
A Study of 
Generation Z’s Interest in 
the Teaching Profession

August 2025



Megan Boren
Director, Educator Workforce Policy
Research Project Co-PI

Amanda Merritt, Ed.D.
Division Director, Development & Innovation

Presenters



Founded in 1948 as an interstate compact 
Non-partisan, non-profit organization

Mission
To guide and support states as they advance all levels of education 
to improve the social and economic vitality of the SREB region

 K-12 School Improvement
 Postsecondary & Workforce
 State Policy

Southern Regional 
Education Board



Educator shortages hurt our students, exhaust our educators & drain our economy.

Our vision is to make teaching attractive 
to better recruit and retain strong educators. 

Every child deserves a great teacher



• Who is teaching now and what are their preparation 
and early career experiences?

• Who is leaving and why? 
• What factors affect retention of early-career 

teachers?
• How can we better attract and retain the newest 

generation of teachers?

Core Research Questions



Research Partnership: 
The Next Generation of 
Teachers

https://www.sreb.org/next-gen-teachers
https://cdn.vanderbilt.edu/vu-sub/wp-content/uploads/sites/280/2024/04/05142157/tera-workingpaper-GenZ-240404.pdf
https://www.sreb.org/next-gen-teachers


Who is Generation Z?

Individuals born between 
1996 and 2012 
– age 13 to 29 in 2025

https://www.sreb.org/next-gen-teachers


Interest is declining throughout the 
South. 

Undecided majors are trending up. 

Finding 1: Interest in an education career 
among high school students declined steadily 
since 2013.



Interest in pursuing an education career declined across eight 
Southern states.

Gen Z: Figure 1



High school 
students are 
increasingly 
undecided about 
their intended 
college majors.

G2



Interest is highest among white, 
female students and students from 
rural areas. 

Male students are more likely to major 
in something other than education.

ACT scores are lower for education 
majors.

Finding 2: Students who plan to major in education 
and express interest in an education career are 
predominantly white and female and have lower ACT 
scores.



Female high school 
students are much 
more likely to 
indicate they plan to 
major in education 
than male students 
in both states.

G3
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White high school 
students are much 
more likely to indicate 
they plan to major in 
education than 
students of color in 
both states.

G4
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Interest in teaching 
declined among 
urban, suburban and 
rural students, yet 
rural students are 
more likely to be 
interested in 
teaching.

G5

KY         TN



Students intending to 
major in education 
have lower ACT 
scores than their peers 
who enroll in 
postsecondary 
education.

G6
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Access and enrollment increased in 
high school teaching introductory 
courses.

Enrollment became more diverse 
overtime.

Finding 3: Enrollment in high school introductory 
teaching courses in Tennessee and Kentucky is 
increasing.



Access to Tennessee Teaching as a Profession courses 
expanded, and student enrollment increased.

G8



Enrollment rates 
among Tennessee 
students increased 
over time across 
racial and ethnic 
groups.

G9



Enrollment rates among Tennessee students increased over 
time across racial and ethnic groups.

G10



Teaching and Learning courses in Kentucky experienced similar 
growth in enrollment.

G11



Half of early-career teachers started 
college with plans to pursue a 
career in education.

Almost a third entered college 
without plans to teach.

Finding 4: Half of early career teachers in Tennessee 
formed aspirations to become educators before 
college.



Half of early-
career teachers 
started college 
with plans to 
pursue a career 
in education.

G12



Teacher preparation completion 
rates are down in the South.

Alternative preparation completion 
rates and newly hired teachers from 
alternative routes have increased. 

Finding 5: Participation in some non-traditional 
preparation pathways increased, as did hire rates of 
alternatively prepared teachers. 



Teacher candidates are increasingly prepared through 
alternative preparation routes.

G16



The proportion of newly hired teachers entering through 
alternative pathways rose in recent years in Kentucky and 
Tennessee.

G17



Finding 6: Future and current Gen Z teachers feel 
unsupported as they prepare for and enter the 
teaching profession. 



