
Enhancing Teacher Engagement and Motivation in Public Education: The Role, Impact, and Future

Prospects

Employee engagement is a vital aspect of organizational success across industries, but has become an

increasingly important metric to understand and assess within public education. Teacher engagement

isn't just a catchword; it's a fundamental component of an effective education system and can illuminate

the extent to which educators are motivated to deliver a positive learning experience. Engaged and

motivated teachers are those who are not just satisfied with their jobs but are emotionally connected to

their roles. Their commitment extends beyond the syllabus to fostering student growth and contributing

positively to the learning environment. Engagement is at the core of our research at the Educator

Perceptions and Insights Center (EPIC) and is foundational in understanding the teacher experience, their

underlying motivations, as well as their likelihood to leave the profession.

What is ‘Engagement’?

Employee engagement refers to the emotional commitment an employee has towards their

organization, leading them to put in discretionary effort, contribute positively, and align with

organizational goals. The term 'employee engagement' didn't appear overnight. It evolved over the

years in response to changing workplace dynamics and the realization that employee satisfaction alone

doesn't capture the full essence of an employee's commitment to their work.

One of the earliest mentions of engagement in the workplace can be traced back to the 1920s, when

Elton Mayo conducted the famous Hawthorne Studies. These studies highlighted the influence of social

and psychological factors on employee productivity. Researchers began to understand that employees

were not just motivated by monetary incentives but also by their need for recognition, autonomy, and a

sense of belonging. Fast forward to the 1990s, and we see the term 'employee engagement' gaining

traction. William Kahn, a professor at Boston University, is often credited with popularizing the concept.

He defined it as "the harnessing of organizational members' selves to their work roles." This definition

highlighted the emotional connection employees have with their work, emphasizing that true

engagement goes beyond the surface.

In the realm of public education, where teachers play a pivotal role, their engagement is critical for

student success and overall school effectiveness. Engaged teachers possess a magical ability to create a

dynamic classroom environment where students are motivated, inspired, and encouraged to excel. Their

influence on student performance, attendance rates, and overall learning outcomes is a testament to

their dedication. Moreover, engaged teachers tend to remain committed to their profession, which

reduces the alarming rates of teacher turnover and maintains stability for students. Unfortunately,

recent research by the Gallup organization found that only 34% of teachers in the United States feel

engaged in their work resulting in an annual turnover rate of approximately 10%. The Learning Policy

Institute found that schools serving marginalized communities have even higher teacher turnover rates.

These statistics mirror our research findings at EPIC and reinforce the importance of taking an intentional

approach to improve educator engagement.
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Intersection of Motivation and Engagement

Employee engagement and motivation theory are closely intertwined concepts within the realm of

organizational psychology and management. Understanding the relationship between these two is

crucial for creating a productive and satisfied workforce. While employee engagement is focused on the

emotional commitment of an indivdual towards their job and/or company, motivation theory aims to

understand why individuals behave in a particular way and what drives them to achieve certain goals. In

the context of organizations, motivation theory seeks to explain why employees perform their tasks, how

they can be encouraged to perform at their best, and what factors influence their job satisfaction and

commitment (i.e., engagement). Employee engagement can be seen as the practical outcome of

effective application of motivation theory within an organization. When employees are motivated by

factors such as recognition, achievement, job autonomy, and personal growth opportunities, they are

more likely to become engaged in their work.

There is a wealth of resources and research related to motivation theory such as Maslow's Hierarchy of

Needs, Herzberg's Two-Factor Theory, Expectancy Theory, and Self-Determination Theory. Each provides

a unique lens to understand motivation and the descriptions below illustrate how they interconnect with

the educator experience:

● Addressing Basic Needs (Maslow): Public school teachers often face challenges related to

salaries and working conditions. To boost motivation, schools must ensure that teachers receive

fair compensation, have access to essential resources, and work in safe and conducive

environments.

● Hygiene Factors and Motivators (Herzberg): Beyond addressing basic needs, schools should

focus on both hygiene factors and motivators. Hygiene factors like reducing administrative

burdens and ensuring job security can prevent teacher dissatisfaction. Simultaneously, providing

recognition for exceptional teaching, professional development opportunities, and avenues for

career advancement can elevate job satisfaction and commitment.

