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Teachers and School Leaders
Why Is This Issue Important?

• What is our state’s teacher and leader attrition rate?

Research suggests that the quality of a child’s teacher, fol-

Do we have data on the factors that lead teachers and

lowed by their school principal, are the in-school factors

leaders to leave and what helps them stay? Are reten-

with the greatest impact on students’ learning. But despite

tion rates differentiated by year of entry or by levels of

this understanding, recruiting, training, and retaining ef-

effectiveness? By race/ethnicity?

i

fective teachers and school leaders has not traditionally

• What do our constituents (students, families, teachers,

been well-supported by policy. Over the last five to ten

leaders, superintendents, etc.) see as the best policies

years, issues like teacher and leader evaluation and teacher

to support teachers and leaders? What are the barriers

salaries have been particularly contentious as states as-

to seizing on these opportunities?

1

serted greater authority in this area, in part due to federal

• How are teacher and school leader salaries set? Does

incentives. To ensure that future policies more effectively

our state have a uniform pay scale? How does teacher

support teachers and school leaders and improve student

pay in our state compare to neighboring states? Within

learning, state policymakers can take a more holistic ap-

the state, how do salaries for teachers and school lead-

proach and work alongside stakeholders to determine

ers in high-poverty and low-poverty schools compare?

what policies will help to build and maintain a teacher

Or in rural, suburban, and urban settings? What are

and leader workforce that meets the state’s needs.

Guiding Questions for State Leaders
To help inform strategy, state leaders can consider:

the policy barriers to differentiating roles and salaries?
• Does our state have goals for the recruitment, support,
and retention of high-quality teachers and school leaders generally, and teachers and school leaders of color
specifically?

Policy Leadership
• What do we know about our state’s existing teacher and
school leader workforce, including gaps or shortages

• Does the state have a plan for teacher leadership pathways that offer a variety of opportunities for growth?
How do we know?

(e.g., by subject area/grade level, race/ethnicity, geogra-

• Do districts have the flexibility to test new practices to

phy, etc.)? How might we address potential shortages

prepare, recruit, support, and retain highly effective

while not compromising quality?

educators? What do district leaders say they need?

• Who trains teachers and leaders in our state? Is our
state a net producer or importer of teachers? How can

Engagement

we partner with teacher preparation programs (like col-

• How do we communicate with teachers and leaders?

leges) to ensure they are responding to districts’ needs?
• How does our state gauge teacher and school leader
effectiveness?

How can we improve communication?
• How will we proactively communicate about teachers
and leaders with the public?

1 School leaders is a term that includes both principals and other administrators like assistant principals.

This brief is not designed to represent the policy position(s) of any organization,
but rather to reflect current research and debates in the field.
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Resources and Oversight

activated educators and galvanized the public.v Recent

• How will the state help guarantee equitable access to

opinion polling suggests that a growing number of

strong teachers and leaders in all communities?

Americans (62%) believe that teachers are paid too littlevi,

• If applicable, does the state have a plan to ensure that
teacher leadership pathways are financially sustainable

and that they see raising teacher pay as one of the top three
ways public education can be improved.vii’

and compensate educators for added responsibilities?
If this is a local issue, are there resources or supports

In June 2018, the Supreme Court ruled on Janus v. AFSCME,

that would be helpful for district leaders, including

striking down laws in 22 states that allowed public sector

connecting local leaders with philanthropic dollars?

unions to collect agency fees from employees to bargain

• How do we leverage ESSA and Title II funds to support
goals related to teachers and leaders?

on their behalf even if those employees were not members
of the union.viii

• Do compensation packages, including retirement benefits, reflect the state’s interest in attracting and retaining

Research

high-quality teachers and school leaders? How can the

Given the tremendous impact that effective teachers have

state ensure that pension plans remain both competi-

on student achievement, it is especially important for pol-

tive and financially solvent?

icymakers to consider:

• What laws governing collective bargaining apply to
educators in our state?

• Students from low-income families and students of
color are disproportionately more likely to be in classrooms headed by the least effective educators compared

State leaders planning to take action on teacher and

to their white and affluent peers.ix

leader issues should begin by engaging stakeholders

»» For students of color (particularly African-American

– including students, families, educators, industry and

students), having a teacher of the same race can

workforce leaders, district superintendents, community

significantly improve outcomes.x
• Principals and school leaders play a critical role es-

groups, and others.

tablishing a positive school culture for students and
To support these conversations with stakeholders, it is

adults, which in turn creates better conditions for stu-

helpful to understand background and research on teach-

dent learning.xi

er and leader issues, promising practices from states, and
contested issues that may emerge during discussions.