Gen Z interviewees cited reasons they are attracted to teaching, 
leading with passion.

G14



Support leads the reasons Gen Z teachers remain in or leave 
the profession.

G18



Research Partnership: 
Teacher Labor Markets

https://www.sreb.org/next-gen-teachers
https://cdn.vanderbilt.edu/vu-sub/wp-content/uploads/sites/280/2024/06/11112648/tera-workingpaper-tlm-240610.pdf
https://www.sreb.org/publication/teacher-labor-market-trends


How has the teacher workforce changed?

Trends in the interest of teaching, preparation 
experiences and supports, and retention



Student enrollment declined. 

Teacher count rose in Kentucky, declined in 
Tennessee.

Most teachers are still white females.

More teachers are over age 50 and fewer are 
under age 30.

Finding 1: The racial and gender composition 
of the teacher workforce largely stayed the 
same from 2017 to 2023, while the proportion 
of teachers over age 50 increased.



In both Kentucky and Tennessee, student enrollment slightly declined. 
Kentucky’s teacher count slightly increased; Tennessee’s teacher 
count slightly decreased.

Labor Markets: 1



Overall, the racial, ethnic and gender composition of teachers 
stayed mostly stable over time.

L2
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More teachers are over age 50 in 2023 compared to 2017.

L3



New hires under age 30 make up less of the new teaching 
population than in previous years.

L4



Males and teachers of color enter 
mostly through non-traditional 
routes.

New hires from non-traditional 
routes are older.

Finding 2: Newly hired teachers of color and 
teachers over 30 are more likely to enter the 
teaching profession through non-traditional 
preparation and certification pathways.



A larger proportion of teachers of color and male teachers 
entered through non-traditional routes.

L5&6 

KY         TN



New hires from non-traditional preparation pathways are older 
on average.

L7
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Average gross salaries and net pay 
increased but in fact declined when 
adjusted for inflation.

Teachers are less satisfied with 
their salary. 

Finding 3: Average teacher salary increased in 
both states yet increases were outpaced by 
inflation.



Inflation outpaced the increase in average gross teacher 
salaries.

L8
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Net pay increased for teachers at different levels of their career, 
yet when adjusted for inflation, take-home pay declined for 
Tennessee teachers.

L9



Just one-quarter of Tennessee teachers reported that they were 
satisfied with their salary on the 2023 Tennessee Educator 
Survey

L10



Finding 4: Fewer Tennessee teachers report 
that they plan to continue teaching. Teachers 
who say they plan to exit the profession 
identify leadership as a primary reason.

Intent to stay in the profession is 
declining.

Teachers report that school culture 
and climate most impact their 
decision to stay while leadership 
most impacts their decision to 
leave.



The percentage of Tennessee teachers who said they plan to 
stay in teaching declined slightly on the 2022 and 2023 
Tennessee Educator Surveys.

L11



Tennessee teachers 
who planned to stay 
at their schools listed 
culture and climate 
as a top driver; those 
who planned to leave 
listed personal 
reasons and 
leadership as top 
motivators.

L12



Finding 5: From 2018 to 2023, teacher turnover 
in Kentucky largely held steady, while turnover 
in Tennessee dipped and then increased.

Turnover (movers and leavers) hits 
20%.

Turnover is highest among younger 
and older teachers.

Turnover is higher among teachers 
of color.



On average, one in five teachers either left or moved schools in 
the 2022-23 school year.

L13



Turnover rates are consistently highest among younger and 
older teachers.

L14



Black and Hispanic or Latino teachers generally leave at higher 
rates than white teachers.

L15
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Finding 6: On the Tennessee Educator Survey, 
early-career teachers in Tennessee report 
feeling less prepared and having less support 
than six years ago.

New teachers feel less prepared.

Clinical preparation has a higher 
satisfaction rate than coursework.

Fewer new teachers report that 
they have a mentor.



The percentage of early-career teachers in Tennessee who 
strongly agreed their preparation program prepared them to 
teach declined. 

