shared expectation and desire for consistent common planning

time across schools and departments so ECTs can receive the sustainable, job-embedded support

offered in PLCs. Given their comparatively higher rates of provisionally licensed and out-of-field

teachers, understanding the need for dedicated time for PLCs and where the gaps exist is

especially critical for SCPS.

Licensure Status and Professional Development

As covered in chapter 1, our review of the Virginia Department of Education’s (VDOE)

School Quality Profiles found SCPS is above state averages in provisionally licensed teachers

and teachers teaching out of their certification field. Table 12 displays the comparison of SCPS

and state percentages in the two categories, as well as identifies the differential between the two

data points. SCPS at 13% provisionally licensed teachers, is 4.4% above the state average of

8.6%. When it comes to out-of-field teachers, SCPS is 3.7% points higher than the state, with

10.1% compared to the state average of 6.4%. These percentages illustrate that SCPS has more

inexperienced teachers as part of its total workforce than many other school divisions in the state.

This disparity in experienced teachers requires consideration when planning out systems of

support.

Table 12

Provisionally licensed and Out of Field Teachers – SCPS to State Comparison

Provisionally Licensed
Teachers Out-of-Field Teachers

SCPS 13% 10.1%

State 8.6% 6.4%

Difference (SCPS to State) +4.4% +3.7%

Note. Data from VDOE School Quality Profiles.
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Analyzing data from the Capstone team’s Early Career Teachers (ECTs) survey presents

even more noteworthy findings regarding teacher licensure status at SCPS. As noted earlier in

this chapter, and illustrated on Table 7, among ECTs within their first three years who completed

the survey, the number of provisionally licensed ECTs and ECTs who do not currently hold a

license is astounding. Of the ECTs surveyed, only 34% of the teachers are fully licensed.

Compare this number to a significant 51% provisionally licensed and 15% non-licensed ECTs.

With the majority of ECTs surveyed not being fully licensed, it is important to consider that this

group received little to no training prior to entering the classroom in addition to having limited

years of classroom experience.

A key consideration for selecting appropriate Professional Learning for this unique

population is to know what supports are most desirable to and effective for ECTs. Utilizing the

qualitative portion of the mixed methods teacher survey, we were able to analyze teacher

responses on what they believed were the most effective professional development opportunities

they had received, and what they felt were the most valuable aspects of those learning

experiences. Teacher responses to our inquiry can be broken down into three main themes:

alignment to their specific needs, shared experiences with other ECTs, and authentic “hands on”

experiences.

The first recurring theme of effective Professional Learning perceptions from the ECT

survey data was that of alignment, demonstrated both quantitatively and qualitatively. Fifty-one

percent of teacher respondents stated Professional Development did not align to their specific

professional needs (score of 3 or below). Further, teachers shared occurrences where the training

or development they received did not align to their needs. The circumstances of the

non-alignment varied, yet the main examples were from Special Education teachers. These



EARLY CAREER TEACHER RETENTION 102

teachers mentioned the majority of PL provided by SCPS involved general education topics.

Some examples of responses included, “professional development is geared towards general

education - I am a SPED teacher” and “training I received was directed towards general

education teachers. I wish they would have offered courses that are applicable to SPED

teachers.” The same experiences were true for elective teachers. One teacher respondent stated,

“I teach in the arts, so the only way I can receive relevant PL is by attending conferences.” While

another responded, “I teach an elective, so many development strategies do not apply in my

classroom.” A teacher in the 4-7 year experience range desired professional learning that was

“targeted to [their] core endorsement,” however, this teacher also made note that most of the

trainings “assume [they are] a rookie.” The quotes and rating responses point to the teachers’

desire for professional development specialized to their content area.

Another theme from ECT responses on effective PL was a desire to collaborate and

share with other teachers. Responses like, “getting to speak with other first-time teachers,”

“leaning on other new hires,” and “helpful to have a cohort of fellow new teachers, all with

different levels of experience and backgrounds, to share tips and learn together,” all illustrate the

desire ECTs expressed for communal time with peers. Based on the responses, this time seemed

to create a camaraderie around the shared experience of being new to the field of education. Two

survey subjects shared: “Hearing from other first year teachers and knowing that my struggles

were not just my own but that of the collective. Getting to celebrate achievements that veteran

teachers did not dismiss or consider too little to celebrate” and “Hearing first year teachers are

having similar issues as myself. It eased any self-doubt I was experiencing.” These survey

responses suggest ECTs are seeking embedded opportunities to meet with fellow ECTs.
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The last theme from ECT survey responses on effective professional learning is authentic

“hands on” experiences that can be quickly implemented into the classroom. Many respondents

expressed a preference for authentic PL they could practice in real time. One teacher shared the

benefits stating, “[PL involved] hands-on learning, which allowed me to understand, remember

more, and apply what I learned.” Others submitted comments like, “I was given hands on

learning where I did not have to sit and just listen and took products away with me,” “hands on

practice with the particular strategy or skill,” and “authentic experiences and reflection.” Another

aspect paired with the authentic learning was their ability to quickly implement in class what

they learned. Two respondents communicated such views, stating “I valued learning new

strategies that I could actually apply in my classroom as I learned them,” and “practical

real-world suggestions that can be implemented the next day.” We found ECTs valued hands-on,

applicable training as their most effective professional development opportunities.

In summary, teacher survey results on perceptions of effective professional development

illustrated preferences among Early Career Teachers for PL aligned to specific professional

needs, shared time with other ECTs, and authentic, easily implemented training. Because SCPS

has higher than state averages of provisionally licensed and out-of-field teachers, the data points

to the need to move beyond “one size fits all” professional learning at SCPS.

Supportive Leadership Matters

As Chapter Two’s literature review uncovered, strong and supportive leadership is an

important factor in retaining teachers (Becker & Grob, 2021). The findings from the ECT survey

and principal interviews corroborated what the literature suggests. According to survey

responses, 68% of ECT respondents feel valued by their leadership teams. In addition, as seen in

Table 13, the majority of surveyed teachers ranked “Supportive School Leadership” #1 over
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“Mentoring” (#2) and “Professional Learning” (#3) for impact on continuing employment with

SCPS. Analysis of the secondary dataset from SCPS’ 2022-2023 Teacher Exit Survey also lends

insights into the importance of school leadership for teacher retention. Both “Negative View of

Leadership” and “Lack of Support” were in the top five reasons for leaving the county. After pay,

which we address below, departing teachers identified “Negative View of Leadership” as the 2nd

highest reason for leaving, and “Lack of Support” as the 3rd highest reason given (Figure 10

provides a further breakdown of the numbers). This suggests the support of school leaders plays

a significant role in whether new teachers stay or leave the division.

Table 13

Impact on Continuing Employment with SCPS

Ranking Category Count

1st Supportive School Leadership 98

2nd Mentoring Programs 52

3rd Professional Learning Opportunities 34

Note. Data from Capstone team teacher survey.
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Figure 10

Top Five Reasons Teachers Left SCPS During 2022-2023 School Year

Note. Data taken from SCPS’ 2022-2023 Exit Survey.

Meaningful leadership team feedback is another key factor in supporting ECTs. In the

team’s survey, 62% of teacher respondents agree/strongly agree with the statement, “The

instructional feedback I receive from my leadership team feels helpful.” In our principal

interviews, in addition to the ECTs mentors, principals noted they utilize coaches and specialists

to support their teachers. These are supports available for all teachers, not specific to ECTs.

Furthermore, principals utilized the support teams in varying ways. These findings imply the

school leadership team, including building administrators, mentors, and coaches, all play a

crucial role in feedback to ECTs.

School principals are an important part of the school leadership team in providing support

to ECTs. However, principal interviews revealed there is no explicit professional learning for

leadership on how to directly support ECTs. When discussing division level support for building

level administration with regard to how to support ECTs, one principal stated, “I’ll be honest,

there isn’t a lot,” while others shared that they do not receive training or professional learning on
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supporting teachers or on early career teacher dynamics. This suggests a gap between principal

need and available support such assistance.

In summary, ECTs value strong and supportive leadership, as well as meaningful

feedback–yet while many feel supported in this way, a significant portion do not. Both categories

also play a factor in the teachers’ decision-making process when considering returning to SCPS.

In addition, there is a diverse leadership team responsible for supporting ECTs, consisting of

principals and assistant principals, coaches, specialists, and mentors, yet no leadership

professional development on supporting ECTs for these roles. This suggests there is desire and

opportunity for helping leadership teams provide support specific to ECT needs.

Quality Mentorship

While Mentor360 Ambassadors are responsible for working with division and school

level leadership to help facilitate mentorship in SCPS, only 1.7% of ECTs cited them as the

person most responsible for their support. Instead, mentors were cited by 26.9% of ECTs as the

person most responsible for their support, which makes their training and sustainable growth a

critical priority for consideration of the SCPS team.

It’s worth noting the majority of ECTs who completed internal feedback surveys for

Stafford’s Mentor360 program are having positive experiences with their assigned mentors.

From the Capstone team’s survey, 57% of ECTs rated their experience in the Mentor360 program

as having a substantial impact on their decision to stay in SCPS. Additionally, 73% said the

support they receive(d) from their mentor was responsive to the needs they had as an Early

Career Teacher. A notable theme for ECTs having positive experiences were their preferences for

mentors with similar communicative styles and working habits as themselves: “...she is so easy

to talk to… I know I can send her a message or swing by her room whenever I have time…she
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always gets back to me right away… ” and another ECT shared, “I have several years of

experience, so having a mentor who wasn’t always looming at my door was important for our

partnership to work” and “I know every Thursday afternoon we meet to review my

plans…having someone …on the same timeline as me helps so much.” However, for those who

are not finding quality support through mentorship, there are two themes worth amplifying:

logistical barriers to quality mentorship and disinterested or unqualified mentors.

Logistical barriers to quality mentorship. Teacher attrition rates vary across schools in

SCPS. Because of this, certain buildings, historically, are serving higher numbers of ECTs than

others. This creates logistical barriers to mentoring and means mentor-pairing for new teachers

can be more difficult in locations with higher turnover. In comparing data from Mentor360’s

feedback surveys and from the Capstone’s ECT survey, of the responses that rated their

mentoring experience as less impactful than the responses of their colleagues, 39% mentioned a

logistical barrier in access to their mentor.

One ECT shared, “It’s difficult organizing/planning for a subject my mentor teacher

doesn’t teach…” another stated, “...In my building…there is no mentor that does what I do…”

Another logistical barrier for mentor-matching is a lack of common planning times between

mentors and ECTs. Without a master schedule built with the intention to support ECTs, one

teacher shared, “I don’t have time for…observations in my mentor's room” though it was a

recommendation from their administrator and mentor. An ECT from a middle school mentioned

not knowing how to further advocate for their needs as scheduling made it difficult for their

mentor to check-in: “[I’d like]...More check-ins. I struggle to reach out sometimes because of

scheduling, so it would be nice if mentors checked in to see if I was lost.” Finally, in buildings

with larger numbers of new teachers, some mentors are required to support multiple ECTs.
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Dividing their time across several ECTs impacts the experiences of new teachers in SCPS as

noted by one mentee who understood their mentor to be overextended: “My mentor… has too

much on her plate with her role that she doesn’t have the time to help with what I need.” It’s

worth noting ECTs from Special Education (SpED) and English for Speakers of Other

Languages (ESOL) provided more feedback regarding logistical barriers for mentoring when

compared to any other content area.

