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Why Housing Belongs in Teacher Workforce Strategy
For rural, remote, and Tribal districts, housing is not just a quality-of-life issue; it can determine whether a 
qualified candidate can accept, relocate for, or remain in a teaching position. Unaffordable or scarce housing 
directly undermines educator recruitment and retention efforts in rural, remote and Tribal communities. 
To address these barriers, state education agencies and local education agencies should incorporate housing 
considerations into broader workforce planning and recruitment strategies. 

Housing Barriers that Shape Recruitment and Retention

Housing challenges affect teacher recruitment and retention in several connected ways. In some rural and 
remote communities, rental units may be scarce, seasonal, substandard, or located too far from school sites. 
In high-cost or recreation-based markets, housing may exceed what early-career teachers can afford. In 
Tribal communities, housing availability may be further shaped by local land, governance, and community 
considerations, requiring close collaboration with Tribal partners to understand workforce housing needs. 

Limited rental supply
Candidates may decline offers 
or delay relocation when they 
cannot find safe, reliable housing 
near the district.

Affordability gap
Salary may not cover 
rent, utilities, deposits, or 
commuting costs, especially 
for early-career teachers.

Distance and commuting burden
Long commutes can increase 
stress, reduce community 
integration, and make retention 
harder over time.

Cultural and community fit
Housing supports should help 
teachers become respected 
community members, not 
simply temporary workers 
placed near schools.
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What Housing Strategies Can Districts Consider?

STRATEGY 1
Housing assistance and relocation supports. Housing 
stipends, rental assistance, down payment assistance, 
moving expense reimbursement, and temporary relocation 
supports can reduce the upfront costs that prevent 
candidates from considering rural positions. These supports 
are often most useful when targeted to documented 
barriers—such as lack of first-month’s rent, deposits, utility 
setup costs, or long-distance moving costs—rather than 
offered as generic incentives.

Hawai’i’s Department of Education partnered 
with state and local leaders to develop 
a 47-unit educator housing complex in 
Lahaina. The initiative reflects a statewide 
commitment to addressing housing 
affordability as a teacher recruitment 
and retention strategy, particularly in 
communities facing severe workforce 
housing shortages.1

1 Hawai’i Public Radio. (2025, June 2). West Maui teacher housing project hopes to bring stability to Lahaina classrooms. https://www.hawaiipublicradio.org/local-
news/2025-06-02/west-maui-teacher-housing-project-hopes-to-bring-stability-to-lahaina-classrooms

STRATEGY 2
District, nonprofit, or community-led teacher housing. Some rural communities are exploring teacher-
specific housing developments, district-leased housing arrangements in which a district or partner leases 
units and reserves them for educators (often called master leases), or workforce housing partnerships when 
the private market does not provide enough suitable units. Recent examples from rural North Carolina show 
how school foundations, local governments, community partners, and philanthropic financing have created 
housing that becomes a long-term workforce asset rather than a one-time recruitment expense.

STRATEGY 3

Housing-connected onboarding and community integration. Housing support should be paired with 
onboarding that helps teachers understand the community they are joining. This may include welcome 
committees, host families, community tours, introductions to local services, cultural orientation, and mentoring 
from educators with local knowledge. The goal is not only to place teachers in available units but also to support 
belonging, relationship-building, and long-term retention.

Dedicated/reduced cost 
district teacher housing
District, nonprofit, or 
community-led teacher 
housing reserves housing for 
educators and helps teachers 
live near the schools where 
they work.

Compensation
Housing assistance and 
relocation supports can reduce 
upfront costs that prevent 
candidates from considering 
rural positions.

Community support
Housing-connected 
onboarding and community 
integration supports 
belonging and 
relationship-building.

https://www.hawaiipublicradio.org/local-news/2025-06-02/west-maui-teacher-housing-project-hopes-to-bring-stability-to-lahaina-classrooms
https://www.hawaiipublicradio.org/local-news/2025-06-02/west-maui-teacher-housing-project-hopes-to-bring-stability-to-lahaina-classrooms
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Research-Aligned Design and Evaluation Questions

Because the research base on teacher housing interventions is still developing, districts should 
treat housing strategies as workforce investments that need clear goals, local evidence, and 
ongoing evaluation. The questions below can help districts avoid one-size-fits-all solutions and 
design housing supports that respond to the local recruitment and retention problem.

What housing barrier or combination of 
barriers is most limiting recruitment: 
affordability, availability, distance, housing 
quality, or relocation cost?

Which teachers are most negatively 
impacted: early-career teachers, teachers 
relocating from outside the area, hard-to-
staff subject teachers, Indigenous educators, 
or teachers with families?

What local data will show whether the 
strategy is working: offer acceptance rates, 
candidate decline reasons, vacancy duration, 
commute distance, teacher stay rates, 
satisfaction surveys, or exit interview themes?

Who needs to co-design the solution: 
district leaders, Tribal leaders, housing 
authorities, educators, families, local 
government, community organizations, 
and housing partners?

How will the district sustain the strategy 
after initial funding: lease structure, 
revolving fund, local foundation(s), 
employer partnership, blended funding 
approaches (e.g., grant braiding), or housing 
investments that create a long-term 
workforce asset?

Learn More

Educator Workforce Center: Recruiting and Retaining Teachers in Rural, Remote, and Tribal Communities
https://www.educatorworkforcecenter.org/priority-topics/rural-and-remote-recruitment

Contact: Ask SSEW
https://educatorworkforcecenter.org/ask-ssew

The contents of this brief were developed under a grant from the U.S. Department of Education (the Department). The Department does not mandate or 
prescribe practices, models, or other activities described or discussed in this document. The contents of this brief may contain examples of, adaptations of, and 
links to resources created and maintained by another public or private organization. The Department does not control or guarantee the accuracy, relevance, 
timeliness, or completeness of this outside information. The content of this brief does not necessarily represent the policy of the Department. This publication 
is not intended to represent the views or policy of or be an endorsement of any views expressed or materials provided by any federal agency.
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https://educatorworkforcecenter.org/ask-ssew/
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