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Abstract: Globally, there are ongoing problems with teacher retention, leading to a loss of experience
and expertise. In policy and research, the emphasis is often on the professional development and
retention of early career teachers, whereas teachers in later stages of their career are relatively underrepresented. This article addresses this imbalance, reporting on a mixed methods scoping study
that explores definitions of mid-career teachers in England and their retention and development,
via a literature review, primary data collection and secondary analysis of data from the OECD’s
TALIS 2018 survey. We found that there is no agreed definition of mid-career teacher, relating to
time in teaching, role and wider life circumstances and self-definition. Whatever definition is used,
mid-career teachers are a heterogenous group, with varying needs, career plans and commitment to
the profession. Whilst typically confident in their practice, their learning needs vary and are often
experienced as unmet, especially for those looking for progression routes outside leadership and
those with family commitments. This indicates that their potential for career development to benefit
the profession may not be reached. The article concludes with suggestions for further study, policy
and practice to improve understanding of this under-researched group.
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1. Introduction
There is global concern with teacher retention [1,2]. Many countries, including the
United States [3–5], Australia [6,7] and some European nations [8], report longstanding
and increasing problems with teachers leaving the profession. The situation is complex:
teacher retention appears to be variable across contexts, with more acute problems in some
subject areas, in more remote geographical and socio-economically deprived locations
and for teachers from minoritised groups [9], with further differences deriving from the
support offered to teachers, especially in the early stages of their careers [10]. Research
has tended to focus on the reasons for teachers leaving the profession, which include high
workloads, lack of autonomy and low job satisfaction [11–13]. However, the drivers for
teachers to stay in the profession and what can be done to support them, especially beyond
the early years of their career, are less well-established. Therefore, there is a need for
greater understanding of how policies, initiatives and support mechanisms might lead to
more teachers staying in the profession, particularly beyond the first five years of their
careers [6,14–16].
In England, recent figures suggest teacher recruitment and retention are critical issues [17], with missed recruitment targets across school phases, and in several subject areas,
most notably physics, modern foreign languages and mathematics [18], although there
are signs that the COVID-19 pandemic has driven increased recruitment to initial teacher
education, which should percolate through to teacher recruitment in 2022 and beyond [19].

Educ. Sci. 2021, 11, 299. https://doi.org/10.3390/educsci11060299

https://www.mdpi.com/journal/education

Educ. Sci. 2021, 11, 299

2 of 33

The five-year retention rate for teachers continues to drop; for those who qualified in 2014
this is just 67% [18]. In 2019, the Department for Education (DfE) [20] reported that “even
small increases in the rate of teachers leaving the profession creates significant, additional
pressures on recruitment.” Areas of high social and financial deprivation tend to have
higher rates of teacher turnover [21,22]. More experienced teachers tend to manage their
roles and promote student learning more effectively than those in the early stages of their
careers [23] and so teacher attrition removes expertise from the system [22,24], with a
negative impact on pupil attainment [23,25,26].
Much research and policy in the area of teacher retention and attrition focuses on
teachers in the early years of their careers [27,28]. Initiatives designed to support early
career teachers often include professional development aiming to improve teachers’ professional knowledge, efficacy, confidence and resilience (for example, [29–31]). For instance, at
the time of writing, in England, the DfE’s new Early Career Framework [32] is about to be
rolled out nationally. This has at its heart a professional development programme, focussed
on improving the retention of teachers in their first years in the profession. In relation
to teachers at later stages of their careers, in England, the DfE has recently developed a
suite of specialist national professional qualifications (NPQs) as professional and career
development opportunities for teachers and school leaders who want to “develop their
knowledge and skills in school leadership and specialist areas of teaching practice” [33].
However, it remains largely the case that the retention of teachers at later stages of their
career is under-researched, and we lack an understanding of appropriate models of support,
progression and development for these teachers [34,35].
In this article, we report on a mixed methods scoping study that aimed to explore
what is known about mid-career teachers’ retention and development. The study used
three complementary approaches to address a set of related scoping questions (described
below): a literature review, secondary analysis of data from the OECD’s 2018 Teaching and
Learning International Survey (TALIS) and primary data collection with teachers. As a
result of the COVID-19 pandemic, particular attention has been paid recently to teachers’
development, retention and recruitment worldwide (for example, [36]). This study largely
took place before restrictions and changes to working practices were implemented in
England as a response to the pandemic, and it does not attempt or intend to explore the
impact of the pandemic on teachers’ retention or development.
In the next section, we describe our methods. We move on to addressing the scoping questions in three findings sections, focussing on definitions of mid-career teachers,
professional development, and retention and career progression. We then discuss these
findings, considering where they complement and contrast each other, our confidence
in what we have learned and the gaps and limitations in our findings. In conclusion,
we outline opportunities for further research.
2. Methods
2.1. Approach
The questions we aimed to address through this study were:

•
•

•

in what ways can we define and characterise mid-career teachers?
how might we categorise mid-career teachers’ professional development needs and
how do they relate to the professional development that is typically available to
teachers?
can we identify common factors relating to the retention and career development of
mid-career teachers, and, if so, what are they?

We used an initial working definition of mid-career teachers as those with five to
fifteen years’ experience, testing this through the study, as described below. We drew on
the OECD’s TALIS survey (see below) to define professional development as “activities
that aim to develop an individual’s skills, knowledge, expertise and other characteristics
as a teacher” [37] (p. 49), and considered retention through a variety of measures, again
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described below, including teachers’ likelihood to stay in or leave the profession, using job
satisfaction as a proxy for this where appropriate.
Typically, scoping studies rapidly investigate the current state of the field in terms
of published research through a literature review [38]. Their purpose is to map key
concepts and the sources and types of evidence available and to identify gaps in the
knowledge base [39–42]. In this study, a scoping literature review was supplemented
with secondary analysis of publicly available data and primary data collection using
quantitative and qualitative methods, as described below. Mixed methods scoping studies
appear to be uncommon in education. Our extension of a literature-based scoping approach
aligns with other scoping approaches, such as those found in medical literature (see, for
example, [43,44]), in which mapping of literature, policy and concepts is supplemented by
stakeholder consultation [45].
Our intention in choosing this method was to acknowledge the complex, interacting
influences on teacher retention [2] by drawing on multiple sources to compare the existing
literature base with current and recent national and international data to quickly test initial
hypotheses about gaps in the literature (via secondary and primary data) and to gain
stakeholders’ responses to emerging issues (via primary data). Through this, we aimed to
identify what further research could benefit school leaders, policy makers and mid-career
teachers themselves to support their career development and retention in the profession.
In outline, the methods we used (Table 1) were:

•
•

a rapid review of the literature on mid-career teachers;
secondary analysis of data from the OECD’s Teaching and Learning International
Survey 2018 (TALIS) study [23];
primary data collection through surveys and interviews with teachers in England.

•

Table 1. Methods used, their benefits and limitations.
Method

Summary of Method

•
•
Literature review

•

•

•
Secondary data analysis

•

•
Primary data collection

Key search terms
Peer-reviewed literature from the last five
years from a range of national contexts
Supplemented by knowledge within the
research team of relevant authors
and studies
Follow-up relevant literature from
references, particularly around definitions
of mid-career teachers
Descriptive statistics generated from
OECD TALIS 2018 teacher questionnaire
on job satisfaction and professional
development
Associational regression models relating
professional development to
job satisfaction
Survey and focus groups of self-defined
mid-career teachers from across
school phases

Benefits and Limitations

•

•
•

•

Identifies key issues in existing research
evidence, including from systems
outside English education
Suggests areas of disagreement and
gaps in knowledge
Rapid approach and focus on
anglophone studies means key
literature may be missed

•

Tests findings from literature review in
current national context
Rigorous data, but limited analysis

•
•
•

Rapid, current understanding of issues
Tests findings from other methods
Self-selecting sample of participants