Disinterested, “voluntold” unqualified mentors. For ECTs having less impactful

mentoring experiences, 36% of responses mentioned the perception of their assigned mentor

being disinterested in their position. For those understanding their mentor to be disinterested,

ECTs noted a lack of effort to plan meetings, answer questions, relay important information, or

provide feedback. In one school, one ECT shared there was a, “...Lack of guidance from my

team (and mentor)” and another said “My main concern this year has been the lack of support

and help from assigned Mentors…” In another response, a new teacher shared that they had not

connected with their assigned mentor in months: “My mentor could talk to me. I haven't met

with them since September…”

Disinterested was also coded in responses that amplified a perception of mentors being

tasked with their mentoring jobs versus volunteering to support ECTs because of an interest or

related skill set. One ECT shared, “They were told they would be my mentor, and it’s obvious

that they were drafted to fulfill that role.” This understanding surfaced in schools across SCPS

with another sharing “I believe my mentor wasn’t interested in being a mentor. I think if I had a

mentor who was matched with me based on my personality, it would have made my first year

teaching experience better,” and a different ECT expressing an interest in“...having a mentor who

was actually interested in being a mentor…having her available to answer questions… having a
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person who was willing to work with me.” This matters for Stafford, because without appropriate

vetting of mentors and intentional pairing with mentees, mentoring programs have been proven

ineffective (Bartell, 2005; Weimer, 2020).

Finally, 29% of the responses provided by ECTs having less impactful mentoring

experiences suggested their mentor was unqualified to provide the support they needed.

Unqualified was coded in responses that highlighted a disconnect between an ECT’s

self-identified need and what they felt their advisor was capable of providing to them through

mentorship. For example, one ECT requested more training for their mentor, “Ensure that

assigned mentors are receiving training for how to support new teachers to Stafford who have

taught before…”, based on their previous professional experience. Another spoke more

generally, but still suggested “I think my mentor could be better with more training…” ECTs

represented in these data also shared a desire for SCPS to monitor mentoring experiences once

pairings have been determined. “Ensure that assigned mentors are mentoring effectively…”

shared one ECT as a suggestion for a way their experience could be improved, while another

shared, “My mentor is being compensated for a job they have not done…” A final finding to note

in connection to the ECTs reporting less impactful mentoring experiences is a commonality in

their content backgrounds. Of any content area, the two with the highest number of ECTs

reporting dissatisfaction with their mentorship were those supporting students with disabilities

and students learning English as a second language.

These attributes of less impactful mentoring experiences suggest ECTs seek motivated

mentors who have the capacity to provide effective support. Effective pairing of mentors with

Early Career Teachers is a critically important consideration for any new-teacher support system

as the literature proved in Chapter Two: Without an incredibly intentional effort to connect
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mentees with a highly qualified mentor, research “...finds no evidence that assignment to a

mentor is linked with reduced odds of leaving teaching for alternatively certified teachers…” It is

only when ECTs receive “...helpful feedback from their mentor, they are predicted to leave

teaching at a much lower rate” (Redding & Smith, 2016).

What Collective Needs of a School and District Must be Considered in Early Career

Teacher Support?

The collective needs within SCPS affect all schools across the district. Although schools

often function independently, together they form a complex ecosystem. This dynamic places an

importance on the district to maintain the delicate balance of operating with coherence for all,

while meeting the collective needs of each individual school. Analysis of SCPS exit interviews,

teacher surveys, and principal interviews revealed the main factors contributing to attrition.

Confirming the Capstone partners’ hypothesis informed by the literature and partner discussions,

teacher pay emerged as the primary concern. However, other significant factors include the need

for differentiated support for ECTs, a positive working environment, and strong culture.

Pay as a Driver of Departure

Teacher pay is an issue in Virginia; the state ranks 25th in average salary for K-12 public

school teachers at an average salary of $58,506 compared to the national average of $65,293.

(Virginia Board of Education, 2022). In fact, JLARC (2022) cited low pay along with long hours

worked as the highest drivers for teachers leaving the profession. This finding was also

supported by Allegretto & Mishel (2016), who claimed teachers are more likely to quit when

they work in districts with lower wages and when their salaries are low.



EARLY CAREER TEACHER RETENTION 111

In examining teacher exit survey data collected by SCPS, the team identified the top five

reasons cited for leaving SCPS (see Figure 10 earlier). Pay had the largest number of responses.

The data revealed both the relevance and importance of pay as a driver of teacher departures.

Pay is an Issue for Early Career Teachers

ECTs, along with teachers under 40 years old, were more likely to cite low pay as their

top reason for leaving the profession, with 31 percent of younger teachers saying their salary was

not sufficient to merit the stresses of teaching during the pandemic (Dilberti et al., 2021, p.7).

When asked if they planned to continue working in SCPS for the next two years, 42% of Early

Career Teachers responded to the Capstone team’s survey that they either were not planning to

return or were unsure (see Figure 11), with pay being the most frequently given reason among

teachers who provided additional follow up information.

Figure 11

Early Career Teacher Plans to Continue Employment in SCPS

Note: Data from Capstone team survey of Early Career Teachers; 42% of ECTs report being

unsure or no when asked about their plans to continue employment in SCPS over the next two

years.
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Teachers who responded “no” or “unsure” when asked if they were planning to continue

working in SCPS for the next two years (n=40) were asked a follow up question about what the

main factors were that would go into their decision about continued employment in SCPS next

year. Teachers gave several reasons in response to this open ended question, with the most

frequently given reasons listed in Table 14.

Table 14

Reasons Given for ECT Response of “No” or “Unsure” to continuing with SCPS

Reason Given Frequency

Pay 10

Leadership & Support 9

Personal/Family 7

School Climate 7

Moving/Relocation 4

Stress/Mental Health 4

Note: From Capstone team survey of Early Career Teachers.

Twenty five percent of these teachers specifically mentioned pay, which was the most

frequent reason given. This suggests teacher pay is the largest driver of ECT retention decisions,

but it is not the sole driver. One teacher who was unsure if they would return highlighted the

multiple reasons that played into their return decision, remarking “if the supports for student

behaviors do not increase, as well as the pay, I will unfortunately have to move north where at

least the pay better matches the expectations asked of me.”

Figure 12 illustrates the difficulty principals face in addressing compensation for Early

Career Teachers in SCPS. When asked their level of agreement with the statement “I am satisfied

with my pay,” few Early Career Teachers strongly agreed (5 out of 89, or 5.6%). This data does
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show that while there is some variance among provisionally licensed teachers, most Early Career

Teachers responded “neutral” or “disagree” with regards to their satisfaction with their pay.

Figure 12

Pay Satisfaction by Licensure Status among Early Career Teachers

Note. Data from Capstone team teacher survey.

Principals Recognize the Pay Issue

Principals also recognized the concern in principal interview responses. During the

Capstone team interviews of 11 principals, there were eight questions asked of each principal

along with a section for their additional thoughts. Pay was mentioned twelve times by six

principals during these interviews, illustrating clear recognition of the challenge for keeping

ECTs. The majority of responses corresponding to pay occurred with question eight, “What is

your perception of the main reasons why ECTs leave your school?” as well as an open-ended

question for any other thoughts. One principal stated, “The part where we are losing staff in

turnover is competitive pay in the county right beside us.” Said another, “Same work for 20K

more.” There was another question that garnered compensation-related answers,which asked
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“What obstacles have you experienced in your ability to support ECTs?” In response, the

principal cited concerns of losing ECTs to neighboring districts, such as Prince William County

and Fairfax County, who have higher starting salaries as cited in Table 1. Another middle school

principal cited a concern that teacher pay not being aligned with the cost of living exacerbates

the teacher shortage. The perception of low pay as a factor in ECT retention was reflected in one

principal’s comment: “The payscale is not always friendly.” As a closing discussion, another

principal stated, “Pay would help,” as a way to support ECT retention.

A related factor mentioned during the principal interviews is that teachers are asked to do

more with less money. Another principal echoed this, “Teachers are leaving due to time and

money, budgets getting thinner and thinner. Teachers spend funding for schools out of their own

pocket.” In fact, this principal also noted some of her staff live just above paycheck to paycheck

in her Title 1 building. To combat this concern, the school, out of their own pockets, not SCPS

budget, sends home food boxes home for students and staff. The principal said this comment

with a sense of pride for her community, yet, when asked about the broader discussion to support

basic living expenses of staff, she replied, “No one talks about that.”

Pay Matters, but What Else is Keeping Teachers in SCPS?

As noted above, supportive leadership can override pay concerns and contribute to a

sense of belonging and feeling supported, helping with teacher retention. In evaluating other key

factors driving ECT retention, the survey provided a checklist of four options, with the ability to

add responses. Respondents selected the following reasons for staying at SCPS: location was

selected by 48%; positive working environment by 20%; climate by 19%; and pay by 13%.

Other answers included factors such as having their own children attend SCPS, ability to work a

convenient schedule, and opportunities to coach or sponsor activities (all cited by less than 5% of



EARLY CAREER TEACHER RETENTION 115

respondents). This suggests that while pay may be a driver of ECT attrition, there are other

drivers that might mitigate the concern about pay.

The role of a positive working environment and school climate is critical. Building

climate, as defined by Riley (2008) is “...a distinct theme when walking in the hallways” (p. 26).

The authors continue, “Strong instructional leaders create a climate…conducive to learning” (p.

26). In connection, as stated in the literature review, a positive school climate with a growth

mindset increases the job satisfaction of its ECTs (Prelli, 2016). The school climate is crucial to

ECT decisions to remain in SCPS or not, based on ECT responses to the Capstone teams’ survey.

For example, narrative responses from ECTs remarked “school culture to me is so important. If

your workplace is not a positive one, where you feel important and appreciated, it makes you feel

like you are replaceable.” Others noted “job satisfaction and feeling valued/supported as an

employee” were critically important when formulating their decision to return to SCPS the

following year. In short, “the main factor is that I am being paid enough to sustain myself. The

other deciding factor is that I am very close with my colleagues, I love the climate of SHS.” This

was echoed by an ECT who stated they would return because “I love the school in which I

currently work in and I have the support I need.”

By continuing to focus on the community needs of pay, positive working conditions, and

positive climate as the main drivers for ECT retention, district and school leaders have the

potential to make meaningful impact on turnover.

