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ABSTRACT

This study aimed to identify the factors that reduce elementary school teacher
turnover and to develop a comprehensive qualitative framework based on thematic
analysis. This applied qualitative study adopted an exploratory—inductive design.
Data were collected through document analysis and semi-structured interviews with
32 academic experts and education professionals until theoretical saturation was
achieved. Thematic analysis was conducted through systematic coding at basic,
organizing, and global theme levels using MAXQDA software, and trustworthiness
was ensured through credibility, dependability, confirmability, and transferability
criteria. The findings revealed that teacher turnover reduction is explained through
five overarching themes, eighteen organizing themes, and ninety-two basic themes,
encompassing individual, job-related, organizational-structural, cultural—
processual, and environmental dimensions that jointly influence teacher retention.
The results highlight that reducing teacher turnover requires an integrated, multi-
level human resource strategy within the education system rather than isolated or
short-term interventions.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
INTRODUCTION

Employee turnover has become a critical concern for organizations across sectors,
particularly for knowledge-intensive and public service institutions where human capital
constitutes the core strategic asset. In educational systems, teacher turnover is widely
recognized as a persistent global challenge that undermines instructional quality,
organizational stability, and long-term educational outcomes. Research consistently
demonstrates that high rates of teacher turnover impose substantial direct costs related to
recruitment, training, and induction, as well as indirect costs such as the loss of professional
experience, weakened school culture, and reduced student achievement. These challenges
are especially pronounced at the elementary school level, where teachers play a
foundational role in students’ cognitive, emotional, and social development (4, 7).

Contemporary turnover research emphasizes that turnover is rarely a sudden or
isolated decision; rather, it is a gradual, multi-stage process shaped by a complex
interaction of individual, job-related, organizational, and environmental factors. Modern
theoretical approaches, including job embeddedness theory, social exchange theory, and
contemporary disclosure models of turnover, have shifted the focus from single-cause
explanations toward holistic and systemic interpretations of employee retention and exit
behavior (1, 3). Within this perspective, turnover intention is considered a key antecedent
of actual turnover and an important early-warning indicator for managerial intervention.

In the context of teaching, empirical evidence highlights that elementary school
teachers experience distinctive professional pressures compared to teachers at other
educational levels. These pressures include high emotional labor, classroom management
challenges, intensive interaction with young learners, and heightened expectations from
parents and society. Studies conducted during periods of educational disruption and reform
further indicate that professional commitment, autonomy in teaching, and perceived
organizational support significantly influence teachers’ intentions to remain in or leave the
profession (5, 6). In particular, reduced instructional autonomy has been shown to increase
work alienation, which in turn strengthens turnover intentions unless buffered by a strong
professional identity (6).

Meta-analytical and large-scale review studies confirm that teacher turnover is
shaped not only by individual characteristics but also by school-level and system-level
conditions. Leadership quality, fairness of compensation systems, opportunities for
professional development, and school culture repeatedly emerge as decisive factors in



teachers’ retention decisions (2, 7). At the same time, advances in predictive analytics—
such as machine learning and optimization-based models—have improved the accuracy of
identifying employees at risk of turnover; however, these approaches often prioritize
prediction over deep explanatory understanding, particularly in educational contexts (8-10).

In developing countries, including Iran, teacher turnover is further complicated by
structural constraints such as limited financial resources, rigid administrative systems, and
inconsistent human resource policies. National studies point to inequitable compensation,
weak career progression pathways, perceived organizational injustice, and insufficient
managerial support as key drivers of turnover intention among teachers and other
knowledge workers (11-13). Additionally, qualitative research on employees who have left
public organizations suggests that turnover is not always experienced negatively; for some,
it represents an opportunity for professional growth and improved work—life balance,
highlighting the need to distinguish between push and pull dynamics in turnover decisions
(14).

Despite the growing body of literature, a notable gap remains in systematically
identifying factors that reduce turnover among elementary school teachers through in-
depth qualitative inquiry. Most prior studies focus on predictors or causes of turnover
intention, often using quantitative designs, while fewer investigations explore retention-
enhancing mechanisms from the lived experiences of experts and practitioners. Addressing
this gap requires qualitative approaches capable of capturing the nuanced, context-
dependent processes through which teachers decide to remain in their profession.
Accordingly, the present study adopts a thematic analysis approach to identify and integrate
the factors that reduce elementary school teacher turnover into a comprehensive qualitative
framework (1, 7).

METHODS AND MATERIALS

This study employed an applied qualitative research design with an exploratory and
inductive orientation. Data were collected using two complementary strategies: document
analysis and semi-structured interviews. The study population consisted of two expert
groups: university faculty members with academic and research expertise in education and
human resource management, and experienced practitioners from the education system,
including elementary school teachers, school principals, and school counselors.

