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Introduction 

In this report, the Center for Teaching Quality (CTQ), informed by a team of education 
researchers and labor economists, presents a fresh approach to understanding teacher 
working conditions. As scholars we have a long track record of investigating working 
conditions — especially in light of schools as organizations and teachers learning from 
each other in order to improve their teaching practices and student learning.  Most 
recently, major foundations and leading policymakers have begun to focus on the 
strategic management of human capital as the key variable in closing the unrelenting 
student achievement gap in America’s public schools. The strategic management of 
human capital has been defined as “the acquisition, development, performance 
management and retention of top talent in the nation’s schools.”1 However, most of the 
current focus has been on recruiting talented teachers and paying them more for 
improving test scores in high-needs schools. However, it is one thing to identify and 
recruit talent; it is another to create conditions necessary for their success and their 
long-term retention in schools with students who are best served by a stable and 
cohesive group of effective teachers.  

We believe strongly that recruiting the right teachers with the right preparation and 
qualifications is insufficient to ensure America’s public school students are taught well. 
Teachers must have the right conditions in place in order to teach effectively and for 
students to learn — especially at high levels. Efforts to transform high-needs schools and 
improve the academic achievement of their students have been befuddled by a revolving 
door of underprepared, inexperienced teachers who must cope with a complex array of 
dysfunctional working conditions. In the past, discussions of teacher working conditions 
have focused primarily on teacher salaries and benefits, class size, and internal transfer 
policies, as well as other similar issues addressed in traditional contractual 
arrangements agreed upon by both local school boards and teacher unions.  We have 
come to understand that the most important working conditions — i.e., the ones that 
matter for meaningful teacher retention and student achievement — transcend these 
typical issues. In some quarters, researchers and practitioners are suggesting that 
working conditions may be viewed as opportunities to learn — and as a mediator of 
teacher qualifications and valued student outcomes. However, there is little agreement 
about which working conditions matter most. As Gary Sykes, one of our expert 
consultants told us, “Absent specification provided by theory or a model, causal 
relations — among working conditions and teacher and student outcomes — cannot but 
remain murky and unresolved.”2 

                                                 
i This paper has been developed with support from both the Spencer Foundation and the Ford Foundation.  
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This paper focuses mostly on recent experiences in which CTQ has engaged in a range of 
research and development initiatives at the state and local levels to begin unpacking 
what is known about the conditions under which teachers teach and how to improve 
them. Our work began in North Carolina — where Governor Mike Easley made the 
formal reporting of teacher working conditions central to his efforts to improve teaching 
and learning in the state. Over the last several years we have learned a great deal, and 
much of what has been uncovered is important for policymakers and practitioners to 
consider. But more needs to be done.  

With initial support from the National Education Association, CTQ administered 
population- and web-based surveys over a three-year period. These surveys — see 
examples from 2006 and 2008 — focused on a limited range of working conditions 
issues — including time, facilities and resources, teacher empowerment, school 
leadership, and professional development. The survey items were built based in part on 
the extant literature as well as the needs of diverse education stakeholders in the states 
(e.g., Arizona, Kansas, Mississippi, Nevada, North Carolina, Ohio, and South Carolina) 
in which the instrument was administered and analyzed. With over 250,000 teachers 
responding to the survey, several trends have surfaced consistently in the states over 
time: 

1. Most teachers want to remain in teaching and are committed to their students.   

2. Teachers who intend to leave their schools and teaching are more likely to have 
grave concerns about their lack of empowerment, poor school leadership, and the 
low levels of trust and respect inside their buildings.  

3. Elementary school teachers were far more sanguine about their working 
conditions, when compared to their middle and high school counterparts. 

4. New teachers who have quality support are more likely to report they will remain 
in teaching.  

5. Teachers who report relatively low levels of satisfaction with their professional 
development often do not have access to the kinds of training they believe they 
need. 

6. Teachers with different characteristics (e.g., type of credential, years of 
experience, etc.) tend to respond more or less similarly (except in a few instances, 
and, not surprisingly, new teachers were less concerned about issues of 
empowerment).   

7. Teachers’ perceptions of working conditions may vary more inside of schools 
than between them. 

8. Teachers’ response rates vary by type of school (low poverty versus high poverty) 
in different states and appear to influence reports of positive or negative working 
conditions. 
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9. Teachers and administrators view teaching and learning conditions differently — 
and often quite dramatically so.ii 

CTQ’s more recent analyses as well as those of a number of other well-respected 
researchers have found some relationships between certain clusters of working 
conditions issues — e.g., school leadership — and teacher retention and student 
achievement. However, limitations of current instruments (e.g., that define the 
constructs too narrowly) and data (e.g., that do not distinguish between different types 
of teacher attrition) raise issues about making specific causal claims between conditions 
and teacher retention and student achievement. We suspect, as outlined later, that out-
of-field assignments and teaching in high-stakes grades, as well as classes with high 
student mobility can have powerful impact on teachers’ perceptions of working 
conditions – and subsequently on their willingness to stay in a certain school and teach 
effectively. We also suspect that teachers with different career intentions view working 
conditions differently — which can have consequences for whether they stay in teaching. 
Combined with our other research and development efforts in staffing high-need 
schools and creating professional learning communities and teacher networks, we 
believe there is a lot more to understand about measuring and improving working 
conditions — especially for 21st century schools and the teaching profession. With 
support from the Spencer Foundation and Ford Foundation, we are now launching a 
series of case studies and other action research to better understand the role teacher 
working conditions play in designing the strategic management of human capital 
systems in the future (See linked document for description of CTQ’s planned efforts over 
the next several years). 

 
Empirical efforts to more precisely unpack teacher working conditions for today’s and 
tomorrow’s schools will require new investments in management information systems 
and analytical capacity among researchers and practitioners. States and districts need to 
develop teacher, student, and administrator data systems that can track teacher and 
administrator teaching and learning conditions survey responses longitudinally and link 
them with other datasets — including fine-grained teacher characteristics, actual teacher 
turnover figures that distinguish various types of attrition, and robust measures of 
student achievement. Given the new demands on the public schools and the need for all 
students to meet higher academic standards and participate successfully in a global 
economy, policymakers and practitioners will need these tools if they are to focus more 
on the conditions that allow teachers to teach effectively in the future. Web 2.0 tools 
(and beyond) can help transform the archaic (and often characterized as moribund) 
school organization — and the conditions under which teachers work. The question is 
how to best assess those conditions for today’s schools as well as tomorrow’s.  