Chapter Summary

In RQ1, our team sought to answer what currently exists at the school and division level

to support ECTs. Survey data from SCPS’ Prep for Success Week indicated teachers appreciated

and desired more time with their school-based support teams. Combining data from Prep for
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Success Week and our teacher created survey suggests a need to incorporate differentiated

support during the initial onboarding process. When examining school based PL and teams of

support for ECTs, findings showed variation across schools in professional learning, mentor

support, and principal comfort levels. Principal interview responses pointed to varying levels of

comfort in supporting ECTs, with no direct correlation between years experience and comfort

levels. ECTs planning to return to SCPS cited assistant principals and mentors as playing the

biggest factor in their support. Coaches were identified as being the main support personnel for

ECTs who had been identified as needing the most support. The importance of teacher value

presented itself for the first time in RQ1’s findings, with a clear connection between teachers

feeling valued and comfort level in communicating with leadership, as well as a correlation

between those teachers who feel valued by leadership and their plans to stay teaching within the

district.

Findings of what is currently working in SCPS for ECTs (RQ2), was broken down into

four categories: Professional Learning Communities (PLCs), licensure status and professional

learning (PL), supportive leadership, and quality mentorship. Data analysis pointed to the

importance of PLCs and collaborative time for ECTs. However, a lack of shared planning time

for teachers to meet existed for most ECTs surveyed. The ECTs expressed preference for PL

specific to content areas, allowed for shared time with other ECTs, and was structured in

practical easily applied formats. ECTs value supportive leadership who provide clear

communication and feedback. Data indicates the presence of a diverse support team for ECTs in

the form of principals and assistant principals, coaches, specialists, and mentors. However, in

certain cases, a need for additional training on providing support specific to ECTs is needed.

Findings showed differing degrees of perceived mentor quality by school. The data collected
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provided great insight on factors impacting the quality of mentorship. Higher turnover rates in

schools contributed to additional burdens in assigning mentors. More mentors needed resulted in

certain mentors being assigned multiple mentees, mentors assisting ECTs outside of their content

backgrounds, differing planning times for mentors and mentees, disinterested mentors, and

underskilled mentors.

RQ3 covered considerations of collective needs of ECT support at both school and

district levels. Using the same data sources from RQ1 and RQ2, the Capstone team determined

ECTs are unsatisfied with their pay. However, pay alone is not the only factor contributing to

ECT retention. Survey results had ECTs ranking both a positive working environment and school

culture above pay in importance when considering whether or not to return for employment.

Strong findings indicate school leaders play a significant role in building a positive climate

within their schools. Given SCPS is higher than state averages and most other school divisions in

both provisionally licensed and out-of-field teachers, the findings from RQ1, RQ2, and RQ3

point to a substantial need for differentiated support specialized toward the needs of ECTs. To

that end, recommendations and actions that follow were informed by analysis of the unique

elements of the problem and context, knowledge from the scholarly literature, and these findings.
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Chapter V: Recommendations

The Capstone team ultimately created 10 recommendations for SCPS. These

recommendations are grouped into five categories aligned with Chapter Four’s findings. The five

core findings with their corresponding recommendations are as follows:

1. Professional development is highly variable (recommendations 1-3)

2. School leadership impacts retention (recommendations 4-6)

3. Early career teachers crave quality feedback (recommendation 7)

4. Need for common planning time (recommendation 8)

5. Quality mentorship matters (recommendations 9 and 10)

Each of the 10 recommendations were also carefully considered in collaboration with current

ECT support and retention efforts already being provided by the partner. Readers will notice an

explicit connection between new recommendations and Stafford’s current systems of support,

resources, and frameworks in an attempt to strengthen their quality. These connected suggestions

honor the work that is already being done in Stafford, and moves away from a common practice

of layering on additional solutions without weaving changes into the fiber of context and current

practice.

As one step towards aligning recommendations with current practice, the Capstone team

suggests that Stafford County Public Schools begin collecting data on teachers’ years of service

as a part of their exit interviews and survey efforts. This addition to existing tools would ensure a

more robust understanding of the current rates of attrition for early career teachers (ECTs), and

also help the division to measure the impact of their improvement efforts for supporting ECTs.
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Core Finding 1: Professional Development is Highly Variable

Recommendation 1: Build a More Streamlined Playbook of Standardized Topics for

Ambassadors to Cover Through Professional Development for Early Career Teachers at the

School Level

Early career teachers (ECTs) receiving pertinent and timely professional development is

crucial in their professional growth, retention, and performance. Stafford County should create

an ECT professional development playbook that can be consistently implemented by

Ambassadors at the school-based level. Similar to the current SCPS ambassador monthly

professional learning list, the playbook should include a list of specific topics to be covered,

along with a corresponding timeline for when each topic should be covered throughout the

course of the school year. The PL topics covered should be broken down into a tiered level of

support that are differentiated based on the licensure status and content area of the ECTs. A

sub-recommendation within this would be for Ambassadors to have an additional planning

period allotted for the purpose of planning differentiated experiences and to conduct observations

of ECTs.

Rationale. As noted in our introduction and findings, Stafford County Public Schools

(SCPS) has high levels of provisionally licensed and out-of-field teachers. Therefore, there is a

need for professional learning aligned to novice levels even more so than traditionally prepared

new teachers. The Capstone team’s teacher survey showed 51% of teacher respondents felt the

professional development they received did not align to their professional needs. ECTs reported

they wanted PL geared toward their content area or placement of teaching, such as special

education, general education, and electives. The data from the teacher survey also indicated

ECTs preferred interactive training with take-a-ways that could be easily applied into their
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classrooms. Furthermore, SCPS’ exit survey also saw Inadequate Professional Development

make it into the Top 5 reasons given by teachers for leaving SCPS. These data point to a need to

move beyond a one size fits all model and toward a differentiated and specialized system of

professional development support for ECTs.

Our literature review also supports the recommendation of tiered PL support for ECTs.

Participation in quality ongoing professional development for ECTs plays a crucial role in their

decision to stay in the field of teaching (Ferguson-Patrick, 2011). However, studies show the

majority of PL received by teachers is in the form of one-stop training for all staff, that fails to

differentiate by specific teacher need, or incorporate follow-up opportunities for continued

learning (Carr et al., 2017; Cohen & Wiseman, 2022). This form of PL has also proven to be

detrimental to ECTs specifically, who are entering the field from a variety of alternative

pathways (Redding & Smith, 2016).

Suggested Steps. We recommend the PL playbook be tiered by ECT licensure and

teaching placement. There should be a set plan for provisionally licensed teachers and teachers

who are teaching outside of their field. The PL playbook should be broken down by content, with

division level specialists made available to provide training. We suggest the tailored experiences

start during SCPS’ Prep for Success Week with specialized sessions for provisionally licensed

and out-of-field teachers. Based on ECT feedback from our surveys, we recommend PL

incorporate time for peer-to-peer reflection, offer practical topics with hands-on-training, and be

easily replicable in the classroom. When possible, the tiered professional learning (PL) should be

implemented during already existing times in the school’s schedule and calendar, such as

building level PL days, faculty meetings, and PLC allotted time. The suggested SCPS team

members involved in designing the playbook would be composed of division leadership who
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oversee professional development, building level administration, coaches, specialists, and

Ambassadors.

Benefits. Having differentiated professional learning and development specialized to

early career teacher needs will benefit ECTs at SCPS in a variety of ways. First, provisionally

licensed teachers who have not received a traditional education licensure pathway or participated

in teacher prep programs, such as student teaching placements, will benefit from PL directed to

their novice experience. Second, the playbook will assist ECTs in receiving aligned professional

development to their specific needs. Additionally, the PL addressing ECTs particular needs,

while incorporating desired topics and preferable formats, will assist ECTs in feeling more heard

and valued by school leadership. Above all, quality PL leads to improved teacher retention.

Intentional planning and guidance will help ensure quality experiences that better meet SCPS

teachers’ desire for differentiated, interactive, and applicable learning.

Recommendation 2: Develop Onboarding Plan for Early Career Teachers Hired Mid-Year

In certain instances, teachers are hired after the start of the school year. We recommend

Stafford County implement an onboarding plan for early career teachers hired after the start of

the official school year. Included in this plan, should be a condensed Prep for Success Week,

which other new hires receive at the start of the school year.

Rationale. Compared to teachers who start off the year in their positions, mid-year hires

are “less likely to stay in the district” (Papay & Kraft, 2016). One study showed teachers who are

hired mid-year “are twice as likely to leave their schools—or the profession altogether—within a

year” (Sparks, 2011). When drilling this down to ECTs specifically, first year teachers hired

mid-year are leaving at a rate 15% higher than teachers hired at the start of the school year

(Sparks, 2011). Apart from a drop in retention rates for late-hires, research also discovered a
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negative correlation between teachers hired mid-year and student achievement (Papay & Kraft,

2016). Studies of students of mid-year hires indicated lower scores on reading and math

standardized tests, compared to their student peers who received their instruction from on-time

hires (Iasevoli, 2016). Furthermore, feedback from our teacher surveys indicated that teachers

feeling valued increased retention and attrition rates. When teachers start the school year

mid-year, there can be a tendency for them to not receive the same support as their counterparts

who started off the year in their positions, which in turn can cause them to feel less valued by

their schools and leadership (NYC Dept. of Education, n.d.).

Suggested Steps. The first recommended step is for SCPS to compile their current

onboarding practices, starting with SCPS’ Prep for Success Week. The goal is to provide late

hires with access to materials, resources, and support that mirrors what SCPS’ new hires received

at the start of the school (NYC Dept. of Education, n.d.). We suggest SCPS complete a deep dive

into their Prep for Success Week agenda and offerings, selecting what they believe to be the key

aspects of onboarding dealing with components such as instruction and curriculum resources,

school technology, gradebook and attendance, staff handbook, professional learning

communities, important personnel, student supports, connection to department/grade level teams,

and any other pertinent information needed to successfully start in their district. We recommend

SCPS look at existing time built into their school calendar to complete this onboarding, such as

staff development days, PLC time, and faculty meetings. Additionally, we encourage SCPS to

investigate alternative options for consolidated orientations to be held over a course of time

after-school and/or possibly Saturday programs (The School District of Philadelphia, 2023).

Benefits. Implementing this recommendation ensures ECTs hired mid-year receive

effective onboarding. Providing support for ECTs joining the school division mid-year will help
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them feel valued and increase retention rates among ECTs. This will improve the quality of

instruction and support student performance. The recommendation directly aligns with Goal 4 of

SCPS’ 2022-2027 Strategic Plan, which is to “Support and invest in all staff” (p. 2).

Recommendation 3: Evaluate Professional Learning and Development

Providing professional learning and development opportunities for ECTs is only the first

step in building a system of ECT support. A school system must also be able to measure the

effectiveness of the PL and use that information to inform continual improvement. Thus, we

recommend developing a framework for PL evaluation. We propose SCPS takes into

consideration how PL quality is measured. The goal is to move beyond feedback on ECT

satisfaction of PL received towards deeper measures that evaluate outcomes against objectives,

such as learning transfer and reliable indicators of success. We also recommend evaluation of PL

be more cyclical and utilize a multi-method approach. To do so, we suggest utilizing the

Capstone team-created professional learning program evaluation tool (Appendix E).

