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Executive Summary
The purpose of this report is to describe what we learned from studying eight teacher career
advancement initiatives implemented across a variety of contexts, including urban, suburban, and
rural districts; high poverty and affluent districts; and in schools/districts both with and without
strong union presence. We describe key principles for developing successful, sustainable teacher
career advancement initiatives. This report is the product of a three-year study conducted by the
Center for Educator Learning and Effectiveness at Pearson and the National Network of State
Teachers of the Year (NNSTOY) in partnership with the National Education Association and Public
Impact and with assistance from the American Federation of Teachers. It represents the second
phase of our research into how the teaching profession needs to evolve to meet 21st century career
expectations for a new generation of teachers and learners. This report provides our findings from
case studies of schools and districts with established career advancement initiatives as well as
several in the early stages of implementation. Our goal is to identify, based on our research, the
components of a successful, sustainable teacher career continuum that has a positive impact on
teacher recruitment, teacher retention, teacher job satisfaction, and student achievement. Our
recommendations reflect the importance of intentional and systematic policies and strategies in
order to create sustainable and long-term solutions that address the career aspirations of a new
generation of teachers who want to be leaders from the classroom.
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Key findings from case studies
We conducted site-visits in seven schools/school districts between 2013 and 2015. In addition, we
include data from a complementary case study of the Opportunity Culture (OC) initiative conducted
in coordination with Public Impact in Charlotte-Mecklenburg, North Carolina.
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»»

 spire Summit Charter Academy’s College Ready Promise Initiative (Modesto, California)
A
illustrates the power of a positive culture and enthusiasm of teachers for opportunities
for positive growth and collaboration.

»»

 C LIFT (Washington, D.C.) shows that leadership opportunities linked to increased salaries are
D
powerful instruments to attract and retain teachers.

»»

The Denver Differentiated Roles Pilot (Denver, Colorado) informs us that flattening
leadership structures by providing more teacher leadership roles may improve both
teacher and administrator effectiveness and help create funding structures to better
sustain teacher leadership structures over time.

»»

The Knox County TAP Program (Knox County, Tennessee) provides evidence of the positive
impact of teacher career advancement programs on student achievement and the possibility
of adopting major features of the TAP initiative—including lead teacher positions that involve
instructional support, coaching and peer evaluation as well as strategic compensation
initiatives—into the district’s long-term strategies when federal grants expire.

»»

The Scottsdale Career Ladder Program (Scottsdale, Arizona) illustrates that the legislative
phase-out of a long-term teacher advancement initiative risks undoing a culture of collaboration
and collegial interaction and the resulting student learning gains.

»»

The Southeast Polk Teacher Leadership and Compensation Initiative (Southeast Polk
Community School District, Iowa) informs us about the importance of “readiness” and enlisting
strong stakeholder support for teacher career pathways, as well as the value of state leadership
and support for launching teacher career advancement initiatives.

»»

 he Seattle Career Ladder Program (Seattle, Washington) illustrates that offering leadership
T
opportunities to teachers is a powerful teacher recruitment tool and that there are benefits to
providing building-level flexibility in the implementation of teacher career opportunities.

»»

 he L.I.F.T. Opportunity Culture Initiative (Charlotte-Mecklenburg, North Carolina)
T
offers a model in which teacher leader roles can be sustainably funded within existing budgets
by exchanging existing roles for new, higher paid roles and using technology and teaching
assistants strategically.
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The design features of teacher career advancement initiatives
Results from this research highlight the following elements that should be addressed in the design
phase of an initiative.
Teacher leader roles, eligibility criteria and the selection process
»»

 o increase the systemic impact of highly effective teachers, teacher leader roles need to be
T
structured to promote collaborative work. This will help strengthen teaching and learning.

»»

 eaching excellence (determined through the use of objective, valid measures of teacher
T
effectiveness) plays a critical role in determining eligibility for teacher leader roles and assuring
the credibility of teachers selected for those roles.

