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Abstract 

Teacher turnover negatively impacts educational quality. This study investigates whether 

schools’ socioeconomic composition (SES), teachers’ teachability perceptions, emotional exhaustion 

and teacher efficacy impact teachers’ intention to quit and transfer schools. Through multilevel 

analysis on data of 1247 teachers in 59 Flemish schools, our results indicate that teachers are more 

emotionally exhausted in low-SES schools, resulting in stronger intentions to transfer schools. This 

association is explained through the lower teachability levels that teachers ascribe to students in low-

SES schools. Intentions to quit teaching do not vary across schools. Efficacious teachers show less 

intent to quit teaching partly due to less emotional exhaustion.  

Keywords: Teacher attrition, teacher mobility, socioeconomic composition, teachability, emotional 

exhaustion, teacher efficacy  
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Introduction 

Teacher turnover is a disrupting factor in order to obtain qualitative education in schools 

(Ronfeldt, Loeb, & Wyckoff 2013). It is a persistent issue, requiring schools to constantly search for 

new teaching forces, and often to lose them again after a short period of time (Holme et al. 2018; 

Ingersoll 2003). Turnover combines both teacher attrition where teachers exit the profession, and 

teacher mobility where teachers transfer to a different school. Teacher attrition and mobility result in 

a loss of schools’ social capital, especially if highly experienced and competent teachers decide to 

change school or leave their job (Holme & Rangel 2012). When teachers leave, social ties and networks 

of support collapse, which results in loss of knowledge in schools which negatively impacts student 

achievement (Holme et al. 2018). Ingersoll (2001, 2003) shows that turnover due to retirement is 

relatively small, while teachers who pursue other careers are actually one of the primary reasons why 

schools suffer from shortages. Especially novice teachers (30%) leave within five years. 

Most studies have analysed both attrition and mobility processes (e.g., Boyd et al. 2008; 

Djonko-Moore 2016; Ingersoll 2003), but often neglect how these two processes might differ.  For 

schools, the outcome of both processes is the same, as teachers end up leaving and new teachers need 

to be hired (Ingersoll 2001). Although teacher attrition and mobility have the same consequence for a 

particular school, consequences in terms of the whole educational system are different (Ingersoll 

2001). Teachers who exit the profession add on to the total teacher shortage, which impacts the overall 

educational quality for all students. If a teacher transfers to another, more preferred school setting, 

this may result in a redistribution of teacher quality within the educational system (Goldhaber, Gross, 

& Player 2011; Ingersoll 2001).  

Whereas leaving the profession is more related to characteristics of the teaching career path, 

teachers’ quitting intentions are also associated with the school context (Goldhaber, Gross, & Player 

2011; Hanushek, Kain, & Rivkin 2004). Teacher mobility seems to be strongly related to specific 

teaching and school settings, since these working conditions are changeable when transferring to 

another school (Hanushek, Kain, & Rivkin 2004). The student body composition is a stronger trigger for 

teacher mobility when compared to attrition (Mueller et al. 1999). Regarding teacher attrition or 

mobility, the schools’ migrant composition has been most commonly studied (e.g., Omenn Strunk & 

Robinson 2006; Scafidi et al. 2007). Previous research seems to minimize the role of socioeconomic 

students’ composition, which is nevertheless strongly associated with schools’ migrant composition. It 

is not merely students’ migration background that may reduce teachers’ wellbeing, but the fact that 

these students often live in poverty (Goddard, Tschannen-Moran, & Hoy 2001). Migrant composition 



L. Van Eycken et al. 

in schools appears to be more salient in the American context compared to the European one (Falch 

& Strøm 2005), emphasizing the need to analyse the role of schools’ socioeconomic composition.  

Teaching in low-SES schools is associated with perceiving students as less teachable (e.g., 

Thrupp 1999; Author 2003). How teachers perceive their students can affect their feelings toward their 

own teaching position and may influence their own notions about their teaching capabilities 

(Gutentag, Horenczyk, & Tatar 2018). For example, teachers’ efficacy, and consequently teachers’ 

turnover intentions, is affected if teachers view their students as assets, problems or challenges 

(Johnsrud & Rosser 2002). However, when teachers are experiencing low levels of emotional 

exhaustion or when teachers are feeling highly efficacious, they may be able to overcome more 

demanding situations, such as teaching in low-SES schools (Dicke et al. 2014).  

Intentions to leave are considered to be the main indicator of actual attrition or mobility. 

However, prior to affecting intentions to leave the profession or the specific school, students’ 

socioeconomic composition and teachers’ teachability perceptions may firstly affect teachers’ 

emotional exhaustion and teacher efficacy (Goddard & Skrla 2006; Skaalvik & Skaalvik 2011). 

Therefore, this research aims to analyse processes that provoke intentions to leave the profession and 

intentions to leave the school. Few studies of attrition and mobility have focused on how the impact 

of the school may differ for teachers who consider leaving the profession or transfer schools (see: Falch 

& Strøm 2005). Hence, our study distinguishes both kinds of turnover and examines how the school 

context is associated with teachers’ intentions to leave or to transfer. We investigate more specifically 

whether the schools’ socioeconomic student composition and teachers’ teachability perceptions firstly 

affect teachers’ emotional exhaustion and efficacy, which in turn can precede both types of turnover 

intentions (Glickman & Tamashiro 1982).  

Theoretical framework 

Teacher turnover intentions 

There are several ways to measure teacher turnover. An important distinction can be made 

between studies that analyse actual turnover data and studies that focus on teachers’ intentions to 

leave (Clandinin, Downey, & Huber 2009; Räsänen et al. 2020). Turnover intentions are often seen as 

a precursor before teachers leave the profession or school and prove to be one of the strongest 

predictors of actual turnover (Griffeth, Hom, & Gaertner 2000). Therefore, research agrees to use 

turnover intentions as proxies for actual turnover (e.g., Tiplic, Brandmo, & Elstad 2015; Kapadia, Coca, 

& Easton 2007). There are two main reasons for measuring intentions. Firstly, the theory of planned 

behaviour supports the premises that attitudes are strong predictors of behaviour, as intent to 

withdraw is the last cognitive step to leave before the actual key decision (Ajzen, Czasch, & Flood 2009). 
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Secondly, scholars often rely on turnover intentions based on more pragmatic reasons since intentions 

are more amendable to study. It can be scaled and measured with nuances while actual turnover is a 

dichotomous event which requires longitudinal data to assess (Author 2021; Dalton, Johnson, & Daily 

1999). In addition, it is ethically complicated to associate teachers’ exit to their background information 

as surveys are anonymous and school often protect this information. Generally, it is more feasible to 

investigate intentions when teachers are still clustered within schools (Author 2021). 

Teacher turnover implies a deliberate choice to stop working in one’s school context where two 

processes can be distinguished: attrition and mobility (Gray & Taie 2015). Teacher attrition is when 

teachers leave the profession, whilst teacher mobility consists of teachers leaving a certain school 

context to teach elsewhere. The majority of studies have analysed both attrition and mobility, but 

often overlook how these two processes might differ (e.g., Boyd et al. 2008; Ingersoll 2003). Attrition 

creates an overall shortage of teachers, while mobility can disturb the equal distribution of teachers 

across schools, creating a situation where novices are overrepresented in disadvantaged schools 

(Goldhaber et al. 2011). School context seems to be a stronger trigger for teacher mobility as teachers’ 

commitment to their career is often independent of the students since the teacher can find another 

student population to teach in a school elsewhere (Author 2021; Mueller et al. 1999). Therefore, when 

researching turnover, it is essential to look at attrition and mobility separately. 