Further details of these methods are given below.
The scoping approach allowed us to be flexible in the sequencing of our methods:
each method supplemented and informed the others in an iterative process of feedback,
comparison and further analysis. This triangulation of data from three distinct methods
provided rich evidence of findings across the knowledge base, enabling identification of
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areas of apparent agreement and disagreement, strengthening our emerging understanding
from each data source. By using this mixed methods approach, the study builds on the
methodological benefits of each approach while mitigating their inherent shortcomings. As
is appropriate for a scoping study, the approach also supported the identification of gaps
in the knowledge base and areas for further research.
2.2. Literature Review
Initial searches of the past five years of peer reviewed evidence, published in English,
were carried out using pre-defined search terms and inclusion criteria (e.g., education systems similar to that of England, such as the other United Kingdom countries, anglophone
jurisdictions and systems with high PISA rankings) in relevant databases. Initial search
terms included: “mid-career teachers + CPD,” “mid-career teachers + professional development” and “mid-career teachers + CPD + retention.” These were applied in Google Scholar
and educational databases. To supplement these searches, suggestions from colleagues
were sought along with studies with which we were already familiar, and references were
“snowballed” [46] as appropriate. Grey literature, such as reports produced by government
and research organisations, was also included.
Our focus was on studies focussed on mid-career teachers and factors linked to
their career progression, retention and professional development in England and other
jurisdictions as above. As this was not intended to be a systematic review, we did not assess
the strengths of studies, instead using them together as indicators of the nature of research
activity in the area, thereby mapping key concepts, summarising emerging themes and
identifying gaps [41]. The review of literature identified key areas of focus for secondary
data analysis and primary data collection, and in turn, further analysis of the literature was
informed by findings from these other methods.
2.3. Secondary Data Analysis
The OECD’s Teaching and Learning International Survey (TALIS) is a large-scale
international comparative study of teachers and school leaders that focuses on teachers’
practices, working conditions and the learning environment in schools. Findings from
TALIS are widely used for national and international analysis and comparison, justifications
of research and initiatives, and in policy development [47–51].
The TALIS 2018 survey took the form of a 45–60 min online questionnaire for school
leaders and teachers of pupils of “lower secondary” age (in England, 11–14 years old),
carried out between March and May 2018. Our secondary data analysis used the 2316
teachers’ responses from England. To identify mid-career teachers, drawing on initial
findings from the literature review, we used a working assumption that they are those with
5–15 years’ experience in the profession. There were 995 of these among the responses from
teachers in England. The data generated descriptive statistics and correlations between
mid-career teachers’ job satisfaction and their professional development.
The sampling structure of TALIS clusters teachers within schools; teachers’ responses
were not independent. To account for that structure, the OECD provides replicate weights
that enable the construction of accurate confidence intervals from the weighted sample.
We used the weights wherever possible in our analysis. However, weights fit less naturally
with some statistics. For example, the number of mid-career teachers in our sample
was unweighted because the sample weighting did not include years of experience in
its construction.
2.3.1. Professional Development Indicators in TALIS
The TALIS 2018 survey includes several composite indicators related to professional
development [52], of which we used three (Table 2). This use of composite indicators
avoided relying on single questions and meant that we did not have to develop and
validate scales of our own. These individual questions were weighted using confirmatory
factor analysis, and the latent variable was provided by the OECD as an indicator [52].
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Each of the indicators are unitless and were rescaled to have a mean of zero and a standard
deviation of one.
Table 2. Professional development indicators in TALIS used in this study.
Indicator

Related Question(s)

Effectiveness of professional development

The professional development activity that had the greatest
positive impact on the respondent’s teaching during the
previous 12 months:
•
It built on my prior knowledge
•
It adapted to my personal development needs
•
It had a coherent structure
•
It appropriately focused on content needed to teach
my subjects
Respondent’s need for professional development in subject
matter and pedagogy in five areas:

Professional development needs

Barriers to professional development

•
•
•
•
•

Knowledge and understanding of my subject field(s)
Pedagogical competencies in teaching my subject field(s)
Knowledge of the curriculum
Student assessment practices
Student behaviour and classroom management

The degree to which the respondent considers the following are
present barriers to their participation in
professional development:
•
I do not have the prerequisites (e.g., qualifications,
experience, seniority)
•
Professional development is too expensive
•
There is a lack of employer support
•
Professional development conflicts with my work schedule
•
I do not have time because of family responsibilities
•
There is no relevant professional development offered
•
There are no incentives for participating in
professional development

2.3.2. Indicators of Retention in TALIS
In Jerrim and Sims’ analysis of the 2018 TALIS findings for the English Department
for Education [53], they found that attrition from the profession can be predicted by a
composite indicator of teachers’ satisfaction with their work environment. That indicator
is composed from teachers’ responses to four questions:

•
•
•
•

I would like to change to another school if that were possible;
I enjoy working at this school;
I would recommend this school as a good place to work;
All in all, I am satisfied with my job.

Therefore, in this study, we used this indicator as our central measure of job satisfaction
and predictor of attrition. To supplement this, we used two additional latent measures
provided by the OECD [52]:

•
•

The OECD’s composite measure of satisfaction with the teaching profession;
The OECD’s composite measure of overall satisfaction. This combines the measure
of satisfaction with the work environment with the measure of satisfaction with the
profession. It does not include new information beyond those two.

These indicators are, again, unitless latent variables constructed using confirmatory
factor analysis.
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2.4. Primary Data Collection
To complement the literature review and secondary analysis of data, we carried out a
small-scale survey and a series of focus groups with teachers working in England. Survey
data was collected prior to COVID-19 restrictions in England; focus groups took place
via videoconferencing during a period of limited access to schools for English pupils.
The study received ethical approval from Sheffield Hallam University’s research ethics
committee (reference ER21486548), and all participants gave their informed consent for
inclusion before they participated in the study.
Using convenience sampling, members of the Chartered College of Teaching, the professional body of teachers in England, were invited to complete the survey and participate
in focus groups. Respondents were asked to self-identify as “mid-career teachers,” in order
that we could test teachers’ perceptions of this stage of their career against findings from
the literature.
Survey respondents (88 in total) had an average teaching experience of 14 years,
with a range of 5–29 years. Nearly three quarters (73%) had taken one to three career
breaks, mostly due to parental leave, which lasted for around one year for the majority
of participants. Three focus groups were carried out, including eight participants in total,
who had an average teaching experience of 17 years (9–30 years).
The survey (Appendix A) drew on the outcomes of the literature review and the
questions used in the secondary analysis for the three composite scores on teacher professional development. These questions were complemented further with questions focussed
on issues including changes in job satisfaction over time, self-efficacy, autonomy, career
progression, and retention. The focus groups used collated data from the survey as prompts
for discussion.
The primary data sample was not representative of the whole teaching profession
and did not seek to be, instead providing a current insight into teachers’ lived experiences,
which complemented the other methods. The majority of respondents to the survey taught
in secondary schools (Appendix A), with the next largest group teaching in primary schools.
This is unrepresentative of the number of teachers in England, which has roughly equal
numbers of teachers working in primary and secondary schools [54], instead being more
representative of membership of the Chartered College of Teaching. Eighty-four per cent
of respondents were working full-time at the time of completing the survey and about half
of those reported having caring responsibilities. The majority of respondents described
themselves as female (74%) and white British (86%), which are both roughly representative
of the English teaching workforce as a whole [54].
3. Findings
In this section, we present the findings from our study, starting with findings from
the literature review on definitions of mid-career teachers. Next, we describe our findings
from each of the three methods as they relate to teacher professional development and then
to teacher retention and career progression, identifying similarities, differences, confidence
and gaps in the results across the three approaches.
3.1. Defining Mid-Career Teachers
Mid-career teachers might be defined in a number of ways: through their years of
experience, their professional role, their expertise and/or their dispositions to their role
and practice. We begin our findings with a focus on the ways in which we can define
and characterize mid-career teachers, exploring the literature which focuses on teachers’
progression and development through their careers, including models of teacher career
stages and phases.
While there is a sizable body of literature around teachers’ careers, which give varying
definitions of career and life phases or stages, the term “mid-career” is generally not used.
Instead, researchers have developed various models of teacher career phases or stages,
which may be collectively known as the career cycle [16]. The most common of these
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is a five-stage model (Table 3), typically deriving from Huberman’s study of teachers in
Switzerland [55]. In these models, career stages are defined by broad categories of years
of practice and by teachers’ perceptions of themselves, their skills and confidence and
their context.
Table 3. Overview of models of career and/or skill acquisition stages.
Dreyfus [56] 1

Huberman [55]

Day et al. [57]

Novice

Exploration: survival
and discovery

1–3 years of teaching

Launching a career: initial
commitment (easy or
painful beginnings)

Advanced beginner

Stabilisation: teachers choose
to commit to teaching or leave

4–6 years of teaching

Stabilisation: find commitment
(consolidation, emancipation and
integration into peer group)

Competent

Experimentation/activism or
reassessment: teachers may
question their career choice

7–18 years of teaching

New challenges, new concerns
(experimentation,
responsibility, consternation)

Proficient

Serenity: a “gradual loss in
energy and enthusiasm is
compensated for by a greater
sense of confidence and
self-acceptance” [55]

19–30 years of teaching

Reaching a professional plateau
(sense of mortality, stop striving
for promotion, enjoy or stagnate)

31–40 years of teaching

The final phase (increased
concern with pupil learning and
increasing pursuit of outside
interests; disenchantment;
contraction of professional
activity and interest,
disengagement, serenity)

Expert

1

Disengagement: either with
serenity or disappointment
and bitterness

Note that Dreyfus’ skill acquisition categories do not map in terms of years onto Huberman’s five career stages.

