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In the aftermath of the pandemic, schools across the nation are grappling
with teacher and staff shortages. While a state-level analysis of data in eight
states showed only slightly higher turnover rates in the 2021-22 school year
compared to the previous five years,' school- and district-level analyses
reveal that turnover is greatest in high-poverty schools and districts, urban
districts, and districts serving predominately students of color,?

Increased turnover is problematic for multiple reasons. The first is because turnover is
associated with lower levels of academic achievement.” During a time when students
experienced considerable learning loss,* there is greater urgency for schools to
accelerate learning. Second, there are real difficulties in finding quality replacements.
Teacher vacancy rates increased in 2021 to 2-3% empty teaching positions, resulting in
thousands of students not receiving a full-time teacher or extra staff support to help
address the impacts of the pandemic.? In the 2021-22 school year, "45% of public schogls
reported having one or more vacant teaching positions in October”™ and "53% of public
schools reported in August feeling understaffed entering the 2022-23 school year.™

In a fall 2022 survey of charter school leaders, the National Alliance for Public Charter
Schools found that 73% were majorly or moderately concerned about staffing.”

Through our research, we focused on schools that implemented innovative strategies

to address teacher turnover and retention challenges, recognizing that a stable and
supported teaching workforce is crucial for student success and recovery from pandemic
learning loss.® This case study delves into the strategy of protecting instructional time
and asks the question: How might we prioritize instructional time to support teacher
retention and student leaming?

Methodology

From January through June 2023, we visited 10 schools to learn more about their efforts
to retain teachers. We also conducted interviews with charter associations and
authorizers as well as members of the Diverse Charter Schools Coalition. In addition, we
surveyed nearly 150 public charter school leaders and 100 public charter school teachers
and support staff across the country,
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Strategies to Address Teacher Turnover and Retention Challenges

Through these efforts, we identified a variety of strategies to address teacher turnover
and retention challenges.

Changing the school day and
week 1o make teaching maore
attractive

School adopled a four-day school week.

School designates days where leachers can leave at the same time
&% students,

Priaritizing instructional lime

Schools adopt practices to allow teachers to focus on instruction Instead
of naninstructional activities like administrative duties or superising
students in neninstructional contexts.

Offering leacher traindng and
professional development

Schiool provides professicnal development in response to teacher-
Identified neads.

School provides professional development in response to
schoolwide needs.

Expanding access to mental
health supports o tleachers

Social workers train teachers on responding and dealing with their own
trawmas related to the pandemic,

Scheol reimburses teachers for purchases related to their own mendal
haalth meeds.

School staff. such as administrators or instructional coaches, check on
teachers’ mental health.

School offers opt-in monthly weliness programming.

Changing benefits packages

Schoal provides additional PTC.

School provides transportation funding.

School adjusted salaries for increased cost of Iving.
School offers access o lelehealth.

Impdementing teacher
appreciation efforts

Admindstrators tell teachess they are valued,
School provides care packages and flowers,
Schoolwide team bailding.

School offers shout-out boards.

Implementing Grow Your
Chaim imitiatives

Schools develop programs to encourage those In the school or local
community to become teachers,
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Prioritizing Instructional Time

This case study focuses on one of the strategies we saw often in the site visit schools —
prioritizing Instructional time and limiting teachers’ noninstructional tasks so they can
focus on helping students recover from pandemic learning loss,

Mational surveys of teachers indicate that teachers spend a meaningful
amount of time doing non-teaching-related tasks. A 2023 Harris Poll found
that three out of four teachers (75%) feel they are often asked or required to
do things outside of their teaching purview. They estimate they spend, on
average, about 17% of their workday supporting their students’ mental or
physical well-being and 23% on classroom management — for a total of
40% of time spent on non-academic instruction.® In 2022, teachers reported
spending 18% of their time each week on non-teaching-related tasks and
approximately half of their time on directly teaching students.” The teachers
surveyed wished they could spend more time teaching instead of doing
administrative or other nonteaching activities. Of the public charter school
teachers we surveyed, 53% identified restructuring roles to reduce
administrative dutles as an extremely or very effective practice to retain
teachers.