L16



Early-career teachers in Tennessee are more satisfied with their 
clinical preparation than their coursework. 

L17



Fewer early career 
teachers reported 
having a mentor in 
their first year, but 
more reported having 
coaching or 
professional 
development targeted 
to their needs.

L18



Finding 7: On the Tennessee Educator Survey, 
nearly half of early-career teachers in 
Tennessee said they formed aspirations to 
become educators before starting college.

One-third of new teachers thought about 
becoming a teacher before high school.

One-third of new teachers were career 
changers.

More males and teachers of color entered 
teaching through non-traditional routes.



One-third of early-career teachers in 2023 thought about 
becoming a teacher before starting high school. Still, many 
early-career teachers decided on their career path after 
college.

L19



Male teachers and teachers of color were more likely to report 
that they entered teaching through non-traditional pathways.

L20



Research Partnership: 
New Teacher Pathways 
and Retention 

https://tnedresearch.org/wp-content/uploads/2025/05/tera-working-paper-sreb-qual-250430.pdf


Why Focus on New or Early Career Teachers?

Nearly 50% of teachers 
leave their position 
within the first five years

20% leave after the first 
year



Rural and town schools hire a greater proportion of 
teachers from traditional-BA pathways than urban 
and suburban schools. 

Greater proportion of completers from non-traditional 
routes work in middle and high schools.

Non-traditional completers are more likely to work in 
schools with greater proportions of students of color 
and students who are economically disadvantaged.

Newly hired teachers entering through non-
traditional preparation pathways…



Traditional route completers have the 
lowest risk of attrition in the first five 
years. 

Some preparation pathways are 
significantly associated with teacher 
retention even when controlling for 
individual and school characteristics.

A teacher’s preparation pathway is a significant 
predictor of their likelihood of staying in the 
profession within their first five years.



Retention by pathway 
within the first five 
years

G9



G9



 Teachers who initially work in lower performing, high poverty schools or 
schools with lower proportions of white students are less likely to be 
retained.

 Teachers in secondary schools have a greater risk of not being retained 
compared to teachers who work in elementary schools.

 The risk of turnover is greater among less effective teachers. 
 A newly hired teacher’s age is associated with retention — older teachers 

have a lower risk of turnover than newly hired teachers in their 20s.
 Newly hired teachers with higher salaries are more likely to be retained.

School characteristic measures are associated with 
the risk of turnover for early career teachers:

G9



Not all preparation programs provide the same 
types of supports and resources that beginning 
teachers need. 

Beginning teachers who received support from 
their preparation programs ̶ academic, on-the-
job, certification and hiring related ̶ expressed 
fewer challenges transitioning into the 
classroom. 

Beginning teachers feel better equipped to deal with 
challenges related to entering and remaining in the 
profession when fully supported by their preparation 
program.



• How can preparation programs (traditional 
and alternative) innovate to attract more 
Gen Z and other under-tapped groups? 

• What does Gen Z need that they aren’t 
getting?

• What additional preparation factors might 
influence retention decisions of 
beginning teachers?



SREB’s Commission Report 
State Policies to Improve Teacher Preparation 

Four Main Recommendations

Hold all new teachers in a 
state to the same high 
standards and require 

practice-based licensure 
tests

Require high-quality 
clinical teaching 

experiences

Develop statewide data 
systems for continuous 

improvement

Encourage partnerships 
between teacher 

preparation programs and 
K-12 districts



•How is your EPP working 
with K-12 districts in your 
area or state?

•Are these partnerships 
integral to the success of 
your program?

•What further partnership 
opportunities could you 
explore?

K-12 and EPP Partnerships 
Intentional collaboration

Aligned goals

Exchange of data 

Shared practices

Diversified supports



• How should your educator preparation program 
engage P-12 district and school leaders in 
partnership…
• To improve program accessibility and early recruitment? 
• To innovate and prepare teachers for the realities of 

teaching?
• To support graduates in securing a position in education 

and after they are hired?

