In Colorado, where higher education
institutions are not graduating enough
candidates to fill open teaching jobs,
particularly in specializations such as
math, several initiatives are working to
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improve rural teacher recruitment and
retention.1 Through scholarships, state
university partnerships, a multidistrict
professional learning community, and
strategies for cultivating mentorship,
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Teacher Recruitment and Retention
in Rural Colorado

Rural districts band
together, with help from
partners and grants,
to attract and keep
teaching staff.
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Six rural districts in
southeastern Colorado
were in danger of losing
up to half of their
concurrent enrollment
offerings—and likely
teachers as well.
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some rural Colorado districts are increasing
teachers’ enthusiasm for the profession, which
keeps them from leaving.
The need for support in retaining teachers is a pressing one in rural Colorado. While
public school districts in Colorado overall had
a teacher turnover rate of 15.78 percent from
2018–19 to 2019–20, rural school districts
reported 17.85 percent turnover.2 For the 107
Colorado districts designated as “small rural”
(with enrollments of less than 1,000), that figure
was 18.1 percent.3
Shortages in hard-to-fill subjects like math
and science have become chronic nationally. In
2018, nearly 90 percent of states reported math
teacher shortages, and over 80 percent of states
reported science teacher shortages.4 Nationally,
new teachers have high rates of attrition, with
17 percent of beginning teachers leaving the
field within their first five years.5 Shortages
vary greatly depending on school and district
contexts, with Title I schools reporting rates
of math and science teacher turnover nearly
70 percent greater than non-Title I schools.6
Additionally, schools with high proportions
of low-income students and students of color
report higher rates of novice teachers and teachers with less preparation.
Teacher turnover impairs student performance, as does having less-experienced teachers
without subject-matter expertise.7 High schoolwide turnover rates can also harm students,
even if they are in classrooms without teacher
attrition, because of the effect on the sense of
community and the accumulation of institutional knowledge.8
Furthermore, turnover is expensive. One
study found that, depending on the district,
turnover costs per teacher ranged from $4,366
to $17,872.9 Thus state boards of education
will want to consider how they can increase the
number of long-term teachers with subjectmatter expertise who are well prepared to
deliver high-quality instruction.
The issues of retaining teachers and recruiting high-quality teacher candidates are deeply
intertwined. While teacher recruitment can be a
challenge in any context, filling open positions
can be even more difficult in rural districts due
to limitations in the ability to offer a supportive network of colleagues in job-alike roles,
limited access to professional development, and

less competitive salaries. Due to their reduced
visibility, rural districts located farther from
colleges with educator preparation programs
may have difficulty competing with urban and
suburban districts for newly graduated teacher
candidates. Individuals in rural areas who are
interested in teaching may choose not to enter
prep programs due to their physical distance.
Given the drop in prep program enrollment and the fact that half of their teachers are
licensed out of state, Colorado districts in recent
years have brought retired teachers back to teach
part time, made use of J1 visa provisions, and
employed “grow your own” strategies.10 And a
handful of districts have banded together, with
support from the Colorado Rural Education
Collaborative and other partners, to experiment
with innovative ways to recruit and retain teachers. These programs have seen promising results.

Concurrent Enrollment
For many students in rural schools far from
a college or community college, concurrent
enrollment represents the best opportunity to
attain college credit while in high school.11 In
2015, the Colorado Department of Education
began requiring that high school teachers of
concurrent enrollment courses complete either
a master’s degree in the specialty in which they
were teaching or 18 graduate-level credit hours
within that specialty along with a master’s
degree from any discipline. As a result, six rural
districts in southeastern Colorado were in
danger of losing up to half of their concurrent
enrollment offerings—and likely teachers as
well. Of the districts’ combined student populations, 72 percent qualified for free or reducedprice lunch, and 56 percent were minority
students. The schools had been collectively offering 82 courses per year with a 98 percent pass
rate, and thus they were contributing to closing
the state’s equity gap around degree attainment
for students of color.12
In response, the Generation Schools Network,
through the Colorado Rural Education
Collaborative, secured a $210,000 Title II grant
to recruit and retain teachers in these districts’
high schools. Colorado State University–Global
Campus provided scholarships to help teachers
obtain master’s degrees or certificates signifying
they had earned the required 18 graduate credit

Rural Immersion
In a parallel effort that also benefited from a
Title II grant, 13 adjacent rural south-central
districts in Colorado leveraged scholarships and
a teacher immersion program to combat a 20
percent teacher turnover rate. With Colorado
State University–Pueblo as their higher education partner, the districts rolled out a model,
previously tested in Alaska,14 in which bonds
that are developed between teacher candidates
and the rural communities that want to hire
and retain them serve as a critical factor in a
teacher’s decision to live and work there.
Under the program, 12 to 15 teacher candidates visited classrooms in a rural community
over three or four days, connecting with school
leadership, teachers, students, and families. A
community service project allowed them to
deepen connections with the local community. They received individual coaching from
university staff on how to finish or add to their
teaching credentials and scholarships. The grant
enabled the districts to create a professional
hiring guide, complete with marketing pieces
and a shared brand identity, and a shared job
board that reached more than 100 colleges and
universities. The program saw promising results.
By the end of the year and a half grant period,
the rural districts had hired a third of the candidates who had participated in the program.