Measuring important outcomes in education is no simple matter. In a recent Education 
Week commentary, Rick Hess and Jeffrey Henig call for “common sense and humility 
about what (education) research can provide” — given long-standing problems 
associated with far-removed metrics, diverse school contexts, and complex interactions 
among the variables under study.3 Hess and Henig note that the metrics used — “no 
matter how seemingly precise” — are typically too far removed from the concept or issue 
to be assessed, and school contexts are so diverse that generalizations do not hold across 
                                                 
ii For more information on CTQ teacher working conditions efforts, visit www.teachingquality.org.  



4  Center for Teaching Quality 

different communities. They go on to say that the “gold standard” of scientific research 
and efforts to make causal inferences are inherently compromised in the complex social 
world of education, where human conditions get in the way of best-designed random 
trials — the hallmark of medical research. As David Berliner once described, education 
research is the hardest where the ubiquity of interactions easily can confound efforts of 
scholars to determine which variable — like school working conditions — can predict 
both teacher retention and student achievement. Berliner further noted, “We do our 
science under conditions that physical scientists find intolerable.” He claims that the 
“ordinary events of life” (e.g., a sick child, a messy divorce, a new child in the classroom, 
etc.) greatly influence the conduct of scientific inquiry in school settings by restricting 
the generalization of findings.4 These issues are not unfamiliar to seasoned education 
researchers. 

We appreciate the serious challenge of addressing a teaching quality issue with 
inevitable empirical shortcomings. We have no expectations to establish a unified theory 
or to confirm, without a doubt, the specific links between working conditions and 
whether teachers will remain in teaching, move to another school, or increase in 
effectiveness. However, with this paper, we do expect to advance the thinking and 
inquiries of scholars and ideas and practices of administrators and teachers. We hope to 
raise questions for policymakers – elevating their appreciation for teachers’ 
opportunities to learn and promote better outcomes for the students they teach and the 
schools in which they work. 

Our paper, while not exhaustive by any means, has been built by assembling an 
amalgamation of the research literature, drawing on recently-surfaced survey data and 
analyses, and developing a framework for reconceptualizing teacher working conditions 
for tomorrow’s schools.  With support from the Spencer Foundation, we have drawn 
heavily from a team of scholars — including Linda Darling-Hammond, Ed Fuller, Ken 
Futernick, Doug Harris, Helen Ladd, Tom Smith, Gary Sykes, Charles Thompson, and 
Jim Wyckoff — whose counsel contributed significantly to our paper.  We begin with a 
review of relevant literature — and then move on to an overview of what CTQ and other 
researchers have discovered about teacher working conditions of late. We conclude with 
a reconceptualization of teacher working conditions and a look to the future. 

Relevant Literature 

A wide variety of education researchers and economists agree that teachers make the 
most important in-school difference for student achievement.5  However, little more 
than ephemeral agreement exists among not just researchers but also policymakers on 
how to recruit, develop, and retain teachers — particularly the most effective ones. 
Economists like Richard Murnane have claimed that America’s competitiveness in the 
global marketplace “depends heavily on the quality of teachers in the nation’s 
classrooms.”6 Hardly anyone disputes the importance of teachers in closing the 
academic achievement gap of America’s increasingly diverse students. Researchers 
consistently reveal that teachers who are better trained, more experienced, and licensed 
in the subjects they teach are more likely to be teaching in low-poverty schools, serving 
more academically advantaged students.7 However, despite more and better studies on 
the links between teacher quality and student achievement, the debate continues to rage 
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among researchers and think tank analysts about who gets recruited to teaching and 
how they are prepared and developed. 

Over the last several years (especially with the advent of the No Child Left Behind 
“highly qualified” teacher provisions), the debate has tended to focus more on teachers 
and less on teaching. The former refers to qualifications of individual teachers and the 
requisite mix of knowledge, skills, and dispositions they bring to classroom teaching. 
The latter encompasses the former but necessarily refers to how teachers and students, 
as well as school organizations, interact in ways that allow learning to take place. 
Researchers have begun to demonstrate the role working conditions play in both teacher 
retention, and presumably, student achievement. Growing numbers of studies are 
beginning to show that the “character” of the workplace can influence which teachers 
choose to teach and which ones remain in teaching.8 Rosenholtz’s landmark study of 
two decades ago concluded that “learning-enriched schools” were characterized by 
“collective commitments to student learning in collaborative settings... where it is 
assumed improvement of teaching is a collective rather than individual enterprise, and 
that analysis, evaluation, and experimentation in concert with colleagues are conditions 
under which teachers improve.”9 Recent studies of highly-accomplished teachers and 
their career preferences indicate that working conditions matter more than salary when 
it comes to deciding where they will teach.10 Others claim that growing student diversity 
can drive teachers away from or toward urban schools.11  

Severe teacher shortages loom on the horizon with poor teacher retention as a major 
contributor to the problem. National research demonstrates the importance of 
addressing school conditions to improve teacher retention. Teachers who leave schools 
cite opportunity for a better teaching assignment, dissatisfaction with support from 
administrators, and dissatisfaction with workplace conditions as the main reasons they 
seek other positions.12 Teachers indicate that a positive, collaborative school climate and 
support from colleagues and administrators are the most important factors influencing 
whether they stay in a school.13 In national surveys, teachers identified excessive 
workload, lack of time, and frustration with reform efforts as areas in need of focus and 
improvement.14 Additionally, a recent survey of 2,000 educators from California found 
that 28 percent of teachers who left before retirement indicated that they would come 
back if improvements were made to teaching and learning conditions. Monetary 
incentives were found to be less effective in luring them back.15 Similarly, Hanushek and 
Rivkin recently concluded that “salary affects teacher mobility patterns less than do 
working conditions, such as facilities, safety, and quality of leadership.”16 A 2008 study 
of teacher retention found that teachers left their schools primarily because of 
management breakdowns, challenging relationships (administrators and colleagues as 
well as students and parents), and the loss of creativity and control in their classrooms.17 

But what counts for working conditions? One recent study revealed how high-stakes 
accountability negatively influenced teachers by forcing their instruction to become “less 
deliberate, less individualized, and more homogenized” and pushed decision-making 
power “further from the classroom and the school.”18 Some analysts have claimed that 
addressing these working conditions and building a sense of trust in schools are critical 
factors in reforming schools, as both have been linked to greater teacher effectiveness.19 
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One of the most extensive examinations of working conditions data revealed “a clear but 
difficult lesson: if we want to improve the quality of our teachers and schools, we need to 
improve the quality of the teaching job.”20 