The school context and teacher turnover  

Few studies include contextual factors to investigate both teacher mobility and attrition (e.g., 

Hanushek, Kain, & Rivkin 2004; Ingersoll 2003), however, Hanushek and colleagues (2015) indicate that 

teacher mobility and attrition are rather related to students’ characteristics than to individual teacher 

characteristics. Most scholars agree that school composition, especially socioeconomic and migrant 

composition, influences both teacher attrition and mobility (Elfers, Plecki, & Knapp 2006; Hanushek et 

al. 2015; Ingersoll 2001; Scafidi et al. 2007). Previous studies report strong associations between school 

composition and teacher mobility, and to a lesser extent, between school composition and teacher 

attrition (Falch & Strøm 2005). Hanushek and colleagues (2015), together with Scafidi and colleagues 

(2007), show that low-SES schools with mostly black students show much higher attrition rates than 

other types of schools.  

Studies of teacher turnover do not often compare the processes behind teacher attrition and 

mobility (Hughes 2012). Nevertheless, different processes may occur for switching schools or quitting 

the profession (Goldhaber, Gross, & Player 2011). Scafidi and colleagues (2007) believe that teachers 

find teaching less enjoyable in low-SES and minority schools and may seek to transfer to other schools, 

because teachers perceive themselves as less effective in these schools. Scholars indicate that 
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teachers, who are mainly white, middle-class women, prefer teaching students who are like 

themselves (Hughes 2012; Omenn Strunk & Robinson 2006). Mueller and colleagues (1999) 

demonstrated that white teachers are more likely to leave a school when they experience an ethnic 

mismatch. Differences between students’ home culture and the school are referred to as a cultural 

mismatch (Delpit 2006), where teachers easily misread students because they associate school 

appropriate behaviour with cultural capital which is familiar to them. As such, an ethnic mismatch turns 

into a cultural mismatch when teachers are not acquainted with students unlike themselves (Entwisle 

& Alexander 1993). 

Moreover, in low-SES and ethnic minority schools, unfavourable teacher and student 

outcomes, such as teacher distrust of teachers towards students, is shown to be rather the result of 

the students’ socioeconomic characteristics (Author 2011a). Teachers who mainly have a middle-class 

background may also portray a cultural mismatch with their students, based on their different 

socioeconomic status. Not knowing how to deal with low-SES students may cause issues with diversity 

in general, which affect intentions to quit (Kopetz, Lease, & Warren-Kring 2006). Educators agree that 

teaching in high-poverty settings is challenging, even for experienced teachers (Kopetz, Lease, & 

Warren-Kring 2006). Teachers are confronted with the students’ academic needs as well as the social 

consequences of students living in poverty and being faced with considerably more stressful situations 

(Kraft et al., 2015). Those findings correspond with several studies that show that teacher turnover is 

higher in low-SES schools (Boyd et al. 2008; Djonko-Moore 2016; Hanushek et al. 2004; Ingersoll 2003). 

However, research regarding the effect of schools’ socioeconomic composition is not entirely 

conclusive. Boyd and colleagues (2011) did not find significant relationships between the schools’ SES-

context and mobility among urban teachers. Other studies have found that teachers have even lower 

intentions to leave the profession in low-SES schools (Harrell, Thompson, & Brooks 2019; Hughes 

2012), contradicting the majority of the studies.  

The role of teacher perceptions and emotional exhaustion  

How teachers perceive low-SES students may be detrimental for their engagement to work in 

low-SES schools. Teachers’ perceptions of their students influence intentions to switch schools (Hoy 

1990), in particular teacher mobility from low-SES schools, as these suffer from negative stereotypes 

(Brault, Janosz & Archambault 2014). Teachers have lower expectations of working-class students in 

several respects, independent of their academic performance as they are perceived as behaviourally 

more challenging (Tenenbaum & Ruck 2007). Low-SES students are perceived as less mature and less 

self-regulatory than their peers, which implies lower teacher expectations, lower teachability 

perceptions and lower levels of trust (Goddard, Salloum, & Berebitsky 2009; Thrupp 1999).  



L. Van Eycken et al. 

Teachability perceptions are a specific aspect of teachers’ expectations, which reflects 

teachers’ assumptions about students’ ability to meet the normative and academic expectations 

imposed on them in school (Author 2011b). For example, teachers make more negative statements 

about low-SES students as teachers indicate that those students lack discipline, are too social and do 

not complete their schoolwork (Diamond, Randolph, & Spillane 2004). Teachers feel less trust towards 

their students in low-SES schools due to low teachability perceptions (Author 2009).  

The unfavourable perceptions teachers have about low-SES students can contribute to teacher 

burnout (e.g., Wynn et al. 2007). It is widely acknowledged that burn-out consists out of three 

dimensions: emotional exhaustion, depersonalisation and reduced personal accomplishment (Dworkin 

1987; Maslach & Jackson 1981). Commonly, emotional exhaustion has been considered the core 

component of burn-out (Cropanzano, Rupp, & Byrne 2003) and has often been adopted as the sole 

indicator to measure burn-out in several studies (e.g., Cropanzano, Rupp, & Byrne 2003; Tsouloupas 

et al. 2010). Tsouloupas and colleagues (2010) have shown that teacher perceptions of student 

misbehaviour indirectly affect teacher turnover intentions through emotional exhaustion.  

For teacher retention, alleviating emotional exhaustion before it drives teachers out of the 

profession or school district seems an important matter (Boe, Cook, & Sunderland 2008). Moreover, 

turnover intentions are already an advanced and long-term stage of dissatisfaction as it requires 

several months or even years to turn into a resignation (Acker 2004). As suggested by Hoy (1990) and 

Tsouloupas and colleagues (2010), the students’ socioeconomic composition with the associated lower 

teachers’ teachability perceptions may initially affect emotional exhaustion, prior to directly impacting 

turnover intentions. 

Yet, student characteristics in low-SES schools alone cannot provide a complete explanation 

why teachers leave these schools more often. Schools’ working conditions might also partly explain 

the relationship between the student composition and teacher turnover, as studies have indicated that 

teachers experience more dissatisfaction within low-SES schools because of the schools’ infrastructure 

and class sizes, in addition to less valuable relationships with students, parents, colleagues and school 

leadership (Simon & Johnson 2015). 

