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Abstract

In this exploratory study, nine public school teachers from New Hampshire were interviewed to
better understand how relationships with other teachers influence their decisions to remain at their
current school or leave a previous school. Participants noted that influential elements include
structural factors, time, and educational philosophy. They also indicated that relationships with
colleagues offer professional benefits, such as curriculum development. The depth and impact of
these relationships vary among participants. Despite this, seven of the nine teachers reported that
their relationships with colleagues influenced their decision to remain at their current school or
leave a previous one. These findings offer important insights for teacher education programs and
school administrators.
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Understanding Teacher Turnover in New Hampshire: The Role of Teacher Relationships

The retention of teachers remains a challenge for many school districts across the United
States, and New Hampshire is no exception (O'Grady, 2022), with 20 teaching areas listed on New
Hampshire's Critical Shortage List in 2022 (Zinkand, 2022). For more than 20 years, teacher
retention has been a focus of many researchers following Ingersoll's (2001) "revolving door," the
concept that “large numbers of qualified teachers depart their jobs for reasons other than
retirement” (Ingersoll, 2001, p. 499). Despite this focus on retention, an estimated 50% of new
teachers have continued to leave classrooms within the first five years of teaching, and the teaching
workforce remains “unstable” (Ingersoll et al., 2021). National annual turnover rates tend to be
around 16%, estimated at 250,000 teachers (Carver-Thomas & Darling-Hammond, 2019) (almost
20% of New Hampshire’s population), with voluntary non-retirement remaining the most common
reason for turnover (Carver-Thomas & Darling-Hammond, 2019). Half of teachers (8%) leave the
profession, and the other half (8%) of teachers migrate from one school to another (Sutcher et al.,
2016), resulting in teaching shortages in many districts. To address teacher turnover in New
Hampshire, this exploratory study aims to better understand how relationships between teachers
influence their turnover intent. The following questions guided this study:

1. How does a teacher's perception of their collegial social network relate to their plan to
stay or leave a school?

2. What, if any, aspects of a teacher's collegial social network relate to or influence a
teacher's plan to stay or leave a school?

Impact of Turnover

High turnover is a significant issue because it can negatively affect students and schools;
whether teachers leave due to attrition or migration, it results in the same consequences for the
schools they leave (Sutcher et al., 2016). Turnover is associated with adverse student academic
performance, such as declines in standardized test scores (Ronfeldt et al., 2013; Boyd et al., 2005),
as well as with the quality of teachers, as measured by teaching experience, licensure, and
certification (Sorensen & Ladd, 2020). Ronfeldt et al. (2013) provide a complex view through their
research by examining the broader organizational impacts of turnover and caution against a helpful
view (e.g., that weak teachers are replaced with more effective teachers, resulting in better student
outcomes). Specifically, "the students of teachers in the same grade-level team in the same school
do worse in years where teacher turnover rates are higher, as compared to years with less teacher
turnover" (Ronfeldt et al., 2013, p. 18), indicating a negative relationship between student academic
performance and school-wide turnover rates. In a cycle of turnover, schools with high turnover
tend to rely on alternative license holders, who are 25% more likely to leave their schools (Carver-
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Thomas & Darling-Hammond, 2019) and are associated with lower student test scores (Jackson &
Bruegmann, 2009). Turnover affects not only student performance but also climate, such as a lack
of trust between students and teachers (Marinell & Coco, 2013) and the negative impact of school
initiatives and climate (Guin, 2004).

Turnover also has financial consequences for communities, with an estimated annual cost
ranging from $2.2 billion (The Alliance for Excellent Education, 2005) to $7 billion (Barnes et al.,
2007). Schools with the highest turnover, often low-performing, high-minority, and high-poverty
schools, lose critical resources (Barnes et al., 2007). Although replacing departing teachers with
less-experienced teachers is viewed by some as a cost-saving strategy, it overlooks the expenses
associated with recruiting, hiring, and training new teachers (Barnes et al., 2007), which are
estimated to cost between $4,000 and $26,500 per teacher (Watlington et al., 2010).

Still, while the financial and organizational consequences of turnover are significant, it is
important to note that not all turnover is harmful. Ingersoll (2001) emphasizes that "which types of
employee flow out of organizations are considered relevant" (p. 504). At the same time, Guin
(2004) argues that "Broad policies aimed at improving teacher quality are not likely to be successful
if they ignore the reality of teacher turnover" (p. 21). Addressing high turnover could positively
impact teacher quality by creating more options for schools to hire and retain teachers who fit their
needs.