Hard-to-Fill Subjects
A subsequent effort in the same south-central
districts sought to reduce math teacher shortages and improve math instructional quality. In
addition to scholarships, teacher candidates and
novice teachers were invited to join a multidistrict professional learning community supported
by a stipend, immersion experiences, and a
Math Summer Institute.
www.nasbe.org

A 2016 survey of the districts had reported
existing or upcoming vacancies in half of all
math and science teaching positions. Interim
and state assessment results also suggested that
half of the staff needed to improve instructional quality. The two data points are related.
Turnover and low teaching quality are often
interconnected: Teachers who feel less prepared
to lead a classroom are three times more likely
to leave the profession than colleagues who
feel better prepared, while novice teachers who
participate in teacher induction programs are
two times less likely to leave teaching.15
Addressing quality would be critical for
retaining teachers in the south-central districts,
yet most of them lacked resources to provide
strong teacher induction. A meta-analysis by
Richard Ingersoll and Michael Strong found that
induction activities are correlated with higher
student academic achievement scores.16 Thus
an important component of the grant-supported
effort cultivated math teachers to serve as
mentors for the 25 participating novice and
preservice teachers.
The program appears to have increased teachers’ subject knowledge. Pre- and post-testing on
the Learning Mathematics for Teaching assessment indicated a statistically significant increase
in the mathematical knowledge of secondary
teachers on the geometry assessment. Survey
data also yielded positive results. Attendees at
the summer math institute indicated that their
content knowledge was higher at the end of the
institute than at the beginning, and 90 percent
indicated that their confidence and capacity to
take on leadership roles increased after participating in the grant activities. Overall, 84 percent
of professional learning community participants
found these activities “useful” or “very useful”
for reducing teacher isolation. And 91 percent
planned to continue teaching in the upcoming
school year. The only participants leaving the
profession were planning to retire.
“My confidence in teaching math to my own
students has increased,” reported one earlycareer elementary teacher. “I had difficulty with
that my first year. I could not explain things
very well, I didn't ask enough questions to guide
my students thinking, and I wasn’t sure how
to provide that extra level of thinking to my
students. Now I have lots of ideas and have put
them to use, even during the distance learning

Teachers who feel
less prepared to lead
a classroom are three
times more likely to
leave the profession.
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hours, allowing them to become adjunct faculty
members at a local college and teach concurrent
enrollment classes.
By 2017, the effort had increased the number
of students participating in concurrent enrollment from 243 to 485, as expected. It also
enabled six teachers to earn master’s degrees and
five to receive certificates. All but one, who transferred to another nearby rural district, remained
in their districts for the next three years.13
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Rural districts must
establish and continue
to nurture relationships with educator
preparation programs.

we are doing currently. And my students are
successful…I really believe it is because I have
acquired these new skills.”17
An additional round of collaboration, partnership, and funding has expanded this work to
serve 65 math and special education teachers in
rural districts across Colorado. While the grant
program is ongoing and thus has not produced
final results for analysis, the program’s framework may help state boards looking for innovative strategies to solve teacher recruitment and
retention issues in their state.

Lessons Learned
Programs used to recruit and retain teachers in Colorado’s rural districts may provide a
promising roadmap for other states as well.
The programs taken together yield several
key takeaways:
n	Rural districts must establish and continue to
nurture relationships with educator preparation programs.
n	Offering scholarships to teachers to complete
coursework toward licensure or endorsement can increase teacher qualifications and
longevity. Providing scholarships in a cohort
model improves completion rates on certificates or degree programs.
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n	Activities that increased candidates’ exposure
to rural teaching opportunities correlated with
successful recruitment.
n	Backbone intermediaries and regional service
centers, coupled with a university partner,
provide the critical support needed to acquire
grants and implement them.
n	Without support and funding by the state
legislature, boards of education, and institutions of higher education, these efforts would
not have taken place.
While the challenges of teacher recruitment,
well-being, instructional quality, and retention
are likely to be ongoing, outcomes from the
work in Colorado suggest grounds for optimism:
Removing barriers to additional education and
empowering teachers with content knowledge
and pedagogy training in a peer community can
encourage them to remain in teaching. 
Kirk Banghart is chief facilitator
at the Colorado Rural Education
Collaborative.
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