Rationale. As mentioned in Recommendation #1, teacher survey data indicated 51% of

teacher respondents felt the PL they received did not align to their needs, and inadequate PL was

the fifth highest reason given for teachers leaving SCPS in their exit surveys. School districts

allocate a substantial number of resources and capital, both financial and human, toward

providing professional learning and development for their teachers. However, many studies show

a lack of insight on whether the provided PL has been effective (Breslow & Brock, 2020). By

evaluating the effectiveness of PL endeavors, SCPS would have more data to determine future

expenditures in professional learning. Decision makers could better decide which PL to continue

with, which to discontinue, and which to add (Guskey, 2013). Furthermore, “evaluation also

provides important insight about the strengths and challenges of professional learning, and how
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current efforts can be improved” (Breslow & Brock, 2020, pp.1-2). Lastly, PL is one of the main

factors in improving teacher quality, and research shows, “enhancing teacher quality is key to

improving the quality of an educational system” (Borg, 2018).

Suggested Steps. We suggest SCPS starts off with mapping what currently exists

regarding evaluation of offered professional learning and development. The mapping process

would include making a list of all current professional development offered and any professional

development partnerships SCPS has. In addition, SCPS should identify any available data

connected to their professional development offerings and partnerships. Once this list has been

determined, there are three overview questions SCPS should answer for the initial evaluation

process (which are illustrated in Figure 13): What is currently being collected, how is it being

used, and what does it tell us (Breslow & Brock, 2020, p.17)?

Figure 13

Evaluative Questions for Existing Data Related to PL

Note. Adapted from Breslow & Bock (2020).
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Once SCPS’ current PL offerings have been appraised, we recommend SCPS use our

Capstone team-created professional learning program evaluation tool (Appendix E) for all future

PL/PD initiatives. The Capstone team developed program evaluation tool can be used to assess

the impact professional development offerings have on ECT retention efforts. This tool provides

questions SCPS should consider as well as suggested data sources to help evaluate their various

professional learning offerings and partnerships.

Benefits. The recommendation establishes an evaluation and progress monitoring tool for

professional development and learning at Stafford. Reconfiguring the evaluation system for PL

directly relates to goal 3, objective 4, strategy 1 of SCPS’ 2022-2027 Strategic Plan: “Align

resources to meet school, educator, and student needs” (p.12). Having a clearer understanding of

what PL works will help achieve the objective of aligning resources. This recommendation will

help ensure the finances are used wisely and SCPS obtains a return on their PL investments.

Improving the evaluation system will lead to better quality of PL, ensuring PL is effective for

ECTs, which will, in turn, contribute to an increased retention rate of ECTs (Ferguson-Patrick,

2011).

Core Finding 2: School Leadership Impacts Retention

Recommendation 4 : Design Responsive and Embedded Professional Development for

Principals to Support Early Career Teachers

Our team’s findings illustrated the need for more robust offerings of professional learning

designed specifically for principals. To meet this need, SCSP should integrate professional

learning into monthly principal meetings to enhance, augment, and guide the support systems

which are already in place for ECTs. Principals have direct impact on setting up the conditions of

professional development for the early career teachers within their building, and Weston, et al.,
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(2021) learned through a study that conditions for professional development are at least as

important as the content. To further ensure ECTs are successful, principals must have a strong

foundational knowledge of the psyche or attitude new teachers traditionally experience during

their first year of teaching (See Figure 14).

Figure 14

Phases of First-Year Teachers’ Attitude Towards Teaching

Note. Adapted from Ellen Moir’s Phases of First-Year Teaching (1990).

Rationale. Just four of eleven principals stated in interview they were ‘very confident’ in

supporting early career teachers, and only 14% of teacher survey respondents who intend to

return to SCPS cited principals as their primary support person. These findings make it

imperative SCPS provide principals with more impactful professional development aligned to

teacher needs. As noted in the literature, “Administrators don’t have a lot in their tool kit in terms

of what they’re able to really do to change teachers’ behaviors and offer support” (Will, 2019).

The work of providing professional learning to principals can address a common need for

actionable strategies.

Principal’s must build strong relationships with new teachers for maximum effectiveness,

as the dynamic between principals and teachers are crucial for the success of schools. Once
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relationships are formed, trust follows (Will, 2019), and it is especially important for ECTs to

trust their principal, as initiatives and guidance are introduced to the ECT. SCPS teacher survey

respondent results (see Figure 8) connect the need for teachers to feel valued to enable them to

be comfortable in communicating with school leaders. The additional professional learning

sessions will better equip principals to build trust with ECTs by providing opportunities to

engage in dialogue with other principals and human resource staff members about the best

approaches to connect with new teachers.

Next Steps. This recommendation involves time, a commodity hard to come by. Our

team understands how concentrated with information each principal meeting agenda is each

month, and this fact increases the effectiveness of this recommendation. Having a dedicated time

set aside monthly during principal meetings clearly demonstrates the importance SCPS’ Central

Office is placing on ECT support. Implementation of this recommendation will demonstrate total

buy-in from every level of SCPS and reinforce the need to focus on ECTs. This buy-in will best

ensure professional learning is reaching each school with fidelity. The following steps are

scheduled to provide SCPS with an overall focus for each month’s principal meeting during the

academic year (see Appendix F). To best meet the needs of ECTs, our recommendations align

with Ellen Moir’s (1990) referenced phases of first year teachers (See Figure 14 above).

For September and October, when teachers are ebbing out of the “anticipation phase” and

flowing into the ‘Survival’ phase, teachers are most receptive to relationship building techniques

as they begin to sense challenges upon them. For this reason, principals will share with their

colleagues relationship building strategies for ECTs. This ‘think tank’ will provide opportunities

for principals to share what is going well, to reflect on relationships which are not strong, and to
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create an action plan to address the ECTs of whom the principal feels they need to focus on.

October’s meeting will focus on the learning from the September initiative.

In November, a historically difficult time for the morale of new teachers as illustrated by

Ellen Moir, principals share strategies to build morale. In December, we recommend SCPS

Human Resources department provides professional learning on how to conduct Stay interviews.

A Stay Interview is “a structured discussion a leader conducts with an individual employee to

learn specific actions the leader can take to strengthen the employees engagement and retention

within the organization” (Finnegan, 2015). This creates an opportunity to learn if a teacher plans

to remain within the school, and if not, to have time to remove some of the barriers for this

teacher.

January and February are months in which we recommend principals hear feedback from

instructional coaches. This will positively impact student achievement, as the coaches share their

perspective on areas in which ECTs need the most support. ECTs within SCPS complete surveys

throughout the year to provide insight to their needs. Reviewing these surveys will keep the

principal informed of potential school-wide concerns, as well as other barriers ECTs may be

experiencing. The results will be shared with Ambassadors and mentors, and thus ECTs will feel

validated and heard, a concern they have expressed through collected surveys. Validating the

ECTs will help retain them.

The rationale for March’s principal meeting recommendation is to support ECTs in

providing the appropriate remediation for students. This will drive student learning and increase

results on state mandated assessments. The reflection strategies recommended in April will give

principals and Ambassadors insights into the mentoring programs effectiveness. In May, we

recommend inviting the Ambassadors to the portion of the principal meeting reserved for ECT
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support. During the meeting in May, principals and Ambassadors will focus on refining the

program for the upcoming academic year. Refining the program will include the principal and

ambassador to assess the program’s overall performance, identify strengths and weaknesses,

reflect upon the mentor selection process, and use these insights to create a targeted action plan

for the upcoming year. This plan will address future needs and build on the lessons from what

has been effective and what has not.

Benefits. Monthly principal meetings that include time set aside for an intentional focus

on ECT support will help ensure each school within SCPS has the conditions in place for ECTs

to thrive. When principals are given time to discuss pressing concerns such as teacher retention

with their colleagues, they not only build their skill sets but also feel valued. Research by

Darling-Hammond et al. (2017) claims there is a positive correlation between effective

leadership and teacher satisfaction and retention. Principals who are well-versed in supporting

new teachers can create a nurturing environment that not only enhances teacher performance but

also contributes to a stable and engaged teaching staff. This, in turn, positively impacts student

achievement, as teachers who feel supported are more likely to implement innovative teaching

strategies and remain committed to the profession. This should significantly improve teacher

retention rates.

Recommendation 5: Encourage Cross-School Assistant Principal and Ambassador

Partnerships: Observing Mentor Meetings from other Schools

Assistant principals and Ambassadors should engage in cross-school observations by

attending Ambassador-led meetings at different schools. Data displayed in Table 11 highlights

the important role assistant principals play in supporting ECTs. This initiative would involve
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creating partnerships between schools, where they mutually agree to observe one another's

Ambassador-led meetings.

Rationale. With assistant principals being cited by SCPS ECT’s as the ones most

responsible for providing support (see Table 11), it is important to leverage their influence and

impact. Cross-school collaboration, one study indicated, increases positive outcomes in

professional development, and increases both social capital and intellectual capital (Umekubo et

al., 2015). When these two capital entities are combined, opportunities to develop organizational

learning occurs (Olsen & Chrispeels, 2009). The cross-school observations of the

Ambassador-led meetings will provide educators with unique opportunities to gain insights,

strategies, and practices that can be applied back to their own schools and efforts to support

ECTs. This will help address the thoughts expressed by three principals who stated there was a

lack of specific professional learning for administrators. Furthermore, such exchanges foster a

culture of continuous improvement and professional growth among educational leaders

(Umekubo, et al., 2015). The collegial interactions between assistant principals and Ambassadors

will encourage the sharing of effective ECT support practices, thereby enhancing the overall

quality of both programs.

Next Steps. To implement this recommendation, schools should first identify potential

partner schools with similar or complementary strengths and challenges. Next, they should

establish norms, objectives, and expectations of the observation process. This includes

scheduling visits, defining the focus areas of observation, and agreeing on feedback tools. After

each observation has concluded, schools should arrange for a session debriefing. The debriefing

will serve as a mechanism for participants (assistant principals/Ambassadors ) to reflect,

exchange insights, and create next steps for implementing new strategies. Finally, the next
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observation cycle should be scheduled to continue the collaboration and to continuously grow

the knowledge base of both schools.

Benefits. The benefits of this cross-school observation initiative are many. It promotes a

culture of openness and mutual learning among educational leaders, which can lead to the

adoption of innovative practices and strategies.Through the observation cycles and debriefing

exercise, the skillsets of the assistant principals and Ambassadors will see their leadership skills

enhanced, as well as learning more tools for meeting the needs of the ECTs in their building.

Additionally, this initiative may strengthen the network among schools, and thus foster more

collaborative opportunities in the future. Finally, by providing new leadership opportunities to

assistant principals, this will enable them to build important skill sets, which may assist SCPS in

building leadership capacity, and growing future principal-ready leaders.