Collegial Teacher Relationships and Turnover

Teacher turnover has been examined from multiple perspectives, including teacher
characteristics (e.g., age, sex) and organizational factors (e.g., student demographics, class size).
For instance, Nguyen et al.’s (2020) meta-analysis of turnover identified three significant
categories: school-level factors, personal factors, and external/policy factors. While the reasons
teachers leave a school or the profession are complex, research indicates that some factors are more
important. Specifically, working conditions are a significant factor (Carver-Thomas & Darling-
Hammond, 2019) that is highly predictive of turnover (Ladd, 2011). Although many aspects of
working conditions are important to teachers, social conditions matter most (Johnson et al., 2012).

While much research has examined teacher retention in relation to the social working
environment (e.g., school culture) or teachers’ relationships with the administration, less research
has examined relationships among teachers. Allensworth et al. (2009) identified a "positive,
trusting, working relationship" (p. 25) as a factor supporting retention. Newberry and Allsop (2017)
found that an absence of positive relationships with other teachers contributed to turnover
decisions. In contrast, Boyd et al. (2011) reported that few teachers cited colleagues as a reason for
wanting to leave. However, the study did not explore the factors that encouraged teachers to stay.
Kamrath and Bradford (2020) found that stronger relationships with other teachers increased the
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likelihood that teachers remained in their schools. Further research is needed to clarify the
mechanisms by which teacher relationships influence turnover.

Still, several studies cited two factors related to teacher relationships: collaboration and
mentorship. However, the nature of collaboration between teachers as an influential turnover factor
has remained unclear, in part because few studies provide a precise definition of collaboration in
turnover research. Despite this, multiple studies cite collaboration as a significant factor concerning
turnover. Borman and Dowling (2008) found "higher attrition in ... schools with a lack of
collaboration" (p. 396). Other research (Johnson, 2006; Sutcher et al., 2016; Simon & Johnson,
2015) identified collaboration as an important factor in teacher retention. In contrast, Nguyen et al.
(2020) noted that, given the limited number of studies included in their meta-analysis, they could
not conclude that collaboration was influential. However, Nguyen et al. (2020) did find that
mentorship is a significant factor. There is general agreement that well-designed mentoring
programs positively impact retention (Ingersoll & Smith, 2003; Ingersoll & Strong, 2011; Nguyen
et al., 2020; Borman & Dowling).

This research indicates that teachers' social working conditions, including relationships,
collaboration, and mentorship, are related to turnover. However, further research is necessary to
better understand the specific impact of teacher relationships on turnover decisions. To fill this gap,
the current exploratory study seeks to clarify the relational factors that promote teacher retention.

Methods
Theoretical Framework

Social capital theory (SCT) (Lin, 2001) and social network theory (SNT) (Wasserman & Faust,
1994; Borgatti & Ofem, 2010) provide a theoretical foundation for this study. According to Lin
(2001), scholars such as Coleman, Bourdieu, and Burt agree that “social capital consists of
resources embedded in social relations and social structure, which can be mobilized when an actor
wishes to increase the likelihood of success in a purposive action” (p. 24). In the context of schools,
teachers can access resources such as information and support through their relationships with
other teachers, which may influence their decisions to stay or leave (i.e., purposeful action). In
other words, “social capital may be defined operationally as the resources embedded in social
networks accessed and used by actors for actions” (Lin, 2001, p. 25). SCT underpins the
understanding of social networks (Borgatti & Ofem, 2010). SNT studies the structure and
dynamics of relationships within a network and how these patterns affect individual behavior
(Borgatti & Ofem, 2010; Wasserman & Faust, 1994). In a school setting, a teacher’s position
within a social network, such as being connected or isolated, may influence their access to social
capital and, in turn, shape decisions about whether to stay at or leave the school.

Process

This study aimed to explore how teachers perceive their relationships with colleagues and
how these relationships influence their decisions to stay at or leave a school. To gain insight into
the perspectives of teachers in New Hampshire, eight school districts were contacted through
their building administrations to request permission to contact teachers in their schools. Schools
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were initially randomly selected based on urban or rural location to include diverse perspectives.
Nine schools from five districts responded positively. Subsequently, publicly available data were
used to contact teachers via email, inviting them to participate in an interview; emails were sent
directly to teachers’ district emails or through the school's website, depending on available
information. Because of the nature of email communication, it is not possible to determine how
many emails successfully reached teachers. Ultimately, nine teachers participated in face-to-face
interviews. Table 1 provides study participant demographics.

Table 1

Study Participant Descriptions

Descriptions Number of Teachers

Urban Community 5
Rural Community 2
Both Urban and Rural* 2
Female Teacher 8
Male Teacher 1
Elementary Teacher 2
Secondary Teacher

0 to 5 Years of Teaching Experience
5to 15 Years of Teaching Experience

More than 15 Years of Teaching Experience

0-5 Years in Current School 5
6 to 15 Years in Current School 2
More Than 15 Years in Current School 2

Note. *These school districts accepted students from both rural and urban communities. Rural and
urban communities were defined based on 2020 Census data.

