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Abstract 

How might rural northern school divisions attract and retain excellent teachers? Northern 

communities are faced with many challenges when it comes to attracting and retaining teachers 

in their rural communities. This study aimed to identify incentives which can support northern 

school divisions in staffing their schools. While also identifying disincentives which may need to 

be mitigated to increase retention of teachers in northern areas. Teachers with three or more 

years of experience in northern schools of 130 students or fewer were chosen for interviews 

regarding this topic. An inductive approach was used for the analyses of the resulting data and 

the emergent themes were compared to existing literature. The following themes emerged 

through this process; career advancement, social integration, positive school culture, 

accessibility, cost and isolation. It is pertinent northern school divisions leverage the positive 

aspects of schools within their communities so they can attract more applicants for open 

positions. Promoting the aspects of rural living which long term staff identify to be incentives 

could help attract good fit hires for communities within northern areas.  
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Teacher Retention in Rural Canadian Communities 

 
 Within northern rural communities there is a struggle to recruit and retain excellent 

teachers (Barley, 2009; Barley & Beesley, 2007; Downes & Roberts, 2018; Haar, 2007; Lowe, 

2006; Manning et al., 2020; McLean & Saqlain, 2016; Mueller & Carr-Stewart, 2011; See et al., 

2020). While research is limited in regards to teacher retention in northern rural areas of Canada, 

literature from differing rural geographical areas provides an understanding of the experiences of 

teachers within northern rural communities. Although, generalizations and transferability are 

limited when looking at specific geographical locations. 

 Through my fifteen years of experience within the education system both as a teacher and 

educational leader, high staff turnover rates and small applicant pools for open positions have 

provided staffing challenges. Consistent turnover has been demonstrated to negatively affect 

student achievement and well-being (Barley & Beesley, 2007). This is something I have 

witnessed within my own career working in a rural northern community. Working towards 

improving recruitment and hiring practices while also identifying areas to increase retention of 

excellent teachers is important for the sustainability of quality education within rural northern 

communities. With limited access to resources and hands on experience it is of utmost 

importance students in the rural north have access to excellent teachers. 

 Increasing understanding of the challenges faced by teachers working and living in rural 

northern communities is pertinent to address the issue of staffing northern schools with qualified 

teachers. Through identifying incentives and disincentives for teachers considering northern 

teaching positions, hiring personnel can better address the challenges when recruiting applicants 

for these roles within their school division. The primary guiding research question for this pilot 

study was: How might northern school divisions attract and retain excellent teachers?  
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The sub-questions guiding this study included: 

 Why do teachers choose to leave northern rural areas of Canada? 

 What are incentives which may increase applications for positions in northern areas? 

 What conditions support teacher retention? 

The purpose for this qualitative study was two-fold. First, I aimed to understand incentives which 

may increase applications and encourage teachers to accept positions in northern areas. Second, I 

endeavored to understand the disincentives for teachers when considering northern areas and to 

identify ways in which to mitigate these. 

The topic of teacher retention in northern rural communities is one of significance as 

there is limited research conducted on the unique aspects of the experiences of schools, staff and 

students within northern rural areas. This study aimed to help fill the gap within current literature 

on teacher retention in the northern rural communities of Canada. Furthermore, insight can be 

gathered into retention and therefore will help inform school divisions regarding action plans to 

help support longevity in their new hires. Teacher turnover is a costly endeavor for schools and 

has adverse effects on the engagement of students in their education (Kaden et al., 2016; 

Ronfeldt et al., 2013). Insights on how to improve teacher attrition rates will positively impact 

learning communities both financially and academically.  

Literature Review 

 
 Literature pertaining to northern Canadian communities in regards to teacher attrition and 

retention is minimal, although there are many commonalities which emerge from existing 

literature for differing rural geographical areas. Literature focusing on teacher attrition and 

retention in rural areas, as well as implications for incentives and support which could decrease 

the attrition rates within rural areas, have been addressed.  
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Teacher Attrition  

 
 Often job opportunities in urban areas are a strong draw for many teachers, so “northern 

communities need incentives for recruiting and retaining teachers to counter the southerly flow 

of teachers” (Kitchenham & Chasteauneuf, 2010, p. 871). Kitchenham and Chasteauneuf (2010) 

found through their research of schools in northern Canada there is a struggle to hire and retain 

qualified teachers in subject areas such as high school mathematics and science, as well as in 

elementary Special Education. Often these resulted in teachers teaching subject areas which were 

not their area of expertise. As well, they found there is a lack of incentives for teachers in urban 

areas to move into northern school districts. Downes and Roberts (2018) recognized rural 

teachers are more transient and suggested providing pre-service teachers with rural teaching 

experiences may increase applications for rural teaching positions in these areas.  

