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Oliveira, Jilyn, Ed.D., Spring 2015              Educational Leadership 
 
Predictability of Teacher Retention in Montana’s Rural Elementary  
 
Chair: Dr. John Matt 
 
  The purpose of this research was to examine what factors predict teacher retention in 
Montana’s rural elementary schools. Montana has a higher percentage of small rural 
school districts than any other state in the nation (Johnson, Showalter, Klein, & Lester, 
2014), and the Montana Legislature has been at a disadvantage by having insufficient 
information with respect to retaining teachers in Montana's rural elementary schools 
(Access, 2008).  
  This mixed methods study was designed to determine the extent to which factors 
associated with three C’s: characteristics, conditions and compensation (Sher, 1983) 
predict teacher retention in Montana’s rural elementary schools. For phase one of this 
research, the quantitative portion, the entire population of Montana’s rural elementary 
school teachers who were under the supervision of a Montana County Superintendent 
were recruited to be part of the study.  For phase two of the research, the qualitative 
phase, those who indicated at the end of the first phase a willingness to participate in the 
second phase were directed to additional open-ended qualitative questions. Overall, there 
were 188 rural teachers who were invited to be part of this research and 137 competed the 
on-line survey yielding a return rate of 73%.  
  The findings from this research placed attention towards better preparation of pre-
service teachers in Montana’s colleges and universities, in addition to implementation 
new Montana teacher policy that addresses salaries, a statewide salary schedule, medical 
insurance, and housing. Better preparation and new policies would ensure that the 
children of Montana learn from teachers who understand rural Montana life, assimilate 
into the rural school culture, can earn a living wage, have access to medical benefits and 
have availability affordable housing.  
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Chapter One 

Introduction to the Study 

Rural schools across the nation face distinct challenges retaining teachers in an 

increasingly competitive market (Arnold, Godday, & Dean, 2004).  Ensuring that these 

rural classrooms are staffed with teachers who work to maximize each child’s education 

requires an understanding of how rural teachers are retained (Ingersoll, 2007).  

Specifically, rural schools in Montana, Alaska and Idaho, face additional challenges 

retaining teachers because of each state’s geographical size and the rural schools’ 

distance from larger communities (Collins, 1999; Geringer, 2000).  

Brief Legal History of Montana K-12 Education 

Article X, Section 1 of the Montana Constitution provides, "it is the goal of the 

people to establish a system of education which will develop the full educational 

potential of each person.  Equality of educational opportunity is guaranteed to each 

person of the state" (Mont. Const., art. X, § 10 (1972).  This constitutional language is the 

foundation of K-12 education in Montana, and at the same time, has been the cause of 

litigation in the state.  Over the past forty years, the courts have highlighted the inability 

of Montana's rural schools to provide equal educational opportunity through attracting 

and retaining highly qualified teachers (Columbia Falls Elem. Sch. Dist. No. 6 v. State, 

2005 MT 69, 326 Mont. 304, 109 P.3d 257 (2005)).  

Litigation focusing on equal education opportunity began in 1985.  In 1985, 

Helena Elementary School District No. 1 filed a lawsuit against the State of Montana 

seeking a declaration that Montana's system of public school financing violated the 

Montana Constitution (Helena Elem. Sch. Dist. No. 1 v. State, 236 Mont. 44, 769, P.2d 
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684 (1989)).  The Montana Supreme Court affirmed First Judicial District Court Judge 

Loble's decision concluding, “The State has failed to provide a system of quality public 

education granting to each student the equality of educational opportunity," and, "the 

spending disparities among the State's schools translate into a denial of equality of 

educational opportunity" (Helena Elem. Sch. Dist. No. 1 v. State, 236 Mont. 44, 55, 769, 

P.2d 684, 690 (1989)).  

Following the Montana Supreme Court’s decision, nearly 20 years later, in 2002, 

the Montana Quality Education Coalition, MQEC, an alliance of schools, education 

groups and parents, filed a lawsuit against the State of Montana.  One of the key 

components of this lawsuit alleged that a decline in state funding for Montana's K-12 

schools had caused districts to struggle with the ability to retain teachers.  Specifically, 

Montana's "retention problems appear to be concentrated in districts that are rural and 

isolated" (Columbia Falls Elem. Sch. Dist. No. 6 v. State, 2005 MT 69, 326 Mont. 304, 

109 P.3d 257 (2005)).  In 2005, the Montana Supreme Court emphatically highlighted the 

State's failure to meet its constitutional mandate to provide an adequate education by 

listing "unchallenged findings" from Judge Sherlock's decision.  One of these 

"unchallenged findings" stated that Montana struggles to retain teachers throughout the 

state because many qualified educators leave Montana for higher salaries and benefits 

offered in other states (Columbia Falls Elem. Sch. Dist. No. 6 v. State, 2005 MT 69, ¶ 29, 

326 Mont. 304, 109 P.3d 257 (2005)).  The Montana Supreme Court also determined that 

the Legislature must define the educationally relevant components of a basic system of a 

free quality public elementary and secondary schools, determine the costs of delivering 

the resources required by that system and develop a legal funding formula to govern 
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Montana's share of schools' resources (Montana Office of Public Instruction [OPI], 

2005).  

In response, the Montana Legislature passed Senate Bill 152, codified at Mont. 

Code Ann. § 20-9-309, et al.  The Legislature defined a quality public elementary and 

secondary school system. The statutory definition of quality education included eight 

components, with one of the components being "qualified and effective 

teachers/administrators," Mont. Code Ann. § 20-9-309(3)(f) (Wood, Robson, & Farrier, 

2005).  

Following the 2007 legislative session, the MQEC renewed a motion before Judge 

Sherlock, requesting supplemental monetary relief.  Judge Sherlock denied the MQEC's 

motion but noted Montana should address with greater sufficiency rural and isolated 

school district's ability to retain teachers (Columbia Falls Elementary School Dist v. 

State, 2008, Judge Sherlock).  The 2013 legislative session resulted in an increase in the 

basic payment and per student entitlement but still failed to address the problems 

associated with retaining teachers in Montana's rural schools (OPI, 2013a).  

Problem Statement 

Teachers are the most important school-level influence in a student's learning, and 

students in high-poverty, low-performing schools are often those for whom a consistent 

teacher matters the most.  Students who do not have access to classroom consistency and 

stability will continue to fall behind their peers, widening the persistent achievement gap 

between the "haves" and the "have-nots" in public education (Kowal, Hassel, & Hassel, 

2008). 
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In a study conducted over 60 years ago, over 40% of school board leaders 

surveyed thought teacher retention was the most serious challenge facing public schools 

in the United States (McGuinn, 1957).  In 2000 Bob Chase, President of the National 

Education Association (NEA), wrote: "NEA members know that high staff turnover has 

devastating consequences for children.  Research shows that the single most important 

factor in a child's education is the quality of his or her teacher" (p. 5).  Teacher retention 

continues to be one of the main problems facing our rural schools (Ingersoll & Perda, 

2013; Tai, Liu, & Fan, 2007).  Rural schools have had to compete constantly with larger 

schools in the same state for the same teachers (The Southeast Center for Educational 

Quality, 2004).  In essence, rural schools have functioned merely as "spring boards" 

(Wolk, 2001) to larger non-rural schools.  

