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Abstract 

America has over 3.7 million public school teachers in grades K-12. More than 270,000 

educators resign annually, with most of those leaving within the first five years (U.S. Department 

of Education, 2013). Teachers often cite manageability of work load and general work 

environment as their reasons for leaving. Having critical shortages of qualified teachers has a 

particularly negative impact on student achievement in urban schools. Professional learning, 

teacher reflection and administrative support have been shown to remediate teacher attrition. 

Reflections from a recent retiree provide insights into the perceptions of a career educator. What 

are some of the conditions that influence the decision to leave? In this paper, it is suggested that 

reflections of a retiree might shed light on the need for further collaboration between new and 

experienced teachers. Artistic renditions of poetry and music composition have been infused in 

this paper to more eloquently express these reflections. 

Keywords: Reflection on practice, attrition, retirement, teacher support, teacher shortage, student 

achievement 
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Reflections of a Retired Educator: Where Have all the Teachers Gone? 

Introduction 

Why do so many teachers in America leave the profession before their required thirty-

year retirement date? A survey on teacher attrition was conducted as a part of a study facilitated 

by the U.S. Department of Education in 2013. The survey revealed that there were over 3.7 

million public school teachers in grades k-12. By the end of the year, more than 270,000 

resigned with no intention of returning. According to Gray & Taie (2015), teachers cited 

manageability of work load and general work environment as the most popular explanations for 

their leaving. One result of so many teachers leaving is the shortage of qualified staff in critical 

areas. In 2011, 68% of schools in America had one or more positions vacant for the entire 

academic year (Aragon, 2016). Chronic turnover of teachers has a negative effect on both 

climate and student achievement, particularly in urban schools (Laitsch, 2004). As we push our 

students toward efficacy in STEM related careers, it is important to attract and retain qualified 

educators. In this paper, I provide a personal detailed account of the teaching and learning 

environment from the perspective of both a new teacher and a seasoned veteran. I tell my story 

of the struggles associated with becoming a teacher and the transition from the campus lifestyle 

to working in the public-school system. Then I reflect on the middle years, collaboration with 

colleagues and the factors that encouraged me to remain in the teaching profession, although I 

often felt inadequate. I also discuss the feelings of guilt associated with making the transition 

from an educator to a retiree. Since I am both an educator and a musician, I have connected these 

experiences and emotions drawing on my relationship to the arts. I have chosen to infuse poetry 

and music composition to express the reflections of my journey. Finally, I offer suggestions and 

recommendations for improving the conditions of teachers and administrators in an urban 
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district. I encourage teachers to seek out the supports that are in place in most school districts. 

These supports often give an ear to the concerns of the often frustrated and overburdened 

educators, who may exit the profession prematurely, negatively impacting both teachers and 

students.  

Reflections – The Early Years 

I went to college to get an education. It was always my dream to become a physician.  

I was asked to teach science, while waiting on my test scores. 

I said yes, before I really knew, it would cost me time, money and so much more. 

I said, “How hard could it be? After all, anybody can teach.” 

What an unexpected mission, and suddenly, deep within I was forced to reach. 

Well equipped with facts, figures, dates, equations. I knew a formula that would fit every 

situation. 

Theories and ideas, I spoke with well rehearsed ardor.  

And while I heard my own voice presenting the content, another voice spoke with greater fervor. 

“How do I manage skeptical eyes, tentative hearts, and determined adolescents?” 

“Would anybody miss me if suddenly I wasn’t present?” 

“Why am I here? Can I do this? Should I do this? What if I fail? What if I succeed? Should I stay 

or should I go?” 

Why did the answers to all of these questions frighten me so? 

Becoming a Teacher 

To tell my own story, it was important for me to elaborate on the forces that drew me into 

education and influenced my decision along the way to make teaching my life-long profession. I 

have been around educators for my entire life. Both my mother and grandmother taught for most 
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of their adult lives and retired late and in poor health. My mother was also a church musician, 

and she introduced me to the piano, sight-singing hymns and ultimately encouraged me to join 

beginning band as a flutist. I attended a high school that had been recently integrated, so in my 

upper-level science and orchestra classes, there were very few students of color. Although my 

science and math classes were grueling, music was my place of refuge. When I went to college, I 

earned scholarships in science, but I also received scholarships in flute and voice, so I was again 

able to balance my higher-level science curriculum with music. My journey into teaching was 

unintentional. It was always my intent to become a medical doctor. I majored in pre-medicine 

but before I graduated, recruiters came to my undergraduate university and made job offers to the 

science students. There was such a critical shortage of science teachers, they hired most of us 