Teacher efficacy and emotional exhaustion preceding turnover intentions  

Besides the contextual differences between schools, teachers have intrinsic characteristics 

such as teacher efficacy that precede turnover intentions. Teacher efficacy is mostly defined as 

teachers’ perceptions of their own capacities to encourage student engagement and learning, even if 

those students lack motivation or are perceived as difficult (Armor et al. 1976; Bandura 1997; 

Tschannen-Moran & Hoy 2001). Previous studies emphasize the importance of teachers’ confidence in 
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their ability to motivate students and to perform actions that enhance student learning (Hughes 2012; 

Perrachione, Rosser, & Petersen 2008; Poulou 2007). Hence, teacher efficacy is an important individual 

characteristic that is strongly related to teachers’ practice, beliefs, stress and to student outcomes, but 

also to teacher retention. In addition, teachers who experience emotional exhaustion and burnout 

often feel less efficacious and are more likely to leave the profession (Glickman & Tamashiro 1982), 

while a greater teaching commitment is expressed by teachers who feel highly efficacious (Coladarci 

1992). 

 However, few studies genuinely evaluated the impact of teacher efficacy on retention, 

accounting for contextual effects (Hughes 2012). There are studies demonstrating a relation between 

efficacy and burnout (e.g., Evers et al. 2002), although Skaalvik and Skaalvik (2007) acknowledge there 

is less agreement about how to explain this relation. A lack of confidence in teachers’ own abilities, or 

in other words, low efficacy feelings, increases occupational stress, which may increase emotional 

exhaustion (Skaalvik & Skaalvik 2007). Sass, Seal and Martin (2011) revealed that student stressors, 

such as lack of student motivation and working with students of mixed ability, mediated the 

relationship between teacher efficacy and job dissatisfaction, which is strongly related to teachers’ 

intention to quit or transfer schools (Ingersoll 2001; Sass et al. 2011; Skaalvik & Skaalvik 2011). These 

student stressors could be linked with teachers’ emotional exhaustion as teachers who have increased 

stress levels tend to have elevated psychological distress and lower commitment to the profession 

(Gersten et al. 2001). Burnout, with emotional exhaustion as the most important component, may be 

the result of coping unsuccessfully with persistent stress (Jennett, Harris, & Mesibov 2003). Those 

findings demonstrate that teachers’ efficacy is strongly related with teachers’ stress levels, distress, 

commitment, and we assume, emotional exhaustion as well (Skaalvik & Skaalvik 2010). Mainly based 

on the findings of Sass and colleagues (2011), together with the results of Skaalvik and Skaalvik (2007), 

we believe that high-efficacy teachers will experience lower feelings of emotional exhaustion and, in 

turn, reduced intention to quit. 

Other relevant teacher characteristics and transactional factors 

One of the most important predictors of turnover is the level of experience one has. The majority 

of studies focus on experience or age of teachers (e.g., Ingersoll, 2001). The reasons teachers stop 

teaching may strongly vary according to the level of experience a teacher has. For example, a high rate 

of novice teachers switch careers before they can reach their teaching potential, as these novice 

teachers feel like ‘they are thrown in the deep end’ in the beginning of their careers, having the same 

responsibilities as more experienced teachers (Khamis, 2000).  
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Furthermore, research on the effect of the teachers’ gender on turnover reveals conflicting 

findings. On the one hand research has showed evidence that men are more likely to leave teaching 

compared to women (Imazeki, 2005) and that male teachers have both more intentions to leave the 

profession (Borman & Dowling, 2008) as intentions to transfer schools (Boyd et al., 2005). 

Although most studies distinguish individual and organizational factors in teacher research, 

Chang (2009) has proposed to take into account ‘transactional factors’. This is based on the 

transactional model of Lazarus and Folkman (1984), stating that individuals interpret stressors 

differently, depending on their coping resources. Those transactional factors can be partly filled in by 

teachers’ working conditions. Working conditions explain most of the relationship between the 

student composition and teacher turnover (Simon & Johnson, 2015), for example teachers’ tenured 

status, teachers’ perceptions of the school infrastructure, class size, workload, perceptions of peer 

support, etc. 

Current study 

Firstly, the aim of this study is to investigate whether teachers have more turnover intentions 

in low-SES schools, namely intentions to quit the profession and intentions to transfer. Many studies 

indicated that teachers have higher turnover intentions in low-SES schools (e.g., Boyd et al. 2008; 

Djonko-Moore 2016; Ingersoll 2003), although some studies have found that teachers in low-SES 

schools have lower turnover intentions (Harrell et al. 2019; Hughes 2012). We assume that this 

association might be explained by how teachers perceive their students in terms of teachability, as 

most teachers perceive low-SES students as less teachable (Thrupp 1999; Author 2003). However, 

some teachers make a deliberate choice to teach disadvantaged students from a social justice 

perspective (Haberman 2005). Secondly, this research aims to analyse the processes that lead up to 

turnover intentions. We investigate the interplay between the schools’ socioeconomic student 

composition, the teachers’ teachability perceptions, teacher efficacy and teachers’ emotional 

exhaustion. After all, previous studies have indicated that schools’ socioeconomic composition 

influences teacher retention through teachers’ teachability perceptions, which might coincide with 

teacher efficacy, which in turn is related with emotional exhaustion. This last association might suggest 

that teacher efficacy affects teacher retention through teachers’ emotional exhaustion. 

Flemish context: teacher shortage and inequality in secon dary schools  

Teacher shortage in Flanders is becoming increasingly problematized, especially in cities 

(Struyven & Vanthournout 2014). Additionally, the projected growth of the school population in 

Flanders is among the largest in Europe and this growth will be mainly concentrated in disadvantaged 

groups in urban areas (OECD 2017). This entails possible risks for low-SES or minority students, as 
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qualitative educational services are increasingly more precarious in cities if there is no rise in the 

teacher recruitment and drop in retention numbers (Nusche et al. 2015). Secondary schools in Flanders 

are often attracting students from specific socioeconomic and ethnic backgrounds, which provokes a 

high degree of socio-ethnic segregation (Karsten et al. 2003). International educational achievement 

tests, such as PISA (OECD), point out that the socioeconomic background of the students is very 

determining for school performance in the Flemish school system (OECD 2017). In OECD-countries the 

test results for reading are for averagely 12% explained by the socioeconomic status of the student, 

while 19% of the results are explained by the students’ SES in Belgium. The socioeconomic inequalities 

in the Flemish education reflect the way secondary education is structured in the tracking system 

(Author 2004). In Flanders, from the third year of secondary school there are four types of tracks, 

commonly organized in distinct schools: the academic track, the arts track, the technical track and the 

vocational track. Students’ and their parents’ track choice is based on the students’ academic abilities, 

yet it is also very dependent on their social background (Author 2013).  

