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Benwood Schools Lauded in Teacher Turnover Report
Hamilton County Initiative Cited as a Model in National Study
In a report released earlier today, the National Commission on Teaching and America’s Future (NCTAF) estimates the nation is losing $7.3 billion a year in teacher turnover and dropout. As America’s public schools grapple with the problem, Hamilton County elementary schools are a being held up as a model for the work they are doing in reversing the disturbing national trend.
The study focused on five very different school districts: Chicago, IL; Granville, NC; Jemez Valley, NM; Milwaukee, WI; and Santa Rosa, NM. The districts were selected for their varied sizes, locations and demographics so that researchers could study the effect of the variation on the cost of teacher turnover. In Granville, the cost per teacher lost was $10,000, while turnover cost Chicago $17,000 per teacher – a total cost of $86 million annually to the Chicago school system.
Turnover cost was calculated on factors such as recruiting, hiring, processing and training teachers.

The problem ultimately impacts students, whose achievement levels reflect the turnover rate. In reporting their work, the NCTAF said their findings “are a clear indication that America’s teacher dropout problem is spiraling out of control.” In the past fifteen years, teacher attrition has grown by 50 percent, and the national teacher turnover rate has climbed to 16.8 percent. In urban schools it is over 20 percent, and, in some schools and districts, the teacher dropout rate is actually higher than the student dropout rate.

According to the study, low-performing schools pay the highest price. “As a result of high turnover, high-need urban and rural schools are frequently staffed with inequitable concentrations of under-prepared, inexperienced teachers who are left to labor on their own to meet the needs of their students.  This isolation has a crippling effect on many new teachers who feel overwhelmed by the challenges they face. They leave after several years of working with a frustrating lack of support – perhaps they find a better school, but in too many cases they abandon teaching altogether. And when they go, they leave a host of problems behind for the eager young teachers who take their place.”

That is where the local Benwood School initiative got the researchers’ attention, because teacher training and professional development for principals are cornerstones of the program according to Dan Challener, president of the Public Education Foundation. “Much of the success of the Benwood initiative is due to the work that went into preparing teachers and principals. The community invested in performance bonuses, housing incentives and other programs, but most importantly, we prepared the teachers for what they would encounter in the classroom and the Public Education Foundation invested heavily in leadership training for the principals who would be managing the schools. Effective principals are the most important factor in retaining teachers,” Dr. Challener said.
The NCTAF reports Benwood’s comprehensive approach is paying off. “Whereas teachers used to flee the low-performing Hamilton County schools for teaching positions in the suburbs, teachers in the suburbs are now applying for positions in the nine schools. The schools have become dynamic institutions whose teachers report high levels of job satisfaction. Teacher turnover rates have dropped, and principals receive many applicants for every job opening.”
Dr. Challener stresses that this is sustainable change. “Reducing turnover in the high-risk school creates a positive ripple effect throughout the teaching ranks, keeps highly effective teachers in the system, and fuels student achievement,” he said.

The National Commission on Teaching and America’s Future is a non-profit, non-partisan advocacy organization based in Washington, DC. NCTAF is dedicated to providing every child with competent, caring, qualified teaching in schools organized for success.
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