While our survey research and others have suggested strongly that there are 
relationships between working conditions and certain teacher and student outcomes, 
little is known about the causal nexus associating independent, mediating, and 
dependent variables. For example, in some contexts, collegiality among accomplished, 
less able, and novice teachers may very well spread teaching expertise and innovative 
instruction, increase self-efficacy, and improve retention and student achievement. On 
the other hand, collegiality among veteran staff may assist in calcifying poor teaching 
practices and reinforce norms of resistance and maintenance of the status quo. Could 
collegiality enhance as well as detract from equitable student learning? Could harmony, 
as reported in surveys, come at the expense of other valued outcomes? In the same vein, 
Hanushek and Rivkin recently concluded, “An important agenda item, both for research 
and for policy, is to learn which working conditions are most important for teachers.”21 
Sykes has noted: 

A main issue concerns how to bound and demark the concept. From one angle 
the question might be, ‘What does not count as teacher working conditions?’ The 
concept seems capacious to the point of conceptual vacuity. Anything and 
everything associated with schools, communities, teachers, students, et al. might 
conceivably be related to the conditions of teaching work. Here again some form 
of stipulation seems necessary, which in turn relies on theory. 

Relatedly, there is no commonly accepted set of categories and sub-categories 
that make up teacher working conditions, no canonical understanding that allows 
for constant comparisons. One can imagine such categories; indeed these are 
coded into various instruments, but no established usage or justification has been 
formulated.22   

In other words, almost anything can count for teacher working conditions. The words 
themselves carry specific connotations and implications. For example, if one types in the 
words “teacher working conditions” in a Google search, the listings primarily include 
links to work CTQ has done over the last several years. One link to the National Science 
Foundation refers to the concept primarily as salaries; others refer to those conditions 
found in union contracts like class size, tenure rules and regulations, and required hours 
to be on the job. Very little attention is paid to different conditions faced by different 
teachers (e.g., special education, those who teach in high-stakes testing grades) in 
different contexts.  In a time when teachers report working more hours and having to 
hold second and third jobs to make ends meet, some researchers and analysts suggest 
teachers are paid too much given their truncated teaching schedules marked by days 
ending at 3:00 pm and summers off. 23 
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A Renewed Focus 

Over the last decade Richard Ingersoll has conducted numerous quantitative analyses 
linking teacher qualifications, preparation, and working conditions with retention — 
and his work has contributed significantly to new thinking on the part of policymakers 
and practitioners.  He has primarily drawn on the School and Staffing Survey (SASS), a 
nationwide sample survey of approximately 60,000 teachers administered every five 
years  — with follow-up surveys to those who stay in their classrooms, move to others, or 
leave the profession altogether. Ingersoll has concluded that the nation’s teacher quality 
problems have less to do with who is recruited and more with who is retained. He found 
that a major source of teacher attrition is “dissatisfaction” — with poor administrative 
support and lack of faculty influence as the most prominent factors for those who leave 
high-poverty urban schools.24 Ingersoll’s data trumps the conventional wisdom that the 
lack of qualified teachers rests on inadequate training, inflexible unions, or limited 
supply. Instead, he shows that the lack of qualified teachers has more to do with the 
“organizational structure of schools and the occupational conditions and characteristics 
of teaching.”25 

In an effort to turn around low-performing schools, Ken Futernick has developed a 
“tipping point” strategy that in some ways defines working conditions. His strategy is 
“based on the belief that when given the opportunity to work on a team with other 
qualified teachers who share the same vision, teachers can actually jolt the school out of 
its disequilibrium and transform it into a high-achieving school.”26 The tipping point 
elements include: (1) teams, (2) time, (3) physical environment, (4) class size reduction, 
(5) autonomy and shared governance, (6) leadership, (7) a well-rounded curriculum, (8) 
external support, and (9) parent/community involvement. 

Other researchers, such as Mark Smylie and Susan Moore Johnson, have conducted 
extensive literature reviews on the topic. Smylie, drawing on the National Education 
Association surveys and a 40-year perspective, shows how individual motivation, 
instruments of accountability and control, and opportunities for learning and 
development can influence teacher attitudes and perceptions of their working 
conditions. His analysis captures a range of dimensions — structural, physical, social, 
and economic — drawing on both open- and close-ended survey items.  He claims that 
there needs to be “new efforts to develop accurate and potentially more supportive 
understandings and attitudes about teachers and schools.”27 

Johnson, with her work built more from case studies, has noted that working conditions 
can include (1) physical features such as the suitability of buildings and equipment; (2) 
organizational structures that influence workload, autonomy, and supervisory and 
collegial arrangements; (3) sociological components that influence teachers’ roles and 
status as well as experiences with students and peers; (4) political features that define 
teachers’ power and authority; (5) cultural dimensions that frame values, traditions, 
and norms; (6) psychological issues that may support or diminish teachers personally; 
and (7) educational policies, such as those related to teacher education, curriculum, and 
accountability, that may enhance or constrain what and how teachers can teach.  
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Johnson concludes that remarkably few schools — particularly among those serving 
low-income students — provide all or even most of the workplace conditions that 
teachers need to do their jobs well and stay in teaching.28 In her review of the research 
on working conditions and teacher retention, Johnson and colleagues suggest that 
different subgroups of teachers respond differently in different contexts (e.g., school 
size, subjects and grade levels taught), and their priorities change over the course of 
their careers. She concludes that “far too many surveys about teacher retention brush 
superficially across the surface of many topics, rather than exploring any in depth, or 
they neglect to include answer choices that truly represent respondents’ opinions.”29 Too 
few studies can link teacher working conditions with measures of “highly qualified” 
teachers and student achievement.  