Participants were selected through purposeful sampling based on predefined
inclusion criteria related to educational background, professional experience, and
familiarity with teacher retention and turnover issues. Interviews were conducted with 32



Dadashi et al. Study and Innovation in Education and Development, Vol. 5, Issue 4: 2025

participants and continued until theoretical saturation was achieved. Each interview lasted
between 30 and 60 minutes and was conducted face-to-face. All interviews were
transcribed verbatim and imported into MAXQDA software for systematic analysis.

Data analysis followed the six-step thematic analysis procedure, including
familiarization with the data, generation of initial codes, searching for themes, reviewing
themes, defining and naming themes, and producing the final report. Coding was conducted
at three hierarchical levels: basic themes, organizing themes, and global themes. To ensure
trustworthiness, the study applied credibility, dependability, confirmability, and
transferability criteria through strategies such as expert review, methodological
transparency, and detailed contextual description.

FINDINGS

The qualitative analysis resulted in the identification of five global themes, eighteen
organizing themes, and ninety-two basic themes representing the factors that reduce
elementary school teacher turnover.

The first global theme, individual factors, encompassed personal characteristics and
internal dispositions that support teacher retention. These included personality traits such
as resilience, flexibility, and conscientiousness, as well as beliefs and attitudes such as
intrinsic motivation for teaching, emotional commitment to the profession, and the
perception of teaching as a meaningful and valuable career.

The second global theme, job-related factors, reflected teachers’ evaluations of their
daily work experience. Key organizing themes within this category included job
satisfaction, career progression opportunities, and job characteristics. Teachers emphasized
the importance of enriched job roles, perceived fairness, manageable workload,
instructional autonomy, reduced job stress, and clear opportunities for professional
advancement.

The third global theme, organizational—-structural factors, related to formal systems
and managerial practices within the education system. This theme included management
style, clarity and enforceability of rules and regulations, organizational support, internal
communication, compensation and reward systems, and training and development
opportunities. Perceived fairness in pay, transparent policies, supportive leadership, and
continuous professional learning were highlighted as central retention-enhancing
conditions.

The fourth global theme, cultural-process factors, captured the informal and
symbolic dimensions of the organization. This included the prevailing organizational



culture, transparency and organizational health, knowledge management practices, and
organizational reputation. A culture of appreciation, trust, collaboration, and systematic
knowledge sharing among teachers was viewed as essential for fostering long-term
commitment.

The fifth global theme, environmental factors, addressed conditions beyond the
Immediate organization. These included availability of alternative job opportunities,
societal attitudes toward the teaching profession, and the broader political and policy
environment. Participants noted that positive societal recognition of teachers and
supportive macro-level policies significantly strengthened their motivation to remain in the
profession.

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION

The findings of this study demonstrate that reducing elementary school teacher
turnover requires a comprehensive, multi-level approach that addresses interconnected
factors rather than isolated variables. The identified framework illustrates that teacher
retention is shaped simultaneously by personal commitment, job design, organizational
systems, cultural context, and external environmental conditions. This reinforces the view
that retention strategies must be systemic and sustained, rather than reactive or short-term.

At the individual level, the results underscore the importance of fostering
professional identity, intrinsic motivation, and emotional attachment to teaching. Teachers
who perceive their work as meaningful and aligned with their personal values are more
resilient to organizational challenges and less likely to develop turnover intentions.
However, individual commitment alone is insufficient when unsupported by favorable job
and organizational conditions.

From a job and organizational perspective, the study highlights that fair
compensation, transparent policies, supportive leadership, and opportunities for growth are
not merely administrative concerns but central psychological signals that shape teachers’
perceptions of reciprocity and value. When these conditions are met, teachers are more
likely to interpret their relationship with the organization as balanced and worth sustaining.

Cultural and process-related factors further demonstrate that retention is deeply
embedded in everyday interactions, norms, and shared meanings within schools.
Environments characterized by trust, appreciation, collaboration, and effective knowledge
sharing create a sense of belonging that discourages exit behavior. Moreover, external
factors such as societal respect for the teaching profession and supportive educational
policies can amplify or undermine internal retention efforts.
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In conclusion, this study provides a comprehensive qualitative framework for
understanding and reducing elementary school teacher turnover. The findings suggest that
effective retention policies must integrate individual, organizational, cultural, and
environmental dimensions into a coherent strategy. By adopting such an integrated
perspective, education systems can move beyond fragmented interventions and work
toward sustainable teacher retention and long-term educational quality.
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