According to the Rural School and Community Trust's report, “Why Rural 

Matters 2013-2014:  The Condition of Rural Education in the 50 States,” and the 

National Center for Educational Statistics [NCES], Montana has a higher percentage of 

small rural school districts than any other state in the nation.  Specifically, 96.1% of the 

school districts are considered "small rural school districts.”  By definition, this means 

that 96.1% of Montana school districts fall below the median enrollment size of 533 

students nationally (Johnson, Showalter, Klein, & Lester, 2014).  

Within Montana, five of the state's 56 counties account for half of the state's 

public school enrollment, and the remaining 51 counties have a combined student 

enrollment of 70,075 (OPI, 2014a).  That is almost 10,000 students less than the 81,078 

students enrolled in Denver Public Schools (Denver Public Schools, 2013).  
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Teachers departing the profession or movement to another district are both a 

costly phenomena for the students who lose the opportunity of being educated by an 

experienced teacher and the district that must recruit and train a replacement (Boyd, 

Lankford, Loeb, & Wyckof, 2005).  A conservative estimate of the cost of replacing 

teachers is roughly 7 billion a year, and Tom Carroll, President of the National 

Commission on Teaching and American’s Future stated, “There is this idea that we can 

solve the teaching shortage with recruitment (when) what we really have is a retention 

crisis” (Kopsowski, 2008).  

Rural schools in Montana are at a greater disadvantage than Montana’s non-rural 

schools because they have less money available for putting incentives in place to retain 

teachers, which has left them unable to compete with larger, but also underfunded 

counterparts, within the state (Teacher Training and Resources, 2010); thus creating an 

opportunity gap between rural and non-rural school districts.  Addressing rural retention 

problems connected to Montana's rural schools should be a state priority (OPI, 2005). 

Research Question 

The question that guided this research was: What factors predict teacher retention 

in Montana’s rural elementary schools? 

Purpose of the Research 

Louis V. Gerstner, Jr., former Chairman and CEO of IBM said that if we don't 

step up to the challenge of finding and supporting the best teachers, we'll undermine 

everything else we are trying to do to improve our schools. This decision would threaten 

our economic strength, political fabric, and stability as a nation. It's exactly that clear cut 

(Teaching Commission, 2004). 
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There is a general shortage of research regarding rural schools (Arnold, Newman, 

Gaddy & Dean, 2005).  Policy analyst Lorna Jimerson, of the Rural School and 

Community Trust, confirmed that rural-specific information is sparse and commented 

that additional research on successful retention practices for rural schools is sorely 

needed (2004).  Research, as it pertains to teacher retention in Montana’s rural schools, is 

even sparser.  The purpose of this research was to examine what factors predict teacher 

retention in Montana’s rural elementary schools. 

Significance of the Research 

Research related to student success has helped convince policymakers and 

business leaders of what parents have always known, teachers make the most difference 

in student achievement (Ronfeldt, Loeb & Wycokff, 2013).  Retaining teachers is critical 

to the future success of Montana's rural schools if Montana is going to provide 

educational opportunity for each student, regardless of where the student lives (Access, 

2008).  

Understanding the factors that predict teacher retention in Montana’s rural 

elementary schools, from the perspective of Montana's current rural elementary school 

teachers, provides the insight necessary to implement successful strategies to retain 

teachers in Montana's rural elementary schools.  Understanding what current rural 

elementary school teachers in Montana believe with respect to retention offers a rich, 

relevant perspective that is authentic to Montana.  Furthermore, identifying the factors 

that predict teacher retention in Montana’s rural elementary schools provides Montanans 

with actual insight to improve policies to increase retention.  An understanding of the 

factors that predict teacher retention in Montana’s rural elementary schools also assists 
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rural school administration, the Small Schools Alliance, and the Montana Legislature in 

improving teacher retention rates while providing education for all Montana students that 

is equitable (Access, 2008).  

Definition of Terms 

For the purpose of this study, terms are defined as follows:  

Educational leaders.  Superintendents, assistant superintendents, principals, 

assistant or vice principals, teacher leaders, community leaders and higher education 

leaders (DuFour, DuFour, Eaker & Karhanek, 2010).   

Hard-to-staff schools.  Schools located in rural areas (Kowal et al., 2008). 

Hometown.  A teacher's hometown is identified as the town in which he or she 

spent the most years K-12.  

Mentoring.  Pairing an experienced teacher with a novice teacher for the purpose 

of support and guidance (Danielson, 2002).  

Induction.  Refers to a structured process of teacher learning, conducted on-the-

job, where novices are prepared in stages over the first few years of teaching (Berry, 

Hopkins-Thompson, & Hoke, 2002).  

Montana school district.  The territory… organized under the provisions of 

Mont. Code Ann. § 20-6-101 to provide public educational services under the jurisdiction 

of the trustees prescribed by the same title, in this case grades K-12 (McCulloch, 2005).  

Percent rural schools.  The percentage of regular elementary and secondary 

public schools designated as rural by NCES.  The national average for the percentage of 

rural schools across the United States is just under 33%, but states vary considerably 
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from a low of 6.5% in Massachusetts to a high of 75.3% in Montana (Johnson et al., 

2014).  

Percent small rural schools districts.  The percentage of rural schools districts 

that are below the median enrollment size for all rural schools districts in the United 

States (median = 533 students).  Montana has a higher percentage of small rural school 

districts than any other state at 96.1% with the national average being 50% (Johnson et 

al., 2014).  

Montana Rural elementary school.  A rural elementary school will be defined 

as an elementary school district and grades K-8 of a K-12 school district in Montana for 

the 2014-2015 school year without a building principal or superintendent.  For 

administrative purposes, these districts fall under the supervision of a Montana County 

Superintendent.  In the state of Montana, every school district that does not have a 

building level administrator hired by the district falls under the supervision of a county 

superintendent.  See Appendix A for a complete list of all rural elementary schools that 

will be part of this study.  

Limitations 

The surveys from phase one and open-ended questions from phase two had 

natural limitations.  Since this research sampled the entire population, generalizing back 

to all of Montana’s rural elementary schools was not a limitation; however, this study 

was limited in that it can only be generalized to Montana’s rural schools.  Information 

learned is applicable only to Montana due to its unique ruralness.  Second, in this 

research specific questions are asked using factors found in the existing research with 

regard to teacher retention.  Factors that predict teacher retention in Montana’s rural 
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elementary schools may include other causes not explored in this research.  The final 

limitation is that this research is only a reflection of those who participate in the study.  

This study was limited by the teachers who do not give consent to participate, or submit 

incomplete quantitative data from phase one or choose not to participate in phase two.  

Delimitations 

  Although retaining teachers in rural locations remains a concern across the nation 

(Elfers & Plecki, 2006), this dissertation was delimited to only include rural elementary 

teachers in Montana in order to address the specific needs of retaining teachers in 

Montana's rural elementary schools.  This research had two phases, and both were 

voluntary, and both sought involvement of Montana’s entire rural elementary teaching 

population.  

A delimitation of the study was the researchers’ decision to study only the 

elementary portion of the K-12 teaching population.  The focus on Montana's rural 

elementary school teachers, instead of all Montana rural teachers, was due to the State's 

recent financial commitment to provide educational opportunities to Montana's high 

school students through the Montana Digital Academy (MTDA).  

Another delimitation of the study was the researcher’s decision to keep the 

research focused within Montana.  In the past, the courts have highlighted the inability of 

Montana’s rural schools to retain teachers (Columbia Falls Elementary School Dist v. 

State, 2005 Judge Sherlock), and research specific to Montana helped to identify a set of 

variables predicted to increase rural school retention explicitly for Montana.  
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It is worth noting that this study did not delimit itself to a sample of Montana’s 

rural elementary teachers.  The researcher chose to invite all of Montana’s rural 

elementary school teachers to be part of this study.  