Kutsyuruba et al. (2019) discuss the struggles many teachers face in education with work-

life imbalance and increased workplace stress. Teaching is a profession that can be highly 

stressful and create a work-life imbalance for many. Within rural northern communities working 

conditions can exacerbate the stress factors experienced by teachers. Retention of teachers within 

rural northern school divisions becomes problematic when living conditions add to the stress 

teachers face within the teaching profession. These work-life imbalances may influence teachers 

to move to less isolated areas or leave the teaching profession entirely (Downes & Roberts, 2018; 

Klassen et al., 2009; Kutsyuruba et al., 2019; See et al., 2020).  

Rural Indigenous communities face many challenges as well in recruiting teachers for 

their schools, some deterrents identified in the literature are low salaries, discipline problems, 

isolation, job security, language and cultural barriers, and distance from larger communities 

(Manning et al., 2020; McLean & Saqlain, 2016; Mueller & Carr-Stewart, 2011). While rural 
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schools and Indigenous communities have many overlapping challenges for teacher attrition, the 

added challenge of language and cultural barriers makes staffing rural Indigenous schools with 

excellent teachers very difficult. McLean and Saqlain (2016) identified many challenges to new 

teachers in rural Indigenous areas, some of these being the continually changing nature of school 

plans due to deaths in the community and weather, changing classroom compositions, multi-

grade teaching, and a new culture, all which require a person to experience them to truly 

understand their effects. Mentorship, rural experience during pre-service teaching, and 

community support have been identified as positive contributors in supporting teacher attrition in 

rural Indigenous communities (Manning et al., 2020; McLean & Saqlain, 2016; Mueller & Carr-

Stewart, 2011).  

Teacher Retention 

 
 Barley and Beesley (2007) found through their study of rural schools which they 

identified as successful, staff retention was an important contributor to their success. Teacher 

retention has provided stability to their schools and contributes to other factors identified as 

important to their school achievement. Some other factors identified as contributors to school 

success were high expectations, learning support, and the use of students’ data to inform learning 

(Barley & Beesley, 2007). It is important to consider schools which already have a successful 

teaching and learning environment in place will be attractive to teachers seeking employment 

(Lowe, 2006).  

 In the literature reviewed, some factors identified in teacher retention in rural areas were: 

(a) the potential for promotions at a faster rate, (b) feeling as if they belong and are appreciated, 

(c) dedication and empowerment to help their students, and (d) feeling supported by 

administration (Barley & Beesley, 2007; Lowe, 2006; Kitchenham & Chasteauneuf, 2010; 
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Klassen et al., 2009; Manning et al., 2020; Preston & Barnes, 2017; Ronfeldt et al., 2011; See et 

al., 2020). Kitchenham and Chasteauneuf (2010) found there were few incentives in place to 

encourage teachers to move into northern school districts. The literature identified a broad range 

of incentives which may attract teachers to move into rural areas such as salary incentives, 

bonuses, mentorship programs, and increased promotion of the positive aspects of teaching in 

rural areas (Barley & Beesley, 2007; Kitchenham & Chasteauneuf, 2010; Klassen et al., 2009; 

See et al., 2020). This is a limitation requiring more research before any assumptions can be 

made on effective recruitment practices. 

 Klassen et al. (2009) focused their research on teachers in the Yukon, but also compared 

results gained quantitatively to teachers’ experiences in western Canada. The qualitative portion 

of their research provides insight into teachers’ efficacy, job stress and satisfaction. Further 

research of northern communities covering a larger and more diverse geographical area would 

determine if the findings are consistent among northern communities. Klassen et al. (2009) imply 

connections with the community and social integration play a vital role in the feeling of 

satisfaction and stress at work in rural areas. If more extensive research were done in this area to 

confirm these results, implementing support for new teachers in rural areas to promote social 

integration and building community relationships may help improve the retention of teachers. 

 The overview of the research highlighted teacher retention as greatly impacting the 

success of a school. Student academic achievement is thought to be directly affected by the 

attrition rate of teachers in rural school settings (Kaden et al., 2016; Ronfeldt et al., 2013). While 

there are many factors consistently identified throughout the literature to identify why teachers 

leave rural areas, the literature does not provide a clear resolution for this continuing problem 

faced by rural schools. There are many suggestions throughout the literature, but they rarely 
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directly address one of the consistent causes of teacher attrition identified which is a positive, 

supportive work environment. Most research concludes a supportive, positive, successful school 

environment is an environment teachers seek for long term employment (Ashton & Duncan, 

2013; Barley & Beesley, 2007; Downes & Roberts, 2018; Haar, 2007; Kaden et al., 2016; 

Kitchenham & Chasteauneuf, 2010; Klassen et al., 2009; See et al., 2020; Klinger et al., 2012). 