The second and third stages of the five-stage model appear to be most relevant
to the professional lives of mid-career teachers. The third stage Huberman [55] calls
“experimentation/activism” and Day et al. [57] “new challenges, new concerns.” Within
this stage, Huberman sees three interlinking “aspects” through which teachers may move:

•
•
•

a teacher gains the confidence to experiment with the intention of increasing their
impact;
the teacher realises that there are barriers to experimentation and seeks to make
changes in their context, by seeking promotion or becoming an “activist”;
the teacher, having become proficient, grows “stale” [58] (p. 34) and may seek new
challenges.

Building on this work, Day and colleagues [58–60] identify, from their studies of
teachers in England, six professional life phases, based on the number of years teaching,
rather than skills or progression. In these models there are subgroups within the phases
where individual teachers may take different paths.
In relation to mid-career teachers, Day [58] defines a “middle professional life phase”
for those with 8–24 years’ experience (Table 4). In the first part of this phase, some teachers
may remain engaged while others may begin to lose motivation. Later, many teachers have
additional responsibilities in school, and this, alongside rising levels of personal commitment, means that the management of work/life tensions requires substantial amounts of
energy, which in turn has the potential to affect professional motivation, commitment and
effectiveness. Three subgroups of teachers in this professional life phase were identified:
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Table 4. Mid-career teachers’ middle professional life phase, adapted from Day [58].
Years in Teaching

Phase

8–15

Managing changes in role and
identity: growing tensions and
Transitions

Middle professional life phase
16–23

•
•
•

Work/life tensions: challenges to
motivation and commitment

Sub-Group
(a) Sustained engagement
(b) Detachment/ loss
of motivation
(a) Further career advancement
and good
results have led to increased
motivation/commitment
(b) Sustained motivation,
commitment and effectiveness
(c) Workload/managing
competing tensions/
career stagnation have led to
decreasedmotivation,
commitment and effectiveness

teachers whose commitment and motivation increased;
teachers who maintained existing levels of commitment, motivation and effectiveness,
while coping with competing demands;
teachers who struggled with these, leading to decreased levels of commitment and
motivation and effectiveness.

These stage and phase models suggest linear progressions through a career, albeit
with varying timescales and differences for individual teachers. This is not without critique (for example, [61–63]), since teachers may move between stages depending on “a
variety of influences related to personal, professional, and organizational factors” [64].
Therefore, these models may fail to adequately acknowledge an “understanding of, and
in, practice” [65] and how teachers’ skills and knowledge become embedded into their
professional practice over time.
However, Huberman [55] acknowledges that differing, non-linear paths may be taken
through the stages. Different stages in a teacher’s career may or may not relate directly
to years of experience, and both “harmonious” and “problematic” trajectories (p. 38) are
possible, in which teachers variously experience periods of stability, progression, regression
and discontinuities. In this regard, career development might more helpfully be seen as a
“process not a series of events” (p. 32).
Some linear models have also been criticised for not recognising that unexpected
movement is possible, for example, when teachers choose to challenge existing ideas
or initiate change [65]. Therefore, rather than progressing through time, teachers may
develop their skills and practice in a non-linear fashion. Some teachers might deepen
their understanding of a particular area of practice, such as working with children with
special educational needs and disabilities, thereby increasing their specialist expertise in
this area without necessarily increasing their range of practice. Others may develop their
skills across a range of areas of practice. This recognises the importance of the teachers
themselves and “the way in which professionals understand and perform their practice”...
“which forms the basis for professional skill and its development” (p. 406).
Finally, the literature suggests that there is not necessarily a link between time spent
in the profession and teaching expertise. As Maandag et al. [66] note: “the mere length of a
career does not necessarily lead to the development of expertise and improved performance
and not all teachers reach high levels of teaching quality in spite of lengthy careers”
(p. 8). Indeed, it appears that some teachers become less effective later in their careers as
they deal with the challenges of increased responsibility and commitments in and out of
school [59,66,67]. While a teacher might have acquired high levels of skills after 5–7 years,
and competence a few years earlier, time and experience alone do not make an expert
teacher. This highlights the need, which we shall return to later, for continuing professional
development for teachers beyond the early years of their career.
In summary, from the literature review:
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•
•
•

there is no agreed definition of a mid-career teacher;
mid-career teachers are typically defined by their time in the profession, but there are
intersections with wider life phases and the development of expertise;
for at least some teachers, there is non-linear trajectory between and within career
phases and career progression.