To help reduce the amount of time teachers spend on noeninstructional activities, schools
have implemented practices such as hiring speclalized staff, making intentional efforts to
reduce or reassign noninstructional activities, and adjusting schedules to allow teachers
to focus on instruction. Protected instructional time not only helps with teacher retention
but also is necessary to help students recover from missed leaming due to the pandemic.

Hiring additional staff focused on student mental health and behaviors

One tactic charter schools used was 1o hire additional staff who focused on student
mental health and behaviors so that teachers could focus on academic content.

For example, Austin Achieve Public Schools, located in Austin, Texas, used Elementary
and Secondary School Emergency Relief (ESSER)" funding to hire additional social work-
ers to work with students either individually or in group sessions to address classroom
behaviors. Austin Achleve identified a pressing need for a lower student to social worker
ratio to help students recover from the Immediate impacts of the pandemic. The
organization plans to maintain the lower staffing ratios for three years and then gradually
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return to pre-COVID staffing levels. Although Auwstin Achieve would like to continue to
have a lower ratio, it anticipates that in the long term there eventually will be less need
for social work services, allowing it to return to the higher student to social worker ratio.

Similarly, Washington, D.C.-based Washington Latin has an extensive team providing
mental health supports to students who need it. The mental health department is an
elght-person team consisting of two staff who are assigned to an Integrated Services
UInit, which helps connect families in need to governmental services,” as well as six
clinicians of varying backgrounds, such as psychologists and social workers. The mental
health department provides services to almost all students with Individualized Education
FPrograms (IEPs) and a large number of students without IEPs. To identify students for
services, the school relies on a referral system, where staff or parents can submit
information via a secure Google Form that describes why they are concemed about the
student and rank the severity of the issue. The mental health department meets weekly
to review referrals and assign staff when appropriate. Staff are assigned based on their
areas of specialty to best meet the needs of the student. For instance, one staff member
specializes in eating disorders, another in students with autism.

Providers service students on a six-week rotation, working through whatever challenges
they have. The counselor meets with the student weelkly. In the sixth session, the goal is
for the student to have a "toolbox of coping skills” so that the counselor can discharge
the student from services; however, there are cases where counselors will see students
for more {or less) time, as students are evaluated case by case. The use of these senvices
takes pressure off of teachers to be the sole suppon for students, allowing them to focus
on instruction,

Likewise, Sage Middleton, which is located in Idaho, hired a full-time counselor
specifically to handle student emotional challenges. The counselor helps students learn
communication skills to navigate typical schoaol interpersonal challenges that may be
distracting them from academics and helps students to process their emotions and work
through challenges to stay on task.

Although most schools focus on services for students, some are adding social supports to
help families, which also helps teachers to focus on instruction. More information about
those services is in the *Formal Programs to Help Families in Poverty Mavigate Crises”
case study.”
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Reducing or eliminating noninstructional tasks for teachers

Another tactic the charter schools used was to reduce or eliminate noninstructional tasks.
In the Heads of Schools survey, 62% of the public charter school leaders we surveyed
hawve restructured roles to eliminate administrative duties, with an equal percentage
implementing the change before and during the pandemic.

As a principal from Texas-based Uplift Education said, "If | can give them [teachers] time
back or space to breathe, I'm going to.” She was referring not only to lefting teachers
leave early when possible but also taking a pause on adding new, nonessential tasks.

At NYC Autism Charter School, administrators review tasks to identify which “need” to
be done and which might be redundant. The administrators then try to eliminate
unnecessary tasks.

At HIWVE Preparatory School (HIVE Prep) in Florida, the school's approach is an intentional
effort to reallocate noninstructional tasks so that teachers can focus on instruction.