● Clear Expectations (Expectancy Theory): Public schools should establish clear expectations for

teachers regarding their roles, responsibilities, and performance evaluations. When teachers

believe that their efforts will lead to meaningful outcomes, such as improved student learning or

career advancement, they are more likely to stay motivated and engaged.

● Fostering Autonomy and Competence (Self-Determination Theory): To boost teacher

motivation, schools can provide opportunities for autonomy in the classroom, allowing teachers

to tailor their teaching methods to students' needs. Professional development programs that

enhance teachers' skills and competence also play a crucial role in sustaining motivation.

Applying motivation theory to understand engagement and retention among public school teachers is an

instrumental part of our research at EPIC as we strive to help create thriving educational ecosystems. By

addressing teachers' basic needs, providing recognition, setting clear expectations, and fostering

autonomy and competence, schools can empower their educators to excel in their roles, resulting in

better outcomes for both teachers and students.
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Why does understanding engagement and motivation matter?

Think of a school where teachers are enthusiastic, collaborative, and always seeking ways to innovate –

that's the impact of teacher engagement on the entire educational ecosystem. Engaged and motivated

teachers collaborate with their peers, participate in professional development, and contribute to a

positive school culture. This ripple effect elevates not only individual classrooms but also the school as a

whole. In sum, engaged teachers are more likely to be motivated, creative, and dedicated to their

students' success. Research indicates that engaged teachers positively impact student learning

outcomes, attendance rates, and overall school climate. Engaged teachers are also less likely to leave

their positions, reducing turnover costs and maintaining continuity for students.

● Performance Booster: Engaged teachers perform better. They're more motivated, innovative,

and committed to their tasks. This is a universal truth that applies to any organization, be it a

corporation or a public school.

● Reduced Turnover: Engaged teachers tend to stick around. This is particularly significant in

public schools where teacher retention is a major concern. High turnover rates can disrupt

learning environments and negatively impact students.

● Improved Learning Outcomes: In the context of public education, teacher engagement is closely

linked to student success. Engaged teachers create engaging classrooms, leading to better

learning outcomes and a positive school atmosphere.

● Enhanced Collaboration: Engaged teachers are more likely to collaborate effectively with their

colleagues. In public schools, where teamwork among teachers is critical, this is invaluable.

● Innovative Culture: Schools with engaged teachers often foster cultures of innovation. In the

ever-evolving field of education, innovation is vital for preparing students for the future.

Improving Educator Engagement and Retention

The foundation of our research at EPIC is to amplify the voice of educators via a standardized research

approach that can help provide school districts with data-driven recommendations that improve

educator engagement and retention. Given the volume of our research across hundreds of school

districts, we have found that the drivers of engagement and/or retention may vary but there are a set of

recommended best practices that we often reinforce as critical:

● School Leadership: In the journey towards fostering teacher engagement, the role of

educational leaders cannot be overlooked. Principals, superintendents, and school boards shape

the environment in which teachers work. When leaders prioritize professional development,

transparent communication, and a supportive culture, they set the stage for teachers to thrive

and excel. Supportive leadership, clear communication, and the provision of professional

development opportunities contribute to higher levels of engagement among teachers. Effective

leadership fosters a positive school culture that encourages collaboration and innovation.

● Recruitment and Selection: To start, we must focus on a comprehensive recruitment process.

This should not only consider qualifications but also seek candidates who align with the school's

mission and have a passion for teaching. Evaluating cultural fit within the school community is

also crucial. Teachers who resonate with the local culture are more likely to stay committed.
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● Supportive Onboarding: For new teachers, a structured orientation program is essential. This

program should introduce them to the school's culture, policies, and expectations. Assigning

mentors to guide them during the initial period can help immensely. Additionally, offering

ongoing professional development opportunities tailored to individual teacher needs

demonstrates a commitment to their growth and keeps them engaged.

● Building a Supportive School Culture: The school's leadership plays a pivotal role in creating a

supportive culture. Leaders should model and promote a positive and supportive environment.

Clear communication, approachability, and empathetic leadership foster teacher engagement.

Encouraging collaboration among teachers is equally important, creating a sense of community

and shared responsibility for student success.

● Recognition and Appreciation: Teachers need to feel valued and appreciated. Acknowledging

their contributions through awards, public acknowledgment, and other forms of recognition is

essential. Establishing feedback mechanisms where teachers can provide input and feel heard

also boosts morale and engagement.