3.2. Mid-Career Teachers’ Professional Development
Next, we consider the second research question: how might we categorise mid-career
teachers’ professional development needs and how do these relate to the professional development that is typically available to teachers? We look first at findings from the literature,
then from our secondary data analysis and finally from the primary data collection.
3.2.1. Literature
There is an existing international body of work on the development needs of teachers at
various career stages [68]. Professional development may play a significant role in reducing
the numbers of teachers leaving the profession beyond the first five years of teaching [16].
The need for teachers, at all career stages, to engage in what Donaldson [24] calls “careerlong learning,” and Day et al. [68] an “important professional life investment,” “recharging
batteries,” or “renewal/refreshment” (p. 148), is widely accepted, as is a recognition
that not engaging in professional learning could result in eventual disengagement and
withdrawal from the profession [69]. However, there is little specific evidence on what
constitutes effective professional development other than for teachers in the early stages of
their career [66].
For all teachers, professional development opportunities and offers should be tailored
to individual teachers’ particular context and needs [16,34,62,70–72]. In common with other
studies, Kyndt et al. [73] found that conditions both personal (e.g., motivation, autonomy,
self-efficacy) and contextual (e.g., in-school support) are vital for professional development
to be successful. Day and Gu [59] agree, noting the need for professional development to address the differing needs, influences and issues at different stages of teachers’ professional
lives, including motivation, commitment and outcomes. As Schwille [74], quoted in Bressman et al. [62], states: opportunities for professional development “must be substantive
and relevant so that teachers connect to them” (p. 155).
Since professional learning can be influenced by multiple factors, including teachers’
working environment, their professional identity and feelings of self-efficacy, home life
and career ambitions [75], it seems likely that there may be key factors of relevance to
mid-career teachers’ professional development that differ from those for teachers at other
career stages. For example, while teacher autonomy may increase during the first six years
in the profession, it does not continue to increase unless a teacher moves into a managerial
role [68], and a “substantial proportion of teachers report having little direction over how
they intend to improve their practice and grow as professionals in future.” Avidov-Ungar
et al.’s study of Israeli teachers with over eight years’ experience [70] found that compulsory
professional development was unpopular, with teachers finding that it it was limited in
scope and did not suit their needs..
Day and Gu [59] note that each of their six professional life phases (see above) requires
tailored professional development, as teachers have differing needs and issues at different
stages of their professional lives. For example, they describe the 8–15 years phase as a
“key watershed or crossroads in teachers’ professional learning and development” (p. 436),
when it is vital to offer appropriate professional development because “more than in any
other phases, [professional development] is likely to influence their final commitment and
effectiveness trajectories” (p. 436). For these teachers, then, it is of particular importance to
ensure that appropriate professional learning opportunities are available, particularly that
which aims to lead to “enhanced . . . effectiveness” (p. 437). For example, those who have
aspirations towards leadership will have differing professional development needs from
those who wish to stay as classroom teachers. For those struggling with their work/life
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balance, support could focus on “improving their self-efficacy, morale and emotional
well-being” (p. 436).
Drawing on Huberman’s career stages [55], described earlier, the mid-career teachers’
“activist” drive to experiment, refine and diversify teaching skills, such as by combining
classroom and management roles, has been recognised in other studies [73,76]. A challenge
for those looking to support mid-career teachers may therefore be to consider how to
effectively support teachers in moving from “stabilisation” to “experimentation,” while
ensuring that they do not grow “stale” and, as a consequence, choose to leave the profession. Interestingly, Day et al. [57] found that teachers with 8–15 years’ experience rated
professional development as more important than teachers at early or later career stages.
For the next career stage (16–23 years of teaching), this study found that tensions around
work/life balance become more significant, with increased leadership and management
responsibilities at work potentially clashing with home lives and teachers feeling that their
classroom effectiveness is at risk of compromise.
For those with caring responsibilities outside school and those who work part-time,
the need for and access to professional development tailored to career stage may be particularly pertinent, and this may disproportionately affect women. Brown [77] highlighted
inconsistencies in terms of access to paid professional development amongst women who
worked part-time in England. In this study, an inconsistent approach was identified in
terms of remuneration for women to attend professional development on days when they
were not normally working; this included inconsistency in schools funding childcare whilst
women were attending non-paid professional development.
In terms of the content of professional development for mid-career teachers, Louws
et al.’s small-scale study [78] identified some differences in professional development
preferences across career phases, with mid-career teachers more focussed on developing
new areas of practice (including coaching, teaching children with special educational
needs and curriculum development). The authors relate this to a desire to be challenged,
motivated or to engage with new practice, which chimes with Huberman’s “experimental”
third career stage. In an earlier study [79], the same authors found that mid-career teachers
showed less enthusiasm for learning about classroom management or learning climate
than either early or late career teachers, perhaps due to a belief that they are sufficiently
skilled in these areas.
Donaldson et al.’s study [80] concluded that those “second stage” teachers (defined as
3–10 years’ experience) who take on “reform” roles—seeking to “change colleagues’ practice” (p. 1089)—should engage in professional development to help them both promote
their role and support them in encountering resistance in their context. Eros [16] notes that
professional development for “second stage” teachers (defined as teachers in Huberman’s
“stabilization” phase of 4–6 years’ experience) should emphasise topics beyond classroom
teaching, moving towards leadership or wider contributions to teaching, such as in a family
of schools, responding to local educational priorities, or to building new skills such as
curriculum development. A study by Richter et al. [76] found that reading of professional
literature, and interest in subject content, psychology and subject-specific pedagogies,
increased towards mid-career. Avidov-Ungar et al. [70] found that 13 out of 14 advanced
primary teachers (with 8–23 years’ experience) were interested in “teaching-related courses”
(p. 841) rather than those linked to management.
Experienced teachers appear to be more able to relate their learning to wider experiences of teaching than early career teachers [73]. Further, Mertler [81] identified that the
chance to take part in “job-embedded, relevant, and ongoing professional development
in the form of classroom-based action research” was rated more highly than other kinds
of professional development by more experienced teachers (p. 44). Relating to this, Steffy
et al. [69] suggest that professional development for experienced teachers could therefore
include supporting others, through, for example, coaching of novice teachers, study teams
and peer coaching.
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Summarising, it appears, from the literature and across various national contexts, that
the professional development needs of mid-career teachers differ from those of early career
teachers but that they may not be easily classified as a single group. Rather, mid-career
teachers have varying professional development needs, based on their career trajectories
and ambitions, their expertise, and wider personal and professional priorities and contexts.
3.2.2. Secondary Data
Compared with teachers in the early stages of their careers, mid-career teachers taking
part in the TALIS 2018 survey reported a reduced need for professional development,
increased barriers to professional development and, notably, that the professional development they engage in is less effective (Figure 1). The change from early career to mid-career
is significantly larger than that from mid- to late-career. Mid-career teachers here are
those with 5–15 years of experience, whereas early-career teachers are those with less
than five years of experience, and teachers with more than fifteen years are described
as “experienced.”

Figure 1. Teachers’ experiences of professional development; source: TALIS 2018; note: weighted means and 95 per cent
confidence intervals of the mean value, scaled and centred to a full-sample mean of zero and standard deviation of 1.

The data also indicate that mid-career teachers undertake fewer hours of professional
development than teachers in other career stages (Figure 2), which is perhaps an indicator
of their perceived lack of need and/or its lack of effectiveness.
Even though they report participation in less professional development overall, midcareer teachers engage in broadly similar types and models of professional development
to teachers at other career stages (Figure 3); although there do appear to be trends across
teachers’ careers. For example, as teachers gain experience, they appear to attend fewer
courses, conferences and networking events in person.
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Figure 2. Teachers’ time spent engaging in professional development; source: TALIS 2018; note: weighted means and 95 per
cent confidence intervals of the mean value.

Figure 3. Teachers’ engagement in different forms of professional development; source: TALIS 2018; note: weighted
response to the question “during the last 12 months, did you participate in any of the following professional development
activities?” Whiskers denote 95 per cent confidence intervals.

Reported barriers to professional development were roughly similar across career
stages (Figure 4). In line with evidence from the literature, mid-career teachers reported
conflicts with their work schedules and competing family commitments as greater barriers
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to participation, compared to teachers in other stages of their careers. It is possible that the
increased scheduling difficulty contributes to the observed decline in in-person attendance
at professional development events indicated above and the slight increase in online
participation compared to early career teachers.

Figure 4. Teachers’ reported barriers to participation in professional development; source: TALIS 2018; note: weighted
proportion of respondents who agree or strongly agree that “the following present barriers to your participation in
professional development?” Whiskers denote 95 per cent confidence intervals.

Looking at the data for mid-career teachers specifically and matching this to data
about job satisfaction (using satisfaction with their work environment as a proxy for this)
suggests that where these teachers experience more effective professional development,
or when they perceive fewer barriers to this, they feel a greater degree of job satisfaction
(Figure 5). The association is particularly strong for the latent variables representing
barriers to professional development.
Quantifying the strength of the association using linear multiple regression confirmed
its strength (Appendix B). The regression also showed the strength of the associations
between mid-career teachers’ professional development and job satisfaction to be indistinguishable from that of all teachers. It is possible that there is a distinction between
mid-career and early-career teachers, but, from this data set, mid-career teachers were not
significantly different from the average teacher participating in TALIS.
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Figure 5. Mid-career teachers’ experiences of professional development are correlated with job satisfaction; source: TALIS
2018; note: scatter of latent variables for aspects of professional development against latent variable for satisfaction with
work environment. All variables centred and scaled. Loeoursss fit lines with 95 per cent confidence intervals.

3.2.3. Primary Data
Our primary data reveals mixed views about access to and quality of professional
development for mid-career teachers. For example, whereas nearly half the participants
(49%) indicated (agree/strongly agree) that they have access to high-quality professional
development professional development that supports them in their career, nearly the same
proportion (42%) felt that they did not. Meanwhile, most teachers in the survey reported
participation in between five and 25 hours of professional development activities per
academic year.
Over half of survey participants (54%) felt that the professional development they
had access to supported their professional development needs, contrasted with nearly
40% who felt that it did not. In focus groups, some regional, phase- and context-specific
variations relating to the availability of professional development emerged. For example,
teachers in the south-east of England, particularly London, and in government-designated
“opportunity areas” [82] and university cities appeared to be more able to access professional development.
Survey respondents felt overwhelmingly that the professional development activities
they participated in had a positive effect on their teaching (80%), a finding which contrasts
with that of the TALIS data above. Activities that built on teachers’ prior knowledge were
perceived to have the most impact (Table 5), a finding which indicates the importance of
recognising mid-career teachers’ experience and expertise in their professional development.
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Table 5. Survey responses: thinking of the professional development activities that had the greatest positive impact on your
teaching during the last 12 months, did it have any of the following characteristics?
CPD Feature

Percentage

95% CI

It built on my prior knowledge

83.33%

[73.33,93.33]

It provided opportunities to practise/apply new ideas and
knowledge in my own classroom

56.25%

[46.25,66.25]

It took place over an extended period of time (e.g., several
weeks or longer)

47.92%

[37.92,57.92]