Methods 

Data 

The data, which is part of the ‘Teaching in the Bed of Procrustes’ project, was gathered in the 

school years 2012-2013 and 2013-2014. It is based on surveys that were taken from both students and 

teachers in the first and second grade (seventh and eighth grade in the US system) of Flemish 

secondary schools. Based on information from the Department of Education, all schools that offer first 

and second grade of secondary education in the Flemish region were inventoried. A disproportionally 

stratified sample was used as certain criteria were used to delineate subpopulations. Afterwards, 

random sample were drawn from each subpopulation. To adequately represent the Flemish 

educational context, the subpopulations of schools were selected based on three criteria: geographical 

spread in the Flemish region (five Flemish provinces and the Brussels Capital Region), location (rural or 

urban) and educational network (public or private/catholic schools). First, we selected a fair 

representation of schools for all five provinces and the Brussels Capital Region. Second, based on the 

census of 1991, schools were classified as urban or rural-based. Third, an adequate representation of 

educational network was based on records from the Department of Education, showing 69% catholic 

versus 31% public schools in the Flemish region. Six rural and six urban schools were selected in the 

five Flemish provinces, with four catholic schools and two public schools for each province, 

corresponding with the Flemish educational context. The Brussels Capital Region constitutes a special 

case because of its size and level of urbanization. Accordingly, three urban schools were selected with 

two catholic schools and one public school. Applying this sampling frame, three random samples from 
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each subpopulation were drawn. The principal of each school was asked if the school was willing to 

participate. If schools refused to participate, another school was contacted from the same 

subpopulation, but from the second random sample. If those schools refused as well, schools from the 

third random sample were approached. In the end, we reached out to 124 schools to result in a 

representative sample of 59 participating schools (response rate of 46.8%), which is actually an 

acceptable result, as Flemish schools are being swamped with research requests, which causes a lower 

response rate. Non-response was mostly fuelled by either the involvement in a different research 

project, or the existent heavy workload of the staff. While there are some small divergences in the 

sample from the population, it is unlikely that these pose a problematic distortion of the data. 

Vantieghem (2016) confirmed that no systematic biases occurred and that the schools were largely 

representative of the population. Furthermore, the study design guaranteed data from students from 

various backgrounds, and from several regions, making the data representative for 12-13-year-olds in 

Flanders (Author 2016). The data were gathered in three waves with two waves in school year 2012-

2013 and a third wave at the end of school year 2013-2014. This study will use the first and second 

wave, gathered at the beginning and the end of school year 2012-2013. In the first wave, 1247 teachers 

(response rate 69.5%) and 6380 students (response rate 97%) participated through questionnaires. In 

the second wave, 1087 teachers (response rate 60.6%) and 6234 students (response rate 94.4%) filled 

out the questionnaire. In total, 900 teachers filled in both surveys of the first and second wave. The 

two waves are used to construct the variables for the present analysis, however, only the variable 

teachability was taken from the second wave.  

Variables 

Teachers’ intention to quit the profession was measured with the three-item scale from Hackett, 

Lapierre and Hausdorf (2001). The items were ‘I think about quitting the teaching profession’, ‘I intend 

to quit the teaching profession’ and ‘I expect to move into another profession’. Teachers could indicate 

how much these items applied to them (from ‘Never’ to ‘Always’). The scores were summed to obtain 

a scale ranging from zero to 12 (α=.91). Higher scores on the scale imply that teachers have stronger 

intentions to quit the teaching profession. The mean score on teacher attrition is 1.87 (SD=2.13; 

n=1046), which means that, on average, few teachers have strong intentions to quit their job. 

Teachers’ intention to transfer was measured with the same three items as intentions to quit 

the profession but specified towards quitting the school instead of the profession. To confirm we were 

measuring a different construct, factor analysis was carried out using the six items. Two separate 

factors were found, confirming the difference between the two constructs. The factor loadings for 

intentions to transfer were ranging from .67 to .77. One item, for example, was ‘I think about quit 

teaching in this school’. Teachers could indicate how much these items apply to them (from ‘Never’ to 
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‘Always’). The scores of the three items were summed to produce a scale ranging from 0 to 12 (α=.85). 

Higher scores imply that the teacher has strong intentions to leave the school. The mean score on 

teacher mobility is 1.84 (SD=2.16; n=1046), which proves that Flemish teachers show, on average, low 

intentions to transfer schools. 

The socioeconomic composition of the school was measured by taking the mean SES of the 

students for each school (Author 2012; Rumberger & Palardy 2005). The SES of the student was 

measured using the highest occupation of both parents (1=unskilled manual labour; 2=specialized 

manual labour; 3=skilled manual labour; 4=routine non-manual employees; 5=farmers and 

smallholders; 6=lower grade employees and administrators; 7=higher-grade administrators and 

executives; 8=professionals and large proprietors) (Erikson, Goldthorpe, & Portocarero 1979; Author 

2003). In case of unemployment the last occupation was considered. This variable will be implemented 

as a metric variable as it consists out of more than five categories and behaves linear (e.g., Erikson et 

al. 1979). The individual SES scores were aggregated by taking the mean, so when a school scores high 

on socioeconomic composition, the school counts more students with a high SES. The mean score of 

socioeconomic composition of the schools is 5.03 (SD=.87; n=58). Schools scored from minimum 2.57 

to maximum 6.59 (Table 1). 

Migrant composition was measured by calculating the proportion of students with a migrant 

background at each school. As is common practice, the principal criterion was the birthplace of the 

students’ maternal grandmothers, with Western European birthplaces considered as ‘native’ 

(Timmerman, Hermans, & Hoornaert 2002). In case of missing data, the mothers’ and fathers’ 

nationalities were considered and/or additional criteria as language spoken at home (other than 

Dutch) and religion (i.e., Islam). This dichotomous variable (1=migrant background) was used to 

calculate the proportion of ethnic minority students in schools. Schools have a mean of 20.1% (SD=.22; 

n=58) on migrant composition with a minimum of one percent of students with a migrant background 

and a maximum of 95 percent. 

Teachability was measured with 31 items of the ‘Teachable Pupil Survey’ of Kornblau (1982). It 

reflects teachers’ perceptions of the teachability of their students. Students are perceived as teachable 

when teachers assume the students are able to meet the normative and academic expectations 

imposed on them (Author 2011a). The item scores were summed to construct a scale of teachability 

(ranging from 11 to 124, α=.95). Teachers in this sample scored averagely 75.26 (SD=13.44; n=1048) 

(Table 1). 

Emotional exhaustion was measured using the Dutch version of the Maslach Burnout Inventory 

for teachers (Maslach & Jackson 1981; Schaufeli & van Horn 1995; Author 2015). This scale of teacher 
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burnout measures three dimensions: emotional exhaustion, depersonalization and reduced sense of 

personal accomplishment. This study will only use the dimension of emotional exhaustion, containing 

eight items such as ‘I feel emotionally drained from my work’. Confirmatory factor analysis (extracting 

one factor) revealed factor loadings ranging from .45 to .87. Cronbach’s alpha equals .88. The items 

were summed resulting in a scale ranging from zero to 47. The mean score of teachers on emotional 

exhaustion was 13.09 (SD=6.70; n=1060) (Table 1). 

Teacher efficacy is measured by means of the most commonly used scale: the Teachers’ Sense 

of Efficacy Scale (TSES) (Kleinsasser 2014; Tschannen-Moran & Hoy 2001). Confirmatory factor analysis 

was carried out (extracting one factor) which revealed loadings ranging from .457 to .621. There was 

one outlier with a loading of .367 (‘How much can you assist families in helping their children do well 

in school?’), but item analysis did not show a considerable improvement of Cronbach’s alpha when 

omitting this item. Alpha for this scale was .80 (12 items). The items were summed providing a scale 

ranging from 22 to 96 (SD=8.87). The mean score of teachers on teacher efficacy was 70.24 (Table 1).  

