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he Wisconsin Department of Public Instruction has flatly stated that the most pressing challenge cur-
rently facing the state education system is teacher retention. Many Wisconsin school districts, accord-

ing to the DPI, struggle to keep qualified teachers in the classroom and to replace the ones that leave.

Two different analyses conducted by the Badger Institute at a statewide level appear to contradict the DPI’s
findings.

e The number of teachers statewide was only slightly lower in the 2023-24 school year, the last year for
which data is available, than it was in 2009-10, according to a recently released Badger Institute policy
brief. Meanwhile, student enrollment has declined significantly over that time, so that the number of
teachers per 100 students, when looked at in aggregate across the state, is higher than it has been in at

least 15 years.

e Wisconsin teachers, analysis in this paper shows, are generally not more apt nowadays to leave the pro-

fession altogether than they have been historically.

When examining district-level data, however, the wrinkles begin to emerge. Teachers are increasingly apt to
leave one district for another, and trends in the number of teachers per 100 students differ according to district
size. Wisconsin teachers, in sum, are more mobile than they used to be and some districts are less able to retain
and possibly attract new teachers — leading to key questions we will address in this paper and others to follow
about why some teachers desire some districts over others, and how various subsets of teachers differ in their
decision to leave the profession altogether or transfer. Other briefs in this series will dive further into the specif-
ic nature of any teacher shortages by locality, grade level and subject area, and will examine potential reforms

that might enable all districts to successfully compete for or retain talent.
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The teacher turnover situation

The story statewide

On a statewide percentage basis, fewer teachers are leav-
ing the profession altogether than was the case 20 years ago.
By that definition — teachers leaving the Wisconsin public
teacher workforce — the statewide teacher exit rate was
11.5% between the 2002-03 and 2003-04 school years, 10.6%
right after the Act 10 labor reforms in 2012 and, after some
fluctuation, 10.2% in 2023.

Of course, these individuals

may not all actually be retir- F igure !

may be a dearth of teachers in specific areas or fields that
limit the possibility of retaining or attracting new talent re-
gardless of how competitive a district might be. We delve
further into these questions in upcoming briefs.

Data and methodology

This brief is based on information gleaned from 30 aca-
demic years of Wisconsin Department of Public Instruction
All-Staff Reports, along with the public teacher salary re-

ports.! Each year, the DPI
reports a census of every pub-
lic-school staff member in the

ing; some are taking jobs in
private schools, while others
may be pursuing a different 12%

Wisconsin statewide teacher exit rate

state that includes infor-
mation on his or her position,

career path entirely. To devel-
op further insight into the fac-
tors influencing teachers who
are leaving the profession in

school, district, demographics
and salary. By analyzing

these records, it is possible to
determine how many teachers

Wisconsin, we examined exit
rates by compensation and
seniority levels and found that
exit rates are highest at either

end of the spectrum. Finally,
we examined the available

literature on teacher compen-

are exiting the workforce al-
together, and rates of turnover
at the district level. Such
analysis is similar to the tech-
nique used by the Wisconsin
Policy Forum in its 2023
study of teacher turnover go-
ing back to 2009.? Our analy-

sation and motivation. A body 6%
of academic research shows - - -
. '96 '00 '04
that compensation and teacher

retention are linked, and that

'08

Source: Wisconsin Department of Public Instruction

sis applies this technique to
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12 '16 '20 24
'] 15 years further into the past

data going back to 1995, or

merit-based compensation
can improve both teacher performance and student outcomes.

The district level

At the district level, the story is different. The average dis-
trict turnover rate among 414 school districts was higher in
the 2022-23 and 2023-24 school years than at any time since
1996, according to Badger Institute analysis. (Again, unlike
the aggregate state-level data, which includes only those leav-
ing teaching in public schools altogether, turnover at the dis-
trict level includes teachers transferring to a different dis-
trict.) From the perspective of the district, open positions
must be filled either way — creating a challenge for some
districts and not necessarily for others. Competition is healthy
and can help create a meritocracy. At the same time, there

than existing research, to al-
low for comparison of trends
before and after the Act 10 reforms. Additionally, our re-
search examines the impact of individual compensation and

experience on turnover.