In addition, Karen Hunter Quartz and her colleagues at UCLA recently published a 
remarkable set of studies showing how rigorous and specialized university-based 
preparation may not be able to overcome the negative impact of poor working 
conditions on the retention of classroom teachers, but it can encourage new recruits to 
stay committed to their schools as teacher leaders.30 Over the last several years, labor 
economists have dominated the research on different pathways into teaching and their 
effects on teacher retention and student achievement.31 Simply stated, their findings — 
built on econometric assumptions and available data (not always complete) — have 
generally concluded that minimal differences exist between traditional and alternative 
approaches to preparation and certification — questioning the ability of universities to 
recruit academically-abled talent and prepare them to teach effectively in high-need 
schools.32 Like other new generation recruits, Quartz and colleagues have found that 
new teachers, with specialized preparation for working in high-need schools, do leave 
their classrooms like their alternative counterparts, but they are far more likely to stay 
in education and remain as instructional leaders in their buildings — thus lessening the 
churn of teacher turnover. Her research suggests that preparation may mediate the 
relationship between workplace conditions and teacher attrition — and requires a much 
closer look at not only those who in stay in teaching, move to another school, and leave 
education altogether, but those who are role changers and same school stayers.33   

The CTQ Research Base 

There is a wealth of literature related to teacher working conditions. Here we first 
present a review of some of the key empirical findings associated with the five major 
domains addressed through the initial CTQ teacher working conditions initiatives —
time, facilities and resources, empowerment, leadership, and professional development. 
This brief review, while not meant to be exhaustive, is intended to set the stage for 
addressing how we can assess CTQ findings in a larger context and consider how to best 
reconceptualize teacher working conditions for the future.  

Time 

Researchers have begun to document that teachers are working longer hours than ever 
before.34 A recent report indicated that teachers spend an average of 50 hours per week 
on instructional duties, including an average of 12 hours each week on non-
compensated, school-related activities such as grading papers, bus duty, and club 
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advising.35 While the idea of the shortened workday and workweek is a commonly held 
misconception about teaching, many teachers dedicate additional hours supervising 
student extra-curricular activities or further developing their teaching skills with 
evening coursework and/or graduate programs in the summer. As teaching becomes a 
more complex job in the 21st century, teachers claim they need more time to learn new 
skills and collaborate with their colleagues in figuring out what works best for the 
diverse students they teach. A recent survey indicated that 70 percent of the teachers 
responding did not have enough time to cover the topics demanded by their states’ 
curriculum frameworks.36 Studies suggest reduction in teacher workload increases 
teacher satisfaction and reduces attrition.37  

Researchers have shown that collaboration time bolsters teachers’ self-efficacy,38 while 
frustrations with non-teaching, administrative routines and paperwork contribute to 
increased teacher dissatisfaction, withdrawal, and exiting the profession.39 There is a 
wealth of studies — mostly qualitative — revealing how teachers’ joint work leads to new 
teaching knowledge and the development of collective expertise.40 In fact, some 
researchers have claimed for some time that more opportunities for teachers to 
collaborate with colleagues and engage in more expanded leadership roles result in 
educators increasing their teaching effectiveness, adopting new instructional strategies, 
and remaining in teaching longer.41 Indeed, researchers of late have found that 
collaboration and common planning time in the context of teacher induction programs 
had the greatest influence on reducing novice attrition rates.42 Teachers may or may not 
have planning periods where they can collaborate, however. And while high school 
teachers may have more time allotted for planning, often there is less time for joint 
planning — and school cultures may mitigate chances for effective collaboration. 
Unfortunately, while it is extremely important for administrators to schedule time for 
collaboration among faculty, many of them have not been prepared to create and 
implement school designs that offer more opportunities for teachers to learn from one 
another.43 As Johnson and colleagues noted: 

Collaboration among teachers requires more than good intentions and norms 
that promote joint work, for the open exchange of ideas and feedback takes time, 
and the school schedule seldom allows for ongoing interaction. Some school 
administrators deliberately arrange teaching assignments to align the 
preparation periods of teachers who need time to work together — for example, 
those teaching the same cluster of middle school students, the same elementary 
grade level, or the same high school students. 

However, recent investigations into teacher networks suggest more time is not a 
panacea for teacher learning.  

Creating more opportunities for teachers to meet may have limited impact if 
multiple priorities compete for teachers’ time and attention.  The design of 
coaching – especially, selection criteria, work roles, and the focus of professional 
development – not only influences teachers’ access to expertise; it also has 
implications for the degree to which teachers interact with depth and substance.44 
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Time for instruction is another important element for consideration. Few studies 
indicate how much time different teachers need for teaching in different contexts.  
Teachers — and their unions — often call for smaller class sizes so teachers can have 
fewer students to serve, and thus more time to work with those they do teach. 
Nationwide, class sizes average about 25 students per class, but there is great variation 
between and within schools.45 Schools serving poor students and those of color tend to 
have much larger class sizes.46 Reduction in class size tends to improve teacher attitudes 
and increases their retention, but only marginally.47 One study suggests class sizes need 
to drop considerably — e.g., from 30 to 20 students — in order to make a difference.48 It 
is difficult to isolate the impact of class size, given a host of other factors, on teacher 
retention. Some researchers have shown that in relatively smaller classes, teachers are 
able to provide more one-on-one interaction as well as tailor curriculum and pedagogy 
that is differentiated to individual student needs.49  

But just having a smaller class size does not necessarily mean that a teacher knows how 
to teach differently. Few teacher working conditions surveys attempt to make 
connections between reductions in class size and changes (and improvements) in 
teaching strategies. In addition, the literature does not offer much guidance on how 
much time teachers need in different contexts teaching different subjects.  

Facilities and Resources 

Some researchers have noted that while well-designed school facilities can assist 
teachers in teaching more effectively, what matters most is whether the building is 
maintained and resources are available.50 As Johnson indicated: 

Neglected maintenance not only conveys indifference or disdain for those who 
use the school but also interferes with effective instruction. Bunsen burners that 
malfunction in the chemistry lab, electrical systems that fail to support classroom 
computers, weak lighting that makes it hard to read, and poor acoustics that 
discourage discussions during class — all can compromise even the best teacher’s 
effectiveness.51 

According to the U.S. General Accounting Office (GAO), almost three-fourths of schools 
in the United States were constructed before 1970. As a result, about one-third of 
schools have need of extensive repair or replacement. In addition, almost two-thirds of 
schools have at least one inadequate building feature such as substandard plumbing, 
roofing, or electrical systems. Moreover, 58 percent have at least one unsatisfactory 
environmental condition such as inadequate ventilation, acoustics, or physical 
security.52 The GAO estimates that upgrading (which includes only routine maintenance 
or minor repairs) existing schools according to federal mandates will cost approximately 
$112 billion over a three-year period.53 Indeed, improving the quality of school facilities 
is an expensive undertaking. Health hazards aside, leaking ceilings and poor heating or 
air conditioning systems are a distraction from the primary mission of schools.54 