although we had no certification and had never taken any classes in education. My intent was to 

take a brief sabbatical from my students and teach while preparing for my MCAT. I was drawn 

into teaching because I felt that I was needed and I knew it would make my mother proud to see 

that I was carrying on the family tradition. I entered my first science teaching position with no 

experience, no mentor and no clear understanding of what effective science teaching and 

learning looked like. I had a horrible first year experience, as it became abundantly clear to me 

that although I knew a lot about science, I was overwhelmed and wanted to leave teaching for 

medical school. In the middle of my first year, I was required to begin taking education classes 

for certification. After a 10-hour teaching day, the last thing I wanted to do was to come to 

graduate classes, often repeating the exact content from my undergraduate degree. I was 

frustrated and in desperate need of teacher support to help me to balance all of the certification 

requirements with responsibilities as a science teacher. On more than one occasion, I was ready 

to resign.  
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Thankfully, at the end of my first year my principal called me into his office invited me 

to attend professional development for physical science teachers. Professional development was 

a lifeline for me that took me back to the good old college days but also gave me an opportunity 

to sit shoulder to shoulder with other science teachers and discuss best practices for my content 

area. This experience was different than graduate school because it was conducted by 

practitioners for practitioners. No question or comment was deemed inappropriate. I found out 

that when I was collaborating with science educators from all over our district, I got my 

confidence back and always took away a strategy that would make facilitating hands-on science 

more feasible and enjoyable. So, if the truth be told, most of what I learned as a science teacher, I 

learned from and with science teachers. I found that there was no new frustration, scenario or 

situation that some other science educator could not identify with or help to remediate.  

Reflections – The Middle Years  

They called it professional learning.  

I called it “life-changing.” 

A time to work shoulder-to-shoulder with other struggling artisans,  

I found answers to unspoken questions. 

When I saw my intellectual wheels spinning, I felt I was finally winning. 

I sensed a new fire burning. 

I changed my mind about teaching in the midst of learning.  

In one summer’s session, I found a new voice.  

In the beginning, I said “I am finished.” But by the end, I made a different choice. 

When the new school year started, I heard myself say 

“I have a new determination now. I can, I will and I must stay” 
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Through the years, summer never went by  

Without collaboration and reflection – And now I know why. 

Teacher Support 

After the three-year induction period, I found that teaching science was becoming more 

natural, and toward the middle of my career, I began to teach other teachers in professional 

learning. For the next seven years, I gained both experience and confidence, which really made 

me want to remain in education. It was during this last 15 years that I was promoted to assistant 

principal over instruction. When I became an administrator, I gained expertise in managing day-

to-day operations of a school. From this, I began to develop my own strategies for remediating 

marginal teachers, and I was asked to present strategies for both teachers and other principals.  

During my final three years of work, I became a Teacher Support Specialist (TSS). At the 

time, we were losing 20-30 of our 150 teachers annually. When teachers are more apt to leave a 

position rather than to stay, it is important to examine school climate and teacher satisfaction 

(Mulford, 2003). In order to remediate the attrition, I held weekly TSS sessions which provided 

extra help, professional development, supplies and refreshments for our new teachers. As the 

year progressed, we would meet as needed, but at least once per month. During each meeting, 

teachers were given the opportunity to ask questions, reflect, vent or simply listen. I realized that 

many of them simply needed to know that someone heard them and that they had support from 

someone in authority. That first year, there were 24 new teachers and at the year, none of them 

resigned. In subsequent years, one or two resigned or transferred, but the bulk of our new staff 

remained in place. As an administrator, knowing that your faculty is stable increases the 

likelihood that your vision and mission are realized. For when we were forced to start over each 
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year with 20-30 new teachers, there were always gaps in the understanding and compliance with 

expectations which had a negative impact on our students.  

Reflections - Transition 

With so many options, why did I stay so long?  

When I looked back on it, I couldn’t have been wrong.  

It was the children, the parents, the teachers and the administrators too. 

I had found my niche in a place called school. 

It took 32 years to finally find my place.  

What a wonderful feeling to know that I belonged in this space.  

I was teaching. I was learning.  

I was even helping new teachers find their yearning. 

So then, why did I still have so many questions? And why did I suddenly have so many health 

restrictions? 

I was in pain most days. They could see it on my face. 

How could I still make a difference? I didn’t want to be a hindrance. 

Could they still see the twinkle in my eyes? Could they sense my belly’s fire? 

Had I done enough? Was it time to move on? 

After so many years, how would I have the courage to say “So long?”  