● Work-Life Balance: Supporting work-life balance is crucial. Offering flexible work arrangements

where possible can help teachers balance their professional and personal lives. Additionally,

implementing stress management programs and resources can assist teachers in coping with the

demands of their roles.

● Competitive Compensation: Fair and competitive compensation is a foundational element.

Teachers should receive salaries that reflect their expertise and dedication. Consideration of

performance-based incentives to reward exceptional teaching and commitment can also be

beneficial.

● Career Growth: Providing a clear career progression path within the school or district is crucial.

Teachers should see opportunities for advancement and growth. Offering leadership

development programs for those who aspire to take on leadership roles within the school is

equally important.

● Monitoring and Feedback: Regular, fair, and transparent evaluations that provide constructive

feedback for improvement are essential. The focus should be on growth rather than punitive

measures. Conducting exit interviews with departing teachers to gather insights into their

reasons for leaving can provide valuable information for making necessary improvements.

● Technology Integration: Embracing technology can streamline administrative tasks, reducing

teachers' workload and allowing them to focus on instruction. Providing training on using

technology effectively in the classroom can keep teachers updated and confident in their skills.

● Community Engagement: Engaging parents and the community as active partners in education

is encouraged. When teachers feel supported by their community, they are more likely to stay

committed.

● Data-Driven Decision Making: Utilizing data to identify trends in teacher engagement and

retention is a key practice. Data can guide targeted interventions and improvements. This is

where our standardized research approach and EPIC can help inform decisions and prioritize

interventions to improve engagement and retention.
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● Policy Advocacy: Education leaders and policymakers should advocate for policies that support

teacher engagement and retention. Examples include advocating for reduced class sizes and

increased funding for professional development.

● Continuous Improvement: Lastly, it's crucial to engage in continuous improvement. Regularly

assess and adjust strategies based on feedback, data, and changing circumstances. These

practices collectively form a comprehensive approach to enhance teacher engagement and

retention within public schools, creating an environment where teachers are not only motivated

and engaged but also committed to nurturing student success. These strategies should serve as a

blueprint for educational leaders and policymakers dedicated to creating thriving public

education systems.

The Evolution of the Teacher Experience and Expectations

Education is evolving, and so is the role of teachers. No longer confined to traditional instruction,

educators are becoming facilitators of critical thinking, problem-solving, and personalized learning.

Teachers are transitioning from knowledge disseminators to facilitators of critical thinking,

problem-solving, and personalized learning. This shift aligns with the demands of a rapidly changing

world and equips students with skills that empower them to navigate complexity.

This evolution will spur the rise of personalized learning. Teachers will need to tailor instruction to

individual student needs, leveraging data analytics and adaptive learning technologies. This approach

ensures that every student progresses at their own pace, mastering concepts before moving forward.

Personalized learning will require stronger partnerships with parents by engaging them in their student’s

learning journeys through more frequent communication, parent teacher conferences, and collaboration

opportunities.

Social and emotional learning will continue to gain traction to where teachers play a crucial role in

nurturing students' emotional intelligence, resilience, and interpersonal skills, recognizing that these

competencies are essential for success in the 21st century. That is, teachers will prepare students to be

global citizens, fostering cultural competence, empathy, and an understanding of global issues.

Connecting classrooms worldwide through technology will likely become common practice given the

increasingly global nature of our world. Traditional assessment mechanisms will likely continue to

provide value but will need to shift their focus to more real-world problem solving and project-based

learning opportunities that truly measure a student’s skills and competencies.

Further, educators will need to utilize a more cross-disciplinary teaching approach as the boundaries

between traditional subjects will blur. Teachers will need to collaborate across disciplines to provide

holistic education that addresses complex real-world challenges. This will require educators to truly

become lifelong learners to be successful in an era of rapid change. Professional development will be

paramount for educators to stay attuned with evolving teaching methodologies, technologies, and

research.

Overall, the role of public-school teachers is at the brink of a transformative journey. To succeed in this

new educational landscape, teachers must be adaptable, innovative, and lifelong learners themselves.
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They will guide students to become independent, critical thinkers equipped with the skills and

knowledge necessary to thrive in an ever-changing world. The future of education is exciting, and

teachers are poised to lead the way.