Besides general maintenance and construction issues, the GAO found most school 
facilities lacking 21st century features in the form of infrastructure, laboratories, and 
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instructional space. For example, about three-fourths of schools do not have the 
necessary infrastructure for modern technology, while about 40 percent cannot meet the 
functional requirements for laboratory sciences. More than half do not have sufficiently 
flexible instructional space for effective teaching to take place. Finally, space for before- 
and after-school care is available for only about one-third of schools.55 

In a recent study undertaken in Washington DC, researchers reported that “facility 
quality” emerged as a major factor in determining whether teachers decided to remain 
teaching in their current positions. They concluded that “the benefits of facilities 
improvement for retention can be equal to or even greater than those from pay 
increases.”56 Other researchers uncovered similar findings. A study in Chicago found 
that 40 percent of teachers who graded their facilities a “C or lower” on a scale of “A 
through F” reported that “poor conditions have led them to consider changing schools 
and 30 percent are thinking about leaving teaching.”57 Without adequate facilities and 
resources, it is extremely difficult to serve large numbers of children with complex 
needs.58 Out-dated and dilapidated facilities hinder both the teaching and learning 
experience in a classroom. For example, indoor air quality has been identified as a major 
contributor to asthmatic students’ absenteeism.59 Researchers have noted that many 
schools suffer from what is termed “sick building syndrome,” which affects all students’ 
performance and increases absenteeism.60 

Appropriate resources and personnel support are significant factors in the hiring and 
retaining of effective teachers.61 However, it is unclear as to which facilities and which 
resource issues are most important — and often policymakers do not have strong 
evidence upon which to make decisions. For example, studies show that support 
personnel, such as paraprofessionals or instructional assistants, are considered an 
essential component to the success of both teachers and students.62 However, while 
some studies show that instructional assistants’ supplementary instruction raises 
achievement in math and literacy,63 others show the opposite effect.64 The importance of 
support personnel cannot be overestimated, but some studies suggest there is an over-
reliance on instructional assistants (who are not necessarily well-trained), resulting in 
unintended consequences such as a decrease in teacher engagement and peer 
interaction as well as limited access to instruction from the most highly-qualified 
instructor in the room.65 Another concern is the high level of turnover among 
instructional assistants.66 

Some researchers have found that adequate instructional materials and supplies were 
positively associated with gains on the National Assessment of Educational Progress 
(NAEP) mathematics and reading tests at the elementary and middle school levels.67 
Providing needed resources, along with directions for their use, positively influences 
individual teacher and collective efficacy belief.68 Conversely, lack of resources 
contributes to teachers’ job dissatisfaction and attrition.69 In addition, appropriate 
classroom lighting boosts the morale of teachers and students as well as reduces off-task 
behavior and improves test scores.70 In fact, students with the most exposure to natural 
daylight were found to progress 20 percent faster in one year in math and 26 percent 
faster in reading than students who were taught in environments with the least amount 
of natural light.71 
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Still more researchers call for schools to be small, with evidence that overcrowding leads 
to increased aggression and decreased student involvement and interaction.72 
Investigators have recommended that schools decrease enrollment to no more than 500 
to 600 students to encourage a more conducive education setting, where teachers and 
students can know each other better.73 Research has documented that small schools do 
indeed help disadvantaged students perform better on standardized basic skills tests 
than their counterparts in larger schools, while it also has shown that small schools are 
more effective in closing the achievement gap.74 In fact, the Consortium on Chicago 
School Research found that, “for both reading and math, small schools produce greater 
achievement gains than larger schools holding demographic and teacher characteristics 
constant so that this effect is independent of the particular students and teachers at the 
schools.”75 

Finally, while small schools may be very important to teacher working conditions, so 
may large classrooms with few outside distractions. Classrooms with ample space are 
more conducive to providing a combination of secluded study spaces and cooperative 
learning centers. Creating private study areas as well as smaller learning centers reduces 
visual and auditory interruptions and is positively related to student development and 
achievement.76 Classrooms that are associated with less external noise are positively 
associated with higher academic achievement compared to those where students are 
exposed to more distractions.77 

Teacher Empowerment 

Researchers have found some relationships between teacher decision-making and 
retention. However, decision-making often rests on principals who encourage teacher 
autonomy.78 Nevertheless, teachers who report more control over the policies that affect 
their jobs are more likely to remain in teaching.79  

Teachers’ level of autonomy in instructional practice directly influences feelings of 
efficacy and level of commitment to the organization.80 In fact, participation in decision-
making increases teachers’ feelings of trust and sense of fairness because they directly 
influence classroom activities and learn to defend their practices.81 Conversely, the lack 
of control over classroom decisions, such as selecting curriculum and designing 
discipline policy in today’s high-stakes testing environment, is cited as a primary reason 
teachers leave the classroom.82 The issue is not that teachers reject standards-based 
reforms and more centralized curriculum, but that they seek the flexibility needed to 
shape their teaching for the diverse learners in their classrooms.83 A recent study 
showed that scripted curriculum at the elementary level frustrated teachers. One teacher 
responded:  
 

Most of the curriculums are pre-scripted.  We have to follow [them] and there is no 
time to be creative. This leaves no space to address students’ needs; we have 
difficult kids and sometimes need to be creative to meet their needs.84 

When teachers lack influence over the teaching process, they often believe their efforts 
are for naught.85 
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In addition, some research has shown that school improvement efforts are advanced 
when teachers share the responsibility of hiring new faculty.86 Similarly, teachers 
express dissatisfaction with the lack of career opportunities in the profession — which 
often is characterized as flat.87 As well-respected sociologist Dan Lortie noted, compared 
with most other kinds of middle-class work, teaching is relatively “career-less.”88 He 
noted that for teachers to advance in their profession they must separate themselves 
more and more from classrooms and teaching students. He argued that a career ladder 
(or perhaps lattice) can yield cycles of effort, attainment and renewed ambition, but the 
lack of “stages” can put the link between effort and reward out of sync. Other 
researchers have observed that career ladders, which keep teachers connected to 
students while giving them leadership opportunities outside their own classrooms, can 
be empowering and motivating to them, especially those teachers who are most talented 
and capable.89 