Opportunities for collaboration/released time
»»

In-depth conversations between teacher leaders and peers are more difficult if they do not occur
on a timely and regularly scheduled basis during the school day.

»»

 iving teachers “opt-in/opt-out” options as well as deliberately scheduling teacher leader
G
and team time are viable options for balancing the responsibilities and time commitments of
leadership roles.

Compensation
»»

Increased compensation for teachers in leadership roles is validating for the acceptance of new
responsibilities. Perceived equity of compensation structures is critical to the acceptance of
teachers in new leadership roles.

»»

 hen there is adequate released time, training and support to perform their leadership roles,
W
additional compensation may be less critical to teacher leaders.

Peer coaching/peer evaluation
»»

 oaching benefits both the mentor and mentee in terms of promoting practices that lead to
C
increased instructional effectiveness.

»»

In those districts that merged peer evaluation with peer coaching, there was evidence of
strong district leadership and support from major stakeholders in the district, including strong
association/union support. In addition, in order to build a culture that successfully dealt with
the tensions between coaching and the consequences of evaluation, it was critical that the
evaluation system was transparent and conducted by well-trained peer evaluators and time
provided for staff to adjust to these changes.

Professional development of teachers and teacher leaders
»»

 rofessional development is viewed by teachers as being more effective when it is embedded in
P
the district’s curriculum, instruction and assessment system and delivered in a consistent, timely
manner through collaborative teams of teachers.

»»

 raining for teacher leaders around their specific leadership roles and the related competencies
T
they need is critical for their effectiveness and acceptance by their peers.
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Teacher voice in school leadership
»»

Purposefully structured occasions for teacher input, such as leadership team meetings,
focus groups or surveys, ensure that teachers feel their voices are being heard in the
development and implementation of the program—thereby lending credibility to teacher
career advancement initiatives.

»»

Increasing teacher voice in school decision-making represents a culture shift requiring respect
by teachers and principals for one another’s expertise and ability to cope with change.

Enabling conditions to launch and sustain teacher career pathways
Some of the requisite conditions needed to successfully launch and sustain teacher career
pathways include:
Readiness
»»

 peed and success of implementation will be positively influenced by the extent to which the
S
teacher career initiative maps onto the district’s strategic priorities and districts and schools
engage in shared leadership.

»»

 iloting differential teacher roles and career options on a voluntary basis with a “coalition of the
P
willing” can help build support over time and prepare other schools to adopt those models.

Leadership
»»

 trong district leadership is a necessary prerequisite for teacher career initiatives to be
S
successful or sustainable.

»»

 ransitions in district-level leadership—especially in large urban districts—are a cause for
T
concern among teachers and administrators, who worry about the impact of politics on
leadership continuity and the initiatives launched by former leaders.

Stakeholder involvement
»»

 ngaging teachers, administrators, teacher associations/unions, school boards, parents and the
E
community is critical not just for launching an initiative, but for ensuring support in the longterm.

»»

 eacher involvement in the design of a teacher career path initiative plays an important role in
T
creating support for the program at the school level. Similarly, teachers need to be engaged in
providing ongoing feedback on the success and challenges of the initiative.

School culture
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»»

 eacher leaders play important roles as culture changers by serving as models of enthusiasm
T
and commitment in order to give colleagues time to adapt to change.

»»

Administrators play critical roles in creating positive school cultures by partnering with
teachers to access their voice in decision-making, seeking advice in solving issues, and
recognizing and promoting leadership qualities in all teachers, regardless of whether they
have formal leadership roles.
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Funding sustainability
»»

 tate, federal or private foundation grant funding can be invaluable to “kick-start” teacher career
S
advancement initiatives.

»»

 lanning up-front on how to continue the initiative after grants phase out is critical for program
P
credibility and staff buy-in—particularly veteran staff who have seen grant-funded programs
come and go.