It focused on innovation in my teaching

37.50%

[27.5,47.5]

It provided opportunities for collaborative learning

37.50%

[27.5,47.5]

It had a coherent structure

35.42%

[25.42,45.42]

It provided opportunities for active learning

31.25%

[21.25,41.25]

It adapted to my personal development needs

31.25%

[21.25,41.25]

It appropriately focused on content needed to teach
my subjects

27.08%

[17.08,37.08]

It took place at my school

25.00%

[15.00,35.00]

It provided follow-up activities

20.83%

[10.83,30.83]

It involved most colleagues from my school

12.50%

[2.50,22.50]

In terms of barriers to participation in professional development, focus group participants noted that they often engaged in professional development outside working
hours, at weekends or evenings, leading to conflicts with family and other commitments.
Indeed, conflicting professional development and work schedules were considered by survey respondents to be the most significant barrier to attending professional development
(62%), followed by the cost of professional development and lack of incentives to attend.
Supporting other findings, around a third of respondents felt that available professional
development was not relevant to their learning needs, and that family responsibilities
were a barrier to attending professional development. For the full set of responses to this
question, see Appendix A.
Some participants highlighted a lack of access to professional development that was
relevant to their career stage. As one participant phrased it: “once you’re the expert, there
aren’t any other experts.” Closer connections to higher education, either through initial
teacher education or postgraduate study, were suggested as potential solutions to this
issue. For example, two participants referred to their experience completing master’s
degrees and the Chartered Teacher programme [83] alongside teaching, suggesting that
these experiences were beneficial by providing opportunities to engage with research,
to reflect on practice and to conduct small-scale inquiries. In one school, teachers were
supported to complete master’s degrees by the provision of part-time contracts for the
duration of study.
Views were also split regarding schools’ prioritisation of professional development.
Whereas 43% of survey respondents agreed or strongly agreed that, in their school, it was a
priority to ensure that teachers have access to high-quality professional development, 41%
disagreed or strongly disagreed with this. In focus groups, some participants described
systems where professional development is woven into the school’s fabric, with an offer
described as personalised, regular and subject- and career-stage specific. However, other
teachers described issues such as schools’ priorities clashing with their own and lack of
time away from the classroom to participate in professional development, especially the
case for teachers with large numbers of examination classes. Whole-school professional
development was not seen as particularly relevant to participants because it appeared to
be either aimed at colleagues earlier in their career and/or lacked subject specificity.
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When asked how current professional development opportunities could be improved,
the majority of responses referred to an increase in time allocated to professional development, more strategic planning, greater financial support and an offer extending beyond
leadership development. They also mentioned increased flexibility, more bespoke offers
that take teachers’ subject specialism and their career stage into account, and the need to
sustain professional development over time, so teachers are able to reflect on learning and
develop their practice.
Some suggestions to improve the relevance of professional development programmes
for mid-career teachers included: more professional development focused on teaching and
learning and opportunities to combine postgraduate study with teaching, although some
participants felt that such approaches may be easier towards the beginning of a teaching
career when teachers tend to have fewer caring responsibilities. Further, it was suggested
that coaching and mentoring could facilitate more personalised approaches to professional
development, by enabling teachers to identify their goals and define their professional
development priorities. In some schools, coaching and mentoring was common practice,
sometimes combined with appraisals and performance management, but other schools did
not offer any support for coaching or mentoring.
The need for more professional development opportunities outside the leadership
track emerged from focus group discussions. Where participants reported high levels of job
satisfaction, this appeared to relate to a strong school-led focus on professional development
and high levels of autonomy in choosing professional development that related to their
professional development needs. A majority of focus group participants emphasised that
the system does not currently provide sufficient developmental opportunities for teachers
who want to build their expertise in teaching, valuing their experience, rather than moving
into leadership. This is illustrated in the following quote: “I’m teaching eight years now.
I think after five years, teachers should be given funded or partially funded courses to
go back into the research about education: time within schools to complete these courses.
More work on the different pathways. I’m a second-in-department, and my traditional
next step is to become a head of department, which I don’t want.”
Teachers’ autonomy in shaping their own professional development emerged as
another issue with mixed responses. Thirty-five percent of survey respondents indicated
that they have little or no autonomy in choosing their professional development, contrasted
with 48% who indicated that they have at least some level of autonomy in choosing
their professional development. The need for more autonomy in choosing professional
development was highlighted in focus group discussions, illustrated by this quote: “they
would need to directly address my own personally-directed needs and wants for myself as
a teacher: I know where and what I want to develop.” Those participants who had more
autonomy in choosing professional development were able to choose opportunities that
were most relevant to them, were given time to read literature that they found to be helpful,
were engaged in coaching or visited other schools.
These findings suggest that mid-career teachers, represented here by the participants
in our primary data collection, have varying experiences of professional development,
which appear to be influenced, at least in part, by their school contexts. To improve access
and engagement, some possible actions include more flexible participation, better targeting
of professional development in relation to teachers’ career stages, and opportunities for
professional learning outside leadership development.
3.3. Mid-Career Teachers’ Retention and Career Progression
We end the findings by looking at the third research question: can we identify common
factors relating to the retention and career development of mid-career teachers, and, if so,
what are they? Again, we firstly consider findings from the literature, then from the
secondary data analysis and finally from our primary data collection.
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3.3.1. Literature
Based on the career stage models described earlier, it is likely that the reasons for
mid-career teachers leaving the profession differ from those earlier in their professional
lives. For example, there appears to be a group of teachers in the “middle professional life
phase” [58] who may begin to lose motivation. Mertler’s study of teachers in Arizona [81]
showed that, in general, teachers with greater experience in the profession had higher
levels of dissatisfaction with their jobs and therefore were at higher risk of leaving. The
author concluded that “it is quite likely that Arizona’s teachers are satisfied with the
work that they perform, but not with the recognition they receive” (p. 43), particularly
around the issue of pay. On the other hand, some mid-career teachers feel that they
have already made a substantial commitment of time and energy to the profession and
gained a significant amount of profession-specific knowledge [61]. It is not clear whether
this increased “professional capital” makes teachers more likely to stay in the profession,
although Borman and Dowling’s meta-analysis of US studies of teacher attrition [61] found
that “there is somewhat more evidence suggesting that it is the more talented rather than
the less talented teachers-those who are better trained, more experienced, and more highly
skilled-who tend to be lost to turnover with greater frequency” (p. 396).
A lack of autonomy, for example, around professional development or career progression, has been suggested as a reason why experienced teachers choose to leave the
profession [16]. Further, as we have discussed above, experienced teachers may feel discouraged when their development needs are ignored [35], and, arguably more than teachers
in other career stages, they may seek opportunities to work flexibly and may require support in balancing competing priorities. If these are unavailable, they may choose to leave
the profession.
After five years in the profession, teachers are in Huberman’s “stabilisation” phase,
where they choose to commit to teaching or leave, and, if taking the former route, may be
looking beyond the classroom to build a long-term career in teaching [59]. However, in
practice, teachers are often not given a clear progression route in their careers. For example,
there tend to be few opportunities for promotion [73] and, in any case, as we have seen
already, not all teachers wish to take on leadership roles [24]. Therefore, in order to retain
and support teachers in their second or third career stages, schools must develop “new
pathways for these seasoned educators to flourish” (p. 168) [62]. In an English context,
Worth et al. [84] agree, stating that “alternative career pathways which keep good teachers
teaching, rather than taking up management positions” (p. 14) might offer a route to
improved retention.
Coldwell [28] noted a link between satisfaction, efficacy and retention in earlier
literature, stating there is “evidence of a relationship between efficacy and intention to
stay in the profession such as Brouwers and Tomic (2000) that showed that higher selfefficacy was related to lower levels of teacher ‘burn out’ on a range of measures, and other
reviews link efficacy to teacher retention, again with generally weak relationships found
(Tschannen-Moran, Woolfolk Hoy & Hoy, 1998; Klassen, Tze, Betts & Gordon, 2011). They
also suggest that we might usefully focus our attention on secondary teachers, where
the greatest effects are found, and where job satisfaction is lower and attrition is higher.”
Meanwhile, analysis of the 2013 TALIS survey [85] found that “increased levels of effective
professional development are associated with a reduced desire for teachers to move schools.
More specifically, a one SD improvement in effective professional development is associated
with a large, 63% reduction in the odds that a teacher wants to move to another school.
This is almost as strong as the association with leadership quality” (p. 38).
Subsequent analysis in England linked data on teachers’ attrition to questions in the
TALIS 2018 survey about job satisfaction [53]. This found that secondary school (11–18)
teachers have lower job satisfaction than primary (4–11) teachers and are, consequently,
more likely to leave their jobs. It also found that the quality of leadership in the school
has a strong association with job satisfaction and the chances that a teacher will leave the
profession. While these findings are not specific to mid-career teachers, they illustrate
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how variations in job satisfaction provide a proxy measure of the probability of leaving
the profession.
Overall, in common with findings described above, the literature here points towards
mid-career teachers as a heterogeneous group, with varying experiences, levels of commitment and job satisfaction and motivations. These can be limited by a lack of opportunities
for progression that meet teachers’ aspirations for their career development.
3.3.2. Secondary Data
Turning to our secondary analysis of TALIS 2018 data, teachers’ satisfaction with the
work environment was fairly constant across career stages (Figure 6), and once teachers
are beyond the early stages of the career so is their overall satisfaction with the profession.
There appears to be little difference here between mid-career teachers and other experienced
teachers, suggesting that other elements of the working environment contribute to teachers’
job satisfaction in addition to experience. There is wide variation in job satisfaction among
teachers, but very little is related to the teacher’s career stage. The variation within
career stages is far greater than the variation across career stages. It should be noted that
the measure of job satisfaction is standard deviations from the overall average level of
satisfaction, and so it describes only relative levels of job satisfaction between the groups
and says nothing about the absolute level of satisfaction.