Most research on teacher empowerment has focused on individuals’ perceptions of self-
efficacy. However, recent research has identified collective efficacy as an equally, if not 
more, important component of school improvement.90 Collective efficacy refers to an 
individual’s belief in the group’s capabilities and influences professional commitment. 
Further, collective efficacy is associated with school improvement —moving beyond solo 
teachers making decisions for individual classrooms and students and toward teacher 
teams and school faculty jointly making decisions in the best interest of students.91 
While it is important for new teachers to develop their own identities, they must 
increasingly become part of wider professional learning communities in order to meet 
the complex challenges posed by public education in the 21st century. Autonomy and 
personal growth must be balanced with teamwork and group goals.92  

In addition, there are differences noted between new and experienced teachers when it 
comes to personal discretion and autonomy. New teachers are more concerned with 
classroom management, student discipline, and developing effective lessons, and are 
less concerned with the lack of personal autonomy in decision-making than their more 
seasoned counterparts.93 Nevertheless, new teachers can and should be encouraged to 
set high standards for pupils and should be afforded the power to decide how to attain 
these goals in order to experience feelings of success and efficacy.94 One area of research 
not yet fully explored is the role that perceptions of empowerment play in teacher 
retention among novices who are more or less prepared for the teaching jobs they are 
assigned. Today more teachers, especially those entering through short-cut alternative 
certification programs, report being far less prepared for the students they are 
teaching.95 On the other hand, others have found that well-prepared teachers for high-
need schools may seek even more autonomy than their peers who enter teaching less 
qualified for the tasks at hand.96 

Leadership 

Researchers have long documented how school administrators affect the conditions 
under which teachers teach,97 and how a principal’s leadership style, communication 
skills, and supportive behaviors influence teacher recruitment and retention.98 Indeed, 
in one recent study the role of the principal stood out as the most significant factor in 
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retaining teachers — however, most of the principals who worked with the teachers had 
no formal preparation for and assistance in “minimiz(ing) the burdens on teachers.”99 

No one single model of leadership appears to be appropriate for all teachers in a given 
school. Thus, researchers need to examine the impact of leadership style on teacher and 
student performance, simultaneously with personal characteristics of leaders and their 
subordinates — such interactions and the context of their interactions matter.100 
Regardless of context, school leaders who are perceived as chilly, distant, and 
manipulative tend to have teachers who are not satisfied in and less committed to their 
jobs; while school leaders who are perceived as warm, caring, personable, and honest 
tend to have teachers that are happy in and more committed to their jobs.101  

Considerable research on school leadership has focused on overall support, trust, 
communication, and participation. First, when teachers feel more supported by 
administrators, they are more likely to stay in teaching.102 Leadership support has 
tended to mean administrators who back teachers up when it comes to student 
discipline, buffer teachers from outside-the-classroom forces, and minimize non-
teaching obligations and duties — all of which have been shown to be related to new 
teachers’ commitment to teaching.103 Indeed, principals who are willing to handle 
difficult situations for teachers are more likely to be viewed as supportive.104 Teachers 
expect leaders to support all teachers fairly and consistently as well as establish routines 
and distribute resources fairly.105 

Second, supervisors — in general — who exhibit high levels of competence, 
trustworthiness, and fairness produce greater employee satisfaction and motivation.106 
There is a growing body of research strongly suggesting that principals who can 
engender a sense of personal and professional trust in teachers as well as create an 
overall atmosphere of trust and respect are more able to retain teachers.107 Sharing 
influence and control with teachers demonstrates a reciprocal trust and respect.108 
Administrators who communicated care for teachers’ well-being were perceived as 
credible and held in high regard.109 Teachers are quick to discern when they are valued 
and respected by the principal; their daily behaviors match their words.110 Principals are 
seen as “trustworthy” when they are “both accurate and forthcoming.”111 Respect 
between teachers and principals is critical, with two significant contextual components, 
personal and professional. Regarding the former, teachers seek to work with principals 
who are courteous and humane. Regarding the latter, teachers seek to work with 
principals who hear their voices and take their ideas seriously.112  

Third, researchers have reported that the lack of communication between teachers and 
principals contribute to the former’s dissatisfaction and attrition from the profession.113 
Teachers are more satisfied with “democratic managers who maintain open channels of 
communication [than] principals [who] exhibit a harsh and authoritative attitude.”114 
Teachers appreciate and seek “adequate explanations and timely feedback on 
decisions.”115  

Fourth, researchers of late have begun to focus on teacher participation with 
administrators in distributed leadership activities. Distributed leadership is a collective 
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activity focused on collective goals whereby expertise dictates authority, rather than 
hierarchy. In order for distributed leadership to work, there must be a culture of 
collaboration, trust, professional learning, and reciprocal accountability that grows over 
time.116 Some scholars refer to distributed leadership as a means to give teachers control 
over key instructional decisions.  

In fact, school improvement experts are calling for principals to move from their 
primary role as instructional leaders to a more transformative one. Instructional 
leadership focuses on hierarchies where teachers are developed by school leaders who 
supervise them, while transformational leadership focuses on teamwork and collective 
responsibility, where teachers are encouraged to teach and evaluate one another’s 
performance.117  

Administrators who are transformational leaders pursue three fundamental goals: (1) to 
help staff develop and maintain a collaborative, professional school culture; (2) to foster 
teacher development; and (3) to help teachers solve problems more effectively.118 
Transformational leaders reduce teacher isolation, support cultural changes, delegate 
power, and actively communicate the school’s norms and beliefs. 

Professional Development 

Over the last two decades, the education research community has devoted significant 
attention to understanding what and how teachers learn and the implications for 
instructional improvement and student learning. There is increasing, albeit still spotty, 
evidence of the kinds of professional development that leads to student achievement 
gains. Nevertheless, increasing numbers of studies are showing that certain forms of 
professional development not only increase teacher effectiveness, but also result in 
higher job satisfaction leading to greater teacher retention.119 Several studies have 
surfaced suggesting that the most effective professional development focuses on the 
specific content that students will learn and the specific difficulties students encounter 
in learning the content.120 Others have shown that in order for professional development 
opportunities to prove successful, they must be closely tied with the specific context of 
individual schools and teachers.121 In improving schools, professional development is 
used to improve instruction; however, the instruction program is marked by coherence, 
and teachers offer a challenging curriculum with interactive teaching — coupled with 
social support for learning.122 