Summary 

To this point, the Montana Legislature has been at a disadvantage by having 

insufficient information with respect to retaining teachers in Montana's rural elementary 

schools (Access, 2008).  Understanding the factors that predict retention will be 

beneficial to the State of Montana’s educational system as a whole.  This research will be 

instrumental to both the common welfare of Montana as well as the individual good of 

Montana's students insofar as education is the foundation of a healthy and vigorous state 

and improves the lives of Montana's youth. 
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Chapter Two 

Review of the Literature 

The positive effects a teacher can have on a child are long-lasting (Rice, 2003), 

the positive effects depend, in large measure, upon consistent years within the school 

(Ingersoll, 2001a, 2001b; Ingersoll & Merrill, 2010).  Studies have also shown that 

teacher turnover is disruptive to the school’s educational process (Edgar & Pair, 2005; 

Ingersoll, 2003; Ingersoll & Smith, 2003), and studies have warned that increasing 

teacher retention will not be resolved by simply increasing the supply of teachers.  We 

must understand what is necessary to keep the teachers we have in the classroom 

(Darling-Hammond, 2003; Ingersoll & Smith, 2003).  

According to Ingersoll and Merrill (2010), there has been intense growth in the 

amount of newly hired, first-year teachers over past two decades.  During the 1987–1988 

school year there were approximately 50,000 new hires compared to 200,000 during the 

2007–2008 school year. In the late 1980s, the standard teacher had 15 years of classroom 

teaching experience; by 2008, the normal teacher was a beginner in his or her first year of 

teaching.  Moreover, data indicates that the attrition rates of first-year teachers, now the 

largest group within the teaching profession, have slightly grown over the past two 

decades. 

Ingersoll (2003, 2007) found teacher turnover to be one of the most pressing 

problems facing rural schools across the nation where many new teachers receive their 

first few years of experience in small rural schools before moving to larger schools as 

experienced teachers.  For many years, small rural schools have served as apprenticeship 

centers for larger non-rural schools.  Additionally, Monk (2007) pointed out that the 
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overall quality of life in the rural community is lacking, working conditions are poor, 

student needs are great, support services for schools are limited, and professional school 

support systems are inadequate.  

Why Rural Matters, a series of seven biannual reports published by The Rural 

School and Community Trust, analyzed the circumstances of rural education in all 50 

states over the years using data from the NCES, US Census Bureau, and New American 

Foundation.  According to these reports, Montana and a dozen other states across the 

nation stand out as needing immediate rural education policy attention (Beeson & 

Strange, 2000, 2003; Johnson & Strange, 2007, 2009; Johnson et al., 2014).  

Understanding the Ruralness of Montana 

Montana is unique in that a school system can be comprised one of two ways.  

The first is when a K-12 school district is the school system, and the other is when an 

elementary district and high school district are combined to form a school system.  In 

either case, the school system is led by a common administrator and governed by a 

common school board.  Often, other outlying elementary school districts flow into a 

larger school system to attend high school.  For example, Missoula Elementary School 

District and Missoula High School District are two separate school districts that combine 

to form one school system.  Students from Missoula Elementary School District and nine 

other “feeder” elementary school districts flow into Missoula High School District after 

8th grade.  Each of the nine feeder districts is their own school system with their own 

administration and governing school board.  

In the most recent publication of Why Rural Matters by The Rural School and 

Community Trust, Montana is ranked as the most rural state in the nation with 96.1% of 
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its public school districts below the national median district enrollment size of 533 

students (Johnson et al., 2014).  The extreme rural nature of Montana’s schools, as a 

result of a few pockets of populated counties, makes it difficult for researchers generalize 

national findings back to Montana.  

In a report prepared by Augenblick, Palaich, and Associates, Inc., (APA), (2002) 

and their follow-up study conducted in 2006, Montana schools were divided into four 

size groups: small district (under 500 students), moderate district (500-1200 students), 

large district (1201 to 3000 students), and very large district (over 3000 students) 

(Silverstein, Rose, Palaich, Meyers, & Brown, 2007).  The groups used by APA research 

were not an accurate depiction of Montana’s student population because over 90% of 

Montana’s districts in 2007 were “small.”  Furthermore, APA used the four groups listed 

above as the foundation for Montana K-12 educational funding recommendations to the 

Montana Legislature.  Thus, the findings found in their professional judgment approaches 

in 2002 and 2006 (Silverstein et. al., 2007) misrepresent the cost of educating a K-12 

student in Montana.  

APA has conducted similar pieces of research in Nevada, Colorado, and 

Pennsylvania using a similar approach.  In fact, what APA defined as a “large district” in 

Montana was “small” in Nevada and Pennsylvania (Augenblick, Palaich, & Associates, 

2006, 2007), and in the Colorado’s first stage of the school finance project, APA did not 

use any data from schools with less than 1500 students (Augenblick et al., 2010). 

Unfortunately, misinterpretations are made when conclusions do not accurately represent 

the unique demographics of Montana; thus the need to give an accurate representation of 

Montana’s extreme rural nature.   
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Retention of Rural Teacher Framework 

A review of the literature explored what has been found with regard to retaining 

teachers in Montana’s rural schools through a framework developed over 30 years ago by 

Dr. Jonathan P. Sher, a graduate of Harvard University’s School of Education.  In the 

Retention of Rural Teacher Framework, “RRTF,” Sher (1983) stated that attracting and 

keeping teachers in rural schools is a function of the three C’s: characteristics, conditions, 

and compensation.  According to Sher (1983), characteristics refer to background 

information as it pertains to the teacher, conditions include both the environmental 

surroundings as well as the working environment in the school, and compensation 

includes salary and benefits.  For the purpose of this research, any subcategory of the 

three C’s will be referred to as a factor.   

In other pieces of related research, Stone (1990) found that a number of barriers 

appear to limit a rural school’s ability to retain certified teachers.  Similar to Stone’s 

research from the 1990, Lui (2007) identified, from other researchers, two strands of 

research on teacher attrition.  The first strand focused on teacher factors such as teacher 

demographics, teacher characteristics, and salary.  The second strand focused on 

environmental factors such as characteristics of the school, how it is governed, and 

working conditions.  

Characteristics 

The first C, characteristics, include age, gender, marital status, children, location 

of college or university attended for teacher training and degree earned.  These 

characteristics have been studied throughout the research with regard to retaining 

teachers in rural locations (Johnson, Berg & Donaldson, 2005).  Having a rural 
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background is also a factor found to boost the probability of a teacher being initially 

attracted to work in a rural school and then staying in a rural school for multiple years 

(Barley, 2009; Davis, 2002; Hare & Heap, 2001; Lui, 2007).  

Background.  

Researchers agree that teachers who stay in rural schools are often born and raised 

in rural locations.  In addition, the teacher also most likely to be attracted to a rural school 

attended a small college or university (Boylan & McSwan, 1998); however, often these 

teachers are hard to find due to low college graduation rates from students who attended 

rural schools (Gibbs, 2000; Monk, 2007).  