• While there is great variation by community, teacher
and principal turnover rates have been on the rise
nationally.xii

Background

»» Turnover rates are typically higher in schools that

Over the past decade, federal and state policymakers have

serve predominately students of color and students

tried a number of approaches to improve the quality of

living in poverty.xiii Strong principal leadership can

teaching (i.e., teacher evaluation, pay raises, teacher leader-

reduce rates of teacher turnover,xiv and effective

ship pathways) and have focused on different populations

principals are more likely to retain effective teachers

(e.g., teacher candidates, novice teachers, effective teachers,

and less likely to retain low-performing teachers.xv

school leaders). These approaches have produced varied

• Research on teacher shortages shows substantial varia-

ii

results and some have become politically contentious.
iii

iv

tion by region, subject area, and school type, with rural
schools, schools serving high concentrations of students

Increasingly, the national conversation has focused on

from low-income families and/or high populations of

teacher salaries, as walkouts across multiple states and

students of color reporting higher rates of vacancies.xvi

resulting coverage of teachers’ financial struggles have

»» Subject areas like STEM and special education are
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typically harder to staff than elementary grades or

chairs, peer evaluators, and mentors) may have a positive

English or social studies classes.

Teacher account-

impact on student achievement, teacher retention, and

ability reforms may have reduced the supply of new

recruitment.xxvii Indeed, highly-effective educators are more

teachers,xviii and colleges of education also have re-

likely than their lower-performing peers to report that lack

ported declines in enrollment.

of leadership and advancement opportunities impacted

xvii

xix

• Though teacher compensation does vary across states

their decision to leave teaching.xxviii There are opportuni-

and districts, wages have not kept pace with inflation.xx

ties to increase teacher leadership pathways, which allow

In contrast, wages for comparable professions have con-

teachers to develop new skills and expand their impact

tinued to grow.

to more students while increasing their likelihood of re-

»» A greater share of teachers’ overall compensation is

maining in the classroom.xxix Iowa’s Teacher Leadership

in retirement benefits, which can make these figures

and Compensation System incentivized local innovation

difficult to compare, and benefits are concentrated

and has shown promising resultsxxx and North Carolina

among teachers with more years in the system.

created the Advanced Teaching Roles Pilot to help interest-

»» Though research on the impact of teacher salary is

ed districts implement alternative compensation models

not conclusive, evidence does suggest that increas-

and teacher leadership pathways, and early results show

ing compensation can improve retention and attract

improved classroom practice and increased attractiveness

qualified professionals to the field.

of the teaching profession.xxxi

xxi

xxii

xxiii

• Nationally, $18 billion is spent on professional development every year.xxiv

Improve pathways into the profession:

• Recent investments in new teacher evaluation models

Prospective teachers have a number of routes into the

have not systemically improved student performance,

classroom, including traditional teacher and principal

increased access to effective educators, or retained ef-

preparation programs, alternative certification programs,

fective teachers, though there is some evidence that

and residencies. States can play a role in improving the

less-effective teachers left the field.xxv

quality of these pathways by evaluating the effectiveness

»» Tennessee’s Evaluation Partnership Program, how-

of different programsxxxii and expanding access to effective

ever, which identifies less-effective teachers and the

programs like residencies.xxxiii For example, California’s leg-

areas where they need the most support and pairs

islature recently funded teacher residency grants to sup-

them with teachers who excelled in those same ar-

port partnerships between local districts and institutions

eas for peer learning and coaching has produced

of higher education to prepare teachers in critical shortage

promising results.

areas and Pennsylvania is using ESSA funds to establish a

xxvi

competitive grant program focused on developing teacher

Promising Practices

and leader residencies.xxxiv

Although every state leader must weigh their local context
when making policy decisions, some promising practices

Strengthen principal preparation and support:

from other states may help to inform their approach.

States can play an important role in supporting the development of a leadership pipeline and ensuring these

Teacher leadership and career progression:

candidates have the competencies needed to lead their

Classroom teachers generally have the same responsi-

schools. For example, Kentucky and Illinois worked to-

bilities whether they are in the first or twenty-first year

gether to redesign their principal preparation programs

of teaching; this is not how other professions develop or

to prioritize collaboration with school districts, hands-on

reward talent. Opportunities for high-performing teach-

learning experiences, and the identification of mentor

ers to take on leadership roles (i.e., coaches, department

principals to support new principals’ development.xxxv
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Kentucky also established regional leadership networks

a system level, the data garnered from evaluation can help

to support principals once they are in their new roles, and

inform a clear professional learning agenda. To meet this

the state board of education approved new requirements

promise, both the evaluation and the professional learning

to align professional development to key principal com-

must be aligned to clear state and district expectations for

Arkansas’ Quest program seeks to build

the profession, and include adequate funding, time, and

the capacity of principals through a multi-tiered system

data. State leaders can also incentivize more robust and

of support, including professional learning communities

aligned professional learning; the Louisiana Department

and support coaches.xxxvii

of Education removed barriers to local professional learn-

petencies.