The DPI also publishes district-level summaries of com-
pensation and experience. Each district reports its minimum,
maximum and average salary and benefits figures, as well as
the average local and total experience of its staff. Benefits
include retirement, Social Security, life and health insurance,
workers’ compensation, and other benefits.

Salary and compensation

Average salaries ranged from $42,704 for Goodman-
Armstrong Creek School District on the low end to $85,374
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Figure 2

Turnover in the average school district each year, 1996 to 2024
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for Arrowhead Union High School District on the high end. Districts

The median district’s average salary was $58,722. Similarly,
the median for average benefits compensation was $24,962,
with a high figure of $94,929 in Maple Dale-Indian Hill
School District. Because of its high levels of benefits, Maple
Dale-Indian Hill had the highest average total compensation
of any school district in the state: $162,981.

The median district’s average total experience — that is,
the average of a district teaching staff’s combined experience
— was 14.37 years. The median district’s average local expe-
rience — that is, how long the district’s average teacher had

been in that district — was 10.57 years.

Statewide workforce exits

The overall teacher workforce exits tracks the percentage
of public-school teachers entirely leaving Wisconsin public
education each year. The highest level of overall exit rates
occurred in 2004, with approximately 11.5% of teachers leav-
ing Wisconsin public schooling entirely between the 2002-03
and the 2003-04 school years. The mass of teacher exits in
2011-12 following the labor reforms of Act 10 caused the
exit rate to jump from 7.0% to 10.6%, but that did not exceed
the historical peak. Teacher exit rates climbed to a similarly
high level of 10.2% in 2022-23, before turning back down
slightly in 2023-24 to 9.5%.

The average district turnover rate represents the level of
staffing churn that the average district faces. This series aver-
ages the turnover rate of 414 districts for which data were
available across the entire time frame of 1995 to 2024. Turn-
over rates spiked in 2012 following the signing of Act 10,
which limited collective bargaining to salary. Following that
spike, the average turnover rate of full-time teachers has fluc-
tuated between 10% and 15%.

Highlighted districts

The nearby graphs detail turnover rates for Wisconsin’s

three largest districts.

The Milwaukee Public Schools turnover rate hovers in a
range around 10% to 20% for most of the graph. The appar-
ent spike in turnover for 2016 coincides with a transition be-
tween two subsets of data: The Wisconsin Policy Forum pre-
viously reported that Milwaukee submitted an erroneous all-
staff report that year.’

The Madison Metropolitan School District turnover rate
shows an arc from about 1997 to 2011 that reached its peak
in 2004. At its lowest, the turnover rate was 7.4%; at its high-
est, 12.3%. After 2011, the turnover rate began to trend up-

ward.
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Figure 3

Milwaukee Public Schools turover

5 30%

g

5

i =

o

S

2 20%

£

B

2

=]

£

2 10%

2

o

2

kS

b=

8

£ o0

A A A A A A
'96 '00 '04 '08 12 16 20

Madison Metropolitan School District turnover
S 20%

15%

10%

5%

Percent of teachers in district retiring or tranferring ou

o

A A A A A A
'96 00 ‘04 ‘08 12 ‘16 '20

Kenosha Unified School District tumover

5 20%
=
=
kS
=
s
S 15%
o
=
=
£
£ 10%
R
o
E=
w
£
S 5%
2
5
g
g
g 0
A A A A A A A
'96 '00 04 08 12 '16 20

@D Exit rate @D Overall turnover @D Transfer rate

Source: Wisconsin Department of Public Instruction

BADGER INSTITUTE POLICY BRIEF



Figure 4

Exit rate by relative compensation
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In the Kenosha Unified School District, turnover trended
downward from 1998 to 2011, falling to a low of 6.2%. The
level of turnover spiked dramatically in 2012 to 16.4%. The
rate subsided by 2016 but once again reached elevated levels
in 2022 and exceeded 15% in 2023.