To cover more aspects of teachers’ working conditions, a scale was created using 4 items 

assessing schools’ infrastructure and materials. These items, such as ‘The interior of the school building 

is satisfactory’, are based on Aelterman and colleagues' (2007) subscale of wellbeing ‘Infrastructure 

and materials’. The items were summed creating a scale ranging from 0 to 24 with a mean score of 

13.64 (SD=4.80; α=.72). Teachers scoring high on this scale feel more satisfied with the infrastructure 

of the school (Table 1). 

In addition, another measurement of teachers’ working conditions was created, using two items 

measuring teachers’ perceptions of their class size, for example ‘My class sizes are manageable’. The 

items were based on the subscale of wellbeing ‘Class size’ of Aelterman and colleagues (2007). A sum 

scale was created ranging from 0 to 12 with a mean score of 7.08 (SD=3.03; α=.86). Higher scores on 

this scale reflect that teachers are satisfied with the class sizes they have to manage (Table 1). 

Teachers’ workload was calculated by 6 items based on the scale used by Aelterman and 

colleagues (2007). An example of an item of the ‘pressure of work’ scale is ‘I am assigned too many 

tasks at school’. A sum scale was created ranging from 0 to 30 with a mean score of 15. 85 (SD=5.12; 

α=79). 

The teachers in the sample have averagely almost 15 years of experience (SD=9.87; n=1225). 

The sample counts 355 male (29%) and 889 female (71%) teachers and 932 of all teachers (75%) in 

the sample have a tenured status.  
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Table 1: Descriptive statistics 

Variables N Mean  
(SD) 

School level   

Socioeconomic composition 59 5.031  
(.871) 

Migrant composition 59 .201  
(.220) 

   
Teacher level   

Intentions to transfer 1046 1.841  
(2.161) 

Intentions to quit 1066 1.874  
(2.129) 

Teachability 1053 75.002  
(13.928) 

Emotional exhaustion 1060 13.089  
(6.704) 

Teacher efficacy 1222 71.410  
(9.013) 

Experience 1225 14.720  
(9.874) 

Infrastructure 1216 13.641  
(4.800) 

Class size 1213 7.084  
(3.032) 

Workload 1050 15.849 
(5.123) 

   
  Means (SD)  

with t-test 
  Transfer Quit 
Sex 

Male 
Female 

1244 
355 
889 

t = .205 
1.830 (2.115) 
1.795 (2.167) 

t = 1.638  
2.051 (2.330) 
1.787 (2.040) 

Tenured status 
Yes 
No 

1237 
932 
305 

t = -.508 
1.825 (2.176) 
1.738 (2.076) 

t = -1.213 
1.900 (2.164) 
1.698 (1.933) 

Significance levels: *** p ≤ .001; **  p ≤ .01; *   p ≤ .05 



Table 2: Pearson’s correlations 

 Transfer Quit Teachability Efficacy 
Emotional 
exhaustion 

Experience Infrastructure Class size Workload 

Transfer 1         

Quit .592 ** 1        

Teachability -.258 ** -.161 ** 1       

Efficacy -.166 ** -.206 ** .240 ** 1      

Emotional exhaustion .467 ** .514 ** -.270 ** -.213 ** 1     

Experience -.048 -.039 -.154 ** .042 .080 * 1    

Infrastructure -.209 ** -.150 ** .214 ** .171 ** -.127 ** .096 ** 1   

Class size -.102 ** -.138 ** .123 ** .075 * -.184 ** .032 .336 ** 1  

Workload .263 ** .286 ** -.235 ** -.082 ** .544 ** .099 ** -.130 ** -.171 ** 1 

Significance levels: **  p ≤ .01; *   p ≤ .05 



Analytical strategy 

Since the data are a clustered sample, with teachers nested within schools, multilevel analyses 

are the most appropriate technique (Hox, Moerbeek, & van de Schoot 2018; Raudenbush & Bryk 2002). 

The analyses were conducted using MLwiN (maximum loglikelihood, version 3.04). This multilevel 

approach recognizes that individuals within a school may be more similar to one another than 

individuals in another school which may not yield independent observations (Raudenbush & Bryk 2002; 

Stewart 2003). Furthermore, multilevel analysis allows simultaneous examinations of individual- and 

school-level variance components of the dependent variable. The distributions of intentions to transfer 

and intentions to quit are skewed, violating the normality assumption underlying linear models. It 

might be more appropriate to treat intentions to transfer/quit as an event or count variable (see 

Stewart 2003) and carry out a negative binomial regression (Hilbe 2011; Long 1997). We compared the 

linear models with the negative binomial regression outcomes and since no systematic differences 

between the two analyses were found1 - they led to the same conclusions - the linear multilevel models 

will be used in the analyses for ease of interpretation. The focal variables were added one by one in a 

stepwise analysis to provide an indication of existing associations between the independent variables 

(Baron & Kenny 1986). All metric variables were standardized to capture the effect magnitudes and 

missing values were deleted listwise. We distinguished two main analyses: Analysis 1 focused on 

teachers’ intentions to transfer schools and Analysis 2 focused on teachers’ intentions to quit. For each 

analysis an unconditional model was tested to determine the amount of variance situated at the school 

level.  

In the first model we added the focal compositional variable, namely socioeconomic  

composition. In the next model we controlled for migrant composition (Mueller et al. 1999), years of 

experience (Boe, Bobbitt, & Cook 1997), working conditions (Boyd et al. 2011; Simon & Johnson 2015), 

sex (Boyd et al. 2005) and tenure (Aelterman, Engels, & Verhaeghe 2002), as research showed that 

these characteristics cannot be neglected (Nguyen et al. 2020). Male teachers are more likely to 

transfer schools than female teachers (Boyd et al. 2005) and teachers without a tenured position are 

often more dissatisfied with the outline of their careers (Aelterman, Engels, & Verhaeghe 2002). 

Previous studies indicated that teacher attrition is related to age and/or years of experience (Boe, 

Bobbitt, & Cook 1997). However, these studies often included early retirement in their 

conceptualisation of attrition and due to this found that more experienced teachers drop out more. 

Working conditions such as the schools’ infrastructure and class size appeared to be significant 

contributors to teacher attrition as well (Boyd et al. 2011; Simon & Johnson 2015). 