According to a 1989 study conducted by Schmuck and Schmuck in which they 

interviewed 25 rural school superintendents, 90% of these administrators had been raised 

in communities very close to where they were currently working.  A more recent study 

conducted by Boyd et al. (2005) supported the findings of Schmuck and Schmuck (1989) 

that teachers prefer to teach near their hometowns.  Specifically, 61% of incoming 

teachers in the state of New York from 1999 to 2002 began teaching within fifteen miles 

of their hometown and 85% started teaching within forty miles of their hometown (Boyd 

et al., 2005). Reininger (2006) found, in a study with teachers from around the nation, 

teachers are much more likely to work within 20 miles of their hometown eight years 

after graduating from college than are workers in almost forty other professions. 

Another way to help solve the problems associated with teacher retention is to use 

a “grow-your-own” strategy (Boyd et al., 2005; Davis, 2002; Hare & Heap, 2001; US 

Department of Education Initiative on Teaching, 2000).  The Schwartzbeck and Prince 

(2003) study recommended specific strategies for recruiting teachers to rural schools.  
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This study surveyed 818 rural superintendents and found that two of the top four 

recruitment strategies were: recruiting teachers from the local population (72%) and 

recruiting from the substitute teacher list (63%).  The general idea supports taking 

advantage of a high school student’s desires to return home to teach by nurturing interest 

and skills, during his or her high school years (Boyd et al., 2005; Kowal et al., 2008).  

A different approach to the “grow-your-own” strategy involves training 

paraprofessionals who already live in the community, work for the local rural school, and 

aspire to become teachers (Clewell & Villegas, 2001; Eubanks, 2001; Schwartzbeck & 

Prince, 2003).  Clewell and Villagas (2001) stated that paraprofessionals who are 

currently working in rural schools are more likely to continue teaching in high-need 

areas.  

This research study will determine if background is an influencing factor for 

teachers who are initially attracted to and then stay to teach in Montana’s rural 

elementary schools.  Gathering background data from Montana’s current rural elementary 

school teachers may indicate to Montana’s rural communities to “grow their own” 

teachers because the teachers are likely to return to teach in or near their hometown or a 

similar Montana rural elementary school.  

Age. 

Age is also an important factor to study when researching teacher retention 

(Adams & Dial, 1993).  Using data from the NCES School Staffing Survey, Richard 

Ingersoll (2001a) concluded that teachers who were under 30 or over 50 were found to 

leave the teaching profession at higher rates than teachers in the 30-49 year old range, 

and teachers under the age of 30 leave the profession at a higher rate than teachers over 
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50 years of age (Ingersoll, 2001a). Stern (1994) indicated that teachers in rural schools 

were younger, less educated and received lower pay and benefits than counterparts in 

non-rural schools.  Thus, younger teachers leave rural schools at a higher rate than older 

teachers who are nearing the age of retirement (Adams & Dial, 1993; Ingersoll, 2001b).  

Not only are teachers in rural schools younger, but they also are less experienced 

(Reichardt, 2002).  In fact, more teachers had three or fewer years of teaching experience 

in rural communities than teachers who taught in non-rural areas, and teachers with four 

or less years of experience were the most likely to leave rural schools to take teaching 

positions in larger districts (Strizek et al., 2006).  

According to Kowel, Hassel and Hassel (2008), schools are considered “hard-to-

staff” simply because they are located in isolated rural areas.  Students in hard-to-staff 

schools are often considered the most in need of an education from experienced master 

teachers, yet research shows that these students are the most under-served by public 

education (Education Commission of the States, 2009).  Children who go to school in 

hard-to-staff schools tend to live in poverty and are more likely to be educated by young, 

new, unequipped and less effective teachers (Charles, Clotfelter, Ladd, Vigdor, & Diaz, 

2004).  These hard-to-staff rural schools also suffer from high teacher attrition because 

the younger, better-educated, and more upwardly mobile people leave and the others are 

left in a “sink or swim” position due to a lack of support and professional isolation 

(Darling-Hammond & Sclan, 1996).  They leave rural communities almost as quickly as 

they arrive (Barley, 2009; Education Week, 2000). 

The American Association of School Administrators recognized the ability to 

keep teachers as the central problem facing rural schools.  The overall teaching 
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experience is restricted in rural schools because new teachers may take a position in a 

rural school for short time (McClure, Redfield, & Hammer, 2003).  This is a disturbing 

finding given that teacher experience is one of the most important predictors of teaching 

effectiveness (Rockoff, 2004; Schwartzbeck & Prince, 2003).  

Teacher comments from Guin’s qualitative research provide insight to the 

frustrations felt by rural teachers who have stayed in their rural school.  Specifically, “We 

are constantly reinventing the wheel.  And for those of us that stay, it drains our energy. 

You know you can’t constantly be starting over.  It leads to burnout” (Guin, 2004, p. 13). 

“I really feel it takes you a year to teach at a new location… If you are always faced with 

new teachers you will always have a school on the edge” (Guin, 2004, p. 15).  Therefore, 

“When you have a stable environment, the kids can let their guard down… They can 

come here and have a sense of calm” (Guin, 2004, p. 11).  This study will evaluate if age 

is a determining factor for teachers who stay to teach in Montana’s rural elementary 

schools. 

 Sex. 

Sher (1983) proposed that sex could also be a predictive factor of retention rates 

in rural schools, but the research on which sex (male or female) is more likely to stay 

varies.  When looking at teachers who taught at all grade levels and in all subjects, 

Ingersoll (2001b) found that female teachers were most likely to leave rural schools. 

However, Marlow and Inman (1993) found that single men who taught in high schools 

were most likely to leave rural schools, and overall there were more women teaching at 

the elementary level.  Even earlier than Ingersoll or Marlow and Inman’s studies, Heyns 
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(1988) found that the highest attrition rates occurred in high schools, and that men were 

slightly more likely than women to leave teaching.  

According to the NEA (2013), over 75% of all public school teachers are female.  

This research will seek to determine if there is a significant difference among gender 

retention rates in Montana’s rural elementary schools with the understanding that a there 

is a larger percentage of females in the profession.  

Marital status. 

Murphy and Angelskin (1997) suggested that rural administrators should hire 

married couples to teach within the district because it increases the possibility that they 

will stay.  Bornfield, Hall, Hall, and Hoover (1997) specifically stated that rural special 

education teachers who stayed at schools in rural locations did so because of 

responsibilities to a spouse or elderly parents, and not because they were necessarily 

satisfied with their current teaching position.  A study from 1992 concluded that one of 

the main reasons teachers in rural British Columbia accepted jobs in rural locations was 

due to their spouse’s job in the community (Storey, 1992).  Another study on teacher 

mobility in British Columbia found that teachers stay in rural schools simply because a 

spouse is employed in the rural community, and there is satisfaction with the rural 

lifestyle (Murphy & Angelski, 1997).   

Teachers who work in rural schools often times receive smaller paychecks, have 

limited social and cultural opportunities, often experience difficulty finding affordable 

housing, and find fewer job opportunities for spouses (Collins, 1999).  Issues such as 

employment opportunities for married couples, expenses, and the “hidden costs” of rural 

living are a major cause for concern (McClure et al., 2003).  If rural communities do not 
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have a way of providing employment for married couples, then isolated rural 

communities will continue to experience a decline in population (Harmon, 2003).  

This study, specific to teachers in Montana’s rural elementary schools, will 

determine if marital status and a spouse’s employment (if applicable) are significant 

factors when looking at retention of elementary teachers in Montana’s rural schools.  This 

is an important factor since non-rural areas continue to have greater opportunities for the 

spouse of a teacher to find employment (McClure et al., 2003).   

Educational preparation, attainment, and certification. 