REFLECT ON YOUR OWN



SUPPORTING
PREK-12
EDUCATORS
(particularly novice educators)



Teacher Induction 

Definition

A comprehensive support system designed to help new 
teachers transition smoothly into their roles, adapt to their 
new environment, and develop their skills to implement 
high-impact instructional practices and create a positive 
classroom culture, ultimately leading to increased teacher 
retention, higher teacher self-efficacy, and improved 
student outcomes.



SREB Teacher Induction Framework



TEACHER INDUCTION CORE COMPONENT #1

Tiered Support System for 
Novice Teachers and Mentors

Policy
• Clear expectations
• At least 2 years
• Limited workload
• Compensation
• Mentor release time

Practice
• Support from many
• Community
• Formal, informal 

observations
• Targeted to specific 

needs



TEACHER INDUCTION CORE COMPONENT #2

Leadership for Teacher Success & Retention
Systems-focused instructional leaders …
 communicate a vision for teaching and learning (HQIM, high-impact 

instruction and assessment, student engagement)

 build a sense of community among staff and students.
 use data to inform decisions.
 support positive classroom cultures.
 celebrate teacher accomplishments.

In other words …



TEACHER INDUCTION CORE COMPONENT #2

Leadership for Teacher Success & Retention

Induction-focused instructional 
leaders …
 implement a structured 

mentoring program.
 provide PL and feedback to 

novice teachers, mentors.
 help novices acclimate to 

the school community.
 ensure novices have easy 

access to resources.
 are approachable.

They understand how all 
the gears work together to 
ensure collective success.



TEACHER INDUCTION CORE COMPONENT #3

High-Quality Mentoring
Targeted Mentoring
 Foundation of trust – non-evaluative
 Regular, scheduled meetings

 Help mentees set goals
 Share resources
 Model HQ                                                                               

instruction

Just-in-Time
Mentoring

 Open-door policy
 Trust – listening skills, empathy

 Stress-relieving strategies
 Work-life balance (self, mentees)

 Build confidence, self-efficacy in mentees



TEACHER INDUCTION CORE COMPONENT #4

Professional Learning for Positive 
Teacher and Student Outcomes
Novice Teacher Development Mentor Teacher Development
 Ongoing
 Addresses the unique needs 

of novice teachers
 Grows their skills to 

provide high-impact 
lessons

 Personalized
 Collaborative

 Grows their skills as 
teacher leaders

 Topics include:
 Adult Learning Theory
 Observations with 

meaningful feedback
 Designing PL
 Fostering self-reflection
 Teacher well-being



Continuum of Support



Effective induction programs 
provide support for new 
teachers and mentors.

Comprehensive Induction

Source: Young et al., 2017, Glazerman et al., 2010



How can postsecondary educators 
help support novice teachers, mentor 
teachers and school leaders?

What role can/should postsecondary 
educators play in induction?



As active players in induction, educator preparation programs can:

 Provide continuous learning, coaching and building collaborative 
communities among graduates and other new teachers.

 Partner with schools on mentor training and leadership 
development on best practices in effective and comprehensive 
novice teacher support.

 Use research, resources and relationships to build better systems.

EPP SPOTLIGHT

CarolinaTIP

https://www.sreb.org/blog-post/why-teacher-induction-missing-link-ed-prep 
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• Other states can learn from the data in these southern states
• Early exposure to teaching can help attract new talent
• Both traditional and alternative pathways to certification are needed to 

diversify and fill the teacher pipeline
• Preparation quality and support matters
• Gen Z teachers want support, flexibility, advancement and livable wages
• Teachers leave when unsupported by colleagues, administrators and the 

community

To reverse the negative workforce trends, teaching must be an attractive, 
accessible and supported career option for many.
Higher education can play a role in not only preparing but continuously 
supporting educators!

Key Insights
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Education
Board

SREB.org

For More Information:
 SREB.org/post/educator-

workforce-research
 SREB.org/induction
 SREB.org/teacherworkforce

Contact Us:
Megan.Boren@SREB.org
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