                                                           
1 The negative binomial regression output can be acquired by request. 
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The following three models enclosed respectively the teachers’ perceptions of the students’ 

teachability, teacher efficacy and emotional exhaustion. We added these teacher perceptions and 

characteristics separately to explore possible associations between the independent variables and to 

investigate the mechanisms that influence teachers’ intention to transfer schools or to quit. The final 

models of teachers’ intention to transfer and teachers’ intention to quit result in the following 

equations: 

𝑡𝑟𝑎𝑛𝑠𝑓𝑒𝑟𝑖𝑗 =  𝛽0𝑖𝑗𝑐𝑜𝑛𝑠 +  𝛽1𝑆𝐸𝑆𝑗 +  𝛽2𝑚𝑖𝑔𝑟𝑎𝑛𝑡𝑗 + 𝛽3𝑒𝑥𝑝𝑒𝑟𝑖𝑒𝑛𝑐𝑒𝑖𝑗 + 𝛽4𝑓𝑒𝑚𝑎𝑙𝑒𝑖𝑗 +  𝛽5𝑡𝑒𝑛𝑢𝑟𝑒𝑑𝑖𝑗 +

 𝛽6𝑖𝑛𝑓𝑟𝑎𝑠𝑡𝑟𝑢𝑐𝑡𝑢𝑟𝑒𝑖𝑗 + 𝛽7𝑐𝑙𝑎𝑠𝑠𝑠𝑖𝑧𝑒𝑖𝑗 +  𝛽8𝑤𝑜𝑟𝑘𝑙𝑜𝑎𝑑𝑖𝑗 + 𝛽9𝑡𝑒𝑎𝑐ℎ𝑎𝑏𝑖𝑙𝑖𝑡𝑦𝑖𝑗 +  𝛽10𝑒𝑓𝑓𝑖𝑐𝑎𝑐𝑦𝑖𝑗 +  𝛽11𝐸𝐸𝑖𝑗  

𝑞𝑢𝑖𝑡𝑖𝑗 =  𝛽0𝑖𝑗𝑐𝑜𝑛𝑠 +  𝛽1𝑆𝐸𝑆𝑗 +  𝛽2𝑚𝑖𝑔𝑟𝑎𝑛𝑡𝑗 +  𝛽3𝑒𝑥𝑝𝑒𝑟𝑖𝑒𝑛𝑐𝑒𝑖𝑗 + 𝛽4𝑓𝑒𝑚𝑎𝑙𝑒𝑖𝑗 + 𝛽5𝑡𝑒𝑛𝑢𝑟𝑒𝑑𝑖𝑗 +

 𝛽6𝑖𝑛𝑓𝑟𝑎𝑠𝑡𝑟𝑢𝑐𝑡𝑢𝑟𝑒𝑖𝑗 + 𝛽7𝑐𝑙𝑎𝑠𝑠𝑠𝑖𝑧𝑒𝑖𝑗 +  𝛽8𝑤𝑜𝑟𝑘𝑙𝑜𝑎𝑑𝑖𝑗 + 𝛽9𝑡𝑒𝑎𝑐ℎ𝑎𝑏𝑖𝑙𝑖𝑡𝑦𝑖𝑗 +  𝛽10𝑒𝑓𝑓𝑖𝑐𝑎𝑐𝑦𝑖𝑗 +  𝛽11𝐸𝐸𝑖𝑗  

Results 

The unconditional model for teachers’ intention to transfer schools showed that 6.87% of the 

total variance is situated at the school level (σ²=.069; SE=.023; χ²=8.706; p≤.01) (Table 3, Analysis 1). 

Model 1.1 showed that in high-SES schools teachers’ have lower intentions to change school (β=-.14; 

SE=.04). Model 1.2 showed that when adding the control variables, the association between SES-

composition and intention to transfer did not persist, mostly due to adding workload to the model. 

Teachability perceptions significantly influence teachers’ intention to transfer (β=-.18; SE=.04). 

Teachers show less intentions to transfer schools when they perceive the students as more teachable. 

In Model 1.4, as expected, teachers showed lower intentions to transfer to another school when 

feeling highly efficacious (β=-.10; SE=.04). This association of teacher efficacy with teachers’ intention 

to transfer can be explained by teachers’ emotional exhaustion (Model 1.5, β=.45; SE=.04). Teacher 

efficacy and emotional exhaustion correlate negatively, indicating that low efficacious teachers feel 

more emotionally exhausted, which in turn, increases the intention to transfer to another school. 

Additionally, the association between workload and teachers’ intention to transfer can be explained 

by teachers’ emotional exhaustion. Workload was positively correlated with teachers’ emotional 

exhaustion and intention to transfer school (Table 2). The strong correlation between emotional 

exhaustion and workload (Table 2, r=0.54, p<.01), and the analysis in Model 1.5, indicated that a higher 

workload results in higher feelings of emotional exhaustion, which in turn, develops in stronger 

intentions to transfer to another school. Furthermore, more experienced teachers (β=-.10; SE=.04) and 

teachers less satisfied with the school’s infrastructure (β=-.12; SE=.04) have more intentions to transfer 

schools. For teachers’ sex, tenured status and class size, no associations with teachers’ intention to 

transfer were found. 
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In the second analysis, the unconditional model for teachers’ intention to quit education showed 

no significant amount of variance situated at the school level (Table 3,  

Analysis 2). There was no significant association between SES-composition and teachers’ intention to 

quit (Model 2.1). Perceived teachability influences teachers’ intention to quit significantly (Model 2.3): 

teachers have less intentions to quit when they perceive their students as teachable (β=-.13; SE=.04). 

When adding teacher efficacy to the model (Model 2.4), the association of teachability perceptions 

persisted and high efficacious teachers showed less intentions to quit (β=-.17; SE=.03). In Model 2.5, 

when adding emotional exhaustion, the association between teachability perceptions and teachers’ 

intentions to quit disappeared. Given the negative correlation between teachability and emotional 

exhaustion, the analysis indicated that teachers perceiving their students as less teachable experience 

higher levels of emotional exhaustion. These higher levels of emotional exhaustion result in turn in 

higher intentions to quit (β=.46; SE=.04). The association of workload and teachers’ intentions to quit 

did not persist (Model 2.5). The strong positive correlation between workload and emotional 

exhaustion (Table 2, r=0.54, p<.01), indicated that a higher workload accommodates higher feelings of 

emotional exhaustion, which in turn generates stronger intentions to quit. Furthermore, more 

experienced teachers showed less intentions to quit (β=-.09; SE=.04) and the associations between the 

focal variables remained unchanged. We found a significant association between schools’ migrant 

composition and teachers’ intention to quit, however, as there was no significant variance at the school 

level to explain, this association needs to be considered with caution. Teachers seem to show less 

intentions to quit in schools with mainly students with a migrant background, when emotional 

exhaustion is added to the model (β=-.09; SE=.04).



Table 3: Multilevel associations with teachers’ turnover intentions (standardized coefficients) 

ANALYSIS 1: Teachers’ intention to transfer 

Variables 
Nullmodel 1.0 Model 1.1 Model 1.2 Model 1.3 Model 1.4 Model 1.5 

β (SE) β (SE) β (SE) β (SE) β (SE) β (SE) 
School level (N) 57 56 56 56 56 56 
SES-composition  -.144 (.043) *** -.105 (.057) ° -.037 (.057) -.046 (.056) -.084 (.050) 
Migrant composition   .016 (.055) .002 (.053) .004 (.053) -.035 (.047) 
       
Teacher level (N) 1046 1025 828 814 814 814 
Teachability    -.179 (.039) *** -.155 (.039) *** -.098 (.037) ** 
Teacher efficacy     -.100 (.035) ** -.039 (.033) 
Emotional exhaustion      .445 (.037) *** 
Experience   -.084 (.039) * -.107 (.039) *** -.098 (.039) * -.099 (.036) ** 
Sex (female)   .034 (.076)  .020 (.076) .033 (.076) .040 (.070) 
Tenured status (yes)   .080 (.092) .085 (.092) .083 (.092) .052 (.085) 
Infrastructure   -.166 (.038) *** -.140 (.039) *** -.125 (.039) *** -.119 (.036) ** 
Class size   -.014 (.036) -.002 (.036) -.005 (.036) .026 (.033) 
Workload   .229 (.035) *** .198 (.035) *** .197 (.035) *** -.034 (.033) 
       