When I walked out of the building for the last time, why were there so many mixed emotions and 

solemn thoughts running through my mind? 

And what would I do with myself after leaving all of this behind? 
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The Decision to Retire 

It was expected that I would teach until age 65 as they had done before me. For over 30 

years, I worked in an urban district with students who required additional assistance in order to 

make satisfactory annual progress in math, reading and science. As a physical science teacher 

and an administrator with a passion for facilitating student learning, I knew that I had found my 

niche. Therefore, when it came time for me to retire, the decision to leave my school and my 

students did not come easily. At first, I resisted the idea of leaving my job. But at 55, I began to 

notice that in my district, I was one of the oldest educators still working. Each year at our 

administrative conference, all educators with 25 or more years of experience would be honored 

with a luncheon and a certificate. But at the last three conferences, I was a part of an extremely 

small group of people and with each year, that group grew even smaller. I began to wonder, 

Where are all of the teachers that started out with me in 1983? During pre-planning districts 

provide orientation for thousands of new teachers who are fresh out of college and assigned to 

schools where it is hoped that they will remain for at least three years. So where will those 

teachers be in 30 years? I found out that many leave within the first three years. Others changed 

mid-career but in the end, districts make it advantageous for end-of-career teachers to take 

advantage of early retirement incentives. In Georgia, teachers can now retire with partial pension 

after 27 years (Evans, 2017). In Illinois, teachers are given incentives to leave early. This 

generates a significant increase in the number of retirements among experienced teachers, thus 

saving the state money. According to Fitzpatrick and Lovenheim (2014), when top-tier wage 

earners leave early, the new teachers come in at drastically lower salaries. Although we need to 

constantly attract new teachers, we must also find ways to solve the problem of teacher retention.  
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Sadly, I left my position in 2016. Due in part to a work-related injury and subsequent 

health challenges, I was unable to return to my position as 9th-grade administrator for a high 

school. When I found out I could not return, I had mixed emotions. After so many years, I had 

learned to embrace the culture of my school. While I truly enjoyed watching the teachers and 

students grow and mature with each passing year, it came at a cost physically and emotionally. If 

you spend time in a teachers’ lounge, you will find that retirement is spoken of with reverence 

and anticipation, given the ever-increasing accountability as well as the list of daily duties and 

responsibilities associated with serving in public education. Due to the overwhelming nature of 

the work, many retire out of sheer exhaustion. Most teachers in my former school work 50 hours 

per week and administrators may work up to 70 hours. Some educators I have spoken with 

consider retirement as a welcome reprieve and look forward to having free time and sufficient 

income. The average pay for educators in Georgia and in metro Atlanta is higher than all of the 

bordering states (Caffee, 2017). As a result, the Georgia teacher retirement pension is higher. 

Teachers in Georgia are required to invest in a pension plan that will support them financially 

after retirement and they are fully vested after 30 years of creditable service. The Georgia 

retirement system uses a county-by-county tracking process for educators who have earned 

enough annual credit to receive a monthly pension. In Fulton County, Georgia there are over 

7000 retirees, while DeKalb County has nearly 6000. Statewide, there are over 100,000 retirees 

and many more will leave by the end of this current school year (Evans, 2017). For those with 

fewer than the required 30 years, the turnover rate is high and a review of the hiring websites of 

10 of the largest local districts reveals shortages in critical STEM areas. In a perfect world, new 

employees are met with a wealth of information and resources, which make the transition to 

teaching easier than 30 years ago, when I started. However, due to my illness, I had little or no 



May  RETIRED EDUCATOR 

 

124 
 

opportunity to share information with our new teachers. I needed an opportunity to disclose 

effective strategies given my “abrupt” departure. All too often, when employees depart, they take 

their experience with them. This constant turnover and the resulting “gaps” in knowledge 

continue to have a potentially negative impact on student achievement.  

Life after Retirement 

With such a critical need for teachers, we need to know the answer to the question, What 

do educators do when they leave the profession? I have been rehabilitating in solitude and with 

so much time to myself, I have repeatedly asked myself one question: What do I do next? My 

school district helped to prepare me for the financial aspects of retirement but there was nothing 

that prepared me for life away from public education. I expected to miss the obvious aspects of 

working in a school such as interacting with children, wearing school uniforms and planning 

with teachers. But there was also a sense of emptiness and dread. I found that there may be 

potential side effects of leaving any profession, and these effects can be overwhelming. 