 Many new teachers believe that they are not fully ready to begin their careers due 

to the lack of education in teacher preparation programs (Ingersoll, 2003, 2007).  Brown 

(2002) found that new teachers, regardless of school size, feel a tremendous pressure to 

perform during their first year, and many find the responsibilities of their own classroom 

to be very different from student teaching.  

Furthermore, the geographical, social, and professional isolation that new teachers 

in rural schools experience can be even more overwhelming if they have not been 

prepared to teach in rural areas (Wright & Osborne, 2007).  Stern (1994) believed that 

knowing what to expect from the nature of rural communities ahead of time helps newly 

hired teachers in rural areas survive and thrive.  The positive aspects of rural placements 

must also be marketed.  Wright and Osborne (2007) found that many pre-service teachers 

appreciate learning the art of teaching and experiencing the classroom in small 

environments where they feel safe. 

It is often difficult to select teachers for rural areas (Lyons, Cooksey, Panizzon, 

Parnell & Pegg, 2006), and attracting pre-service teachers to rural schools has presented 
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many challenges for education departments for years (Collins, 1999).  Understanding that 

the majority of rural school teachers have rural backgrounds is just as significant as 

learning where these teachers attended college, and both are important factors in 

determining which teachers will make a career as a rural elementary school teacher 

(Storey, 1992).  If pre-service teachers are initially attracted to teach in a rural school, 

then another problem arises within a few years; how do these schools retain these newer 

teachers (McClure et. al, 2003).  

Beckner (1996) and Haberman (1996) concluded teacher preparation programs in 

colleges and universities did not prepare teachers to teach in rural locations.  Specifically, 

Lahern describes a series of required courses related specifically to rural education 

offered at The University of Montana-Western in Dillon, MT in order to increase the 

probabilities of recruiting and retaining teachers in Montana’s rural areas (1983).  

Detailed training is needed to prepare teachers to work in Montana’s rural 

elementary schools (Lahren, 1983); Quartz (2003) believed that similarly customized 

preparation is necessary for teaching in hard-to-staff schools. Hudson and Hudson (2008) 

stated that, “Instilling confidence and empowering pre-service teachers to teach and live 

in rural areas requires first-hand experiences” (p. 74).  This article also suggested that 

universities should create programs to introduce pre-service teachers to rural education 

and living.  

Jack Crews (2002), Lake Havasu City, AZ superintendent, took a proactive tactic 

to recruit teachers to his district.  Student teaching opportunities in Lake Havasu were 

made available to the teacher education programs at universities in Utah and Montana. 

Crews noted that his ability to recruit and hire these teachers was to have face-to-face 
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contact with them.  Research conducted on the teacher preparation for schools located in 

rural areas is bleak at best, but we do know from past research that it is a very important 

component for retaining teachers in rural areas.  

Current state policies provide few incentives for institutions of higher education 

to develop customized programs, support clinical internships, and encourage student 

teachers in hard-to-staff schools (Berry & Hirsch, 2007).  Monk (2007) noted that rural 

schools have a below-average share of highly qualified teachers, and the additional costs 

associated with preparing teachers to teach in remote rural settings should be 

overshadowed by the benefits of increased rural high school education rates from more 

prepared consistent teachers in the classroom as cited in Hare and Heap (2001).  

The existing research supports that effective teacher preparation programs can 

play a positive role in helping newly trained teachers work in rural schools (Berry & 

Hirsch, 2007; Hare & Heap, 2001; Hudson & Hudson, 2008; and Monk, 2007); therefore, 

it is important to explore the extent to which teachers feel that they were prepared to 

teach in Montana’s rural schools (Lahren, 1983). 

As stated by the US Department of Education’s annual report on teacher quality, 

teachers employed to teach in hard-to-staff schools are less likely to be fully endorsed 

and are more likely to be teaching with provisional licenses (2004).  The Center for 

Teaching Quality reported that during the 2005-2006 school year, over 70% of the survey 

respondents from rural schools’ new hires entered through their state’s alternative 

certification program (2006).  

Almost every state has alternative routes into the profession, but the quality and 

duration of preparation through those routes varies dramatically, even within states 
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(Education Week, 2004).  Some states, such as California, Colorado, New Jersey, and 

Texas have tried to overcome the shortage of traditionally prepared teachers willing to 

teach in hard-to-staff schools by making it easier to fill classrooms with teachers who 

begin their career through alternate certification routes.  These states rely so significantly 

on these alternative routes that they are now the primary means of preparing teachers 

(Berry & Hirsch, 2007).  According to Neilson (2001, 2002), smaller rural schools in 

Montana have a higher number of openings compared to non-rural schools in Montana.  

Rural schools in Montana have difficultly filling vacancies and must rely on provisional 

endorsements to fill positions. 

Rural schools are also faced with teachers who are not highly qualified.  While 

the definition for highly qualified according to the No Child Left Behind Act has been 

around since 2002, out-of-field teaching is not new.  James Conant, former president of 

Harvard University, brought attention to the extensive mismanagement of teachers 

through out of-field assignments in his landmark 1963 study The Education of American 

Teachers (Ingersoll, 1999).  The difference between rural and non-rural teachers is that 

the textbook rural teacher is certified to teach in more than one area, can teach multiple 

grades or multiple subjects in the same classroom, supervises extracurricular activities 

and has additional duties beyond the scope of classroom teaching (Lemke, 1994; Stone, 

1990).  

Monk (2007) stated that other researchers consistently find that teachers in rural 

areas also have comparatively low educational attainment, and teachers who have earned 

graduate degrees within the prior two years are the most likely to leave the rural school 

(Boe, Bobbitt, Cook, Whitener, & Weber, 1997).  Robert Gibbs’s findings affirmed that 
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only about a third of rural teachers have graduate degrees, while nearly half of non-rural 

teachers do (2000).  

If teachers with graduate degrees leave rural schools after a short period of 

employment, it is reasonable that administrators would tend to prefer hiring teachers 

without advanced degrees with the hopes that they would stay in the district longer than 

those with more education (Harris & Saas, 2007).  This study would determine if the 

location of higher education preparation, the type of preparation and certification are 

determining factors that predict a rural school teacher’s intent to stay or leave.  

Conditions 

The second C, conditions, is divided into two parts: working conditions and 

environmental conditions (Sher, 1983).  Rural schools experience difficulty finding 

teachers who are willing to relocate to rural geographic areas due to working and 

environmental conditions (McClure et al., 2003; Schwartzbeck & Prince, 2003).  

Working conditions such as teaching in a multi-grade classroom, mentoring programs, 

and support from the community, administration and parents are all factors that have been 

found to influence teacher retention rates (Berry & Hirsh, 2007).  Environmental 

conditions such as cultural, housing, and social facilities are factors that also may be 

predictive of the retention of teachers in rural schools (Hare & Heap, 2001; Hammer, 

Hughes, McClure, Reeves, & Salgado, 2005; Harmon, 2003; Schwartzbeck & Prince, 

2003; Stone, 1990).  

Working conditions. 

Teaching, especially for those entering the profession, has been characterized as a 

profession with high levels of attrition (Hanushek, Kain, Rivkin, 2004).  During 2008-
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2009, teacher attrition for full-time teachers across the United States was 15% compared 

to 16% for all rural teachers (NCES, 2010), and many schools, regardless of location or 

school size, experience a 50% turnover over the course of three years (Allensworth, 

Ponisciak, & Mazzeo; 2009).  Certain changes are necessary otherwise teaching will 

continue to be a “revolving door profession,” in which teachers depart teaching long 

before retirement (Ingersoll, 2004).  The teaching profession is like a “bucket rapidly 

losing water because of holes in the bottom.  Pouring more water into the bucket will not 

be the answer if the holes are not first patched” (Ingersoll, 2003, p. 17).  