 Skaalvik and Skaalvik (2011) identified “creating an atmosphere of mutual trust and 

respect among all groups and interested parties in a school” (p. 1036) as an important factor in 

teacher retention. Ashton and Duncan (2013) also discussed the importance of schools within 

small rural communities and the need for a positive rapport with the community. When teachers 

feel supported and have positive relationships developed within the community it is more likely 

they will become long term employees. Downes and Roberts (2018) discussed as well positive 

school leadership and supportive school environments are reasons teachers may choose to work 

and stay within rural schools.  

Method 

 This study was conducted to gain understanding of how northern schools can attract and 

retain excellent teachers. Teachers were selected to answer questions regarding incentives and 

disincentives that influenced their decisions to teach with rural northern school divisions. The 

respondents’ answers help provide a deeper understanding of why teachers choose to teach in 

rural northern communities as well as reasons why they choose to move to urban areas.   

Design 

 The qualitative research study draws on phenomenological and grounded theory 

techniques. Semi-structured interviews were conducted with respondents and through an 

inductive phase analysis, the resulting notes and transcripts were used to determine emergent 
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themes. Rich data gathered from the three respondents were used to identify these emergent 

themes through an inductive approach.   

Respondent Group 

 
 For the purposes of this study, participants were selected based upon their teaching 

experience. Teachers with three or more years of teaching experience within northern rural 

Canada were identified with a preference for those who had left rural teaching to move into an 

urban center. Respondents were identified through my connections with working in rural 

northern communities. All respondents worked within K-12 schools with 130 students or less 

during their time teaching in rural northern communities within Alberta. All three respondents 

also worked in Northern Alberta in communities approximately two hours from services such as 

grocery stores and health care. These services were accessible by a paved highway, although 

some of the communities in which the respondents worked required them to travel for six or 

more kilometers off the highway unto poorly maintained gravel roads. The communities in 

which they worked had minimal services available, there was an ambulance service for 

emergencies and small stores offering some basic necessities albeit at a higher cost then in a 

community with larger retail stores.  

 Having received ethics approval from the University of Alberta. The next step was to 

apply for research approval within the school division of interest. Upon receiving approval of my 

research request from the school division, an email message was sent to possible participants to 

ask if they were willing to participate in my research. Of the six emails sent I received three 

replies all of whom were willing and able to participate in my data collection interviews. A 

second email message was sent to the respondents including the letter of information, consent 

form, and interview schedule (see Appendices A, B, and C). Interview schedules were sent to 
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participants at least 48 hours prior to the scheduled interview. I received consent forms from all 

three participants in advance of the interviews. All three of the participants also provided verbal 

consent prior to beginning the interview. For the purposes of reporting the findings of this 

qualitative study pseudonyms have been assigned to the three participants.  

 Kelly worked within a northern school division for ten years, these years of experience 

were within two different schools. The first school was on a reservation and she taught there for 

four years. The second rural school was a nearby school within a public school division in which 

she worked for six years. Kelly had since moved on to teach in a school further south for the past 

three years. The respondent was originally from a rural area in Eastern Canada albeit not as 

isolated as the communities in which she worked within Northern Alberta. This respondent 

originally accepted a position in the north because she had family members who lived and 

worked in the area. She also moved to the north with her partner who found a job once they 

arrived. At the time of the interview Kelly had a total of thirteen years of teaching experience 

throughout grades one to six. 

 Sophie had eight years of teaching experience in Northern Alberta, along with 

substituting experience in an urban center. The respondent has spent all eight years of teaching 

within a public school division. The respondent continues to work within a northern school 

division and has experience as the special education facilitator along with teaching. The 

respondent was originally from an urban area in Eastern Canada and moved to Northern Alberta 

with no previous connections to the area. Sophie didn’t have any friends or family in the area, 

although she did have family who lived further south. She moved to the north with her partner 

who found a job upon their arrival. In total Sophie had ten years of teaching experience at the 

time of the interview from grades three through nine. 
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 Avery worked in multiple northern school divisions during her five years of teaching in 

the north. The respondent was originally from a rural area in Eastern Canada albeit not as 

isolated as the communities in which she worked within Northern Alberta. She had moved to an 

urban area within Alberta to obtain her teaching degree prior to moving to Northern Alberta. 