Administrators at HIVE Prep take on some of the noninstructional tasks that teachers
often have to perform. For instance, during the COVID-19 pandemic, administrators and
other staff called families to ensure attendance. Now that instruction is back in person,
administrators have resumed responsibility for tasks such as the car line. HIVE Prep
administrators also routinely work directly with individual teachers to plan out whatever
the teacher needs, whether that's additional resources or help with challenging parents,
aliowing teachers to focus on instruction. Administrators will also help with student
behavior if teacher efforts haven't been effective. One teacher explained how
administrators provide behavioral support:

I know there's times that when we have misbehaving kids of
any type, we have literally text messages with the principals.
Anytime a child is sent out, they're calling home. It's not us.
We don’t do it. All we do is send them out, tell [the principals]
what happens, and they handle it. There's no, you keep teaching
them. Your job is to teach, send the kid out so that the rest of the
23 other kids can learn, and you don't have to worry about it.”

HIVE TEACHER
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The flexibility of the charter school model gives school leaders the autonomy to quickly
adapt school operations to changing needs. For example, the operations manager runs the
cafeteria in such a way as to minimize cafeteria responsibilities for teachers, staffing the
cafeteria so that teachers don't have regular lunch duty. Similarly, the scheol uses parapro-
fessionals and other support staff for noninstructional activities such as making copies of
materials.

At HIVE Prep, school leaders always consider how decisions will impact the time teachers
have to focus on instruction. For instance, when students were out due to liness or
quarantine, upon return, administration would work within the course schedules to find
extra time for the student to make up classwork — either with p  araprofessionals
reteaching or having the student miss PE for a day to attend an additional math class.
They also have alementary teachers specialize in a content area (e.g., mathematics) and
teach that content to multiple classrooms within the same grade, allowing for teachers 1o
build content-area expertise and creating efficiencies in planning for classes.

Hiring other staff to help with more individualized instructional tasks or tracking
student data

A third tactic charter schools adopted was hiring instructional aides or interventionists to
help with the increased need for data collection and individualized student supports.

At Mississippi's Clarksdale Collegiate, instructional aides help teachers by covering
classes, testing students, preparing lessons, and pulling small groups of students to teach
lessons for remediation, including as-needed intervention support. The instructional aides
track student performance and intervention response.

To attract quality candidates, Clarksdale Collegiate focuses on paying the instructional
aides more than what has historically been offered for the position at nearby schools.

The school has found that the position is attractive to people who are looking for a career
in education and who see this as a stepping stone.

Similarly, Austin Achieve increased the number of interventionists in response to COVID.
The interventionists are responsible for collecting, grading, and providing daily
intervention services to individual students and groups. Pre-pandemic, Austin Achieve

had approximately one intervention teacher per 160 scholars; it was able to reduce the
ratio using ESSER funding. Although Austin Achieve anticipates eventually returning to its
pre-pandemic staffing level, the school has established two new partnerships — one with
AmeriCorps and another with Teach For America’s lgnite Fellowship (focused on tutoring)
— to place approximately 28 tutors to serve some of the functions of the interventionists.
They were also able to expand another partnership with a reading-focused nonprofit called
Literacy First to help fill those gaps.
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Likewise, at HIVE Prep paraprofessionals provide 30-minute interventions based on
teacher input to students needing support, as indicated by the student interim assess-
ment scores. Other staff within the school also assist with response to intervention (RTI)
services. The school's counselor tracks data. Other teachers, such as the reading coach,
also assist in completing more routine aspects of RTl paperwork such as writing dates or
preparing tally sheets so that teachers can focus on observing the student’s behavior,

Conclusion

Because public charter schools have autonomy and flexibility in staffing and operations,
they have been able to shift duties between roles as necessary. In the case of prioritizing
Instructional time, shifting duties and modifying schedules allows teachers to focus on
what they do best — provide high-quality instruction while other staff provide support
services. Prioritizing teachers’ instructional time fosters a supportive learning environment
for educators and students alike.
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