Variance school level .069 (.023) ** .046 (.019) * .049 (.021) * .042 (.019) * .041 (.019) * .027 (.015) ° 
Variance teacher level .935 (.042) *** .946 (.043) *** .853 (.043) *** .839 (.043) *** .831 (.043) *** .711 (.036) *** 
Deviance (-2LL) 2944.685 2885.965 2250.447 2195.957 2187.772 2056.117 
   

ANALYSIS 2: Teachers’ intention to quit 

Variables 
Nullmodel 2.0 Model 2.1 Model 2.2 Model 2.3 Model 2.4 Model 2.5 

β (SE) β (SE) β (SE) β (SE) β (SE) β (SE) 
School level (N) 57 56 56 56 56 56 
SES-composition  -.012 (.036) -.011 (.048) .037 (.050) .022 (.050) -.023 (.042) 
Migrant composition   -.045 (.047) -.052 (.047) -.051 (.047) -.090 (.040) * 
       
Teacher level (N) 1066 1045 842 825 825 825 
Teachability    -.125 (.038) *** -.083 (.039) * -.020 (.036) 
Teacher efficacy     -.170 (.034) *** -.108 (.032) *** 
Emotional exhaustion      .462 (.037) *** 
Experience   -.091 (.039) * -.105 (.039) ** -.091 (.039) * -.089 (.036) * 
Sex (female)   -.111 (.075) -.104 (.076) -.083 (.075) -.080 (.068) 
Tenured status (yes)   .136 (.092) .148 (.092) .143 (.091) .112 (.083) 
Infrastructure   -.090 (.037) * -.075 (.038) * -.051 (.038) -.047 (.034) 
Class size   -.067 (.036) ° -.058 (.036)  -.063 (.035) -.035 (.032) 
Workload   .259 (.034) *** .238 (.035) *** .237 (.035) *** -.006 (.037) 
       
Variance school level .018 (.013) .016 (.013) .019 (.014) .019 (.014) .019 (.014) .006 (.010) 
Variance teacher level .981 (.044) *** .993 (.044) *** .866 (.043) *** .859 (.044) *** .834 (.042) *** .707 (.036) *** 
Deviance (-2LL) 3020.985 2972.409 2283.628 2231.904 2207.777 2062.637 
       

Significance levels: *** p ≤ .001; **  p ≤ .01; *   p ≤ .05; ° p ≤ .064   
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Discussion 

This study aims to gain insight into the underlying mechanisms affecting teacher turnover. By 

combining school contextual indicators with teacher perceptions and characteristics, we tried to 

expose the mechanisms influencing teacher turnover, distinguishing between transferring schools and 

quitting teaching. Firstly, we examined possible indicators for teachers to transfer schools. Our results 

confirmed the importance of teachers’ teachability perceptions, teacher efficacy and emotional 

exhaustion. Moreover, the school context and teachers’ characteristics and perceptions appear to 

influence each other. We find that low-SES schools are indirectly related to stronger intentions to 

transfer, which is mostly due to the perceived workload in those schools (Diamond, Randolph and 

Spillane 2004). That a higher workload results in increased intentions to transfer schools appears to be 

due to emotional exhaustion, which is positively related to intention to transfer. Teacher efficacy also 

influences teachers’ intention to transfer. As previous studies already stated, high efficacious teachers 

display less intentions to transfer. However, when taking teachers’ emotional exhaustion into account, 

we see that emotional exhaustion seems to mediate the association between teacher efficacy and 

intentions to transfer. This corresponds with earlier studies which showed a strong association 

between high levels of teacher efficacy and feeling less emotionally exhausted (Perrachione et al. 

2008). Our results add that, in turn, these lower levels of emotional exhaustion reduce teachers’ 

intention to transfer schools.   

Secondly, we focused on possible factors that influence teachers’ intention to quit teaching. 

Schools’ SES-composition did not affect teachers’ intention to quit their job. Moreover, the analyses 

showed that the school context has little influence on quitting intentions, as there was no significant 

amount of variance at the school level in contrast with the models of intentions to transfer. These 

findings correspond with earlier findings that mobility is more strongly associated with the school 

context when compared to attrition (Mueller et al. 1999).  Teachability perceptions influence teachers’ 

intentions to quit, and this association goes through teachers’ emotional exhaustion. Perceiving the 

students as less teachable is demanding for the teacher, which may lead to higher levels of emotional 

exhaustion. These high levels of emotional exhaustion will, in turn, heighten teachers’ intention to 

quit. Emotional exhaustion seems to play a central role in predicting teachers’ quitting behaviour, as it 

partially explains the association between teacher efficacy and quitting intentions as well. Highly 

efficacious teachers have lower intentions to quit and feel less emotionally exhausted.  

These findings clearly emphasize the importance of including feelings of emotional exhaustion 

in studies concerning teacher turnover. Our results show that controlling for the school context, 

teachers’ emotional exhaustion both influences teachers’ intentions to transfer and to quit (see also 
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Goddard and Goddard 2006). Other factors play out differently when looking at intentions to transfer 

school or intentions to quit. The socioeconomic composition of the school is more important 

concerning teachers’ intentions to transfer compared to teachers’ intentions to quit.  

Including teachability perceptions, teacher efficacy and emotional exhaustion, provided insight 

into the underlying mechanisms of teacher turnover. Teachers’ teachability perceptions of students 

matter in terms of turnover intentions, however mostly regarding teacher mobility. Hence, when 

teachers decide to transfer, the perceptions of the student body direct their choices. This might result 

in a decline of teachers in certain schools which can induce an unequal redistribution of teachers across 

schools (Goldhaber, Gross, & Player 2011). It is crucial that future research distinguishes both 

processes when investigating teacher turnover as previous research has shown that turnover deepens 

the gap of the supply of qualitative teachers between disadvantaged and more advantaged schools. 

Our results add that the school context affects mainly intentions to transfer, more than intentions to 

quit, especially when focusing on the socioeconomic composition of schools. However, this impact is 

mostly explained through teachers’ perceived workload. Since previous research regarding the student 

composition and teachers’ intention to transfer (and quit) is rather scattered and inconclusive,  more 

research into the associations between schools’ socioeconomic composition, perceived workload and 

teachers’ intentions to transfer (or quit) could be useful. Clearly, teachers experience low-SES schools 

as more demanding, or in other words, they experience a higher workload (Diamond, Randolph and 

Spillane 2004). As it is not evident to alter this workload, for instance by altering the socioeconomic 

composition of students, teachers should be prepared and trained more to handle more demanding 

and diverse situations in secondary education. Current research shows that several prejudices and 

inaccurate perceptions are at play when educating low-SES students (Brault, Janosz & Arcambault 

2014). Whereas these studies mostly indicate detrimental student outcomes, we also have to 

recognise the effects on teachers. Moreover, this study shows that it is not merely the workload that 

influences teachers’ intentions to transfer, but we see that this increased workload might induce 

higher feelings of emotional exhaustion. Preparing teachers for more diverse and/or demanding 

teaching contexts might prevent those outcomes.  