The interviews were semi-structured and centered on 12 questions to allow specific topics
to be the focus while allowing participants to share their lived experiences and bring new
perspectives to the study (Galetta & Cross, 2013). Davidson’s (2003) work on eliciting narratives
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guided the development of the interview question. Specifically, open-ended questions focused on
current, past, and potential future relationships. The interviews took place in April and May 2023.
Interviews were audio-recorded and transcribed. The coding process was based on open coding
(Strauss, 1990). First, interviews were coded line-by-line. Next, memos were written that provided
descriptions associated with the codes to clarify and better understand their meaning. This process
facilitated the development of categories.

Findings

Different aspects of a teacher's social network shape their relationships with other teachers.
Teachers interviewed for this study shared that significant factors include structural elements,
educational philosophy, and time. Participants noted varying depths of relationships and influences
on their decisions to stay or leave a school. Below, we discuss six categories that emerged from
interviews with these teachers.

Structural Factors

Structural factors influenced the development of relationships with other teachers. These
structural factors included proximity to other teachers, life stages, and mentorship. The proximity
of other teachers facilitated frequent interactions that fostered relationships among them.
Interviewees most frequently talked to other teachers in their department (secondary teachers) or
grade team (elementary teachers); interactions with these teachers were “more regular.” Some
participants felt departments or teams were “siloed,” or as one participant expressed, “sometimes
you're like on an island." In addition to proximity, some participants reported developing
relationships with teachers who were at similar “stages of life.” These stages created opportunities
for shared experiences. Some shared experiences included the challenges associated with caring
for children or planning for retirement. Lastly, mentorship fostered relationships among these
teachers. New teachers reflected that their mentorship programs provided an opportunity to develop
relationships. Teachers who served as mentors shared that this role enabled them to build
relationships with newer teachers.

Professional Benefits

Relationships with other teachers provided professional benefits. Teachers shared that
collaborating with other teachers creates an opportunity to share resources and benefits students.
Resource sharing includes tangible objects, such as lesson plans, as well as non-tangible resources
such as advice and information. A teacher shared, “I have good ideas, but they have good ideas as
well, and just putting them together, we've come up with some really amazing things," and working
with other teachers “benefits my practice” and is “sustaining.” Most of these teachers reported that
positive relationships with other teachers benefited students. Specifically, these relationships allow
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teachers to communicate about students’ needs and provide a positive example of community for
students.

Educational Philosophy

Teachers were more likely to develop positive relationships with colleagues who share
their educational philosophy. Participants shared that they tend not to “seek out” teachers with
fundamentally different educational beliefs but instead build connections with “like-minded”
teachers. One teacher expressed that another teacher has “been really supportive and helping me
feel good about still taking risks." A different teacher reflected, “They're on board with my kind
of wacky ideas and trying new things.” This support and shared desire to be a “lifelong learner"
fostered a sense of safety when trying new ideas. Another teacher noted that they “took the time
to build a relationship” and “to talk about our philosophies,” and that they can work well
together.

Personal Relationships

Time and the ability to build personal relationships were important to participants. The
topic of time was expressed in various ways. Some teachers shared that a lack of time prevented
relationship development, while others highlighted that time spent with colleagues helped build
relationships. A teacher reflected, "I spend more hours in the day with my colleagues than I do
with my family, so getting along with them is very important." These teachers indicated that
COVID-19 negatively affected relationship development because it limited when and how
teachers could interact, especially with those who joined a department or team during or just
before the start of COVID-19. Spending time together can positively impact relationships. A
teacher noted, "We don't get nearly enough time to just talk as human beings, or to kind of
debrief or to share ideas. So that has been a frustration for a lot of us." Another teacher shared,
"There's no time for more authentic conversation around your life." Participants discussed how
social gatherings both inside and outside of school offer opportunities to build more personal
relationships.

Depth of Relationships

Participants' relationships exist on a spectrum with different levels of closeness. One
teacher mentioned that their current “periphery relationships” feel “healthy” right now. Overall,
their relationships vary in depth. Another teacher discussed how most "sustaining" relationships
develop from professional to personal connections. Some teachers shared that others are “friends
and family” or fall on the “friend spectrum.” Additionally, some reflected on how, over time,
professional relationships evolve into deeper friendships. One teacher explained how professional
“relationships have become some of [their] most valued friendships." This highlights the diverse
range of positive relationships among teachers.
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Turnover and Teacher Relationships

Relationships influenced the decision to stay or leave for most participants. Seven out of
nine participants said that their relationships with other teachers played a role in their choice to
remain at their current school or to leave a previous one. One teacher stated, "If this school didn't
feel like a family to me, I wouldn't stay.” Another shared that it would be "hard to stay" if they
"didn't enjoy" their colleagues. The importance of these relationships in the work environment was
echoed by others, especially early in their careers. One teacher remarked, “Friendships help
maintain happiness within your position.” However, it’s important to recognize that relationships
with colleagues were a factor for these teachers' decisions, but not the only one. Other aspects, such
as salary and relationships with the administration and staff, also influenced some of them.