Avery spent her first-year teaching on a reservation and the next four years teaching within 

public school divisions. Avery originally accepted a position in the north because she had a 

friend that lived and worked in the school where she had accepted her first teaching assignment. 

She moved to the north on her own but met a partner while living and working there, they have 

since moved further south. Avery has been teaching within a school division further south for the 

past six years. At the time of the interview Avery had a total of eleven years of teaching 

experience throughout kindergarten to grade eight.  

Data Collection 

 
 As stated by Merriam and Tisdell (2016) “interviewing is necessary when we cannot 

observe behavior, feelings, or how people interpret the world around them. It is also necessary to 

interview when we are interested in past events that are impossible to replicate” (p. 108). 

Therefore, as the purpose of this study was to identify in-depth information around respondents’ 

thoughts, feelings and understandings of past events in their lives, one-on-one semi-structured 

interview techniques were utilized. Each interview was digitally recorded to ensure access to the 

audio as well as the transcript during data analyses. 

 Each interview began with a reminder of the purpose of the study. The remainder of the 

interview schedules (see Appendix C) were planned around gathering information in relation to 

the respondents’ experiences with accepting and resigning from a teaching position within a 

northern rural Canadian school division. Following Merriam and Tisdell’s (2016) guidelines for 
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asking good questions, types of questions and questions to avoid, an interview schedule was 

drafted. The interview schedule was then practiced with colleagues and final adjustments and 

modifications were made prior to beginning the interviews for this pilot study. During the 

interview process, the intent of the questions was followed, but at times adjustments were made 

to the order of questioning as well some were skipped if the answer was already provided. These 

adjustments were made so as to not disrupt a respondent’s chain of thought and to ensure an in-

depth response was provided before changing the line of inquiry. As I listened to the answers 

provided by respondents, notes were taken to ensure I could summarize the ideas being presented 

and ask for clarification where needed. Merriam and Tisdell (2016) stated “probing can come in 

the form of asking for more details, for clarification, for examples” (p. 122).  

Data Analyses 

 
 As stated in my research design, inductive analysis was used to determine common 

themes and emerging theory from the notes and transcripts resulting from the digitally recorded 

one-on-one semi-structured interviews. According to Merriam and Tisdell (2016) when 

beginning the analyses process the purpose of the study should be considered. The overarching 

theme of the qualitative pilot study was to identify how a rural school division can attract and 

retain excellent teachers through identifying the incentives which would draw teachers to such a 

position and disincentives which could possibly be mitigated against to increase the applicant 

pool. Secondly, Merriam and Tisdell (2016) identify thinking “about the lens of the 

epistemological framework” (p. 207) used for the data analyses. For the purpose of this study a 

phenomenological theoretical framework is drawn upon to determine how people have 

experienced being hired and working in a northern rural community and what experiences in the 

process motivated or demotivated individuals to become long-term employees in northern rural 
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schools. I began the coding process by first reading through the transcripts and jotting down 

notes, comments and observations in the margins. Through the process of open coding, I then 

went back through the comments and notes and began grouping them into common themes 

through the process of analytical coding. 

Trustworthiness Issues 

 In an aim to increase the credibility of the study, steps were taken to ensure accurate 

representation of participants views. Consent was received prior to the scheduled interviews, an 

information letter was sent out (see Appendix A), and interview schedules (see Appendix C) 

were also provided to all participants at least 48 hours prior to the scheduled interview time. 

Each interview transcript was compared to the audio recordings ensuring accuracy of the words 

spoken by participants. Within five days of each interview member checks (Guba, 1981) were 

completed by sending the transcripts and a summary of the interview to each participant for 

review.  

Limitations 

 
 At the onset of data collection, I assumed from my experience as a teaching principal in 

Northern Alberta the consistent turnover in teaching staff negatively impacts students’ social, 

emotional, and academic success. From my own experiences many hires come to rural 

communities to gain a few years of experience so they can move on to positions in larger centers. 

I assumed rural communities lacked incentives to draw high quality teacher applicants and often 

during the hiring process they are left to settle for the most compatible but not the ideal candidate 

for the position being hired. My own assumptions were mitigated against through conducting 

member checks to ensure participants views were accurately portrayed. 
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 Confirmability may also have been improved if more participants were interviewed. Due 

to time constraints three participants were interviewed for the purposes of gathering data for this 

study.  Due to new ideas and themes emerging during each interview, data-saturation (Guba, 

1981) had not been reached. If more interviews had taken place with participants of differing life 

and professional experiences a wider breadth of ideas may have been found during the data 

analyses phase.  