Ingersoll (2001b, 2003) contended that working conditions play a large part in a 

teacher's decision to leave a school.  Many factors associated with working conditions are 

cited as the reason teachers leave the educational field (Charlotte Advocates for 

Education, 2004; Leukens, Lyter, Fox, & Chandler, 2004; Seifert & Kurtz, 1983).  These 

factors include classroom isolation, lack of essential materials and resources necessary to 

do their jobs, and being overwhelmed with the amount of classroom preparation (Berry & 

Hirsch, 2007).  Specific to rural schools, the Abel and Sewell (1999) quality study 

indicated through a regression analysis that poor working conditions were most 

predictive of rural teacher burnout, and the best and the brightest teachers appear to be 

those who are most likely to leave (Henke & Chen, 2000).  “The bottom line is if 

working conditions do not improve, education will not improve” (Fine, 2002, p. 3).  

Facilities and resources. 

According to the Center for Teaching Quality, rural teachers reported being 

isolated in their classrooms, needing additional basic materials to do their jobs, and 

feeling flooded with work (Berry & Hirsch, 2007).  Consistent with Newmann, King, and 
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Youngs’ (2001) study, for schools to become efficient, having the technical resources 

available to all students and staff is key.  Similar to Newmann, King, and Youngs’ 

findings, Amrein-Beardsley (2007) found that expert teachers must be guaranteed 

adequate support staff, resources, and access to technology.  It was also noted that when 

these teachers thought about teaching in high-needs schools, they became concerned 

about meeting the resource and technology needs of their students.  In short, they would 

need definite assurances of sustained resource support from the school before teaching in 

a hard-to-staff school such as those located in a rural area.  Jimerson (2004) stated one 

way for students and teachers to stay current and connected is through adequate 

technology, but many rural schools are likely to struggle to provide adequate 

technological resources because of the high cost.  Monk’s (2007) research reinforces 

Jimerson’s point that having access to modern technology may offset some of the 

drawbacks associated with teaching in rural areas. 

 Distance learning programs, online courses, or dual-credit options are ways that 

some rural high schools are providing learning opportunities for students (Robinson, 

2003).  Specific to Montana, the Montana Legislature has allocated money during the last 

three legislative sessions to fund MTDA.  The MTDA has created access and educational 

opportunities to all of Montana’s high school students, especially those who attend school 

in remote parts of the state.  MTDA is looking to expand courses into middle and 

elementary schools in the future, but currently it only caters to needs of Montana high 

school students (OPI, 2013a).  

According to OPI, since its inception during the fall of 2010, the MTDA has 

provided Montana high school students from across the state with access to high school 
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and college level courses that were at one time only affordable in larger "non-rural" 

school (OPI, 2010).  MTDA student enrollment has grown from 1,430 in the fall of 2010 

to 3,712 in the fall of 2013.  The MTDA is expected to grow to 10,000 enrollments 

annually by 2015.  "In Montana's rural schools, the MTDA is providing students with 

access to elective courses that never have before been available, including World 

Languages and AP courses" (OPI, 2013a).  Because of the increasing commitment to 

offer on-line classes via MTDA, where Montana certified teachers are teaching students 

in all parts of the state, there was less of a need to investigate teacher retention in 

Montana's rural high schools.  Thus, the need to concentrate on elementary grades in 

rural Montana where there are not currently on-line course offerings that are similar in 

fashion to the MTDA was justified. 

According to Monk’s research from 1987, curriculum in rural schools has been 

offered at minimal level.  Unequal access to educational opportunities is thought to be a 

key factor in unequal student educational outcomes (Darling-Hammond 2000; Ingersoll, 

2004).  The educational opportunities of rural students are lower than non-rural students 

due to non-equal educational opportunity thus creating what Anderson and Chang (2011) 

call an opportunity gap.  As a result of unequal opportunities in the classroom, many of 

these rural students do not aspire to continue an education past high school (Gibbs, 2000; 

Monk, 1987).  

The classroom. 

Enrollment.  

Rural school enrollment has been viewed as both a positive and negative factor.  

On the positive side, researchers have advocated that an ideal retention strategy is to 
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Appendix A 

Montana’s Rural Elementary Schools for 2014-2015 by Montana CSPD Region  

 

CSPD 
Region County District/School Number of 

Teachers 

1 

Carter County 
Alzada School 
Hammond School 
Hawks Home School 

1 
1 
1 

Custer County 

Kinsey Elementary 6 
Kricher Elementary 3 
SH Elementary 1 
SY Elementary 1 
Spring Creek Elementary 1 
Trail Creek Elementary 1 

Dawson County 
Bloomfield Elementary 1 
Deer Creek Elementary 2 
Lindsay Elementary 2 

Garfield County 

Cohagen Elementary 1 
Kester Elementary 1 
Pine Grove Elementary 1 
Ross Elementary 1 
Sand Springs Elementary 1 

McCone County Vida School 2 
Prairie Elk Colony School 1 

Powder River County Biddle Elementary 1 
South Stacy Elementary 1 

Richland County Brorson Elementary 2 
Rau Elementary 7 

Rosebud County Birney Elementary 1 
Counties in Region I with no rural elementary schools: Daniels, Fallon, 
Phillips, Prairie, Roosevelt, Sheridan, Treasure, Valley, Wibaux 
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CSPD 
Region County District/School Number of 

Teachers 

2 

Blaine County 

Bear Paw Elementary 1 
Cleveland-Lone Tree Elementary 1 
North Harlem Colony Elementary 1 
Zurich Elementary 3 

Chouteau County 
Benton Lake Elementary 1 
Carter Elementary 1 
Knees Elementary 2 

Glacier County Mountain View Elementary 1 

Hill County 
Cottonwood Elementary 3 
Davey Elementary 1 
Gilford Colony Elementary 1 

Liberty County Liberty Elementary 1 
Riverview School 1 

Pondera County Dupuyer Elementary 1 
Miami Elementary 2 

Teton County 

Bynum Elementary 2 
Miller Colony 1 
Golden Ridge Elementary 1 
New Rockport Colony 
Rockport Colony 

3 
2 

    Toole County Galata Elementary 1 
County in Region II with no rural schools:  
Cascade 

3 

Big Horn County Spring Creek Elementary 1 
Carbon County Luther Elementary 4 

Fergus County 

Ayers Elementary 1 
Deerfield Elementary 1 
King Colony Elementary 1 
Spring Creek Colony Elem. 1 

Stillwater County 
Fishtail Elementary 1 
Molt Elementary 1 
Nye Elementary 1 

Sweet Grass County 
Greycliff Elementary 1 
McLeod Elementary 1 
Melville Elementary 1 

Yellowstone County Morin Elementary 4 
Counties in Region III with no rural schools:  
Golden Valley, Judith Basin, Musselshell, Petroleum 
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CSPD 
Region County District/School Number of 

Teachers 

4 

Beaverhead County 

Grant Elementary 2 
Jackson Elementary 2 
Polaris Elementary 1 
Reichle Elementary 2 
Wisdom Elementary 2 
Wise River Elementary 2 

Gallatin County 

Cottonwood Elementary 2 
Malmborg Elementary 2 
Pass Creek Elementary 1 
Springhill Elementary 2 