Figure 5

Average exit rate by compensation, '96-'24
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Exits based on compensation

To study the effects of compensation on teacher exit, we
divided teachers into quintiles according to their levels of
income relative to all teachers in their district between the
1995-96 school year and the 2023-24 school year. The low
quintile represents the lowest-paid 20% of teachers by total
salary and benefits, while the high quintile represents the best
-paid 20%. The exit rate represents the percentage of teachers
in each compensation category who left the Wisconsin public
teaching workforce.

An interesting pattern emerges: The highest exit rates are
experienced by those at the lowest and highest income
groups. On the other hand, the middle-income group saw the
lowest rates of exits.

Nearly all quintiles saw an uptick in exits in 2012 after Act
10. The spike was most pronounced for the highest income
earners, and for each group, the magnitude of the spike was
inversely related to the level of compensation. The only ex-
ception was the lowest quintile, which experienced a decrease
in exit rates between 2010 and 2020, but still had the highest
exit rates in comparison to other quintiles. As of 2024, the
exit rates by quintile have settled at a higher level than the
pre-Act 10 baseline.
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Exits based on seniority

We also examined retention at various levels of seniority
by grouping teachers into quintiles according to their years of
experience within their district. The low quintile represents
the 20% of teachers with the least local experience, while the
high represents the longest-tenured 20%. The exit rate repre-
sents the percentage of teachers in each category who left the
Wisconsin public school teaching workforce and the data set
is for all years from 1995-96 to 2023-24.

As with compensation, a U-shaped pattern emerges: In this
case, teachers with the most and the least experience are most
likely to leave the workforce. Teachers in the middle of their
careers are less likely to leave. The data confirms that the
passage of Act 10 preceded a dramatic spike in departures
from the workforce among the longest-tenured group. This is
consistent with earlier reports that the change prompted many
teachers already close to retirement to retire earlier.

Exits based on degree

In terms of a teacher’s highest-attained degree, the lowest
exit rate is among those with master’s degrees. Bachelor’s
degree-holders on average have the next lowest, and teachers
with doctorates are the highest.

Figure 7

Figure 6

Average exit rate by seniority, '96-'24
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Retention based on race and gender

As for race, the data show the lowest levels of exits among
white teachers, while the highest occurs among black teach-
ers. This is a concern because studies suggest that for minori-
ty students, having exposure to teachers of the same demogra-
phy can have a positive impact on student outcomes.* One

Exit rate by relative seniority

3 25%

20%

15% == y

10%

5%

Percent of teachers in district retiring or tranferring

0%

A A A A A A A A A A A A A A A
'96 '98 '00 02 '04 '06 ‘08 10 12 14 16 18 20 22 24
Lowest fifth @Il Second @D Third @D Fourth @D Highest fifth "‘
Source: Wisconsin Department of Public Instruction /\

BADGER INSTITUTE POLICY BRIEF



Figure 8

Average exit rate by degree, '96-'24
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working paper found that being assigned a Black teacher
made Black students 13% more likely to graduate and 19%
more likely to enroll in college.” When it comes to gender,
men have a slightly lower exit rate than women on average.

Figure 9

Literature review

In this paper on turnover, we focus on factors affecting
retention. As the data show, one factor is compensation. Pre-
vious research on compensation shows the importance of sal-
aries as a factor in teacher supply and turnover. Anne Po-
dolsky and colleagues in 2016 argued that salaries influence
both the supply of teachers and the rate of teacher attrition.°
They point out that two-thirds of teachers who left the profes-
sion but would consider returning labeled higher pay as an
important factor in the decision. In Wisconsin, the largest
factor in explaining why teachers were leaving the workforce
was inadequate salaries, according to a survey of Milwaukee
area teachers published by the Wisconsin Policy Forum in
2016.

