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Teacher retention: 
Are England’s  
teachers leaving? 

•	 The number of qualified teachers leaving 
the state sector has been slowly increasing 
year on year. Currently around 10–11% of 
qualified teachers leave each year. This is 
broadly balanced by the number of joiners 
being around 10% of the workforce each 
year.

•	 London is seeing higher proportions of 
working age teachers leave the profession 
compared to other parts of the country, and 
secondary schools have seen fewer qualified 
teachers overall. 

•	 The proportion of teachers leaving the 
profession, including those that retire, is 
substantially less than the proportion of 
teachers who say they are considering 
leaving. So surveys asking teachers about 
their intent to leave the profession so far 
don’t provide an accurate reflection of how 
many teachers go on to leave. But some 
evidence does suggest more teachers are 
seriously considering leaving. 

•	 Some of the teachers that leave in any given 
year do come back to teach in the state 
sector later in their career—17,240 teachers 
returned in 2015.

The number of qualified teachers leaving the state  
sector has been slowly increasing year on year
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Politicians, unions, and journalists have recently suggested that teaching is in 
crisis and that many teachers are leaving or may shortly leave the profession. 

While many new teachers enter the profession each year, the number of 
teachers that are leaving is growing slowly, especially in particular regions. 
But the numbers aren’t as high as recent surveys of teacher intentions would 
suggest.  

Slightly more teachers are 
leaving the state sector

The headcount number of qualified teachers 
leaving the state sector in 2015 was the highest 
since 2011, as far back as comparable figures 
go. 50,140 teachers left the state sector in 2015 

compared with 44,270 in 2011. That’s up from 
9.6% of all qualified teachers in 2011 to 10.6%  
in 2015.  

This includes teachers retiring, taking a break 
from teaching such as for maternity or shared 
parental leave, and those leaving the state sector 
permanently. 

School teachers leaving
Proportion of qualified teachers in post at the start of the year who left the sector,  
temporarily or permanently, England

*Includes a very small number (<1%) who died while in service

Source: Department for Education School Workforce in England (November 2015), Table 7a
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Numbers aren’t 
as high as recent 
surveys of teacher 
intentions suggest

The increase in teachers leaving is greater if you 
look at just teachers going “out of service”—
working age teachers leaving the English state 
sector for reasons other than retirement. 

39,000 working age teachers left state schools in 
2015, a steady increase from 27,910 in 2011. This 
rise has almost been balanced out by a fall in 
teachers retiring. The number of teachers retiring 
has fallen steadily from 16,360 in 2011 (37% of 

leavers) to 11,140 in 2015 (22% of leavers). This 
includes teachers choosing early retirement. 
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London and the South East have consistently 
seen the highest proportion of qualified teachers 
leaving, according to a recent government report. 

In London the teachers that are leaving are more 
likely than in other parts of the country to be 
of working age, rather than retiring. In England 
overall around eight in 10 teachers who left 
mainstream primary and secondary schools 
in 2015 were of working age (80% of primary 
leavers and 78% of secondary leavers). This is 
less than the nine out of every 10 teachers in 
Inner London (89% primary and secondary). 

Teacher numbers are going 
up in primary and down in 
secondary

There are differences in the number of teachers 
entering and leaving the workforce between 
primary and secondary schools. The number 
of qualified teachers (full–time equivalent) in 
English state primary schools has increased by 
13% since 2010 while the number in secondary 
schools has declined by 6%. 

The increase in primary teachers mirrors a similar 
increase in primary pupil numbers over the past 
six years. 

In secondary schools, pupil numbers are starting 
to increase, having fallen over the past decade. 
So the pressure is now on secondary teacher 
numbers to increase as well. 

Similar numbers leaving and 
entering teaching in the state 
sector

So does this mean more teachers are leaving 
than entering? It depends how you measure it, 
but in short the numbers are pretty even. 

Overall, slightly more teachers left the state 
sector than entered in 2015. Around 50,100 left 
and 49,700 entered. 

But it’s the opposite way around if you adjust 
the teacher numbers for the number of hours 
individuals work. About 42,100 left and 45,800 
entered on this basis.  

So the number of hours teachers are available 
to teach in schools has increased, but slightly 
more teachers are leaving the profession. This 
is because the number of full-time teachers has 
increased, while the number of part-timers has 
fallen. 

Why are teachers leaving?
Proportion of qualified teachers going “out of service”of English state funded schools, or retiring*

*Excludes a very small number of teachers who died while in service (<1%)

Source: Department for Education School Workforce in England (November 2015), Table 7a
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Where are the teachers who 
leave going? 

Not all qualified teachers who leave do so 
permanently. We know that some of the teachers 
leaving each year do come back to teaching in 
the state sector after a period of time. 17,240 
teachers re-entered the workforce in 2015, up 
from 14,720 in 2011. 

Teachers leaving also tend to go on to non-
teaching roles in schools, going to teach 
in private schools, or becoming a teaching 
assistant. Not all teachers are permanently 
leaving the profession, or the education sector. 

Surveys of teachers 
considering leaving don’t 
reflect how many go on  
to leave

Much of the recent coverage of the teacher 
retention crisis has focused on surveys of 
teachers. These tend to ask if someone has, or is 
considering leaving within a set period. 

Anywhere from 20% to 59% of teachers 
reportedly considered leaving in 2015, according 
to three surveys that year. 

That’s much higher than the 10% or so of all 
qualified state teachers who left in 2015.

So the figures suggest that many more consider 
leaving the profession than actually have left so 
far.

This briefing was written by Zoe Des Clayes of the National 
Foundation for Educational Research in collaboration with Full Fact
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Are teachers leaving?
Polls of teachers, and the official number of 
teachers leaving as a proportion of all teachers 
in service at the beginning of the year, England 
2015

Sources: (1) NFER Teacher Voice, June 2015; (2) LKMco/
Pearson (YouGov), June 2015; (3) NUT (YouGov), October 
2015; (4) School Workforce in England 2015, Table 7a

Teachers may well be considering leaving in the coming years, but that doesn’t 
appear to be affecting teacher numbers—and so the availability of teachers—
as much as the surveys suggest. 

The wording of the question also seems to make quite a big difference to the 
results. Fewer teachers said they were considering leaving when asked about 
the next academic year, compared to when they were asked if they’d thought 
about leaving in the past six months, or in the next two years.  

Figures suggest that 
many more consider 
leaving the profession 
than actually have  
left so far.

Are you considering leaving 
teaching within the next 

academic year (2015–2016)?1

Have you considered 
leaving teaching in the last 

six months?2

Are you thinking of leaving 
the teaching profession in 

the next two years?3

Qualified teacher wastage 
as a proportion of the total 

number in service at the 
beginning of the year4
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