One study (over a decade old), drawing on a survey of 1,000 elementary school teachers 
in California, found that schools were more likely to have high student achievement 
when teachers took part in professional development that focused on specific 
curriculum issues (teaching fractions, for example). Equally important, the teachers in 
higher achieving schools, had opportunities to work with other teachers, to use research 
methods in studying what their students did and did not know, and to improve their 
lessons based on what they learned. When teachers spent most of their staff 
development time studying general education strategies, their students did not perform 
nearly as well. These findings suggest that professional development needs not to focus 
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on generic (one size fits all) teaching behaviors but on the analysis of curriculum and 
student responses to it.123  

Other researchers have noted that teacher learning that is linked to student achievement 
may hinge on the “strategic documentation of practice” that “cultivates (their) capacities 
to investigate teaching and learning” (e.g., assessing student work samples and video 
tapes of focused lessons on teaching two-digit multiplication).124 Still others have found 
that teachers engaged productively in subject specific associations, special institutes and 
centers, subject specific projects, and university and school collaboratives implement 
greater changes in practice than those who are not.  Providing opportunities for teacher 
inquiry promotes changes in teaching strategies and outcomes.125 

A relatively recent large-scale study, utilizing surveys and case studies, surfaced six 
critical factors (underlined below) for creating effective professional development that is 
linked to the development of teacher knowledge and changes in teaching practices. The 
researchers concluded that professional development should focus on deepening 
teachers’ content knowledge and knowledge of how students learn particular content, 
providing opportunities for active learning, and encouraging coherence in teachers’ 
professional development experiences. School and districts should pursue these goals by 
using activities that have greater duration and that involve collective participation. 
Although reformed forms of professional development are more effective than 
traditional reforms, the advantages of reform activities are explained primarily by 
greater duration of the activities.126 Their investigation revealed how structural 
characteristics (form, duration, and participation) affect core features (content, active 
learning, coherence), that in turn predict increases in teacher knowledge and skills and 
changes in teaching practices. However, their surveys and case studies revealed a mix of 
high- and low-quality structural and core features, and that most professional 
development studied was traditional in form and less than a week in duration. While the 
teachers’ professional development was increasingly focused on content and aligned 
with state and district curriculum standards, they had very little opportunity for actively 
learning and using the content.127 

One national survey, conducted in 2003, found that only 50 percent of teachers 
responding indicated that the professional development they experience helps them 
teach more effectively.128  However, studies have documented that school district-driven 
professional development has become more aligned with student learning standards, 
and in doing so connecting what teachers learn with what students achieve.129 Smylie 
found that while teachers are experiencing more and better professional development 
“substantial proportions” still have too little access to training that offers them “time to 
think about, try out, and evaluate new ideas in their classrooms, follow-up activities, and 
opportunities to work and learn with teachers from other schools.”130 Few teachers 
engage in the kind of professional development that allows them to do so. School 
districts — e.g., in Boston, New York, and San Diego (as well known exemplars) have 
begun to invest more in instructional coaches to improve teaching and learning. 
However, as noted in a recent study, coaching alone will not cure the ills of professional 
development: 
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Coaching is rapidly becoming the strategy du jour to support curriculum 
implementation.  Yet this study provides preliminary evidence that the creation 
of the coach role alone does not increase teachers’ access to expertise or the 
quality and rigor of their conversations with others…. Principals may choose to 
use coaches in ways that pull them away from direct interaction with teachers or 
that configure their time such that they rarely work with teachers in a sustained 
way.131 

 

Indeed, in one recent study, coaches, who could have played a powerful role in teacher-
led professional development, turned into one more layer of management. As the 
researchers reported, “While their roles varied, many coaches reported spending most of 
their time administering assessments and managing the resulting data, rather than 
modeling effective instruction.”132 

Finally, the professional development literature has included how teachers, not just as 
individuals, but as a cooperative learn together, with implications for school 
improvement and student achievement.  Some researchers have shown that professional 
learning communities (PLCs) have proven key to school improvement, where teachers 
engage in group work to create a shared purpose and assume collective responsibility for 
the learning of all students. These findings have linked student learning of “high 
intellectual quality” and professional learning communities that afford the same for 
teachers.133 Some researchers have shown how schools with strong professional 
communities promote teacher learning,134 change teaching practices,135 and advance the 
implementation of reform.136 Trust has been suggested to be a critical factor in building 
social networks because it motivates teachers to share with each other.137 

PLCs require regular and substantial time and close proximity for teachers to meet and 
deliberate.138 PLCs have been proven to help teacher teams create knowledge of practice, 
utilize knowledge for practice, distribute and share “knowledge property,” assess 
instructional alternatives, and enable “collective mindfulness.” In doing so, PLCs are 
able to protect against “flavor of the month” curricular mandates, socialize new teachers 
to school norms of practice and professional expectations, and help teachers develop 
theoretical understanding of the skills and knowledge they need. Some analysts have 
shown that there is a wide range of statistical evidence that school-based PLCs improve 
teaching and student learning.139 However, cautions are warranted.  Little has warned 
that PLCs, or teacher-led collaborative groups, can be thwarted by their own “horizons 
of observation” where isolation from other schools or myopic school district curricular 
mandates can constrict visions of teaching and learning.140 

Finally, some research has shown that newer as well more highly qualified teachers are 
more likely to seek PLCs.141 Quartz and colleagues found that well-prepared new recruits 
were less likely to move to a different school or change roles if they reported good 
relationships with their colleagues. In addition, they were more likely to move if they 
taught with a large proportion of unqualified teachers.142 Emerging evidence suggests 
that better trained teachers — especially those who teach in high-need schools — want to 
teach with those who have similar preparation and can collaborate effectively.  
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A Brief Review of Initial CTQ Teacher Working Conditions Findings 

With support from the National Education Association, CTQ worked — from 2004-07 — 
with coalitions of state policymakers and practitioners to better understand working 
conditions across several states.iii (For a review of several reports, go to 
www.teachingquality.org). Conducting full population surveys of all school-based 
licensed educators, the research evolved rapidly — and data have been used for 
improvements in both policy and practice.  

Drawing on a collection of existing instruments — most notably the School and Staffing 
Survey (SASS) — CTQ and its teacher association (NEA state affiliates) and policy 
partners (e.g., governor’s office and/or state department of education) have examined 
how the factors of time, professional development, leadership, empowerment, and 
facilities and resources can influence student learning conditions and facilitate teacher 
retention. The instruments have been developed over time, building upon on a 
combination of well-honed national survey items as well as those negotiated among a 
diverse group of local stakeholders (e.g., teacher union leaders, school administrators, 
education advisors to governors, state education agency officials, etc.). 