xxxvi

ing efforts by identifying providers with a proven track

Increase teacher diversity:

record, making it easier and more affordable for districts

Teachers of color improve academic outcomes, college

to select these options.xliii

aspirations, and perceived student behavior among students of color,xxxviii yet only 20 percent of public school

Remaining Issues

States like Illinois, Texas,

In order to lead in this area, state leaders will need to un-

and Washington are launching “Grow Your Own” teaching

derstand where there are differences of opinion to bring

programs to recruit teacher candidates from the communi-

people together.

teachers are people of color.

xxxix

ties their schools serve (including from paraprofessionals),
which diversifies the teacher corps while addressing poten-

Evaluation:

tial shortage areas (like bilingual teachers) and increasing

Recent state efforts to improve teacher quality through

the likelihood they will retain these teachers since they

evaluation generated mixed results. In some cases, the pri-

are from the community. Connecticut established a pilot

mary purpose of evaluation was focused on identifying

program to recruit students of color to the teaching pro-

and removing ineffective teachers and leaders, rather than

fession, and Wisconsin’s Minority Teacher Loan Program

supporting the development and growth of educators via

increased the amount of student loans available to teacher

a fair and transparent process. The inclusion of student

candidates of color and provides some loan forgiveness.

test scores and the technical and sometimes prescriptive

xl

xli

system combined with the rapid pace of change contrib-

Support data-informed decision making:

uted to a sense of “reform fatigue” for policymakers and

States can support districts to make more informed hu-

practitioners alike.xliv As a result, many states have de-

man capital decisions by analyzing data and producing

emphasized evaluation and the weight of test scores in

helpful tools. For example, the Tennessee Department of

assessing teacher performance. However, these policies did

Education produces Human Capital Data Reports focused

create shared language and a performance management

on evaluation, growth and development, hiring, and re-

infrastructure that are resources for improvement. For ex-

tention. The Department also produces a self-assessment

ample, recent research on Tennessee’s evaluation system

tool to help district leaders make sense of their reports,

shows that teachers are making progress on a number of

identify areas in need of growth, and connect them with

measures (including student performance data and class-

successful strategies to improve.xlii

room evaluation ratings) and improving over the course of
their careers when they receive robust and differentiated

Improve professional learning:

feedback.xlv Policymakers have an opportunity to ensure

For students to learn more, teachers and leaders must en-

that their evaluation systems support the professional

gage in powerful learning themselves. Teacher and leader

growth of educators and meet local and state needs.

evaluation and support systems can provide helpful information about their effectiveness and areas for growth. At
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Top down vs. bottom up reforms:

Salary increases:

With previous efforts to improve teacher quality largely

As a result of recent teacher walkouts, more policymakers

viewed as ‘top-down’ reforms from the federal govern-

are considering whether current compensation levels need

ment, states, and the philanthropic community,xlvi new ap-

to be raised. Some advocates argue that teacher salaries

proaches to attracting, preparing, developing, and retaining

need to be more generous, while others argue that overall

high-quality teachers and leaders have prioritized more

compensation — including pensions, health care, and oth-

‘bottom-up,’ locally-led efforts that are more responsive

er benefits — is already adequate. Policymakers may also

to local needs but may lose out on the benefits of scale or

generally agree on raising salaries but disagree on how to

partnership with other districts. State policymakers can

fund these increases.

network different groups to determine the right approach
for local communities and help support and scale local
efforts where appropriate.

Resources
• The Aspen Institute Education & Society Program and Council of Chief State School Officers
»» Leading for Equity: Opportunities for State Education Chiefs (see Commitment #8 – “Value People: Focus on
Teachers and Leaders”); Education & Society Program
»» Teacher Evaluation and Support Systems: A Roadmap for Improvement
• Center for American Progress
»» Starting Strong: How to Improve Teachers’ Entry into the Profession
»» These States Are Leveraging Title II of ESSA to Modernize and Elevate the Teaching Profession
»» Educator Pipeline at Risk
• Education Commission of the States
»» Targeted Teacher Recruitment
»» Teacher Evaluations
»» Teacher Development and Advancement
»» School Leadership: A Primer for State Policymakers
• The George W. Bush Institute,
»» Operating in the Dark
»» Great Principals at Scale (with New Leaders for New Schools)
• Leading Educators, State Leadership Toolkit: Created By States, For States
• Teach Plus, Taking Stock: A Teacher Perspective on Informing and Improving Teacher Preparation Programs
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