Figure 6. Teachers’ satisfaction with their work environment and profession by career stage; source: TALIS 2018; note:
background points are an unweighted scatter of individual respondents’ satisfaction with their work environment and
profession; both latent variables, centred and scaled. Large points in the foreground are the weighted means of those
variables with 95 per cent confidence intervals denoted by whiskers.

3.3.3. Primary Data
Overall, respondents to the online survey displayed high levels of job satisfaction.
The majority of respondents (62%) agreed or strongly agreed with the statement that they
were satisfied with their job, although nearly a quarter of respondents (24%) were not
satisfied. Interestingly, over half (57%) of the respondents indicated greater satisfaction
now than at the start of their career, although nearly one third (29%) indicated that their job
satisfaction was lower now than at the beginning of their career. This may be reflective of
the evidence from the literature of the varying, individualised routes teachers take through
their career stages.
Drawing on Day and Gu‘s descriptions of teachers’ professional life phases [60], the
survey included questions in which teachers rated their self-efficacy relating to various

Educ. Sci. 2021, 11, 299

19 of 33

aspects of their practice (Appendix A). Overall, respondents reported very high levels
of self-efficacy, especially in the areas of teaching and learning. With participants in the
survey reporting both high levels of job satisfaction and high levels of self-efficacy, these
findings support positive correlations shown in other studies (for example, [85]).
Given these high levels of job satisfaction and self-efficacy, it is surprising that a
large majority of survey respondents (86%) indicated that they had considered leaving
the teaching profession at some point in their career, and nearly half (44%) of respondents
indicated that they were considering leaving the profession at the time of completing the
survey. However, our findings also indicated that this group of teachers is not planning an
imminent departure from teaching.
A lack of relevant professional development opportunities, as discussed above, appears to be an important factor in teacher retention here, with a majority of respondents
(57%) saying that a better professional development offer would encourage them to stay in
the profession and help to keep them motivated and interested in teaching. As one survey
respondent put it: “CPD [continuing professional development] is vital to teacher retention.
Without innovative, forward thinking, exciting CPD, teaching could become a ‘job’ rather
than a ‘profession.’”
The lack of relevant professional development also appears to be a barrier to teachers’
career progression. The majority of survey respondents (53%) felt that the professional
development they participated in was not relevant to the next step in their careers. During
focus group discussions, it emerged that, for some teachers, the order of professional development and career progression can sometimes be inverted, with teachers being promoted to
leadership roles before completing related professional development. Interestingly, participants felt that expert teaching was not sufficiently rewarded in comparison to managerial
roles, when the opposite should be the case or they should, at least, be equally rewarded.
As we saw in the literature review, parental leave and family commitments were
highlighted by several female participants as obstacles to career progression. A lack of flexibility in middle and senior leadership roles (such as opportunities for part-time working
and/or job sharing) could hinder teachers with caring responsibilities to progress in their
careers. The workload associated with these roles was further mentioned as being incompatible with family commitments, leading three participants to consider moving into higher
education, based on a perception of this allowing for more flexible work arrangements.
These findings suggest that, even though teachers’ job satisfaction may increase
with experience, opportunities for flexible, individualised engagement in careers and
professional development are not consistently available to mid-career teachers. While the
impact of this is not clear, in the long-term, it may lead to dissatisfaction and influence the
likelihood of teachers’ retention in the profession.
4. Discussion and Conclusions
In this study we aimed to identify, through a scoping study, the ways in which
mid-career teachers might be defined or categorised, thereby to better understand their
professional development, career development and retention in the profession and to
identify questions for further research. We took a purposefully rapid – and therefore
inevitably partial—approach, aiming to explore current understanding in the literature,
from existing data and from practitioners. In places, our findings were complementary;
in others, they did not fully support each other. As mentioned in the introduction, the
bulk of this study took place before restrictions relating to COVID-19 were implemented in
England, and so, if a further review of the literature and/or primary data collection were
conducted now, our findings might take a different shape.
In this section, we bring together the findings described above, referring back to our
research questions, in order to explore what we can learn from this study and what further
research might be valuable.
Turning first to the ways in which mid-career teachers might be defined and categorised, we considered whether this group can be identified in terms of years in the
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profession, professional role or expertise. We took different approaches to this: examining
the literature to identify categorisations from previous studies, using a working definition
based on years of experience for the secondary data analysis and enabling self-identification
in the primary data collection.
The literature indicates that there is no widely accepted definition of what constitutes a
“mid-career teacher.” However, there is some agreement that teachers enter a “second stage”
of teaching between around three or four and ten years in the profession. This period of
teachers’ professional lives, which follows the early career stage, covers, from the literature,
Huberman’s stabilisation and experimentation/activism or reassessment phases [55]; the
advanced beginner and competence stages from Dreyfus [56]; the stabilisation and new
challenges, new concerns stages from Day et al.’s five career stages [57]; and, from Day and
Gu [60], the second part of the early professional life phase and the first part of the middle
professional life phase. Therefore, for the secondary data analysis, we tested a definition of
mid-career teachers as those with between five and fifteen years’ experience. We found that
this broadly aligned with the years of experience of those who self-identified as mid-career
teachers in the primary data collection, suggesting that teachers enter what might be called
their “mid-career” after around five years in the profession.
Focusing on whether mid-career teachers might be categorised in other ways, we
identified some similarities in this group of teachers. Specifically, a key characteristic of
mid-career teachers is the management of competing priorities and different aspects of
professional and personal lives. This is brought about by a lack of time caused by the pull
between family and work, and, for many, a lack of attractive development opportunities
outside a “traditional” route to leadership.
Overall, mid-career teachers appear to be a less homogeneous group than early career
teachers, who have relatively consistent development needs as beginning practitioners,
although with individual and contextual variation related to subject, phase, school and
individual needs and aspirations [29]. Mid-career teachers enter and leave this phase of
their career in differing ways, with diverse professional experiences, varying trajectories
within the phase, and changing priorities. These depend on a variety of factors including
teachers’ professional contexts and opportunities for development and progression and
their own attitudes, beliefs and personal lives. Therefore, in order to better understand
the retention and professional development of mid-career teachers, we need to consider
their experiences, aims, interests and priorities, both within and outside work [14]. These
are dynamic, varying over time alongside the ongoing development of expertise and/or
changing professional or personal contexts.
This leads us to consider the second research question, on the professional development needs and experiences of mid-career teachers and whether or how these differ from
those of other teachers. There are few studies that focus specifically on the development
needs of mid-career teachers, other than those relating to school and subject leadership,
which—as we have seen—mid-career teachers may not necessarily see as attractive development options. Teachers in the mid-career stage appear, from our primary data collection,
to feel confident in their classroom practice and may perceive a lower need for some forms
or types of professional development, compared to early career teachers. This may indicate
a different set of professional development needs or indicate, as we have seen in our study,
a lack of opportunities to develop in their contexts, and this may be linked to the correlation
between teaching experience and decreased participation in in-person courses. Further,
to these teachers, the concept of career progression can appear to be overly focussed on
leadership roles rather than the further extension and development of expertise, practice
or specialist interests.
However, as already noted, mid-career teachers are a heterogeneous group; in fact,
our findings suggest that between-group differences (such as those between early career
teachers and mid-career teachers) are smaller than differences between those in the midcareer group. Mid-career teachers as a group have varied, complex experiences and,
importantly, differing—and dynamic—aspirations for their careers. This firstly means
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that their professional development needs are varied, based on individual ambitions,
motivations, expertise, circumstances and wider life orientations. The ways in which midcareer teachers choose or opt to participate in professional development activities are also
likely to differ. For example, some teachers may wish to develop through formal, accredited
postgraduate routes; others through inquiry-led approaches. Competing priorities between
work and home lives mean that opportunities should also be offered in ways that are flexible
and adaptable. There is a need to identify and recognise the individual needs of mid-career
teachers, the types and areas of potential development needs, and to acknowledge that
these are dynamic and as such may change over time or context.
The final research question relates to the retention of mid-career teachers. Workload
is the most commonly cited reason for leaving the profession for teachers across career
stages [14]. Looking across our three methods, we found that for mid-career teachers,
workload plays a significant role, both in relation to retention directly and indirectly
as a factor that restricts engagement in professional development. This is in line with
earlier work developing “path models” [86] and sits alongside other factors specific to
this group of teachers. In particular, our sources of data agree that competing priorities,
particularly a lack of time caused by a pull between family and work, are key characteristics
of mid-career teachers. This suggests that supporting mid-career, and indeed all, teachers
to manage their workload, through flexible models of working, career progression and
professional development opportunities, may increase retention. Interestingly, in England,
the Department for Education has recently announced an initiative to promote flexible
working for teachers [87].
Looking at job satisfaction, as a measure of potential retention in the profession,
our findings suggest that for many teachers beyond the early stages of their careers, job
satisfaction is relatively high: the secondary data analysis shows that teachers beyond the
early stages of their career have the highest levels of job satisfaction, and, in our primary
data collection, a majority of respondents indicated greater job satisfaction in their midcareers than in its early stages. The literature review suggests that for some teachers, there
are signs of increased or maintained commitment and professional skills gained through
experience (“professional capital”). Increased autonomy is generally perceived to be a
positive aspect of increased experience, leading to greater job satisfaction, and a lack of
autonomy appears to contribute to demotivation and lower satisfaction. However, our
findings suggest that, for some teachers, increased autonomy can lead to a feeling of being
left unsupported, with limited availability of opportunities for development or progression.
Taken together, our findings suggest that mid-career teachers are a group of teachers
that are easily overlooked: largely committed, skilled and intending to stay in the profession, but often feeling undervalued, juggling competing priorities and lacking opportunities
for development. Further, we can see, although with somewhat lower confidence, that
within the group of mid-career teachers there are variations in professional development
needs, career trajectories and aspirations and levels of commitment to the profession.
Therefore, considering how policy makers might support mid-career teachers, and
to open up possibilities for further investigation, we tentatively propose four broad, and
potentially overlapping, groups of mid-career teachers:

•
•

•
•

Career climbers: those moving up the traditional career ladder to leadership roles;
Satisfied stalwarts: largely satisfied, often skilled practitioners, committed to the
profession, without the intention to develop their careers in terms of leadership roles
or awareness of how to do so;
Family focussers: those maintaining, or trying to maintain, a dual focus on family life
and career;
Dissatisfied stayers: those that see little alternative to teaching, with few career ambitions and dissatisfaction with their role.

Our findings suggest that teachers move between these groups as their careers, personal lives and contexts change and that these trajectories may be influenced by the support
they receive. Meanwhile, each of these groups, and those of multiple subgroups within
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them, is likely to have different development and learning needs, based on their experience,
interests, motivations and working patterns. With this in mind, effective models of development should be based on the identification of particular learning needs, should build
on and recognise teachers’ expertise and should provide attractive progression routes that
look beyond leadership opportunities. At a policy level, flexible models of working and of
development, such as the English Department for Education’s Specialist NPQs [33], appear
to be potentially valuable opportunities to support mid-career teachers. A further avenue
to consider is the potential for a career and/or progression framework for teachers beyond
the early stages of their careers, so that varying career development routes are available
and valued.
Given the nature of this project as a scoping study, inevitably these suggestions are
tentative and require further consideration. Therefore, potential lines of research to meet
the gaps in the research evidence include the following:

•
•
•

investigate the four proposed groupings of mid-career teachers via primary research;
examine different models of in-school support including flexible working and development models;
further examine the relationships between development and support models and
retention and/or career satisfaction of mid-career teachers.

To conclude, this scoping study indicates that mid-career teachers are a heterogeneous
group who would benefit from an environment that is supportive in terms of professional
development, flexible in terms of balancing competing priorities and that offers help
with identifying opportunities for learning without being overly directive. This type of
environment will offer teachers autonomy and agency in identifying their own areas for
learning and where they choose to spend their time and effort in terms of professional
development or other activities that they feel to be of benefit professionally. We offer some
suggestions to enable this to happen. In order to provide the most appropriate support, and
therefore for the profession to benefit most from this group of teachers, further rigorous
research following the lines of enquiry developed in the scoping study is required.
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Appendix A. Primary Data Collection
Survey Questions
Job Satisfaction
Please indicate how far you agree with the following statements.
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strongly agree

neither agree nor
disagree

agree

disagree

strongly disagree

Overall, I am satisfied
in my job.
Overall, I am more
satisfied in my job now
than I was at the start
of my career.

Self-Efficacy
Please indicate below how far you agree with the following statements.
strongly agree

agree

neither agree nor
disagree

disagree

strongly disagree

I can control disruptive behaviour.
I can calm a student who is disruptive
or noisy.
I can help students to value learning.
I can formulate good questions for
my students.
I can get students to follow
classroom rules.
I can get students to believe that they can
do well in school.
I can establish a classroom management
system with each group of students.
I can use a variety of
assessment strategies.
I can provide alternative explanations or
examples when students are confused.
I can assist families in helping their
children do well in school.
I can implement alternative teaching
strategies in my classroom.

CPD
Please indicate how far you agree with the statements below.
strongly agree
I have access to high-quality
CPD which supports me in
my career.
Ensuring teachers have access
to high-quality CPD is a
priority in my school.
The CPD I participate in
supports my individual
development needs.
I have autonomy in choosing
CPD that is relevant to me.

agree

neither agree nor
disagree

disagree

strongly disagree
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Have you done any of the following? Please tick all that apply.

•
•
•
•

acted as a mentor for ITE [initial teacher education] students
acted as a mentor for newly qualified teachers
taken on a leadership role in your school
taken on a leadership role across a wider group of schools

In the last 12 months, did you participate in any of the following professional development activities? Tick all that apply.

•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Courses/seminars attended in person
Online courses/seminars
Education conferences where teachers and/or researchers present their research or
discuss educational issues
Formal qualification programme (e.g., degree)
Observation visits to other schools
Observation visits to business premises, public organisations or non-governmental
organisations
Peer and/or self-observation and coaching as part of a formal school arrangement
Participation in a network of teachers formed specifically for the professional development of teachers
Reading professional literature
Other (please specify)

For the professional development in which you participated in the last 12 months, did
you receive any of the following? Please tick all that apply.

•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Release from teaching duties for activities during regular working hours
Non-monetary support for activities outside working hours (e.g., reduced teaching
time, days off, study leave)
Reimbursement or payment of costs
Materials needed for the activities
Monetary supplements for activities outside working hours
Non-monetary rewards (e.g., classroom resources/materials, book vouchers, software/apps)
Non-monetary professional benefits (e.g., fulfilling professional development requirements, improving my promotion opportunities)
Other (please specify)
Increased salary

Thinking of all the professional development activities during the last 12 months, did
any of these have a positive impact on your teaching practice?