Findings and Discussion 

The following themes regarding incentives and disincentives arose through the data 

analyses and literature review process; career advancement, social integration, positive school 

culture, accessibility, cost and isolation. These emergent themes are some incentives and 

disincentives faced by teachers who consider working in rural northern communities and by 

those teachers who are considering moving to an urban area. Some of the themes provided 

incentives to stay but at times provided some disincentives as well. 

Career Advancement 

 
 The opportunity for rapid career advancement was expressed by two of the three 

participants as an incentive for working and staying in a rural teaching position for an extended 

time. Avery said “a deciding factor for me to move to a rural school division was the 

opportunities it would provide to enhance my experience and resume in areas other than 

teaching” (Lines 43-44). Kitchenham and Chasteauneuf (2010) also discussed this finding within 

their study stating “many stressed that they realized that their career advancement was faster in 

their present locations and that they were well paid for their work” (p. 889). 

 School divisions providing adequate professional development relevant to the teaching 

staff’s career aspirations may provide an incentive for prospective hires as well as the longevity 
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of current staff within northern rural schools. Kitchenham and Chasteauneuf (2010) discussed 

while many participants were tempted to move south to be closer to amenities, they knew their 

current position would provide faster career advancement. Avery stated “I knew it would kind of 

be easier to get my foot in the door . . . a quicker road to get in contract experience” (Lines 45-

46). This was a deciding factor or incentive for participants in both Kitchenham and 

Chasteauneuf’s (2010) research as well as for participants in this study. 

Social Integration 

 
 The ability to socially integrate into the community and build lasting connections was 

identified by all three participants as a main factor for staying within a rural northern community 

for three or more years. Participants observed colleagues who had come and gone within the 

schools they had worked, often they struggled with integrating themselves in the culture and 

activities within the broader community. Kelly stated “colleagues I’ve worked with in the north 

who struggled with building connections both in the school and the community often didn’t last 

long” (Lines 362-364). Kaden et al. (2016) stated, “overall, findings indicate that working 

conditions, leadership, and community integration separate from student-body characteristics are 

important factors of teacher retention” (p. 143). Klassen et al. (2009) and Lowe (2006) also 

identify the importance of community integration and the effects both positively and negatively 

this aspect has on the experience of teachers coming into a northern rural community. Lowe 

(2006) specifically outlines ways in which to begin the integration process immediately after a 

contract is signed and states “a little bit of relationship building will go a long way toward 

fostering positive attitudes and feelings of belonging among teachers when they arrive in their 

new surroundings” (p. 30). Sophie stated “I also had the opportunity of talking to some of the 
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teaching staff prior to accepting the position . . . that definitely helped . . . the admin being open 

to allowing those other conversations to take place” (Lines 70-75). 

Positive School Culture 

 
 Working in a school environment which was supportive, collaborative and positive was a 

common theme among all respondents in this study. Positive school culture was a contributing 

factor as to why respondents remained in a school for three or more years, and a reason Kelly 

and Sophie left a teaching position in one rural school to teach in another rural community 

nearby. They both sought to move to a school which had a reputation for good programming, 

opportunities for professional development and a positive school atmosphere. Avery said: 

I didn’t consider leaving the position I held in [Northern Village] for quite a while, I 

worked there for eight years. Not only were the opportunities available for career 

advancement, we (the staff) worked well as a team, we enjoyed collaborating with each 

other and everyone was always willing to step up and help in any situation. (Lines 69-73) 

School culture and a sense of belonging has been identified in the literature as a factor 

positively affecting teacher attrition rates in rural communities (Barley & Beesley, 2007; Haar, 

2007; Kitchenham & Chasteauneuf, 2010; Klassen et al., 2009; Lowe, 2006; Malloy & Allen, 

2007). Haar (2007) noted “factors that kept good teachers included a sense of appreciation and 

support for their work, an environment that allowed them to learn from their colleagues and an 

environment where accomplished teaching could flourish and grow” (p. 28). It is evident a 

positive, supportive working environment is a workplace teachers seek out and has a tendency to 

retain teachers for longer periods of time. 
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Accessibility 

 
 All respondents identified accessibility as a disincentive they considered when both 

deciding to take a northern rural teaching position as well as in their decision to leave or stay 

within a rural community. Accessibility to health care, extracurricular activities, shopping, 

airports and pharmacies were just some of the items identified. Also included here was 

accessibility to the communities in northern rural areas as many are only accessible by gravel 

roads and in even more remote areas a winter road, barge or plane. This disincentive was a 

common theme for why many thought twice about accepting a rural teaching position as well as 

why all respondents would or have considered leaving a position within a rural community. 

Kelly stated “anywhere that has any sort of groceries, or even a doctor is quite a distance . . . to 

receive any services . . . when you have kids you can’t put them in hockey or . . . baseball as 

conveniently as . . . in a city center” (Lines 59-64). 