Artificial Intelligence in the Classroom

The dawn of Artificial Intelligence (AI) is ushering in a new era in public school education. With AI

technologies becoming increasingly integrated into classrooms, the educational landscape is undergoing

a transformation. Contrary to some fears, AI is not replacing teachers; it's actually empowering them. AI

can handle administrative tasks such as grading and data analysis, freeing up teachers' time to focus on

the human elements of education. AI can enhance the student and teacher experience by creating

interactive and engaging lessons that captivate students' attention. Interactive simulations, virtual field

trips, and gamified learning experiences could all be made possible through AI technologies.

Personalized learning is perhaps the most significant impact AI can have on the education experience.

With AI algorithms, teachers can tailor lessons to each student's pace and learning style. This means that

no student is left behind, and those who excel can move ahead without feeling held back. This can be a

major game-changer within special education as it can provide adapted materials and personalized

assistant to students with diverse needs.

When it comes to testing, AI-powered assessments can provide teachers with real-time insights into

student performance. These assessments can be progressively dynamic, adapting to the student's skill

level. Through the technology and real-time assessment, teachers can identify struggling students early

and provide timely interventions. There are already examples of adaptive testing but this will continue to

grow until it becomes the new normal in assessment.

As mentioned previously, professional development for educators will become increasingly important

and AI can offer personalized suggestions based on the teachers’ strengths and areas for growth. One

area of growth that will be particularly important for educators will be critical thinking, problem-solving,

and creativity in order for them to meaningfully interact with the AI technology.

AI is not and will not be a substitute for teachers; instead, it is a powerful ally. By taking care of routine

tasks and personalizing learning experiences, AI can allow teachers to be more effective and

student-focused which aligns with what most teachers prioritize. The future of public-school education is

exciting, and AI is at the forefront, helping both teachers and students reach new heights. As AI

continues to evolve, so too will the possibilities in education. It’s a thrilling journey that promises to

unlock the full potential of every teacher and student.

Taking Action – Listen, Improve, Inform

In the pursuit of sustainable progress within public education, prioritizing teacher engagement emerges

as an imperative. Engaged teachers drive positive student outcomes, alleviate turnover challenges, and

cultivate a conducive learning environment. Educational leaders wield the authority to nurture

engagement through their leadership styles and practices. Furthermore, the integration of AI has the

potential to revolutionize education by streamlining administrative tasks and augmenting personalized

6



instruction. By synergizing engagement, leadership, and technology, public education can lay the

foundation for a future that empowers both teachers and students to thrive.

The Educator Perceptions and Insights Center (EPIC) was developed to support this journey as a

comprehensive research and analytics resource designed to provide insights into educator engagement

and retention. EPIC serves as a centralized hub for collecting, analyzing, and interpreting data related to

the perceptions, experiences, and needs of educators in the public school system.

EPIC's primary objective is to support educational leaders, policymakers, and administrators in gaining a

deeper understanding of the factors that influence educator engagement and retention. By aggregating

data from surveys, interviews, and various feedback mechanisms, EPIC generates actionable insights that

can inform strategic decisions and initiatives aimed at improving the overall educational experience for

both educators and students.

Some key features and benefits of partnering with EPIC:

● Data Collection: EPIC gathers data from a wide range of sources, including surveys distributed to

teachers and other school staff, exit interviews with departing educators, and feedback mechanisms

within schools.

● Analysis and Reporting: The platform employs advanced analytics tools to process and interpret the

collected data, generating comprehensive reports and dashboards. These reports offer valuable

insights into the factors influencing educator engagement and retention.

● Identifying Trends: EPIC helps identify trends and patterns in educator engagement and retention

over time. It can pinpoint specific issues or challenges that need to be addressed.

● Customized Solutions: Based on the insights provided by EPIC, educational leaders can develop

customized strategies and initiatives to enhance educator engagement and retention. These

solutions can range from professional development programs to improvements in school culture and

leadership practices.

● Continuous Improvement: EPIC facilitates ongoing monitoring and evaluation of the effectiveness of

implemented strategies. It allows educational institutions to adjust their approaches based on

real-time feedback and changing circumstances.

● Benchmarking: The platform enables schools and districts to benchmark their educator engagement

and retention data against regional, national, or industry standards, providing context for their

performance.

In summary, the Educator Perceptions and Insights Center (EPIC) serves as a vital tool in understanding,

monitoring, and improving educator engagement and retention within public schools. By harnessing the

power of data and analytics, EPIC empowers educational leaders to make informed decisions and create

a more supportive and motivating environment for educators, ultimately benefiting both teachers and

students.

Reach out to a member of the EPIC team to learn more!
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