Eric Hanushek argues that the current market structure for
most teacher labor in the U.S. is ineffective because the pre-
vailing union-negotiated structure means compensation is not
linked to quality; increasing compensation for good teachers
usually necessitates increasing compensation for bad teachers
also, an economically inefficient outcome.® In Wisconsin, Act
10 did reduce the power of unions to collectively bargain for
pay increases and additional benefits, permitting districts to
adopt flexible pay systems that allowed higher pay for better
teaching.’

Figure 10

Average exit rate by racial identity, '96-'24
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Statewide exit rate by sex
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Median total compensation, adjusted for inflation, de-
creased by 19% between 2010 and 2022 statewide, according
to a 2024 report from the DPL.'® However, the Wisconsin In-
stitute for Law and Liberty points out that much of the de-
crease in compensation comes from changes in benefits, par-
ticularly as a result of Act 10 requiring teachers to make con-
tributions to healthcare coverage and retirement accounts. !
Before Act 10, public-sector employees in Wisconsin were
generally exempt from such obligations. Additionally, it was
pointed out, the trend of declining teacher retention was na-
tionwide and therefore could not have been caused entirely
by Act 10.

Researcher Barbara Biasi found that “the introduction of flex-
ible pay raised salaries of high-quality teachers, increased
teacher quality (due to the arrival of high-quality teachers
from other districts and increased effort), and improved stu-

dent achievement.”!*

Discussion and Conclusion

Turnover rates are highest for those at either end of their
careers and lowest for those in the middle: Teachers with the
longest tenures and the highest salaries also have some of the
highest rates of turnover, most likely because they also tend

to be closest to retirement. This result is

There is intriguing research into policies
and programs that use incentives and re-
wards to encourage effective teaching in
disadvantaged schools. The IMPACT pro-
gram in Washington, D.C., rewarded high-

unsurprising.

On the opposite end of the spectrum, those
with low levels of experience and low sala-
ries are the most likely to leave the teacher
talent pool. This suggests that many young

ly effective teachers with exceedingly high
bonuses and permitted the dismissal of
underperforming teachers. The result was
that teachers close to the high-effective
threshold were driven to improve their per-
formance to get the incentive, while teach-
ers close to the low end of the spectrum
either worked harder to avoid dismissal, or
voluntarily dropped out of the work force,
researchers found in 2015."

The ACE program in Dallas offered bonuses to attract
teachers to underperforming schools; the bonuses’ size de-
pended on teacher performance.' That is, an effective teacher
had more of an incentive to take a job at an ACE school than
a mediocre one. The program also required all the existing
teachers at the ACE schools to reapply for their own posi-
tions. As a result, every principal and about 80 percent of
teachers were replaced going into the following school year.
The program produced “immediate and sustained increases in
student achievement,” found researcher Andrew J. Morgan
and colleagues, and the increases lasted until the program
was discontinued, strongly suggesting a causal relationship
between incentives and teaching quality.

There is also evidence on the positive effects of incentive-
based compensation on student outcomes in Wisconsin. The
law permitted but did not require school districts to move
away from pay schedules based only on seniority and degree.

Those with low levels of
experience and low

salaries are the most

teacher talent pool.

and inexperienced teachers are leaving the
profession early in their careers. This cor-
roborates the DPI’s findings of high levels
of burnout among new teachers. This is a
red flag.

likely to leave the

Defining the cause is beyond the scope of
this brief, but possibilities abound: Perhaps
colleges of education are not producing
graduates up to the task of teaching."® Per-
haps schools are not responsibly managing or mentoring their
incoming cohorts of talent.'® Perhaps too little is being done
to make sure students are aware of and prepared for the reali-
ties of the classroom.'!” Maybe the compensation structure
fails to provide sufficient incentive for top teachers in some

. . . . 1
districts in comparison to others.'®

Upcoming analysis will explore these possibilities.
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