 It is important to note Kelly and Avery also spoke of accessibility in rural communities as 

an incentive in some instances. For example, opportunities such as having quick access to 

outdoor recreational activities including fishing, quadding, sledding and camping. Kelly stated “I 

like quiet . . . that’s kind of what I was looking for . . . and we enjoy camping and fishing so it is 

great that opportunities for outdoor activities you don’t have to go far” (Lines 47-50). Depending 

on the interests of individuals this category could be either an incentive, disincentive or both. 

 Klassen et al. (2009) also identified accessibility as both an incentive and disincentive 

which was found within the themes of their research. “Teachers in our study emphasized how the 

physical and human geographical context influenced job stress and satisfaction” (p. 389). Within 

their study proximity to outdoor recreation opportunities was an influence on job satisfaction 
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while availability of resources and difficulty traveling south lead to increased job stress (Klassen 

et al., 2009). Klassen et al. (2009) also noted the effects of this was different for respondents, 

some did not feel the effects of accessibility as they moved from similar areas with limited 

resources, while others who had come from areas with readily available resources felt the effects 

more predominantly. Kelly also stated “I attended a rural school, so I kind of had that 

experience. What it was like to be a student in a school, in a rural community” (Lines 41-42). 

Cost 

 
 Two of the three respondents identified the cost of moving to and living in a rural 

northern community as a disincentive they considered prior to accepting a teaching position and 

staying within their teaching position in a northern rural community. Sophie stated: 

I had a car and the position I was offered was in a community only accessible by driving  

quite a few kilometers on a poorly maintained gravel road. I wasn’t sure if it was feasible  

after just graduating from university to purchase a vehicle that could hold up to the road  

conditions. (Lines 84-87)  

The cost for students who are just entering into teaching can be quite high. For those considering 

moving to rural northern areas the cost may be too high for those fresh out of university to justify 

a move to the north. While the benefits of having a full-time teaching position right out of school 

may entice some applicants, the task of preparing and moving to a northern rural community 

may cost too much for an applicant to make the final decision to accept a position. Avery noted:  

The cost of living in the north is quite high and getting worse, the amount of fuel needed 

to drive two hours each way to purchase groceries, access health care (dental, 

optometrist, emergencies and regular health check-ups), pick up prescriptions and 
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provide extracurricular experiences for my child became quite expensive. (Lines 157-

160) 

For those who do overcome the initial costs to move to a rural northern community the high cost 

of living may deter them from staying for an extended period of time. As teachers grow their 

own families the cost to provide opportunities for their children adds financial strain.  

 The cost of living in the north was not a common theme discussed within the literature. 

Often, within the literature higher salaries was an incentive of working in rural communities. 

Although, it was identified isolation from necessities such as health care and shopping were a 

disincentive for staying in rural areas (Klassen et al., 2009; Kitchenham & Chasteaunuef, 2010). 

This may be due to the respondent group in this study having worked in rural northern 

communities but not within school divisions far enough north or isolated enough to provide 

salary incentives or northern living bonuses. Therefore, for the respondent group the cost of 

accessing these necessary resources were without any pay incentives to compensate for the cost 

of this regular travel.  

Isolation 

 
 All respondents identified isolation as a disincentive to both accepting a position in a 

rural northern community as well as a reason to consider leaving. Isolation from necessary 

resources could be considered part of this, but the predominant isolation factor discussed was 

distance from extended family. Avery stated “something as simple as our calendar . . . if those 

breaks aren’t timed in an appropriate way for people to actually go visit family . . . then why 

would you stay?” (Lines 186-189). Working in a rural northern community meant respondents 

only saw their parents, nieces, nephews and siblings usually once per year. The cost of traveling 

has increased dramatically over the years which limits the occasions in which respondents get to 
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travel to visit their extended family. It is important to note the COVID-19 pandemic may have 

caused this to be of increased importance to respondents as travel has been restricted in recent 

years which has increasingly limited the ability to travel and visit parents and other members of 

their extended families. Although, isolation was also a factor identified by Klassen et al. (2009) 

as respondents in this study discussed being far from home and their families.  

Summary 

 
 Teachers who may apply for teaching positions in rural northern communities have many 

factors to consider. Depending on the persons lived experiences a teaching position within a rural 

area may or may not be a good fit. The findings during this study suggest school divisions or 

schools who provide opportunities for career advancement and a positive school culture are more 

likely to attract teachers. It is also important to note teachers who are provided the support or 

have the opportunity to experience positive social integration from the onset are more likely to 

become long term employees of rural schools. Accessibility to lifestyle choices such as hunting, 

fishing and camping are also incentives for those who enjoy outdoor recreational activities. 

