Testimony for the New York City Council Committee on Education
Oversight – Teacher Recruitment and Retention
January 24, 2017
Charlotte Pope, Youth Justice Policy Associate
Naomi Weisel Schear, PhD, Director of Research
The Children’s Defense Fund’s (CDF) Leave No Child Behind® mission is to ensure every child
a healthy start, a head start, a fair start, a safe start and a moral start in life, and successful
passage to adulthood with the help of caring families and communities. Through CDF’s Cradle
to Prison Pipeline® Campaign–a national initiative to stop the funneling of children, especially
poor children and children of color down life paths that often lead to arrest, conviction and
incarceration–CDF-NY works to replace punitive school discipline and safety policies in New
York City schools with social and emotional supports that encourage a positive school climate.
Thank you to Chair Dromm and to the members and staff of the City Council Committee on
Education for this opportunity to testify before the oversight hearing on Teacher Recruitment and
Retention.
Overview
Teacher retention rates have improved over the past decade in NYC, but we still have a long way
to go.1 In the 2012- 2013 school year 20% of newly hired teachers left their teaching position and
10% left the NYC Public School System, after just one year of teaching. And within five years of
starting their teaching career, 64% of teachers have left their school and 41% have left the NYC
Public School System.2 These numbers are troubling and require attention.
In our advocacy to reduce the frequency and duration of suspensions, arrests and referrals to the
justice system for school-based disciplinary reasons, we work to ensure that all students and staff
have access to positive school climates. Our testimony today will speak to the current state of
teacher turnover in NYC and how school climate initiatives can and should be a meaningful part
of larger reform efforts to improve teacher retention and, ultimately, student engagement in
school.
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We understand that high levels of teacher turnover negatively impact student achievement, and
also act as measure of many school conditions that lead to low student engagement3–including
measures of school climate.4 When schools strengthen the conditions under which teachers work
and foster a sustainable, positive school climate, schools experience higher student engagement,
lower rates of absenteeism, dropout, and pushout, and increased teacher retention.5 Our
testimony speaks to the possibility of addressing teacher turnover inequity through citywide
adoption of best practices in school discipline, including the use of school-wide positive
behavioral supports and interventions and restorative justice practices.
Why teacher turnover matters
Among all school resources, well-prepared and experienced teachers are one of the most
important determinants of student achievement.6 Therefore high teacher turnover poses a number
of challenges for administrators and students. In high-turnover schools, students are more likely
to have inexperienced teachers who are less effective.7 And our most vulnerable students are
often disproportionately impacted. Looking at teacher turnover in schools disaggregated by
poverty, there is a steady decline in turnover as one moves from high-poverty schools to lowpoverty schools. Teachers in high-poverty schools transfer to other New York City public
schools in larger numbers.8 In addition, high turnover creates instability in schools, which is
particularly difficult for schools that are trying to implement reforms.
Moreover, it is costly to continuously recruit and train new teachers. When a teacher leaves a
school, there may be separation costs, followed by the expense of finding a replacement and
providing the development needed to familiarize the new teacher to the school's policies and
practices. This preparation, which consumes time and materials, may be particularly intensive if
the newly-hired teacher also is new to the profession. Although these costs are difficult to assess
precisely, scholars have estimated the costs of replacing a teacher to be approximately $15,000
per teacher.9
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Teacher retention and school supports
The quality of relationships and the trust between teachers, and between teachers and students, is
correlated with student achievement,10 and when teachers leave schools, previously held
relationships are altered.11 Research has shown that teachers’ decisions to leave a school are
shaped largely by the contexts in which they work, 12 including whether or not the school follows
a consistent approach to discipline and whether teachers feel they have the support needed to
sustain positive learning environments.13 When students and teachers feel their school is a safe
environment that is conducive to learning the result is higher teacher retention and larger gains in
student achievement.14
Initiatives to encourage school safety must consider that data from the past three decades has
demonstrated punitive disciplinary policies are ineffective at achieving either school safety or
academic success.15 One study in particular found the risk of teacher attrition to be higher in
schools with increased amounts of student discipline16 while schools with higher retention rates
are associated with fewer suspensions.17 Promising approaches, like restorative practices,
provide a proactive way to influence and maintain a safe learning environment that also reduces
exclusions and addresses conflict and safety issues with the participation of the whole school
community.18
Teachers are more likely to stay in schools where they have influence over school decisions and
report a climate of collective responsibility.19 Building the collective capacity for strong student
engagement requires creating a school climate in which the improvement of teaching is a
collective rather than individual initiative.20 Teachers are more likely to adapt their teaching
practices and successfully encourage student learning in the presence of effective peers.21 To
intervene in potential teacher turnover, schools must be able to equip teachers with the necessary
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tools to create a climate in their classrooms that will improve or increase teacher effectiveness,
and decrease the number of discipline referrals.22 As one piece of remedying the issue of teacher
turnover is to reduce student disciplinary incidents,23 we need to better identify and invest in
potential interventions that improve school climate.
Restorative Justice
School-based restorative justice is a whole-school approach focused on student inclusion in the
school community, rather than exclusion, to address issues of student discipline,24 student
performance,25 school safety,26 student pushout,27 and the school to prison pipeline28. Schools
can perform restorative justice in many ways, including peer mediation programs, classroom
community meetings, youth courts, or community circles (where members of the community
engage in conversation).29 There is a growing body of research supporting the effectiveness of
restorative practices in schools; evidence shows that restorative approaches can result in
improved teacher retention, improved teacher morale, reductions in the amount of instructional
time lost to managing student behavior, improved academic outcomes, and reductions in racially
disproportionate referrals.30 In one study, researchers reported that teachers using restorative
practices felt closer to and developed better relationships with their students, and noticed an
improvement in student awareness of the impact they have on other people.31
Restorative Justice is a process set to involve those who have a stake in a community to
collectively identify and address harms, needs, and obligations in order to heal and put things as
right as possible.32 In school settings, restorative practices work from a whole-school, strengthbased model that allows for meaningful and supported opportunities for students and school
community members to take responsibility and be accountable for their actions.33 One example is
the Council’s investment in the Restorative Justice Initiative which, now in its second year,
enables 25 participating schools to keep working toward becoming safer places, reducing
exclusion and the demand for exclusion, and encouraging positive, supportive climates for
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students, educators, and their communities.34 We appreciate the Council’s sustained support for
this initiative.
Conclusion
Our testimony today illustrates that school climate is central to issues of teacher retention. It is
our hope that the Council continue dialogue with the DOE on the value of sustainable investment
in restorative justice in schools and ending disparities in the use of punitive and exclusionary
school discipline practices. We remain grateful to the Council for funding the unprecedented
2015-16 and 2016-17 Restorative Justice Initiative and for the continued commitment to matters
of school climate. Thank you again for this opportunity to testify.
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