•
•

Yes
No

Thinking of the professional development activities that had the greatest positive
impact on your teaching during the last 12 months, did it have any of the following
characteristics?

•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

It built on my prior knowledge
It adapted to my personal development needs
It had a coherent structure
It appropriately focused on content needed to teach my subjects
It provided opportunities for active learning
It provided opportunities for collaborative learning
It provided opportunities to practise/apply new ideas and knowledge in my own
classroom
It provided follow-up activities
It took place at my school
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•
•
•

It involved most colleagues from my school
It took place over an extended period of time (e.g., several weeks or longer)
It focused on innovation in my teaching

Approximately how many hours of CPD do you participate in, on average, per
academic year?

•
•
•
•

0–5
5–25
26–50
over 50

How strongly do you agree or disagree that the following present barriers to your
participation in professional development?
strongly agree

agree

neither agree nor
disagree

disagree

strongly disagree

I do not have the pre-requisites
(e.g., qualifications,
experience, seniority)
Professional development is too
expensive
There is a lack of support from
my school leaders
Professional development
conflicts with my work schedule
I do not have time because of
family or other responsibilities
There is no relevant professional
development offered
There are no incentives for
participating in
professional development

What are your professional learning and development priorities for the next couple
of years?
What could be improved about the current CPD offer in your school to better support
you in your career?
Career Progression
How would you rate your career progression so far?

•
•
•
•
•

Much better than expected
Better than expected
As expected
Worse than expected
Much worse than expected
Please elaborate on your choice above.
How far do you agree with the following statements?
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strongly agree

agree

neither agree nor
disagree

disagree

strongly disagree

I have sufficient opportunities for
career progression within my
school/group of schools.
I have sufficient opportunities for
career progression in the
education system more widely.
I know what I need to do to
achieve the next step in my career.
The career paths that are currently
available in the system are
relevant to me.
The CPD I attend is relevant to
the next step in my career.

Specialist NPQs
How likely are you to take up the new specialist Teacher Developer NPQ once it is
rolled out?

•
•
•
•
•
•

Very likely
Likely
Unlikely
Very unlikely
I don’t know
I haven’t heard of it

What content should the new specialist “Teacher Developer” NPQ or other specialist
NPQs include?
Retention
Have you ever considered leaving the teaching profession?

•
•
•

Yes
No
Prefer not to say
Are you currently considering leaving the teaching profession?

•
•
•

Yes
No
Prefer not to say
When are you planning on leaving the teaching profession?

•
•
•
•
•

Within this academic year
After the end of this academic year
Within the next 1–5 years
Not sure
Prefer not to say
Would better CPD opportunities encourage you to stay in the profession?

•
•

Yes
No

What would these CPD opportunities need to fulfil to encourage you to stay in
the profession?
What role, if any, does CPD play in encouraging you to stay in the profession?
Personal Information
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In this section we will ask you some information that will help us to contextualise
your answers. This information will only be analysed on a group level.
Which of these best describes the setting you currently teach in?

•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

FE college
Sixth form college
Secondary (10–18)
Secondary (10–16)
All-through, with sixth form
All-through, without sixth form
Middle
Primary
Junior
Nursery
Infant
Other (please specify)
How long have you been teaching for?
Have you had any career breaks?

•
•
•

Yes
No
Prefer not to say
How many?
For how long in total?
Reason/s for your career breaks. Tick all that apply.

•
•
•
•
•
•

Parental Leave
Other caring responsibilities
Sabbatical
Health problems
Prefer not to say
Other (please specify)
Is your position full-time?

•
•

Yes
No

Do you currently have any caring responsibilities? (e.g., young children, elderly
relatives, etc.)

•
•

Yes
No
What is your gender?

•
•
•
•

Female
Male
Other
Prefer not to say
What is your ethnicity?

•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

White British
White Irish
White Other
White and Black Caribbean
White and Black African
White and Asian
Any other mixed background
Indian
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•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Pakistani
Bangladeshi
Chinese
Any other Asian background
African
Caribbean
Any other black background
Any other ethnic group
53. How old are you?

•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

20–25
26–30
31–35
36–40
41–45
46–50
51–55
56–60
over 60

Would you like to participate in phone interviews or online focus groups to provide
further information on this topic?

•
•

Yes
No

Table A1. Survey responses: school phase.
Respondent’s School Phase

Respondents (%)

Sixth form (16–18)

8%

FE College

2%

Secondary (11–16)

27%

Secondary (11–18)

35%

All-through school (3–18)

8%

All-through school (3–16)

2%

Primary (3–11)

14%

Junior

2%

Other

2%
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Table A2. Survey responses: teachers’ self-efficacy: please indicate below how far you agree with the following statements.
Question

Strongly Agree

Agree

Neither Agree nor
Disagree

Disagree

Strongly Disagree

I can control disruptive behaviour

33.33%

59.42%

4.35%

2.90%

0.00%

I can calm a student who is disruptive
or noisy

26.09%

69.57%

4.35%

0.00%

0.00%

I can help students to value learning

31.88%

59.42%

7.25%

1.45%

0.00%

I can formulate good questions for
my students

46.38%

50.72%

2.90%

0.00%

0.00%

I can get students to follow
classroom rules

44.93%

50.72%

4.35%

0.00%

0.00%

I can get students to believe that they
can do well in school

34.78%

53.62%

10.14%

1.45%

0.00%

I can establish a classroom
management system with each group
of students

39.13%

55.07%

5.80%

0.00%

0.00%

I can use a variety of
assessment strategies

50.00%

47.06%

2.94%

0.00%

0.00%

I can provide alternative explanations
or examples when students
are confused

60.29%

36.76%

2.94%

0.00%

0.00%

I can assist families in helping their
children do well in school

26.47%

47.06%

23.53%

2.94%

0.00%

I can implement alternative teaching
strategies in my classroom

36.23%

60.87%

2.90%

0.00%

0.00%

Table A3. Survey responses: barriers to professional development—how strongly do you agree or disagree that the
following present barriers to your participation in professional development?
Question

Strongly Disagree

Disagree

Neither Agree nor
Disagree

Agree

Strongly Agree

I do not have the prerequisites (e.g.,
qualifications, experience, seniority)

47.54%

27.87%

16.39%

4.92%

3.28%

Professional development is
too expensive

9.84%

13.11%

18.03%

47.54%

11.48%

There is a lack of support from my
school leaders

18.03%

22.95%

19.67%

18.03%

21.31%

Professional development conflicts
with my work schedule

4.92%

13.11%

19.67%

45.90%

16.39%

I do not have time because of family
or other responsibilities

19.67%

27.87%

21.31%

27.87%

3.28%

There is no relevant professional
development offered

31.15%

22.95%

9.84%

22.95%

13.11%

There are no incentives for
participating in
professional development

11.48%

18.03%

11.48%

37.70%

21.31%

Appendix B. Regression of Job Satisfaction on Mid-Career Teachers’ Experiences of
Professional Development
Table A4 reports the coefficients and standard errors (in parentheses) of regressing
the dependent variable of a teacher’s satisfaction with their work environment on several
independent variables discussed in the main text. All variables were centred and standardised so coefficients can be interpreted similarly to an “effect size,” although they show
associations rather than causal effects. Four specifications are reported.
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The association between job satisfaction and the barriers to professional development
remains the strongest by some margin (0.36 sd) even after conditioning on the other
measured aspects of professional development. Including a measure of the number of
hours of professional development does not alter the strength of the association. Including
measures of school leadership quality reduces it by a third but it remains strong (0.25 sd)
and comparable in size to the largest association with leadership (0.29 sd).
Table A4. Regression of job satisfaction on mid-career teachers’ experiences of professional development.
All Teachers

Mid-Career Teachers 1

Mid-Career Teachers 2

Mid-Career Teachers 3

Effectiveness of PD

0.076 **
(0.023)

0.103 **
(0.033)

0.100 **
(0.034)

0.107 **
(0.034)

Barriers to PD

−0.362 **
(0.025)

−0.358 **
(0.037)

−0.358 **
(0.037)

−0.254 **
(0.041)

Need for PD

−0.075 **
(0.024)

−0.060
(0.045)

−0.058
(0.046)

−0.085 *
(0.045)

Hours of PD

No

No

Yes

Yes

Quality of leadership

No

No

No

Yes

n
* p < 0.1, ** p < 0.01.
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