
School Leader Recruitment and 
Retention in Rural Schools

Rural school districts have noted that it has become increasingly difficult to 
recruit and retain high performing principals in their school districts. Research 
shows that there are a variety of factors associated with this challenge including 
low salaries, geographic location, social isolation, high demands from 
school districts and community members, and the lack of a supportive 
work environment.6 In response to these challenges, the following 
evidence-based strategies can be implemented to improve 
recruitment and retention efforts in rural communities.

Establish principal training programs
Superintendents are searching for principals that can “fit in” with the local community, 

which includes understanding the local political, social, and cultural values which 
may not be understood by outsiders.2 Many rural school districts are turning 

to the “growing your own” approach to overcome the disconnect between 
principals and the local context.9, 8 This approach can be particularly useful in 
rural communities that hold very specific social, cultural, and political values 
that are crucial to educational and leadership success. Rather than trying to 

mold a newly recruited principal, districts can work to empower their teachers 
through principal training programs.1

Create professional networks between 
rural school principals
Principals in rural districts have less administrative support than 
suburban counterparts which can leave them overwhelmed 
at work and socially isolated from colleagues. A potential 

strategy for retaining school leaders is to 
create professional networks between rural 

school principals. These networks 
show promise in combating feelings 

of isolation as they provide 
principals the opportunity to 

collaborate and learn from each 
other’s challenges and successes.5

Provide professional development and mentorship
Another strategy to aid retention efforts is to provide professional development and 
mentorship opportunities. By providing principals the opportunity to take courses and 
learn from other professionals, they can enhance their leadership and organizational 

skills.7, 4 Mentorships are also beneficial for incoming principals to learn basic skills they 
may not have been exposed to in the past and can provide long-term assistance as 

principals progress through their careers.3
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