 It is also important to note factors in which provide disincentives for teachers who are 

contemplating accepting a rural northern teaching position. The accessibility of a community, the 

cost to live and travel there, as well as the amount of isolation felt will all greatly impact the 

retention of teachers in a rural area. Finding ways to mitigate these disincentives will be an 

important endeavor for the recruitment and hiring process of rural northern school divisions.  

Conclusions and Recommendations 

 
 Northern rural school divisions continually face high staff turnover which leads to high 

costs for human resource development and negatively affects student achievement (Kaden et al., 

2016; Ronfeldt et al., 2013). There are many factors which contribute to both positive and 
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negative experiences for those who choose to work in northern rural school divisions. 

Recruitment practices promoting the positive aspects of living and working in northern rural 

communities may help increase applications for these areas.  

Beginning relationship building from the onset of hiring (Lowe, 2006) by supporting new 

staff in the areas of community integration and forming positive relationships with the greater 

community can possibly help ensure longevity of new hires. It is pertinent for school leaders to 

build these relationships in the beginning and then support new hires in forming their own 

positive relationships as they become increasingly integrated with the school staff, students, 

parent and divisional leaders. This emergent theme is the initial step in supporting new hires to 

become long term employees as the type of relationships teachers have with colleagues, students, 

parents and the community tend to determine the level of success they feel or experience within 

their teaching career.  

 It is important to take the time as a school leader to develop a sense of appreciation 

amongst the school staff. Although, appreciation is not in and of itself enough to develop the 

school culture necessary to retain teachers’ long term. It is also important to develop a 

collaborative and supportive school environment in which teachers feel comfortable in taking 

risks to improve their teaching practices. When staff feel appreciated, they tend to put forth their 

best work and are more apt to want to remain within a positive work environment. 

 For many teachers’ the opportunity for expedited career advancement can entice them to 

rural northern communities, while short-term contracts and job stability due to decreasing 

enrollment can also be a deterrent (Downes & Roberts, 2018; Kaden et al., 2016; Klassen et al., 

2009; See et al., 2020). Recruitment practices may be improved if the opportunities for 

professional development and support to achieve higher education were advertised by school 
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divisions. Many quality teachers are looking for positions that offer them the ability for further 

growth professionally. Northern rural school divisions who take the time to develop a 

comprehensive plan for professional development and communicate this plan effectively may 

increase their success with recruiting excellent teachers for their schools.  

 Promoting and developing the incentives which draw teachers to northern rural schools is 

one way in which school divisions may improve their success in recruiting teachers. It is also 

important for school divisions to consider disincentives and mitigate these to support teachers in 

overcoming these obstacles when considering accepting northern rural teaching positions. 

Accessibility to rural northern communities can have its disadvantages, but there are also 

advantages to this lifestyle. If rural school divisions take the time to develop comprehensive 

communication practices to promote the positive aspects of isolated living, they may find an 

increase of applicants who enjoy the lifestyle rural communities provide. Focusing on aspects 

such as tight nit family atmospheres and easy accessibility to outdoor recreational activities can 

take the focus off of the negative aspects of living in remote areas and shift the focus to aspects 

of the location which is a positive for many who would be a good fit for rural living. 

 Isolation from family and the ability or lack thereof to get back to visit them frequently 

can greatly impact teachers’ decisions to accept or resign from a rural northern school. This 

disincentive is also exacerbated by the high costs associated with living in northern rural 

communities. This includes high costs to travel for necessities such as groceries and health care. 

Again, school divisions would be better situated in recruiting qualified teachers if 

communication regarding any contractual incentives available to mitigate this concern were 

advertised. Whether it be claiming a northern living allowance on taxes, the ability to claim 

travel expenses, northern living allowances, or allowances for moving costs.  
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 Teacher retention has been an issue for rural northern areas for a long time (Barley & 

Beesley, 2007; Kitchenham & Chasteauneuf, 2010; Klassen et al., 2009). It is important to note 

there is not a one size fits all for any of the themes arising. People have varying personalities and 

different life experiences. District leaders of northern rural school divisions may need to focus 

more of their recruitment efforts on communicating the positive aspects of living and working 

within their communities. Taking the time to develop comprehensive information packages with 

incentives of working within their school divisions as well as positive aspects of each of their 

communities may help increase applicant pools. The best any school leader can do is to 

continually strive to create a positive school culture, communicate the benefits of being a part of 

their school team and during the hiring process steer towards those applicants who exhibit 

personalities which are most compatible with living and working in a northern rural climate. 