Discussion

Numerous factors can influence the development of teacher relationships. For our
participants, structural factors and educational philosophies were significant. This finding relates
to Newberry and Allsop’s (2017) discussion about physical and philosophical isolation. Our
participants highlighted physical proximity and shared educational philosophy as positively
impacting the development of relationships with other teachers. Similarly, Perrachione et al. (2008)
found a connection between shared beliefs and teacher satisfaction. This suggests that teachers'
proximity and belief systems could be significant. This could be helpful for future school leaders
and teachers when considering hiring new teachers. School leaders should consider how the
placement of teachers’ classrooms provides opportunities for them to develop relationships with
other teachers, especially new teachers, given their high attrition rates. Both school leaders and
teachers should also consider the match or lack thereof between the school’s educational
philosophy and the teacher’s educational philosophy during the hiring process, given the emphasis
teachers in this study placed on beliefs about education and the development of relationships.

Relationships between teachers can have professional benefits. In line with Lin's (2001)
operational definition of social capital, the resources embedded in these teacher relationships
included several types of professional support accessed through relationships with other teachers.
The ability to share curriculum and collaborate is important to our participants. This is similar to
the point made by Kraft et al. (2016): "Teachers do not work in a vacuum; their schools'
organizational contexts can undermine or enhance their ability to succeed with students" (p. 1439).
In their interviews, teachers highlighted the potential benefits that positive relationships with other
teachers have for students. This suggests that the benefits of teacher relationships extend not only
to those teachers but also to others in the school community. Future research could focus on how
relationships provide professional and personal support regarding turnover.

The depth of relationships and the personal benefits derived from them vary. This aligns
with Sias and Cahill’s (1998) work on the development of workplace friendships. They argue that
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one factor in developing relationships is perceived similarities, such as life events. Teachers in this
study expressed the benefits of focusing on relationship-building and the negative impact of
COVID-19 on this factor. Others spoke of the “family” that existed within their teacher networks.
Future research should focus on a better understanding of the influences of COVID-19 on the
development and maintenance of workplace relationships.

Teacher relations can influence a teacher's decision to stay or leave a particular school. In
the context of social network theory, most of these teachers’ collegial social networks (as composed
of other teachers) contribute to their decisions to stay or leave their schools. This is in line with
previous research (e.g., Newberry & Allsop, 2017; Kamrath & Bradford, 2020) that relationships
with other teachers can influence turnover and is in opposition to Boyd et al.’s (2011) finding that
teachers did not cite other teachers as a reason to leave a school. Future research should focus on
better understanding the connection between teacher relationships and turnover.

Although this research included a social network lens, social network analysis was not
implemented. Still, this study's findings could guide future research that employs whole-network
and ego-network approaches to examine instrumental and expressive teacher networks.
Specifically, an ego-network approach could be utilized to examine the types and density of support
and collaboration networks among teachers in relation to their turnover intent. A whole-network
approach could be used to examine specific aspects of structure, such as grade teams, to investigate
informal relationships and school-wide turnover rates.

Limitations

This study has several limitations. It is important to acknowledge the limited number of
participants in this study. Initially, 37 teachers expressed interest and were sent the informed
consent information. Follow-up contacts were not sent to nonresponsive potential participants, and
no compensation was offered for participation. Ultimately, nine participants completed the
interviews. Another limitation is the sample. There is an apparent gender and grade imbalance
present among participants. Most participants were female and worked in secondary schools.
However, it is crucial to consider that this study was not designed to provide generalizable results.
Instead, it was intended to provide a picture of how some teachers perceive and understand their
relationships with other teachers concerning their decision to stay or leave a school. The teachers
who participated in the study provided data that can inform future studies.

Conclusion

As schools seek to recover from the COVID-19 years, reducing turnover and keeping
quality teachers in the classroom should be a priority. Given the current teacher shortages many
schools face, turnover research should focus on a better understanding of the relational factors
influencing teachers' decisions to stay or leave a school. This exploratory study suggests that
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teachers' social relationships influence their perceptions of the work environment. This study
identified several factors (e.g., proximity and educational philosophy) that influenced the
development of professional and personal relationships. Positive relationships can serve as sources
of support and influence a teacher's decision to stay or leave a school.
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