According to the Institute of Economic affairs (IEA), retirees stand a 40% higher risk of 

developing depression or other mental health issues (Sahlgren, 2013). As a former educator, 

these feelings are understandable given that over time, the life of a teacher becomes a part of the 

educator’s persona. It is easy to feel as if a major portion of one’s life is over after teacher 

retirement (Smith, 2009). Furthermore, retirement has a potentially negative impact on physical 

health, and those effects increase with each year of unemployment. While time and money are 

both important, some suggest that retirees who find and follow their passion in life experience 

even greater fulfillment (Rubin, 2017). In my reflection of my career, the task for me now is to 

ask the question, Now that I have retired, what is my passion? 
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I have used this past year to pursue and embrace post-retirement activities, but finding 

my niche has been difficult. I found that some retirees in my former district return to work as 

substitute teachers in their content area. Substitute teaching can be problematic due to the chaotic 

and sporadic nature of the work, and classroom management and discipline issues can be 

unsettling for retirees. After a year of respite, I thought about creating opportunities of my own. I 

found myself visiting the college of education in a local university. From there, I was invited to 

attend a symposium designed for current and former educators, and this has now piqued my 

interest in writing. After this enriching experience, I started to think about what contributions I 

might leave behind to benefit new teachers. I find that when experienced educators retire, they 

may have served throughout their career in the same demographic population, teaching the same 

curriculum or grade-level. This body of knowledge generated from a highly qualified talent pool 

often exits the profession with a wealth of ideas, strategies and accomplishments that in many 

cases goes undocumented. While collaborating with other educators, I will be able to explore and 

explain best practices, policies and procedures to be presented in publications, at conferences and 

in professional development modules. Some problem-solving ideas that may seem routine for an 

experienced teacher, might assist new or marginal teachers that we need to remain in the 

profession. Therefore, as I begin my collaboration, I consider the value of my education, 

training, and experience, and I ask the question, What would I tell myself if could be a first-year 

teacher all over again? This question has relevance on a personal level but it may also help 

encourage frustrated and overwhelmed educators to remain as teachers. I can identify with the 

temptation to leave as I describe my first-year teaching experience:  

I’m told that the best way to have one’s story told is to tell it yourself so I will begin my 

reflective process by speaking to my first-year teacher self. At twenty-three, I began my 
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career as a physical science teacher. I was married, living in a one bedroom apartment 

with no car and required to study science education in graduate school two nights a week 

at Georgia State University. I was doubly stressed with learning the formal and informal 

nuances of teaching science while I floated, meaning that I did not have a permanent 

classroom and moved five times per day with my gradebook, textbook, graded papers and 

materials for conducting hands-on science activities with 25-30 9th grade students. It 

suffices to say that I was on my feet for eight straight hours and after tidying up all five 

classrooms, I dashed off to night school and finally made it home at about 9:30 only to 

crash and do it again the next day. There was no one to talk to about my frustrations and I 

felt like I was constantly under a microscope. I felt like I was expected to fail. There were 

no resources provided to make my first year more “do-able.” As a science teacher, there 

was one lab and the teacher who had that room was not required to share his space or his 

equipment. There were no cell phones, no laptop or desktop computers. There was no 

Internet and therefore there were no on-line classes. My greatest worries as a first-year 

teacher were not associated with knowing content or feeling comfortable in front of a 

classroom. I wasn’t even particularly concerned with getting students to do what I wanted 

them to do. My greatest fears had to do with making sure I didn’t crash and burn. I 

needed to become almost OCD to make my students help to keep other teachers rooms 

clean. I had to make $793.00 per month stretch until the next payday. I needed to jump 

through all the alternative certification hoops associated with provisional certification 

while making sure all of my students did well on the graduation test. As the new kid on 

the block, I was constantly made aware by the more experienced teachers that I didn’t 

know as much, couldn’t teach as well and would never get to work with the really smart 
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kids because only the seasoned veterans were worthy of teaching the school elite. Most of 

the other science teachers were older men who seemed to go out of their way to 

intimidate me. Many of them had cabinets and shelves filled with enriching activities but 

I was too intimidated to ask them for help. And I’m almost certain that any such request 

would have been met with resistance. Back in 1983, there were very few female physical 

science teachers, so I was constantly under pressure to perform both inside and outside of 

my classroom. The other females in the building were teaching more “female-friendly” 

classes so I felt like the new “school geek.” It didn’t help that if my students were too 

loud during class, I received a memo. If my methods for getting my point across deviated 

from that of my colleagues, I found myself in a meeting with my department chair. I was 

exhausted and just plain frustrated that I was about to give up. 