Core Finding 3: Early Career Teachers Crave Quality Feedback

Recommendation 6: Create Diverse Teams to Support Early Career Teachers Through

Feedback and Coaching Cycles

Powerful feedback promotes ECT effectiveness which leads to increased student

achievement and teacher retention. When schools intentionally create diverse teams that support

ECTs, there is an opportunity to tie building teams tightly to teacher success using feedback as

the common driver. The SCPS teams, including administrators, coaches, mentors, and

Ambassadors, are in a position to collaborate to provide ECT targeted and practical feedback. To

allow for centralized SCPS cohesion and consistency, as well as school-based autonomy, this

recommendation supports staffing, leadership, and student needs while leveraging the rich

diversity of a school-based team.

Additionally, the team must be aligned in their feedback focus and consistency of
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language. A consistent approach to feedback allows for explicit target goals that unites the

feedback even for diverse teams providing instructional support. With this approach, there are

three positive outcomes:

1. Consistency in the team’s awareness of the targeted area of support for each teacher,

2. Understanding of each person’s role in supporting the ECT,

3. Clear communication amongst the team in each of these areas.

When each team member knows the coaching framework and specific focus for an ECT,

and understands the part they play in ECT development and feedback, then the team unites in

providing effective, targeted and aligned feedback which improves ECT retention.

Rationale. The results from the Capstone survey data illustrate there are many school

staff members who work with ECTs; APs and mentors are particularly noted for their support.

Based on the survey and interview findings, ECTs prefer the direct support of dedicated

school-based staff to support their success and development. Leveraging the number of staff who

impact ECTs allows for a cohesive and extensive support network.

The literature, as well as survey and interview results, clearly stamp the importance of

diverse teams and feedback. As Williamson & Blackburn (2021) stated, effective leaders

differentiate their leadership, this includes targeted feedback for ECTs. The importance of

effective feedback was noted in a study conducted by Fry (2015), in which seventy-five percent

of teachers were frustrated with the feedback they received from their administrators. As

Goodwin (2012) noted, feedback isn't just about corrections or evaluations, it’s about helping

new teachers find their footing and grow in their roles. In addition to feedback, a focus on a

consistent coaching cycle is a top priority due to the multiple partnerships SCPS maintains.

A feedback process that emphasizes the strengths of the new teacher can be incredibly
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affirming. Plus, ECTs need positive feedback to reinforce their choice to join the education

profession. Of note, Whitaker et al. (2019) claimed administrators should provide feedback to

ECTs during their first days to create expectations of support and improvement. In addition,

when an ECT’s strengths are affirmed by leadership, this is a powerful influence and motivation

(Heifetz & Linksy, 2017). Conversely, when leadership fails to provide targeted and impactful

feedback, this could impede teacher growth (Costa & Garmston, 2006). Some perspectives and

voices may resonate with an ECT more strongly than others, supporting the need for a diverse

team dedicated to ECT support and feedback. As Hattie & Timperly (2007) noted, such

collaboration and dedication to a continuous path of learning and adaptation has the ultimate goal

of allowing students to thrive in a supportive and nurturing environment.

Suggested Steps. One step in targeted support to new teachers who struggle for a variety

of reasons is to provide a timeline for coaches, mentors, or administrators on how to intervene

and provide support. There would not be a mid-year alarm for a struggling ECT; assessment of

progress would be continuous by the school team. To prevent teachers from struggling in

isolation, the Administrative Team would rely on specificity in a coaching cycle, feedback

language, and scheduled observations. From an evaluative lens, they would also be able to apply

a rubric of consistent feedback language and practices to track teacher progress, or the lack

thereof.

Also, the same cohort offering support can prioritize time with the struggling ECT to

ensure time is spent on planning, observations, feedback and achieving small, yet measurable

goals for improvement. A second step is to collaborate with partners to maintain a consistent

cycle across the district; this should include monthly focus topics for multiple categories of

teachers within the ECT framework based on instructional support, professional support and
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personal support. An additional step could be an intentional focus depending on content and

licensure status. The timeline and calendar would provide guidelines for the number of

observations, topics of focus, and number of feedback sessions that should occur within a

specified timeframe. Finally, a coaching cycle for the coaches (such as mentors, assistant

principals, principals, and Ambassadors) would be another impactful move. A framework for all

coaching cycles and feedback calendars would be created centrally and shared with all

stakeholders, along with targeted PL, to ensure understanding of the process and goals, as well as

consistent implementation across schools.

Using the coaching calendar, feedback needs to tie to an actionable and measurable step

in the school year calendar. For example, starting the year with a focus on routines, procedures

and building relationships, would be options for the first month or two of school. In fact, being

mindful of the connotation that feedback may imply a corrective action, SCPS should consider

using terms such as “advice” or “debriefing” to support a psychologically safe environment, as

noted by To (2022). Feedback should also highlight what teachers are doing well to validate their

work and promote a sense of value and efficacy. To help reach this goal, the ECT should be

actively involved in the conversation.

Feedback should be relevant to the ultimate goal of student learning. Due to the many

partnerships and guidelines SCPS offers for ECTs, there must be alignment. One way to reach

this goal is to use the monthly calendar of focus topics with conversation stems, and anticipated

ECT responses, so mentors can focus on discrete, and targeted, areas of support using common

structures. In addition, the creation of PL for Principals to support ECTs could also have aligned

topics so the entire building is focused on one important skill per month for ECTs along with

guidelines for levels of performance (see Appendix G for sample tiered decision tree focused on
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ECT growth developed by the Capstone team). Using common language in non-evaluative

feedback from coaches combined with evaluative feedback from administrators helps to

streamline messages and amplify action steps.

Allowing the mentor to observe the mentee’s classroom along with another member of

the team is another way for the three individuals (ECT, mentor being observed, and additional

observer) to collaborate while widening the circle of impact. The observations should align with

the focus during the specific part of the coaching cycle to support consistency and school-wide

practices for ECTs. An overarching consideration is to recognize that each ECT receives

feedback differently and certain words, tone, manners, and processes work for some and not

others. Taking the time to build a relationship with each ECT and know how they accept

feedback increases their sense of value to the school community.

The importance of school-based teams providing effective feedback correlates to the

concept of a Web of Support (Varga 2021). This approach recognizes the varied players and their

interconnectedness. In this framework, there is a youth at the core of the web, however, SCPS

can consider this central position as an ECT. In the middle of the Web of Support, the ECT is tied

to multiple relationships and resources that serve as an ecosystem. Varga surmises, “Fostering

connection between adults can better equip each adult with the knowledge necessary to support

young people towards their goals” (p.2). Similarly, by considering all the team members tasked

with providing support, the Web of Support can illustrate the different parts that each plays.

Namely, Principals and Administrators are evaluative, while Coaches and Mentors are in a

supportive role. All these players must fully understand their role in supporting ECTs, and this

understanding should be developed intentionally and aligned with the coaching cycle. This step

allows for the team’s unification in the language used for support and provides focus for the
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ECT’s development through use of a rubric, as noted in Appendix G, to norm progress and

communication.

Benefits. A feedback/coaching cycle builds a supportive network using the commonality

of feedback. All stakeholders benefit. The ECT benefits from improved practice targeted to their

need (behavior, academics, planning, relationships, etc.). This in turn increases self-efficacy and

boosts confidence leading to a feeling of value as a teacher, community member, and individual.

The mentor, Ambassador, coaches and administrators benefit from supporting a new teacher by

building an effective relationship and using consistent language that could be used for other

teachers as well, making the process one of streamlined, yet targeted, support. Notably, when

Administrators, especially the Assistant Principals who are responsible for working with the

majority of ECTs, can use feedback as a way to make connections, encourage improvement, and

be a listening ear, then the teacher will be more invested in improvement. The largest benefit lies

with the students: as the teacher improves, the student learning and engagement does as well.

From a practical perspective, having consistent calendar focus topics, recommendations

for feedback language, and collaboration among the teacher support team to ensure aligned and

effective feedback will build coherence in providing effective feedback. Notably, an additional

benefit of creating year-long phases of ECT development recognizes the cycle of anticipation,

survival, disillusionment, rejuvenation, reflection and anticipation (Moir, 1999). A positive

outcome of this approach is that it recognizes the challenges facing an ECT and weaves in

support for both instructional and management classroom success along with acknowledgement

of teachers’ growth and value.
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Core Finding 4: Need for Common Planning Time

Recommendation 7: Leverage the Master Schedule to Ensure Shared Planning Time and

Improve Collaboration and Feedback for Early Career Teachers

A well-crafted master schedule can help support the needs of early career teachers in

multiple ways. School leaders should construct a master schedule that builds in time for frequent

meetings between early career teachers and mentors, provides opportunities for ECTs to engage

in common planning with experienced teachers, and gives ECTs access to professional learning

on an ongoing basis. These strategies all have enormous potential that can lead to increased

teacher retention (Grossman & Davis, 2012).

Rationale. Building in time for mentoring and support during the teaching day is critical

for the success of early career teachers. Our review of the literature stressed the importance of

creating a master schedule which builds in time for collegial support and common planning

(Lambersky, 2016). Successful school leaders intentionally create collaborative environments

where early career teachers can learn from more experienced mentor teachers, including sharing

a common planning time (Shules & Flores, 2020). In addition, school leaders should strive

towards creating a teaching schedule for early career teachers that builds in time for mentoring

and support as well as time for ongoing professional learning (Alliance for Excellent Education,

2004; Grossman & Davis, 2012).

From our teacher survey, we found that SCPS early career teachers indicated a desire for

more time for common planning and meeting as Professional Learning Communities.

Additionally, our principal interviews were supportive of Professional Learning Communities as

a leading support strategy for ECTs, suggesting that prioritizing time for collaborative planning

should be a priority for SCPS. Further, we found principals who felt ‘less confident’ about their
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ability to support ECTs recognized the importance of finding time to provide this support; as one

principal noted, there is often a lack of time within the school day to provide the depth of

meaningful and effective feedback for ECTs. The majority of early career teachers in our survey

reported that the mentoring program had a positive impact on their decision to stay in SCPS, so

providing a common planning time that includes mentoring would help support increased

retention of early career teachers.

Suggested Steps. We suggest SCPS begin with professional development offerings for

building leaders, offering master scheduling workshop sessions for district level leaders,

principals, assistant principals, as well as other administrators who have input into scheduling

practices (for example, a director of student services or guidance department). This workshop

model would focus on leader-led learning around successful implementation of common

planning times, relying on those principals already leveraging their master schedule to build in

common planning time. Through our principal interviews, the Capstone team was able to

identify three school principals (one at the secondary level and two at the elementary level) who

have begun this process and might be willing to lead peer learning at a principal meeting. Across

SCPS, ECTs are expected to participate in PLCs. Knowing schools have this effective structure

in place, the possibility of common planning time is a launching point for multi-faced ECT

success, especially since this practice is widely ingrained across SCPS. In addition, SCPS should

leverage their outside partnerships as well, some of whom might be able to provide more

in-depth and robust professional learning on master scheduling practices.

