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Introduction

Each year in Tennessee, nearly one in five principals and
one in four assistant principals leave their school position.!
This level of administrative turnover, which results

in roughly 400 principal and 550 assistant principal
vacancies annually, often disrupts school stability and
contributes downstream to teacher turnover.

Educators and administrators enter and exit school
leadership through promotions, lateral moves between
schools, or departures from school leadership entirely.
Although the assistant principal role is often viewed as a
pathway to the principalship, fewer than half of assistant
principals in Tennessee ultimately ever make the
transition.2 Meanwhile, only about one quarter of teachers
with administrative licenses reported actively seeking
leadership roles during the 2024-25 school year. Learning
more about the career paths of current and future school
leaders may provide insight into the sources of these
supply gaps in Tennessee’s leadership pipeline.

This analysis draws on the 2025 Tennessee Educator
Survey (TES), which asks principals, assistant principals,
and teachers with administrative licenses about
pathways into their professions, current job experiences,
and future career plans. TES data offers insights about
key factors that shape leadership development and
retention and helps identify opportunities to strengthen
the leadership pipeline.
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Key Findings:

0 Over the past five years, roughly 9
in 10 school leaders have reported
plans to continue in their same
role the following school year;
principals and assistant principals
expect to stay for an average of 6
and 7 more years, respectively.

9 Approximately one third of
administrators reported having
a career outside the field of
education prior to becoming an
administrator.

9 Assistant principals who reported
receiving encouragement from
their principal were about twice
as likely to report pursuing a
principalship.

0 About 1in 4 teachers with an
administrative license reported
that they were actively pursuing
a school leadership role. Male
teachers, teachers of color,
and teachers working in urban
districts and high schools were
more likely to report pursuing
leadership positions.
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DATA & METHODS

The Tennessee Educator Survey includes responses from principals, assistant principals,
and teachers who indicated having an administrative license. In 2025, 54% of principals
(N=925) and 50% of assistant principals (N=1,160) completed the survey. We also observe
the experience and career paths of teachers who hold administrator licenses (N=3,069).
Responses are analyzed from the Administrator Core, given to all school principals and
assistant principals, and the Teacher Core, given to all teachers. Longitudinal analyses

employ data from the 2021-25 Tennessee Educator Surveys, with administrator response
rates ranging from 50% to 57% during this time period. To account for differential response
rates across school type, region, and economically disadvantaged students served, we use
analytic weighting to produce results that are more representative of public school leaders
and teachers in Tennessee.




KEY FINDINGS

Over the past five years, roughly 9 in 10 school leaders have
reported plans to continue in their same role the following school

year; principals and assistant principals expect to stay for an
average of 6 and 7 more years, respectively.

In 2025, approximately 94% of principals and 92% of assistant principals reported plans to stay in
the same role next year. While responses have fluctuated slightly in recent years, this represents
the highest level of planned retention since 2021. For principals, the rate increased from a low

of 92% in 2024 to 94% in 2025. Among assistant principals, the increase is more pronounced,

rising from a low of 87% in 2022 to 92% in 2025. Based on response rates from 2021 to 2025, these
upward shifts are equivalent to an estimated 35 to 40 additional principals and 100 to 110 additional
assistant principals planning to stay in their current roles.

FIGURE 1: Since 2021, about 9 in 10 principals and assistant principals have reported plans to
continue working as an administrator in the following school year.

I anticipate | will continue working
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While the vast majority of administrators said they plan to remain in their current roles, 2% of
principals and 4% of assistant principals said they intend to stay within K-12 education in Tennessee
but in a different role. Meanwhile, 1% of administrators indicated plans to leave either the state

or K-12 education entirely. Approximately 2% of principals and 1% of assistant principals reported
plans to retire next year.



FIGURE 2: 94% of principals and 92% of assistant principals reported plans to continue working as
administrators in their same school next year.
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With respect to tenure, principals and assistant principals reported that they plan on staying in
their current school for 6 years and 7 years, respectively. Notably, leaders at schools within the
top half of economic disadvantage reported shorter expected tenures—6.0 years versus 6.6 years
for principals, and 6.5 years versus 7.5 years for assistant principals—compared to those in more
affluent schools. By school level, high school administrators reported a lower average intended
tenure—6.0 years versus 6.4 years for principals, and 6.7 years versus 7.3 years for assistant
principals—compared to elementary and middle school administrators.* From 2021 through
2025, expected tenure for both principals and assistant principals has remained relatively stable,
consistently ranging between 6 and 7 years.

* Differences by economic disadvantage are statistically significant (p <.01), though differences by school level are not.



Approximately one third of administrators reported having a career
outside the field of education prior to becoming an administrator.

While school leaders report strong intentions to remain in their current roles, roughly 400 principal
and 550 assistant principal vacancies still need to be filled each year. The TES data provides insights
into replenishing such vacancies by exploring the career pathways of current school leaders. The
survey asked leaders whether they had held a full-time or part-time career outside the field of
education prior to entering school administration. Overall, 29% of administrators reported having

a prior career outside education. This experience was more common among male administrators
(34%), Black or African American administrators (37%), and Hispanic or Latino administrators (39%).
With respect to school characteristics, leaders in urban districts and high schools were also more
likely to report prior non-education careers, with rates of 33% and 34%, respectively.

The survey also explored whether prior careers outside of education are associated with school
leaders’ projected tenure in their current roles. On average, those with prior non-education careers
reported slightly shorter intended tenures. Among principals and assistant principals, those with
prior non-education careers planned to remain in their current role for an average of 6.0 and 6.8
years, respectively, compared to 7.0 and 7.8 years for those without such experience.