So, if I could talk to my first teacher self, I would wipe away some of those tears of 

frustration and remind her, “It’s just the first year,” “It will get better,” “It will get easier,” and if 

nothing else, I would say, “If you just hang on in there long enough, you will learn as you go.” I 

would encourage that first-year teacher that “One day, you will be the experienced teacher” and 

“Someone will need your encouragement and support just to stay in the profession. If I had 

known then what I know now, I would have found a mentor inside my building and stayed under 

their wing until I understood the local school culture. I would have spent my planning period 

inside their classroom, observing instead of sitting alone in the teaching lounge grading papers. 

And I would have helped the other physical science teachers set up and take down labs and then 

used the materials they were using instead of feeling like every week I had to create my own 

activities. I really enjoyed those hands-on activities, but the time and energy spent working alone 

could have been redirected to other areas. I could have developed synergy as I learned to 
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communicate with the other adults in the building. I would have eaten out less, brought more 

fresh fruit and leafy greens instead of tanking up on coffee and stuffing my face with junk food 

from the lounge. I would have inquired if any other teachers were also in graduate school and 

perhaps we could have carpooled. During the long ride down town, we might have been able to 

discuss strategies for conducting a smooth parent conference night, grading papers, or 

developing a teacher uniform system. I would tell myself that one day these students are going to 

grow up and be better citizens because I was there for them.  

In closing, retirement has provided many benefits such as extra time, more money, and 

the opportunity to focus on health and wellness. But the greatest benefit of retirement has been 

what I have only now realized and that is perspective. Educators really do make a difference. We 

work hard, but we also reap the fruits of our labor. I realize that if I had been a part of an 

induction group such as the TSS program, my experience as a first- year teacher would have 

been vastly different. Now I know that some teachers are going to leave the profession, and that 

we will always be in need of effective recruitment and retention policies and procedures to 

satisfy this need. But for the individuals who choose to remain, we should strive to provide the 

support that so many are in dire need of. This support may come in many forms—financial, extra 

time, resources—but it may be as simple as providing encouragement and understanding when 

needed. For my former new-teacher self, I would give myself a hug during the dark times, on 

that long road home, literally in tears as I was exhausted at the end of an eight-hour day of 

teaching physical science and another three hours of graduate school. I would remind my former 

self that one day, this hardship will all be over and because the pits and rough spots were so 

memorable, I would be able to reflect on them 32 years later and write those experiences in ways 
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that finally make sense to me. I will end by sharing lessons learned in the hope that educators 

will continue to have opportunities to build on one another’s experiences and ideas.  

My Lessons Learned  

I have attended conferences and collaborated with teachers and students for most of my 

career. I have witnessed students and teachers being under tremendous pressure to perform and 

meet the requirements of increasingly rigorous expectations. Students who fail to master content 

on standardized tests have been denied a high school diploma, and many have struggled to find 

employment. More research is needed to determine the negative impact of those students who 

fail to receive high school diplomas in Georgia. Additional steps may be needed to ensure that 

poor and minority students are not relegated to poverty and criminal behavior for failure to 

perform on standardized tests. If the focus is on the child, then the school should, at least, 

prepare students for employment and teach children a trade. Teachers need our attention as well. 

We struggle to attract and retain highly qualified teachers, particularly in math, science and 

special education. In order for students and teachers to be successful, the teaching and learning 

environment must be conducive to making the necessary connections to both content and to the 

larger picture of success beyond the classroom. The burden of meeting academic challenges 

cannot be borne by classroom teachers alone. Often, teachers are pushed to raise test scores by 

“any means necessary” and we know that comes at a cost. While student achievement is 

important, we need to know more about the complex relationship between the pressure to 

improve test scores and teacher burnout. This pressure to perform often turns into blaming when 

test scores are low. We must find ways to support students and teachers to counter the tendency 

for effective teachers to leave the profession through early retirement, abrupt mid-career changes 

and new teacher burnout. Teachers can only do so much. We all share the responsibility for 
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helping children to learn. Educators need more support from parents and business leaders who 

may be the key to providing extra help as they bridge the gap between the school and 

community. 

Finally, retirement has been a difficult transition for me. I still find comfort in singing 

and playing my flute. Throughout my career, I have needed help from someone greater or more 

knowledgeable than myself. In my final artistic expression, I have voiced my thoughts and 

reflections on being a retired educator through musical composition. In this composition, I have 

expressed that need in the form of a hymn, “Be Thou My Help Lord” (see Appendix). It is my 

sincere hope that my reflections and lessons learned will help inspire some other new teacher to 

develop the courage and fortitude to remain and teach our children who are our most precious 

and valuable asset in this country. 
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