Although it was not the central focus of this study, we included migrant composition of the 

students in the analyses to check whether schools’ SES-composition contributed independent from 

schools’ migrant composition. Firstly, controlling for emotional exhaustion, we see that teachers have 

less intentions to quit when teaching in schools with mostly students with a migrant background. 

Secondly, teachers have more intentions to quit teaching when they are experiencing emotional 

exhaustion. Keeping in mind that teaching in schools with mostly students with a migrant background 

is associated with feeling more emotional exhausted (Scafidi et al. 2007), since such a teaching setting 
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is often perceived as more demanding (Knoblauch & Hoy 2008), we might say that when teachers 

would not feel more emotionally exhausted in schools with mostly students with a migrant 

background, they would even show less intentions to quit. Still, we must acknowledge the possibility 

that migrant composition might not strongly impact teachers’ turnover intentions, confirming Falch 

and Strøm's (2005) study. The association of the schools’ migrant composition is not as salient 

compared to the United States, where most turnover studies are conducted (e.g., Mueller et al. 1999, 

Scafidi et al. 2007). As Elfers and colleagues (2006) argue, in areas with a general low amount of ethnic 

diversity, the most notable difference between schools that are able to retain teachers and those that 

lose a great deal of teachers, is the poverty rate among students in the school.  

In terms of teacher quantity and quality, teacher turnover is leading to a shortage of teachers 

in order to provide education for students. However, in terms of educational quality, teacher attrition 

can be beneficial if incompetent teachers leave the profession. This study indicated that teachers who 

feel emotionally exhausted, low efficacious teachers, and teachers who perceive their students as less 

teachable are more likely to change school. This finding is mostly interpreted as an unfavourable result. 

One could argue, however, that when teachers with these less beneficial characteristics leave their 

school, this might benefit the educational quality in those schools. Nevertheless, this interpretation 

could be a strong simplification of the underlying mechanisms. For example, feelings of efficacy can 

increase and levels of emotional exhaustion can drop (Skaalvik & Skaalvik 2016), so when teachers with 

these feelings leave, there is a missed opportunity for schools to enable teachers to grow within their 

job. Lankford, Loeb and Wyckoff (2002) demonstrated that teachers who leave poor urban schools 

have better teaching skills than those who stay in their schools. Thus, not only the mere quantity of 

teachers who leave matters for educational quality, but the teaching quality of teachers with intentions 

to leave, or those who actually leave, is also imperative for future research (Johnson, Sullivan, & Simons 

2019). 

In terms of policy measures, teachers should be supported to deal with the so-called mismatch 

between students and teachers, especially by providing them tools to deal with students who live in 

poverty (Haberman 2010; Kopetz et al. 2006). Teacher education programmes should provide better 

guidance on that point in particular, because preservice teachers are often inadequately prepared to 

work in more challenging school contexts (Song & Christiansen 2001). More internships in challenging 

school settings may decrease negative perceptions of low-SES students, as this study also shows that 

low-SES schools suffer from negative stereotypes regarding their student populations, in the sense that 

their students are perceived as less teachable by teachers. Hoy (1990), for example, suggests that 

principals and school administrators should be more aware of teachers’ perceptions about the student 
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population and consider teachers’ perceptions about the student population of the school when hiring 

them.  

Limitations 

Since we used a cross-sectional study design, our results were limited to associations, while 

longitudinal research could contribute to better understanding causality for variables such as 

workload, efficacy, emotional exhaustion and teachability. The data did not allow to include more 

personal characteristics of the teacher, such as their geographical location and teachers’ own ethnicity. 

Moreover, we could not observe whether the teachers actually changed their school or quit their job. 

The data was limited to the intentions to transfer or quit. Future studies should replicate the present 

findings with more objective outcomes (cf. actual teacher retention, Henke, Zahn, & Carroll 2001). Still, 

these intentions are an important indicator: growing intentions to leave the profession may result in 

actually leaving. Furthermore, growing intentions to leave is likely to influence teachers’ relationship 

with students and colleagues, their work engagement and overall, their teaching quality (Skaalvik & 

Skaalvik 2011). Some studies question whether intentions correctly predict turnover behaviour, as 

DeAngelis and colleagues (2013) show that only a fraction of teachers with the intent to leave, actually 

left two years later. Therefore, it is sometimes inconclusive whether there is a strong and direct 

correlation between intentions to leave and actual turnover (Lee & Whitford 2008). It is essential to 

acknowledge that determinants of turnover intentions and actual turnover may vary. Nevertheless, 

despite research recognizing these possible differences, it concludes that turnover intentions are still 

the most reliable proxy (Harrison, Newman, & Roth 2006). Moreover, even if turnover intentions do 

not result in teachers leaving the school or profession, they still reflect feelings very likely to affect 

teachers’ mental health conditions and to reduce their work performances (Ladd 2011; Saeed et al. 

2014). 

Lastly, the socioeconomic composition in Flemish schools is highly associated with the rigid 

tracking system, which greatly determines students’ performances (Author 2004). Students in lower 

tracks tend to achieve less than students in higher tracks, regardless of their personal ability. Studies 

have shown that teachers in lower tracks are less academically oriented than those in higher tracks, 

because they have a lower opinion of their students. Moreover, teachers tend to stay in schools where 

students achieve better results (Boyd et al. 2009). In Flanders, those schools mostly offer academic 

tracks and are mostly high-SES schools. Because of the very high correlation between the SES-

composition, school tracks and student performance in Flemish schools, we were not able to 

distinguish these associations. However, it seems that student performance has a reciprocal 

relationship with teacher turnover: When student performance is low, teachers increasingly leave, but 

when teachers leave schools, there is again a decrease in student performance (Ronfeldt et al. 2013). 
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Future research should include the consequences of teacher mobility and attrition on students’ 

learning. For example, teacher attrition can be problematic as it reduces instructional continuity, which 

in turn, has a negative impact on students’ learning and development (Kelchtermans 2017). 

Conclusion 

Considering both intentions to transfer and to quit schools, we conclude that individual teacher 

characteristics outweigh external factors, such as schools’ student composition. The influence of 

schools’ socioeconomic composition is rather limited when teachers’ perceived workload is taken into 

account. However, we would still like to emphasize the importance of schools’ compositional factors, 

as teachers are not isolated from the situational context in which they find themselves, especially 

regarding teacher mobility. Unlike previous studies on teachers’ intentions to transfer or quit, this 

study demarcates the contextual predictors and more internal processes. Teachability perceptions, 

teacher efficacy and emotional exhaustion appear to be crucial teacher characteristics regarding 

teachers’ intention to transfer or quit schools. We showed that these characteristics are all mutually 

associated with each other, which resulted in directly or indirectly influencing teachers’ intentions to 

transfer or quit. Teacher efficacy and teachability perceptions showed to be important predictors of 

teachers’ turnover intentions in general, although these associations are (partly) explained through 

teachers’ emotional exhaustion.  
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