Key trends, benefits, and issues
The following are general observations from our study of teacher career pathways initiatives.
 istricts observed improved trends in the recruitment and retention of teachers: All districts
D
with teacher career advancement initiatives reported increased retention rates and an increase
in applicants to teach in the district. These case studies also illustrate that teacher leadership
opportunities have a positive impact on retention of effective, experienced teachers.
 reating time for teachers to meet and collaborate is an ongoing challenge for districts:
C
There are significant costs associated with releasing teachers full-time for instructional coaching
and replacing those teachers in the classroom. That is why most teacher career initiatives studied
here require teacher leaders to have full-time teaching responsibilities, with substitutes to provide
time to mentor or coach and stipends to cover after-school and summer work. In response to the
challenges of adding teacher leadership responsibilities to full-time classroom teachers, some
districts have adopted “hybrid” teaching/coaching roles.
I ncreased collegial interaction and shared responsibility for one’s colleagues is an important
benefit: One of the most commonly cited advantages of teacher career advancement initiatives
was more collegial interaction, with teachers working with colleagues across grade levels and
subject areas. In some sites, however, it took time and effort to change the culture of isolation and
promote sharing of practice and collaboration. Increased collegial interaction resulted in teachers
feeling responsible for the success of their colleagues in improving student learning.
 here is some evidence of a positive impact on teacher effectiveness and some short-term
T
student learning outcomes: There is limited “hard data” in these case studies about the impact
of teacher career advancement initiatives on student achievement, although there is much
anecdotal evidence from teacher and administrator focus groups. Some programs have been
in effect for a relatively short period of time and are often accompanied by other district reform
initiatives. Nonetheless, teachers and administrators almost universally cited the benefits of
collaboration, focused conversations on curriculum and instruction, lesson modeling, and reflection
on teacher effectiveness.
 eachers in leadership roles report greater job satisfaction: The general consensus of teacher
T
leaders interviewed in these studies was that motivation and job satisfaction were positively affected
by opportunities for collaboration and professional development, recognition as leaders in their
district, and opportunities for additional compensation. Some teachers were inspired to pursue
other leadership or recognition opportunities, such as National Board certification. The fact that
teachers can take on leadership roles without stepping into formal administrator roles is perceived
as a significant positive feature of the teacher career advancement initiatives.
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 eacher/administrator relations and the roles of principals change in positive ways, but present
T
new challenges: Our case studies provided evidence that teacher career advancement initiatives
benefit principals by creating shared leadership structures in schools and giving teachers more
voice in school decision-making. Relations between teachers and administrators become more
collaborative. Additionally, the need to manage teams of teacher leaders requires new skills and
support for principals.
 here are significant challenges in sustaining teacher career pathways initiatives: There is strong
T
evidence that launching a teacher career pathway initiative requires vision, stakeholder support
(teachers in particular), a school/district culture that can deal with change and ambiguity, and
external support—either monetary or technical assistance. Sustaining these initiatives requires
much the same, except that funding continuity is the greatest challenge. In almost all cases, some
form of external funding was required to launch the initiative, with varying levels of district funding
sources. However, grants are designed to launch programs, not sustain them. The good news is that
some of our study sites are navigating this treacherous territory with success (e.g., Seattle), while
others are struggling or have not yet faced the challenge. The CMS OC initiative offers an alternative
to the traditional ways in which teacher leadership roles are funded and can be maintained
sustainably over time. Denver offers a vision of flattening the organizational structure of schools
and replacing some highly paid administrative positions with teacher leaders.
Finally, we offer some key principles for developing a successful, sustainable teacher career
advancement initiative:
»»

Think strategically and proactively in order to be ready when opportunity presents itself.

»»

Secure broad stakeholder support and teacher voice in the design of the initiative.

»»

Consider funding sustainability in not just the short-term, but over the long-term.

»»

Focus attention on other dimensions of sustainability.

»»

Ensure timely training for principals and teacher leaders.

The next few years will be critical in determining whether the teacher career advancement initiatives
highlighted in this report will continue, expand or be modified. It is our hope that the lessons
learned and recommendations contained in this report will help propel more schools and districts
to implement innovative, sustainable teacher career advancement initiatives.
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