Further research to identify incentives which may address the reasons teachers leave rural areas 

will help with teacher recruitment initiatives. 
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Appendix C 

Interview Schedules 

Crystal Saunders 

Med Graduate Student 

Educational Policy Studies 

Edmonton, AB T6G 2R3 

780.649.3898 

csaunde@ualberta.ca 

 

Participant: Kelly 

 

Interview Date: February 12, 2002 

 

Interview Time: 10:30 am 

 

Research Question/Introductory Statement: 

 

Thank you for taking the time to meet with me and answer some questions to support my 

research efforts. The purpose of the research study is to understand incentives that may attract 

teachers to a rural school division as well as some disincentives that influenced teachers when 

considering positions in a rural school division. Please be aware that you can choose not to 

answer any question, you may opt out of the research participation if you choose to do so, please 

let me know by February 25. I will also follow up with an email summarizing the main points I 

understood you to make and my interpretation of them. Just so you are aware this recording is 

being used for transcription purposes only, your name will not be revealed and all data and 

materials will be locked in a secure location. Are you okay with continuing on into the 

interview? 

 

Interview Questions: 

 Describe your experience when applying for teaching positions.  

 What were some incentives you considered when deciding to take a position in a northern 

rural school? 

 What were some disincentives you considered when deciding to take a position in a 

northern rural school? 

 What determining factors lead to your decision to accept a position in a rural northern 

school? 

 Describe your experience working in a northern rural school. How has the experience 

impacted your decision to stay in a rural school division? 

 What factors do you feel contributed to your career choices thus far? 

mailto:csaunde@ualberta.ca
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Crystal Saunders 

Med Graduate Student 

Educational Policy Studies 

Edmonton, AB T6G 2R3 

780.649.3898 

csaunde@ualberta.ca 

 

Participant: Sophie 

 

Interview Date: March 28, 2022 

 

Interview Time: 8:00 pm 

 

Research Question/Introductory Statement: 

 

Thank you for taking the time to meet with me and answer some questions to support my 

research efforts. The purpose of the research study is to understand incentives that may attract 

teachers to a rural school division as well as some disincentives that influenced teachers when 

considering positions in a rural school division. Please be aware that you can choose not to 

answer any question, you may opt out of the research participation if you choose to do so, please 

let me know by April 10. I will also follow up with an email summarizing the main points I 

understood you to make and my interpretation of them. Just so you are aware this recording is 

being used for transcription purposes only, your name will not be revealed and all data and 

materials will be locked in a secure location. Are you okay with continuing on into the 

interview? 

 

Interview Questions: 

 Describe your experience when applying for teaching positions.  

 What were some incentives and disincentives you considered when deciding on taking a 

position in a northern rural school? 

 What determining factors lead to your decision to accept a position in a rural northern 

school? 

 Describe your experience working in a northern rural school. How did the experience 

impact your decision to move to an urban area? 

 Describe your teaching experience since moving to an urban setting. Are you feeling 

confident this was the best decision for you? 

 What factors do you feel contributed to your career choices thus far? 

 

 

mailto:csaunde@ualberta.ca
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Crystal Saunders 

Med Graduate Student 

Educational Policy Studies 

Edmonton, AB T6G 2R3 

780.649.3898 

csaunde@ualberta.ca 

 

Participant: Avery 

 

Interview Date: April 2, 2022 

 

Interview Time: 3:30 pm 

 

Research Question/Introductory Statement: 

 

Thank you for taking the time to meet with me and answer some questions to support my 

research efforts. The purpose of the research study is to understand incentives that may attract 

teachers to a rural school division as well as some disincentives that influenced teachers when 

considering positions in a rural school division. Please be aware that you can choose not to 

answer any question, you may opt out of the research participation if you choose to do so, please 

let me know by April 10. I will also follow up with an email summarizing the main points I 

understood you to make and my interpretation of them. Just so you are aware this recording is 

being used for transcription purposes only, your name will not be revealed and all data and 

materials will be locked in a secure location. Are you okay with continuing on into the 

interview? 

 

Interview Questions: 

 Describe your experience when applying for teaching positions.  

 What were some incentives and disincentives you considered when deciding on taking a 

position in a northern rural school? 

 What determining factors lead to your decision to accept a position in a rural northern 

school? 

 Describe your experience working in a northern rural school. How did the experience 

impact your decision to move to an urban area? 

 Describe your teaching experience since moving to an urban setting. Are you feeling 

confident this was the best decision for you? 

 What do you think rural school divisions can do to increase their applicant pool and 

retention of teachers? 

 

mailto:csaunde@ualberta.ca