Granite County Hall Elementary 2 

Jefferson County Basin Elementary 2 
Cardwell Elementary 4 

Lewis & Clark County 
Auchard Creek Elementary 2 
Trinity Elementary 2 
Wolf Creek Elementary 1 

Madison County Alder-Upper Ruby Elementary 2 

Park County Cooke City Elementary 1 
Springdale Elementary 1 

Powell County 

Avon Elementary 3 
Elliston Elementary 2 
Garrison Elementary 2 
Gold Creek Elementary 1 
Helmville Elementary 3 
Ovando Elementary 2 

Silver Bow County Divide Elementary 1 
Melrose Elementary 1 

Counties in Region IV with no rural elementary schools:  
Broadwater, Deer Lodge, Meagher 

5 

Flathead County Pleasant Valley Elementary 1 
Deer Park Elementary 9 

Lake County 
Salmon Prairie School 1 
Dayton School 5 
Valley View Elementary  3 

Lincoln County 

Fortine Elementary 
McCormick Elementary 

7 
1  

Trego Elementary 4 
Yaak Elementary 1 

Missoula County Sunset Elementary 1 
Woodman Elementary 5 

Sanders County Trout Creek Elementary 9 
Counties in Region V with no rural schools: Mineral and Ravalli 
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Survey 
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Appendix C 

Protocol and Follow-Up Sequence 

 

Step 1. Introductory E-Mail to Montana County Superintendents 

An e-mail to all Montana County Superintendents will be sent from Marsha Davis 

introducing the significance of this study and encouraging approval of participation. 

Step 2. E-Mail to Montana County Superintendents    

An e-mail to all Montana County Superintendents will be sent informing them of the 

research and the involvement of the teacher(s) whom they supervise. 

Step 3. Initial E-Mail to Rural Montana Elementary School Teachers  

An e-mail will be sent to all rural elementary school teachers asking for their 

participation in this research. The e-mail will contain a WEB ADDRESS that is 

hyperlinked to the web-based survey.  

Step 4. Follow-Up E-Mail to Rural Montana Elementary School Teachers  

Three days after the initial email has been sent, a follow-up e-mail will be sent to all 

teachers as a reminder to complete the survey. The follow-up e-mails will continue to 

be sent every three days of a period of two weeks.  

Step 5. Phone Calls to Rural Montana Elementary School Teachers 

One week after the initial email has been sent, phone calls will be made to all teachers 

encouraging them to take the survey or thanking them for participating. If necessary, 

the WEB ADDRESS will be forwarded again to the teacher.  
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Appendix D 
 

Introductory E-Mail to Montana County Superintendents from Marsha Davis 

 
TO: Insert Name of County Superintendent 
 
I have been assisting Jilyn Oliveira, current elementary principal at Smith Elementary in 
Helena, on her doctoral dissertation through The University of Montana. I have known 
Jilyn since she started her administrative career at Lincoln Public Schools in the fall of 
2007. Jilyn is a native Montanan, originally from Libby.  
 
This summer I contacted all of you for a list of your teachers who are currently teaching 
K-8 students. Thank you for your prompt responses. These teachers are Jilyn’s research 
population. She will be inviting all of them to be part of her research.  
 
Her research question is, “What factors predict teacher retention in Montana’s rural 
elementary schools.” The results of this study will be sent to each of you as well as each 
rural elementary school teacher who participates in this study.  Jilyn will be sending you 
an e-mail in the near future, but since my last day is December 31st I wanted to make sure 
this was sent to all of you before retirement.  
 
 
 
Sincerely, 
 
Marsha Davis, Ed.D. 
Lewis and Clark County Superintendent 
Helena, MT 59001 
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Appendix E 

E-Mail to Montana County Superintendents 

 
TO: Insert Name of County Superintendent 
 
SUBJECT: What factors predict teacher retention in Montana’s rural elementary 
schools. 
 
As a follow up to the recent e-mail from Marsha Davis, my name is Jilyn Oliveira and I 
am the current elementary principal at Smith Elementary in Helena. I am also currently 
working on my doctoral dissertation through The University of Montana. My research 
question is, “What factors predict teacher retention in Montana’s rural elementary 
schools,” and all teachers teaching under the supervision of a Montana County 
Superintendent for the 2014-2015 school year are the population to be included in the 
research. 
 
A link to the web-based survey will be sent to all 170 teachers in the near future. If you 
have questions or concerns regarding this research, please reply to this e-mail or contact 
me using the information below. To view the survey, please use the web address list 
below.  
 
https://ENTERURLHERE 
 
 
Sincerely, 
  
Jilyn Oliveira – Principal 
Smith Elementary School 
Helena School District 
Helena, MT 59001  
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Appendix F 

Initial E-Mail to Montana Rural Elementary School Teachers  

Dear Insert Name of Teacher 
 
As I am sure you are aware, rural schools are experiencing difficulties retaining teachers. 
As a former rural administrator, I understand the significant impact that a teacher has on 
fostering child’s well-being as well as increasing student achievement. Rural school 
administrators, the Montana Legislature and Montanans in general need to know what 
they can do to help retain Montana’s rural teachers. Therefore, I am conducting this study 
as part of my dissertation through the University of Montana to better understand what 
factors predict teacher retention in Montana’s rural elementary schools. My hope is that 
this research will improve and reform policies and programs regarding teacher retention 
in Montana’s rural elementary schools.  
 
All of Montana’s rural elementary schools under the supervision of a county 
superintendent have been invited to be part of this study.  Anonymity for both you and 
your school will be maintained, and your participation is completely voluntary. The 
census should only take approximately 10-15 minutes to complete, and I am hoping to 
have all census data completed by January 31, 2015. Please click on the link below to get 
started.  
 
I truly appreciate your time and cooperation in completing this survey and I look forward 
to analyzing the data. 
 
Sincerely, 
 
 
Jilyn Oliveira – Principal 
Smith Elementary School 
Helena School District 
Helena, MT 59601 
 
Thank you in advance for being part of this meaningful research.  

Click here to begin the census! 

URL: WWW.ENTERURLHERE.COM 
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Appendix G 

Follow-Up E-Mail to Montana Rural Elementary School Teachers  

Dear Insert Name of Teacher 
 
As I am sure you are aware, rural schools are experiencing difficulties retaining teachers. 
As a former rural administrator, I understand the significant impact that a teacher has on 
fostering child’s well-being as well as increasing student achievement. Rural school 
administrators, the Montana Legislature and Montanans in general need to know what 
they can do to help retain Montana’s rural teachers. Therefore, I am conducting this study 
as part of my dissertation through the University of Montana to better understand what 
factors predict teacher retention in Montana’s rural elementary schools. My hope is that 
this research will improve and reform policies and programs regarding teacher retention 
in Montana’s rural elementary schools.  
 
All of Montana’s rural elementary schools under the supervision of a county 
superintendent have been invited to be part of this study.  Anonymity for both you and 
your school will be maintained, and your participation is completely voluntary. The 
census should only take approximately 10-15 minutes to complete, and I am hoping to 
have all census data completed by January 31, 2015. If you have not yet completed the 
census, please click on the link below to get started.  
 
I truly appreciate your time and cooperation in completing this survey and I look forward 
to analyzing the data. 
 
Sincerely, 
 
 
Jilyn Oliveira – Principal 
Smith Elementary School 
Helena School District 
Helena, MT 59601 
 
Thank you in advance for being part of this meaningful research.  

Click here to begin the census! 