We also recognize shifting scheduling practices is potentially a long and more involved

process than simply switching planning periods for teachers. We recommend giving time for

schools to shift their scheduling practices to include common planning time for teachers, with the
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immediate goal of prioritizing common planning time for teachers in critical need areas,

including special education and English for Speakers of Other Languages. Later, as capacity

grows, there should then be a shift to provide common planning time for teachers across all other

subject areas as well. As part of this, every effort should also be made to provide common

planning for mentors and ECTs as well.

Benefits. A well crafted master schedule can go a long way to support ECTs and lead to

positive outcomes in ECT retention. First, this recommendation would provide time for early

career teachers to participate in Professional Learning Communities. ECTs find value in

participating in PLCs, which provide them the opportunity to engage in continued learning and

planning directly connected to instructional needs. Time for common planning with a PLC is

crucial towards increasing ECT retention, given the critical importance of collaborative time in

an ECTs decision to remain in SCPS. Second, the master schedule would provide embedded time

for mentoring and support during the school day. Having a common planning time would allow

teachers time to not only practice new teaching strategies but also get feedback from their

mentors as well, increasing new teacher effectiveness and feelings of satisfaction and leading to

higher levels of Early Career Teacher retention.

Core Finding 5: Quality Mentorship Matters

Recommendation 8: Improve the Quality of Mentor-Pairing for ECTs

Rather than recommending changes to mentor support in SCPS, this recommendation

focuses on quality mentor-pairing made by school-based leadership teams. We recommend

SCPS continue using objective criteria for identifying quality mentors across their buildings, but

add differentiated criteria for identifying mentors based on the professional needs of ECTs

(Appendix H). These criteria should be grounded in evidence-based best practices for what
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research proves to make the best mentors for new teachers arriving with a range of prior

experience and training. Specifically, SCPS should consider how criteria for pairing mentors

with provisionally licensed and out of field teachers may differ from those identifying mentors

supporting new teachers with traditional training or previous teaching experience. These criteria

can also anchor extended professional learning opportunities for instructional leadership teams

supporting mentors and ECTs in SCPS. Notably, mentor-pairing requires extensive frontloading

to ensure each year’s success; however a final piece of this recommendation suggests extending

the pairing process by adding additional opportunities for leadership teams to evaluate and

reflect on the effectiveness of their pairings throughout the course of a year and across several

years of implementation. Figure 15, built by the Capstone team, suggests how the pairing process

can become strengthened by enhancing the quality of pairing between ECTs and their mentors;

quality-pairing, in this cycle, can be determined by the same tool the Capstone team is

recommending SCPS use to evaluate their PL efforts (Appendix E).
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Figure 15

Mentor-Pairing Reflective Cycle for Instructional Leaders

Note: This model shows the recommended reflective cycle, built by the Capstone team, for

improving mentor-pairings across SCPS. Steps one and two use the Capstone team-created

differentiated criteria map to enhance SCPS’ current efforts around mentor-pairing (Appendix

H). Steps three and four provide two, through year opportunities for leadership teams to measure

the quality of their pairing efforts using an evaluative tool like the one built by the Capstone team

(Appendix E). Surrounding this cycle is ongoing PL for leadership teams (as mentioned in

recommendation four).

Rationale. A critical piece in successful retention efforts of new teachers is their access

to quality mentorship (Carr et al., 2017; SREB, 2018). Without an intentional effort to connect

mentees with a highly qualified mentor, research “...finds no evidence that assignment to a

mentor is linked with reduced odds of leaving teaching for alternatively certified teachers…” It is
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only when ECTs receive “...helpful feedback …and support from their mentor [that] they are

predicted to leave teaching at a much lower rate” (Redding & Smith, 2016). We see this

supported in the responses of ECTs seeking motivated mentors who have the capacity to provide

effective support. According to the literature, qualities of an effective mentor include being

collaborative, goal focused problem solvers who provide actionable feedback to new teachers

(Alred and Garvey, 2014; Carr et al., 2017). Effective mentors have a deep understanding in

division and school-based policy, and also prove to be committed to continuing their own

professional development through learning and additional leadership opportunities (SREB,

2018). Great mentors are not always the most popular teachers, though leadership teams tend to

default to choosing these teachers as ideal candidates for the job because they are well liked

among a staff (Berg & Conway, 2016; Zaffini, 2015). Instead, evaluating mentor candidates by

using consistent division-wide criteria to prioritize traits like the ones listed above (collaborative,

problem solvers, deep understanding of policy…) makes the identification process more aligned

to the mentorship experiences SCPS seeks to provide.

While most new teachers are having positive experiences through mentorship in the

Mentor360 program, those who report less meaningful mentoring support share their concerns

around logistical barriers to accessing their mentor, or unqualified, uninterested mentors. If the

goal is to improve mentorship experiences for all ECTs, Stafford must first examine how they are

identifying qualified teachers to serve as mentors in their buildings. Currently, SCPS’ guidance

around identifying quality mentors and pairing them with ECTs does not take into consideration

the new teacher’s professional profile and what it might mean for their first-year needs. An

enhancement to their current practice and guidance means ECTs are connected with not only an

in-house quality mentor, but with one who specifically has strengths lending themselves to more
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personalized support of new teachers. When this happens, school-based teams can measure the

quality of mentor-pairings overtime, making adjustments to their pairing strategies based on the

quality of mentor-support generated using the differentiated criteria for identification (Appendix

H).

Identifying quality mentors, however, is simply the first step in the recommended

reflective mentor-pairing cycle (Figure 15). Step two involves considering ECTs’ previous

professional experiences as an integral part of successful pairing. The literature recommends new

teachers be matched with mentors from the same content area backgrounds, and who have

common prep-times to allow time for feedback and collaborative instructional planning (Berg &

Conway, 2016; Zaffini, 2015). However, we also know, according to the analysis of secondary

Stafford data, new teachers appreciate having mentors who complement their preferred working

and communicative styles. ECTs in Stafford also highlighted a desire to be paired with a mentor

who understands their professional needs. For example, if they arrive to Stafford with previous

teaching experience or, inversely, arrive as a provisionally licenced teacher without traditional

teacher training, ECTs report appreciating mentorship that personalizes their support based on

those previous professional experiences. This recommendation, perhaps, is most critical for

retention efforts of teachers joining the Stafford team through non-traditional routes to licensure.

Because SCPS has such high rates of out of field placements and provisionally licensed teachers,

using differentiated criteria will ensure targeted support for the high numbers of teachers arriving

to Stafford without traditional training.

The Capstone team also recommends SCPS leaders using an evaluative tool to measure

the success of their attempted pairings both throughout a year and annually (Appendix E).

Deeper evaluation of larger, systematic programs or initiatives is supported in the literature as
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opportunities for “reflection, refinement, and adaptation” even after an effort has reached full

implementation (Kaffenberger et al., 2023). This recommended evaluative tool (Appendix E) not

only considers ECTs’ reactions to mentoring, which is reflected in the current feedback and

survey data collected by SCPS, but it pushes instructional leadership teams to consider what

ECTs are learning through mentorship, how ECTs are applying new knowledge through

mentorship, how the school community is embracing ECT support, and how ECT support

through mentorship is impacting student learning outcomes. Each of these reporting levels

require teams to attach data to their claims, ensuring the reflective practice is not skewed by

personal regard for mentors and their new teacher pair.

Suggested Steps. The Capstone team recommends the partner continues collaborating

with school and division-level experts to curate guidance documents that offer evidence-based

criteria for identifying quality mentors. However, if not currently outlined, this guidance should

consider differentiated criteria for mentor identification with ECTs’ professional needs and

profiles in mind (Appendix H). These criteria should consider mentors’ skill sets and qualities

that may be best serving for specific types of ECTs seeking support within their first years in

Stafford. After completion, this enhanced guidance document should be shared with school

leadership teams and Ambassadors, and division experts may consider holding virtual office

hours or professional learning around how the resource was built and suggestions for its use.

Next, instructional leadership teams should group their ECTs into larger categories based

on their previous professional experiences. Appendix H outlines these suggested categories to

help guide pairing success: previous teaching experience versus no teaching experience;

provisionally licenced, out of field, traditional teacher-training; returning from previous

experience in SCPS, or joining the SCPS team from another school location. Based on their
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professional needs and scheduling availability, ECTs can then be paired with a quality mentor

who can most closely match their first-year needs. In the event a school does not have access to

in-house, quality mentors to support the needs of their ECTs, an instructional leader can submit

their information to a larger request list as needing virtual access to a mentor from another

building (see Recommendation 3 for virtual mentorship).

Once a school team has made their pairings, this cycle encourages instructional leaders to

complete two opportunities for evaluative reflection throughout a school year. Teams should use

a reflective tool (Appendix E) to ensure depth to their estimates of successful pairings for their

ECTs. This tool also requires leadership teams to attach objective measures to their responses

which is a missing piece to the evaluative feedback that is currently being collected through

SCPS’ Mentor360 feedback forms.

A final critical component of this reflective effort is a commitment to ongoing PL for

instructional leaders. Professional learning for leaders supporting mentor-pairing for ECTs

should be offered by stakeholders at the division level, but might also include leader-led learning

where teams who have found ways to already successfully implement successful pairings share

small case-study examples from their own buildings. This evidentiary learning not only helps to

cultivate buy-in for the communal-wide need to retain new teachers, but it also helps to build the

capacity and confidence of leaders who are already finding success.

Benefits. If both the Mentor360 program’s framework for identifying mentors and the

Professional Learning being offered to building leaders aligns to this reflective evaluation cycle

for mentor pairing, mentor quality becomes less variable, and support becomes more consistent.

Pairing ECTs more intentionally based on their prior professional experience also means mentor

support becomes more personalized. Establishing differentiated, research-based criteria to help
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identify suitable mentors and evaluating the quality of mentor-pairings over time will help to

increase the duration and number of effective mentorships within the already existing program.

When pairings are successful they will increase the level of satisfaction and quality of support

for ECTs in Stafford County. With consistent support, larger evaluation measures at the division

level can be made.

Recommendation 9: Offer Virtual Mentorship to ECTs Seeking Content Specific Support That

Doesn’t Already Exist in Their School Building, with Priority for SpED and ESOL

In buildings without access to enough mentors with similar content expertise as the ones

of their new teachers, SCPS should consider virtual pairings for mentorship. Though leadership

teams try their best to intentionally match ECTs with appropriate mentors, the reality is that new

teachers oftentimes are paired with their mentor by default. When a leadership team is forced to

connect an ECT with a mentor from a different content area, it leaves new teachers feeling

frustrated and mentors feeling limited in how to best support the needs of their mentee. Virtual

mentorship provides an opportunity to ensure all new teachers are connected with a

highly-qualified mentor from their same content or area of expertise.