FIGURE 3* 29% of administrators reported having a career outside the field of education prior to
becoming an administrator, though this varies by individual and school characteristics.
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* Because individuals’ answers to past labor market experience questions do not change year-to-year, each respondent is asked
these questions only the first time they complete the TES. As a result, this graph reflects responses collated over 2021-2025.




Assistant principals who reported receiving encouragement from
their principal were about twice as likely to report pursuing a
principalship.

As shown in Figure 4, assistant principals are now less likely to say they plan to seek a principal
role than they were in 2021 and 2022. However, the percentage actively seeking principal positions
has remained relatively stable over time, ranging from 12% to 17%. Looking ahead, the percentage
of assistant principals actively seeking principal positions may begin to decline if fewer assistant
principals indicate plans to pursue the principalship, as plans to seek jobs often precede active job-
seeking.

FIGURE 4: In the past five years, the percentage of assistant principals planning to seek a
principalship has declined to 42%, while those actively seeking a principalship has fluctuated
between 12% and 17%.
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Further, the survey asked assistant principals whether their current principal had encouraged
them to pursue a principal role in the future. Prior research suggests that informal encouragement
from principals is a key factor in advancing through the leadership pipeline.? In 2025, assistant
principals who reported receiving such encouragement were nearly twice as likely to indicate that
they are actively seeking or planning to seek a principal position.



FIGURE 5: Assistant principals who report receiving encouragement from their principal are
about twice as likely to seek the principalship.
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About 1in 4 teachers with an administrative license reported that
they were actively pursuing a school leadership role. Male teachers,
teachers of color, and teachers working in urban districts and high
schools were more likely to report pursuing leadership positions.

Teachers who hold administrative licenses but have not yet served as principals or assistant
principals represent a critical pool of prospective school leaders. The 2025 Tennessee Educator
Survey asked these individuals whether they are actively pursuing school leadership positions. As
shown in Figure 6, 26% of respondents reported they are actively seeking such roles. However, this
rate varies across both individual and school characteristics.

About 30% of male teachers reported pursuing administrative positions, compared to 24% of
female teachers. Rates also vary by race and ethnicity, with teachers of color more likely to report
pursuing leadership roles. Black or African American teachers, in particular, reported the highest
pursuit rate at 40%.

School context also appears to influence leadership aspirations. One third of teachers in urban
districts reported actively pursuing administrative roles, a rate 10 percentage points higher than
their suburban and rural peers. Similarly, teachers working in high schools were more likely to
pursue leadership positions than those in elementary or middle schools. These trends, however, may
reflect a greater availability of assistant principal roles in urban settings and at the high school level.

FIGURE 6: About 1in 4 teachers with administrative licenses reported actively pursuing school
leadership roles, though rates vary by individual and school characteristics.
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In 2025, the percentage of teachers with administrative licenses who reported actively pursuing
school leadership roles declined by more than two percentage points compared to the previous
year. Based on 2025 response rates (N=2,951), this drop represents approximately 65 fewer teachers
indicating active pursuit of leadership positions. Among teachers with administrative licenses who
are not actively pursuing school leadership, the share who reported being likely or very likely to
seek a leadership position in the future has remained at approximately one-fifth over the past five
years. One potential explanation for these trends is a tightening job market; as a greater proportion
of current administrators plan to remain in their roles for the upcoming school year, there may be
fewer opportunities for new entrants into school leadership.

FIGURE 7* Only one quarter of teachers with administrator licenses are actively pursuing a
school leadership position; among those not actively pursuing leadership, only one fifth plan to
do so in the future.
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50%

0

(7)) 45%

C

g 40%

c 35%

£ 30% 27% 27% 28%

© 24% 26%

< 25% A 22% 22% 20%

3 20% 18% 2

2 15%

m (o)

L

(8} 10%

©

i 5%

e

© 0%

o 2021 2022 2023 2024 2025
YEAR

e===s Actively Pursuing a Leadership Role === Likely/Very Likely to Pursue a Leadership Role in the Future

*In the 2021 TES, criteria for respondents to see the survey item about plans to pursue leadership roles in the future differed
than in later years; as a result, the 2021 TES item instance is omitted from analysis.



CONCLUSION

Developing and retaining school leaders is critical, as the demand for high-quality administrators
continues to grow across Tennessee. This analysis reveals that principals and assistant principals
are now remaining in the same roles and schools at the highest rates since 2021. Meanwhile,

the percentage of teachers with administrative licenses actively seeking or likely to seek school
leadership roles in the future fluctuated, with some evidence of a modest decline among those
actively seeking positions in the most recent year. These trends suggest an increasing stability
among current school leaders but also a need to monitor the supply of potential future leaders and
long-term leadership capacity in Tennessee.

Further, this work highlights the importance of the role principals play in encouraging assistant
principals to pursue principal roles. As noted in previous research, “the relationship between
tapping and advancing along the pipeline suggests that this mechanism is important for
encouraging people to consider school leadership."?

Finally, this analysis details both where administrators come from and who becomes an
administrator. Among current administrators, those who previously worked outside the field of
education are more likely to be male, non-white, working in urban districts, or serving in high
schools. A similar pattern emerges among teachers with administrative licenses: those actively
pursuing leadership roles are more likely to share these same characteristics. Together, these
findings underscore the importance of both supporting current school leaders and strengthening
pathways for future leaders, ensuring a robust administrator workforce.
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