URL: WWW.ENTERURLHERE.COM 
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Appendix H 

Question Justification 

# Question 
Possible  
Answers 

Which of  
the 3 C's Level 

1 

I have read the above information 
and agree to participate in this 
research project. I agree NA NA 

2 

Using the map of Montana, select 
the region where your current 
school district is located.  

 
I, II, III, IV, V Background Nominal 

3 Age Range 1-99 Characteristics Ratio 
4 Gender Female or Male Characteristics Nominal 
5 Marital Status Single or Married Characteristics Nominal 

6a 
Where did you graduate from high 
school? Fill in the Blank Characteristics Nominal 

6b 
Where did you graduate from high 
school? Fill in the Blank Characteristics Nominal 

6c 
Where did you graduate from high 
school? Fill in the Blank Characteristics Nominal 

7 
How many students were in your 
high school graduating class? Fill in the Blank Characteristics Ratio 

8 

Is the current community were you 
teach similar to the community 
where you spent the majority of 
your childhood? Yes or No Characteristics Nominal 

9 
What is your highest level of 
education? Pick from a list of choices Characteristics Ordinal 

10 
Do you currently hold a Montana 
teaching certificate? Yes or No Characteristics Nominal 

11 

 
 
 
From what college/university did 
you (or will you) receive your 
teaching certificate? Fill in the Blank Characteristics Nominal 

12 

Do you believe your teacher 
education program prepared (or is 
preparing) you for the unique 
challenges associated with teaching 
in a rural school? Yes or No Characteristics Nominal 

13a 

How many years have you taught 
in this school district (including the 
2014-2015 school year)? Fill in the Blank Characteristics Ratio 
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13b 

How many years have you taught 
in another similar rural school 
district? Fill in the Blank Characteristics Ratio 

14 

What is the main reason you 
selected your current teaching 
position? Pick from a list of choices Characteristics Nominal 

15a 
How many years have you lived in 
(near) this school district?  Fill in the Blank Characteristics Ratio 

15b 

How many years did you work in 
this district before teaching in this 
district (paraprofessional, substitute 
teacher, etc.)?  Fill in the Blank Characteristics Ratio 

15c 
How many relatives do you have 
living in this school district?  Fill in the Blank Characteristics Ratio 

16a-e 

Ages of your children (if you do 
not have any children, please leave 
this question blank) Fill in the Blank Characteristics Ratio 

17 

After this year, how many more 
years do you intend to work in this 
school district? Fill in the Blank Characteristics Ratio 

18 Next year, I plan to: Pick from a list of choices DFA Variable Nominal 

19 Intentions for next year: Pick from a list of choices Other Nominal 

20 

Has your administrator influenced 
your intent to stay or leave your 
current teaching position? Yes or No Conditions Nominal 

21a 

Has the distance to any of the 
following influenced your intention 
to stay or leave this school district? Yes or No Conditions Nominal 

21b 

Has the distance to any of the 
following influenced your intention 
to stay or leave this school district? Yes or No Conditions Nominal 

21c 

Has the distance to any of the 
following influenced your intention 
to stay or leave this school district? Yes or No Conditions Nominal 

21d 

Has the distance to any of the 
following influenced your intention 
to stay or leave this school district? Yes or No Conditions Nominal 

21e 

Has the distance to any of the 
following influenced your intention 
to stay or leave this school district? Yes or No Conditions Nominal 

21f 

Has the distance to any of the 
following influenced your intention 
to stay or leave this school district? Yes or No Conditions Nominal 

22a 
How far (in miles) do you travel to 
get to work each day (one way)? Fill in the Blank Conditions Ratio 
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22b 

How far (in miles) does your 
spouse travel to get to work each 
day?  Fill in the Blank Conditions Ratio 

23a 

What percentage (0-100) of support 
do you feel you have from the 
community? Fill in the Blank Conditions Ratio 

23b 

What percentage (0-100) of support 
do you feel you have from the 
parents of your children? Fill in the Blank Conditions Ratio 

23c 

What percentage (0-100) of support 
do you feel you have from the 
county superintendent? Fill in the Blank Conditions Ratio 

24 
Do you feel you have a connection 
to the community? Yes or No Conditions Nominal 

25a 

Does your school district lack 
sufficient resources for you to 
provide educational opportunities 
for your students? Yes or No Conditions Nominal 

25b 
Do you teach in a multi-age 
classroom? Yes or No Conditions Nominal 

25c 
Does your school district run on a 
4-day work week? Yes or No Conditions Nominal 

25d 
Are student behaviors a problem in 
your school district? Yes or No Conditions Nominal 

26 
How may students are in your 
class? Fill in the Blank Conditions Ratio 

27 
How may students are enrolled in 
your school district?  Fill in the Blank Conditions Ratio 

28a-d 
Do you have access to the 
following? Yes or No Conditions Nominal 

29 
What is your salary for the 2014-
2015 school year? Fill in the Blank Compensation Ratio 

30 

In your opinion, what should be the 
starting base salary for a new 
teacher with NO teaching 
experience?  Fill in the Blank Compensation Ratio 

31 

How much do you think your 
salary would be if you were 
teaching in a non-rural school 
district in Montana?  Fill in the Blank Compensation Ratio 

32 

In your opinion, would Montana 
teachers benefit from a state-wide 
salary schedule? Yes or No Compensation Nominal 

33a 

What percentage (0-100) for 
medical insurance premium is paid 
for by the school district for:  Fill in the Blank Compensation Ratio 
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33b 

What percentage (0-100) for 
medical insurance premium is paid 
for by the school district for:  Fill in the Blank Compensation Ratio 

33c 

What percentage (0-100) for 
medical insurance premium is paid 
for by the school district for:  Fill in the Blank Compensation Ratio 

34a 

What percentage of (0-100) dental 
and vision insurance premium is 
paid for by the school district for:  Fill in the Blank Compensation Ratio 

34b 

What percentage of (0-100) dental 
and vision insurance premium is 
paid for by the school district for:  Fill in the Blank Compensation Ratio 

35a-e 

Are any of the following provided 
as incentives in your school 
district? Yes or No Compensation Nominal 

36a 

Do you believe teacher retention 
would increase if the school district 
hired teachers from the local 
population? Yes or No Other Nominal 

36b 

Do you believe teacher retention 
would increase if the school district 
hired teachers from the substitute 
teacher list? Yes or No Other Nominal 

36c 

Do you believe teacher retention 
would increase if the school district 
hired from the local professional 
pool?  Yes or No Other Nominal 

36d 

Do you believe teacher retention 
would increase if the school district 
hired married couples to work 
within the district? Yes or No Other Nominal 

37 

What do you believe has the most 
influence in a teacher's decision to 
stay in a rural elementary school 
district? Pick from a list of choices Other Nominal 

38 

Please elaborate on any additional 
information you would like to add 
about retention in Montana's rural 
elementary schools that has been 
overlooked.  Qualitative 

 
Qualitative 

39 
Would you be willing to answer the 
five open-ended questions below? Yes or No 

 
Nominal 

40 

What do you believe teachers who 
stay in rural schools have in 
common? Qualitative 

 
Qualitative 
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41 

What do you believe teachers who 
leave rural schools have in 
common? Qualitative 

 
Qualitative 

42 

Do you think a higher salary is the 
key to increased rural teacher 
retention? Why or why not? Qualitative 

 
Qualitative 

43 

What do you believe is the greatest 
challenge of a rural elementary 
teacher in Montana? Qualitative 

 
Qualitative 

44 

How do we increase teacher 
retention in Montana's rural 
elementary school districts? Qualitative 

 
Qualitative 