Rationale. The quality of a mentor is the highest contributing factor to successful

mentorship during an ECT’s first years in the classroom (Blazar, 2020; Cohen & Wiseman, 2022;

Van den Borre et al., 2021; Redding & Smith, 2016). When teachers are paired with a mentor

from outside their content or area of speciality expertise, it leaves the new teacher without a

direct line of support when they seek feedback or instructional assistance specific to their area’s

content. According to the analysis of SCPS’ secondary documents and of the Capstone team’s

teacher survey, this is most frequently happening for ECTs entering the fields of special

education (SpED) and English speakers of other languages (ESOL). The Virginia Workforce
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Report (2022) corroborates this prioritization as they reported that in 2022, 16.2% of SpED

positions in Stafford County were left unfilled. This means a significant number of new teachers

specific to this area require quality mentors, but might not have in-building access to mentors

with their same background. In the Capstone’s Teacher survey and throughout Stafford’s

secondary datasets, new teachers from SpED and ESOL shared that while content knowledge is

helpful, where their mentorship was lacking was in complex understanding of compliance-based

requirements. This matters because the caliber of mentor assignments causes variation in a new

teacher’s experiences (Blazar, 2020; Cohen & Wiseman, 2022; Van den Borre et al., 2021), and

ultimately has the potential to impact early career teacher retention (Weimer, 2020). When paired

with a teacher who was not as familiar with the legalities connected to SpED or ESOL,

specifically around accommodations and assessment, ECTs reported their mentorship being

disconnected and less helpful. This area continues to be a prioritized need for Stafford as, most

recently, they announced a net increase of 59 new full-time employees with particular focus on

adding teachers to support English Language Learners and students with disabilities (Potomac,

2023).

Suggested Steps. As a part of the mentor identification process, when leaders recognize

they don’t have access to an in-house, quality mentor for ECTs, they should submit those new

teachers’ information in request for virtual mentorship (see recommendation #8). SCPS should

consider this line of support specifically for SpED and ESOL teachers, as teacher and principal

feedback supports their need of having a quality and accessible mentor who is an expert in

regulatory compliance work and division policy. From there, Ambassadors, with the stewardship

of the partner, could help facilitate pairings between ECTs in need of mentorship, and qualified

mentors willing to provide virtual support from other buildings around the division.
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Using the same differentiated, research-based criteria as mentioned in the

reflective-evaluation cycle (see recommendation #8), SCPS should consider including criteria to

their current handbook around a mentor’s willingness to be compensated for supporting an

additional mentee outside of their building who is in need of weekly support online. In some

cases, a quality mentor may prefer online support themselves, where they are able to log on and

connect with ECTs needing mentorship versus being responsible for both an in-house and online

mentee. Virtual mentorship would follow the Mentor360 framework and ensure every school has

access to quality teacher-experts for supporting ECTs, even if they don’t all work in the same

school building.

If 1-1 pairing of mentees with virtual mentors is not viable, SCPS should still consider

creating virtual access to PLCs (VPLCs) for new teachers to meet on a regular basis. In VPLCs,

ECTs from across the division meet to learn and plan together in small groups based on their

needs or desired learning. This would give SCPS an additional, embedded opportunity to grow

ECT capacity without requiring that quality experts all live equally within every school building

across the division. Here, SCPS may also consider leveraging the expertise of their many

community partners as they consider topics for VPLC learning and support for ECTs seeking

virtual mentorship.

Benefits. Virtual access to mentorship for ECTs ensures every new teacher has a direct

point of contact to someone serving as an expert in their same field. When this happens, ECTs

are able to find answers to pragmatic and pedagogical questions that can be directly applied to

their professional practice. Developing working relationships with mentors, even virtually,

encourages a spirit of collaboration and professional networking which are both critical

components of growing new teachers who successfully plant and sustainably develop themselves
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during their first three years in the classroom (Blazar, 2020; Cohen & Wiseman, 2022). Virtual

mentorship also offers a convenience factor to Stafford. Mentors who are willing and able to

provide this virtual support are not required to drive across the division to sit with their mentee,

but instead can log into a virtual space within and throughout a school day to still deliver the

on-time support ECTs require. Especially for school buildings that historically serve higher

numbers of ECTs, virtual mentorship helps to create equitable access to quality mentors for all

new teachers without the cost of time.

Secondary Finding: Teacher Pay Increases Retention

Recommendation 10: Create Opportunities for Teachers to Earn Skills and Pay Increases

Through Micro-credentials

Given the scope of the Capstone work, our team acknowledges it is not realistic to adopt

a recommendation for SCPS to increase starting salary to a level that is competitive with its

neighbors; therefore we recognized the division’s need to be creative in addressing pay concerns

that come up as one piece of the ECT retention puzzle. To that end, we recommend SCPS

provide opportunities for teachers to earn micro-credentials that are tied to the pay scale or a

stipend. Micro-credentials are “short, competency-based recognition that allows an educator to

demonstrate mastery in a particular area” (nea.org, n.d.). Successful completion of earning the

micro-credential would increase the teachers ‘step’ in the pay cycle, or provide a stipend to

augment their salary. Understanding the anticipated limitations of the SCPS budget, we

recommend SCPS caps the number of steps a teacher can gain for micro-credentials, to two.

Rationale. In our survey, teachers cited pay as their top reason for leaving SCPS, and

principals, during interviews, acknowledged pay as a factor for teacher attrition as well. Data

found within Figure 10 also identifies Lack of Teacher Voice and Inadequate Professional
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Development within the top five reasons teachers leave SCPS. The micro-credential

recommendation addresses each of these reasons teachers are leaving SCPS.

Micro-credentials allow teachers to acquire skills which contribute directly to improved

teaching practices and student outcomes; compensation tied to earning micro-credentials could

incentivize both knowledge acquisition and retention. Two traditional pathways for a teacher to

increase their salary is through acquiring years of experience as they await ‘step’ increases and

by obtaining advanced degrees (Nittler, 2018). However, these advanced degrees often lead a

teacher out of the classroom and into administrative positions. Micro-credentials provide a

pathway to increase teacher pay while allowing the teacher to remain within the classroom at the

school level. The micro-credential also addresses the concerns of SCPS teachers and their

perceived lack of teacher voice and inadequate professional development by allowing them to

choose a customized growth plan. Rather than participate in a one-size fits all model, SCPS

teachers can focus on areas directly relevant to their identified needs. In addition, many

micro-credentials are asynchronous, enabling the learner to engage in the material at a time

which meets their schedule.

SCPS teachers stated they want more voice and they indicated they want stronger options

for professional learning. Micro-credentials will transform professional development for SCPS

as it creates opportunities for teachers to increase their skills in areas of high interest to them.

Successful completion of a micro-credential will signify expertise in a specific skill or

competency. One study completed by Erickson (2019) revealed a significant positive relationship

between personalized professional learning (in the form of micro credentialing) and teacher

self-efficacy, including an “increased sense of expertise in an area of competency” (Erickson,

2019).This recognition will enable a teacher to increase their perceived status in a school as
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‘expert’ in a particular area, and this may boost a teacher’s feeling of being valued by

administration and other staff members within a school.

Suggested Steps. The first step towards implementing the micro-credential pathway

towards more pay and greater professional learning is deciding on the pay structure. There are

two main pay pathways SCPS can take: step increase or direct stipend. Because it becomes built

into the pay scale and obligates the district to fund these increases, the step increase would incur

more cost to the county long-term than direct stipend, depending on the amount the county

would allocate for a stipend. We recommend, to have the greatest impact, a step increase. For a

teacher to qualify for either monetary gain, they must successfully complete the micro-credential.

The next step is determining the micro-credential menu for teachers to select from. The

Capstone team has selected the National Education Association (NEA) as a micro-credential

resource due to its national reputation and a membership base of over three million (nea.org,

n.d.). The NEA, at the time of these recommendations, offers thirty-eight categories with 221

micro-credentials split between them. Utilizing the NEA bank of resources would eliminate the

need for SCPS leaders to take the time to create ‘from scratch’ micro-credentials. The NEA

states each micro-credential takes approximately fifteen hours to complete. Our team

recommends a teacher must complete three micro-credentials, approximately 45 hours of PL,

within the same broader category to earn a step increase. A teacher may choose to complete one

or two micro-credentials for one stipend, with the specific amount decided upon by SCPS

decision makers. To decide upon which micro-credential categories would be best for SCPS to

offer, a committee made up of principals, teachers with a wide range of backgrounds and

experiences (ECTs, veterans, varied demographics, and licensure paths), along selected central
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office staff members would convene to provide input. The committee's recommendation would

then be integrated into the annual SCPS budget.

Once the pay structure and course offerings have been decided upon, a communication

plan needs to be enacted. The communication plan would include informational meetings and

webinars for teachers and staff to learn about the program, ask questions, and receive guidance

on how to get started. The county would then put information onto their website and other social

media outlets so a wide audience would be captured. Appendix I provides a detailed description

of the communication plan.

Benefits. Through micro-credentials, teachers will have an opportunity to increase their

pay while staying within the classroom. The credentials also fosters a culture of learning among

teachers, and addresses their voiced concerns about currently having a lack of voice and wanting

stronger PL offerings. This will elevate their pedagogy, thus improving the academic experiences

of SCPS students. It also acknowledges and addresses the wide-range of needs of the teachers of

SCPS. Teachers can tailor a PL framework which works best for them. ECTs have unique needs

especially, and often have varied licensure pathways which require a PL structure which can best

ensure they are successful. Another key benefit is a sense of feeling valued and being heard as

micro-credentials is an answer to concerns teachers, especially ECT’s, have voiced on surveys.

Finally, this compensation pathway may attract new teachers to SCPS as other divisions

competing for teachers may not offer this attractive feature towards increased pay and

opportunity for ongoing skill acquisition. Figure 16 below provides a visual summary of the key

benefits of micro-credentials.
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Figure 16

Benefits of Micro-Credentials

Conclusion

The Capstone team began this work by looking deeply at Stafford County Public

School’s current context and challenges around Early Career Teacher support and retention.

Though salary was discovered to be a key driver of new teacher attrition, the team’s actionable

problem of practice revealed a lack of administrative support and dissatisfaction with building

climate as two additional contributing factors impacting retention of ECTs. A third factor was

Stafford’s reported inconsistency among expectations across schools within the district in their

implementation of teacher support systems (ex: Mentor360). These variances make long term

measurability of ECT support efforts difficult to manage.
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After identifying SCPS’ problem of practice, the team explored literature to deepen our

understanding of larger contextual challenges of teacher retention. With Stafford’s specific needs

in mind, the team investigated the impact of strong leadership, feedback and coaching, and

mentorship on Early Career Teacher retention. This scholarship helped the team to build a

responsive teacher survey and principal interview experience with the goal of collecting new

data around ECT retention efforts for Stafford County. These collections efforts would help to

identify what currently exists to support new teachers in Stafford (RQ1), what is working well

for new teachers and their leadership teams (RQ2), and what division needs SCPS should

consider in their communal efforts to retain new teachers (RQ3). The team used Stafford’s

secondary data to corroborate findings rendered by the teacher survey and principal interviews.

Connected to RQ1, the Capstone team found several currently existing systems of

support for ECTs in SCPS. New teachers and principals alike highlighted the current

division-level support being provided by the Mentor 360 program and new teacher onboarding

week. At the school level, the team found that ECTs in Stafford are supported by diverse teams,

and are offered Ambassador-designed PL on a monthly basis. The Capstone team discovered

variability in the supports being offered at the school level, leading to differing levels and quality

of support being provided to ECTs across the division. RQ2 allowed the team to find what

supports were working more effectively for SCPS, and if they weren't working, how could they

be improved. Here, ECTs and leadership teams shared priorities such as common planning time

as a vehicle for weekly support of new teachers, the types of PL that ECTs find to be most

helpful, new teachers’ appreciation of strong leadership teams, and the power of quality

mentorship. Again, while these supports were named as ones that were mostly working for

ECTs, the Capstone team uncovered variance in how building level leadership teams prioritized
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time and resources connected to each of these systems. Finally, RQ3 proved that teacher pay is a

heavily contributing factor in a teacher’s decision to retain, however, other drivers like school

culture and having a positive working environment should also be considered in division-wide

efforts to retain new teachers.

These findings led the Capstone team to develop ten recommendations that intentionally

connect to currently existing systems of support in Stafford County Public Schools. Each

recommendation outlines targeted action steps for addressing the unique needs of Stafford, while

also ensuring responsive action is connected and sustainable for the partner. Though Stafford has

begun the important work of supporting highly qualified new teachers, their need is greater than

simply retention. On the other side of these efforts are students and their access to quality

learning. Finding ways to enhance their current systems of support for new teachers means

Stafford will not only grow and retain their faculty, but will ensure every student is provided with

the quality of learning they deserve.
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Appendix A

Stafford County Prep for Success Week 2023 Weekly Schedule
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Appendix B

Guidelines Regarding Evaluation of Mentor Programs

Note. The information in this appendix is excerpted from the Virginia Board of Education’s Guidelines

for Mentor Teacher Programs (2021, p. 18)
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Appendix C

Capstone Team Teacher Survey
General Information:

1. Which of the following best describes your licensure status?
□ Fully licensed and attended an accredited program
□ Fully licensed through an alternate route to licensure
□ Fully licensed, but teaching out of field of certification
□ Provisionally licensed
□ Provisionally licensed, but teaching out of field of certification
□ I do not currently hold a license

2. Years of experience
□ 1-3 years
□ 4-7 years

3. Which of the following schools do you currently work at?
□ Anne E. Moncure Elementary
□ Anthony Burns Elementary
□ Conway Elementary
□ Falmouth Elementary
□ Ferry Farm Elementary
□ Garrisonville Elementary
□ Grafton Village Elementary
□ Hampton Oaks Elementary
□ Hartwood Elementary
□ Kate Waller Barrett Elementary
□ Margaret Brent Elementary
□ Park Ridge Elementary
□ Rockhill Elementary
□ Rocky Run Elementary
□ Stafford Elementary
□ Widewater Elementary
□ Winding Creek Elementary
□ Andrew G. Wright Middle
□ Donald B. Dixon-Lyle R. Smith Middle
□ Edward E. Drew Jr. Middle
□ H.H. Poole Middle
□ Rodney E. Thompson Middle
□ Shirley C. Heim Middle
□ Stafford Middle
□ T. Benton Gayle Middle
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□ Brooke Point High
□ Colonial Forge High
□ Mountain View High
□ North Stafford High
□ Stafford Senior High

4. Have you ever been assigned a mentor in a Stafford County school?
□ Yes
□ No
□ My mentor is currently teaching outside of my school building

Mentoring

1. My assigned mentor provides (or provided) the support I need(ed) as an early career
teacher.

Strongly Disagree Strongly Agree

1 2 3 4 5

2. The mentoring program has had a positive impact on my decision to stay in SCPS.

Strongly Disagree Strongly Agree

1 2 3 4 5

Professional Development and Learning

1. The professional development I receive aligns to the specific professional needs I have.

Strongly Disagree Strongly Agree

1 2 3 4 5

2. The professional development I receive enhances my ability to improve student learning.

Strongly Disagree Strongly Agree

1 2 3 4 5

3. Think about the most effective professional development you have received - what was
the most valuable aspect of that learning experience?
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School Leadership

School leadership includes, but is not limited to, administration, instructional coaches,
technology specialists, mentors and mentor Ambassadors .

1. The instructional feedback I receive from my leadership team feels helpful.

Strongly Disagree Strongly Agree

1 2 3 4 5

2. I feel valued by my school leadership team.

Strongly Disagree Strongly Agree

1 2 3 4 5

3. I feel comfortable raising issues and concerns that are important to me with school
leadership.

Strongly Disagree Strongly Agree

1 2 3 4 5

4. Which member of your school leadership team is most responsible for providing you
support?

□ Principal
□ Assistant Principal
□ Instructional Coach
□ Mentor
□ Mentor Ambassador
□ Technology Specialist
□ Other:

5. What type of support did you receive early in your teaching career that was most valuable
to you?
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School Culture and Environment

1. I feel a sense of belonging at my school.

Strongly Disagree Strongly Agree

1 2 3 4 5

2. The teachers at this school like being here.

Strongly Disagree Strongly Agree

1 2 3 4 5

3. Student behavior is a problem at my school.

Strongly Disagree Strongly Agree

1 2 3 4 5

Mental Health and Well-being

1. My school leadership provides support for my mental health and well-being.

Strongly Disagree Strongly Agree

1 2 3 4 5

2. I experience workplace stress and anxiety.

Strongly Disagree Strongly Agree

1 2 3 4 5

Planning and Collaboration

1. My school leadership expects me to participate in Professional Learning Communities
(PLCs).

Strongly Disagree Strongly Agree

1 2 3 4 5
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2. I have time during the school day to meet and collaborate with my department/grade level
team.

Strongly Disagree Strongly Agree

1 2 3 4 5

3. I feel that I can be successful with the number of students I teach in my class(es).

Strongly Disagree Strongly Agree

1 2 3 4 5

Working in SCPS

1. I am satisfied with my pay.

Strongly Disagree Strongly Agree

1 2 3 4 5

2. What are the main reasons you work in SCPS? Select all that apply:
□ Location
□ Pay
□ Positive working environment
□ Student population
□ School culture
□ Other:

3. Please rate the following in the order of impact on you as a teacher regarding reasons for
continuing employment in SCPS (1 = most, 3 = least)

1 2 3

Supportive School Leadership

Professional Learning Opportunities

Mentoring Programs

4. Do you plan to continue working in SCPS for the next two years?
□ Yes
□ No
□ Unsure
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5. What are the main factors that will go into your decision about continued employment in
SCPS next year?

Optional Demographic Information

1. Gender Identity:
□ agender
□ female
□ genderqueer or genderfluid
□ male
□ non-binary
□ transgender female
□ transgender male
□ prefer not to disclose

2. Race/Ethnicity:
□ Hispanic or Latino or Spanish Origin of any race
□ American Indian or Alaskan Native
□ Asian
□ Native Hawaiian or Other Pacific Islander
□ Black or African American
□ White
□ Two or more races



EARLY CAREER TEACHER RETENTION 190

Appendix D

Capstone Team Principal Interview Questions

Question 1: How long have you been in your current building serving as principal?

Question 2: Who else is included in your administrative team that helps support ECTs?

Question 3: Describe the systems of support you have in place to support ECTs.

Question 4: What type of support is working most effectively for your ECTs? Does this support
look different depending on the type of ECTs in your building?

Question 5: What division-level resources or learning do you receive connected to supporting
ECTs in your building?

Question 6: What obstacles have you experienced in your ability to support ECTs?

Question 7: How would you describe your own level of confidence in being able to successfully
support ECTs in your building?

Question 8: What is your perception of the main reasons why ECTs leave your school?
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Appendix E

Professional Learning Program Evaluation Tool

Data Focus Examples of Questions to Consider Sample Data Sources to
Examine

How can this information be used to
inform district decisions about this

program?

Participation
How many Early Career Teachers is this
program serving? Who are they? Which
schools are they in?
How many students are being taught by
these Early Career Teachers? Which
students?

Teacher
licensure
Student
demographic
data

Program
Quality

How much time are Early Career Teachers
spending in professional learning for this
program?
What professional standards are Early
Career Teachers focusing on in this
program?
How much time is spent on other duties
(i.e. - paperwork or logistical items)?
Did Early Career Teachers receive new
information to better support their
instruction or professional knowledge?
Was the learning or support responsive to
the needs of Early Career Teachers?

Participant
survey
Participant logs
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Data Focus Examples of Questions to Consider Sample Data Sources to
Examine

How can this information be used to
inform district decisions about this

program?

Teacher
Practice

How are Early Career Teachers improving
as a result of this program? How do we
know?
Are Early Career Teachers transferring
their learning into actionable practice?
How are Early Career Teachers who
participate in this program rated by their
evaluators? How does this compare with
other teachers who did not participate?
Which elements of this program seem to
make the biggest difference in Early
Career Teacher practice?
Do we see changes in Early Career
Teacher habits based on new learning or
support?

Classroom
observations
Mentor logs
Teacher
evaluations
Participant
survey

Teacher
Retention

How many Early Career Teachers are
staying at their original school? In the
district?
How much did this program experience
impact Early Career Teacher decisions to
stay or leave the school or district?
How do our retention numbers among
teachers who participated in this program
compare with other districts who also
utilize this program?

Retention data
Exit interviews
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Data Focus Examples of Questions to Consider Sample Data Sources to
Examine

How can this information be used to
inform district decisions about this

program?

Student
Learning

How, if at all, is student learning
improving as a result of this program?
How do we know?
In comparison to the students of teachers
who did not participate in this program,
what evidence do we have of learning
success for participating teachers’
students?
How are specific student populations
being impacted? How do we know the
impact this program has on them?
Did this learning or support influence
students’ wellbeing? How do we know?

State & district
assessment data
Behavior &
discipline
referral data

School
Climate &
Culture

How has this support or learning impacted
school climate or culture?
Do district and building leaders offer the
resources Early Career Teachers need to
implement this support or learning? What
additional resources might need to be
considered?
Was implementation of this learning
supported by the school community and
staff?

Participant
survey
School climate
survey

Note. Adapted from Davis (2014) and Guskey (2013
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Appendix F

Monthly Meeting Schedule for ECT Support During Principal Meetings
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Appendix G

SCPS Decision Tree for ECT Growth and Effectiveness
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Appendix H

Matching Tool for Mentor-Pairing for ECTs
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Appendix I

Micro-Credentials: Communication Plan for SCPS
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