Several states have conducted the surveys more than once. In North Carolina, teacher 
working conditions data have been assembled in 2004 and 2006 (administered by 
CTQ), and most recently again in the Spring of 2008. Now teacher working conditions 
are being considered as a measure of accountability — especially for principals who are 
charged with managing a school climate that supports effective teaching and offers 
unique opportunities to reflect on the meaning of the results and the efficacy of the 
efforts. Initial findings from large-scale, teacher working conditions surveys in North 
Carolina as well as Arizona have indicated that supportive school environments — where 
teachers are partners in decision-making with school leaders who have a strong 
instructional emphasis — appear to be related to teacher retention. While clear claims to 
the direct connections between certain working conditions and student achievement 
gains may be premature, CTQ’s initial research has prompted a number of policymakers 
to pay more attention to “the resources needed to keep good teachers in schools.”iv 

Over the three-year period, different approaches were used to finalize instrumentation, 
market the survey to increase response rates, and to assemble other student and teacher 
data to conduct analyses of the effects of working conditions on teacher retention and 
student achievement. As a result, the reports are not easily compared and assessed. 
While wording of the survey items focused on time, facilities and resources, 
empowerment, school leadership, and professional development have remained 
relatively the same, different analytic strategies have been used to meet a number of 
challenges: varied response rates and response-bias, the use of factor analysis and 
dealing with multi-collinearity, small cell sizes for specific analyses, and the lack of 
longitudinal student test scores and meaningful teacher retention data. For example, 

                                                 
iiiBeginning in 2008, the National Education Association is working with the New Teacher Center (at the University of California-

Santa Cruz) to expand the initiative – using similar instruments and analytical approaches. 
iv See Governor Sebelius of Kansas, and her 2007-08 Education Commission of the States initiative, Great Teachers for Tomorrow, 

which focused on how policymakers and education practitioners can positively affect workplace conditions and create school 
environments that make teachers want to stay. 
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different state reports relied on different response rate thresholds (35-50%) to 
determine which schools were included in the analyses and which ones got access to 
their data for school improvement purposes. Recent analyses have suggested that the 
time and context in which teachers complete their web-based survey may have some 
influence on how they respond to the queries. Also, we have learned that in schools with 
“high” levels of poverty, teachers systematically had higher response rates — which may 
also bias results.143 

Nevertheless, while different approaches have been used, and methodological 
improvements are warranted, some consistent findings have emerged. And while our 
analytical approaches have changed over time (especially from 2004 and 2006 to 2007), 
several themes have emerged, suggesting that working conditions do indeed matter for 
teacher retention and student learning.  

Granted, we often could not find accurate teacher retention data at the school level to 
test for the precise relationships between working conditions and whether teachers 
remained teaching in their schools, moved to another, or left the profession altogether. 
These are very important issues to address. In the absence of sound attrition data, we 
asked teachers about their intentions. Consistently we found strong relationships 
between a number of working conditions issues and whether teachers intended to stay, 
move, or leave. For example, in our 2007 Arizona study we reported that the single 
greatest disagreement among stayers and non-stayers is on the issue of whether their 
schools are good places to work and learn. While 80 percent of stayers agree with this 
statement, only about half (55 percent) of leavers agree. In addition, teacher movers and 
leavers, compared to stayers, are most dissatisfied with the quality of leadership and 
with their perceived levels of empowerment (see Table 1). 

 Table 1: 
Arizona Teacher Impressions of Empowerment and Leadership,  

by Career Intentions (2007) 

  Percent of Teachers 
Agreeing 

Stayers Movers Leavers 

Empowerment Issues 
  
  

Teachers are trusted to make sound professional 
decisions about instruction. 63% 32% 43% 

In this school we take steps to solve problems. 68% 30% 47% 

Teachers are recognized as educational 
professionals. 61% 29% 36% 

Leadership Issues  

There is an atmosphere of trust and mutual respect 
within the school. 63% 22% 41% 

Teachers feel comfortable raising issues and 
concerns that are important to them. 59% 21% 38% 

Overall, the school leadership in my school is 
effective. 63% 23% 43% 
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The disparities between stayers and movers are not just reflective of whether working conditions 
are present, but also whether school leadership makes efforts to improve them. Teachers who 
want to stay in their schools are far more likely to believe leadership is working to improve 
teaching and learning conditions than are those who want to move to another school. While 
about half of stayers believe that leadership makes a sustained effort to address teacher 
concerns about empowerment (51 percent) and leadership issues (45 percent), less than one-
sixth of movers agree with the same statements (16 percent). In addition, around one-half or 
more of those who want to stay in their current schools believe leadership supports concerns 
about improving other working conditions, versus only about one-fifth to one-quarter of movers 
(Table 2).144 

Table 2:  
Arizona Teacher Impressions of Leadership Efforts to Address  

Working Conditions, by Career Intentions (2007) 

 
 
School leadership makes a 
sustained effort to address 
teacher concerns about: 

 
Percent of Teachers 

Agreeing 

Difference in 
Percentage 

Points Between 
Stayers and 

Movers 
Stayers Movers  Leavers 

Empowering teachers 51% 16% 28% 35 

New teacher support 57% 25% 37% 32 

The use of time in the school 49% 18% 29% 31 

Facilities and resources 57% 26% 39% 31 

Professional development 59% 29% 40% 30 

Leadership issues 45% 16% 27% 29 

 

Our findings over time regarding teacher working conditions and student achievement 
are not quite as straightforward. For example, with the 2006 North Carolina report, six 
different regression analyses were conducted on achievement — with two outcome 
variables at each school level: (a) the school performance index and (b) whether the 
school met or exceeded growth expectations. At the elementary, middle, and high school 
levels, different working conditions items seemed to explain the variance in the different 
school outcome measures. For example, at the high school level, reports of “reasonable” 
class size and school leaders who communicate clear expectations to parents and 
students were positively associated with school performance indices. At the middle 
school level it was reports of faculty commitment to student learning, effective group 
decision-making, and access to instructional materials. At the elementary level, it was 
reports of faculty commitment to student learning, teacher involvement in selecting 
instructional materials, and teachers held to high standards for delivering instruction.  

In addition, for the 2006 Arizona report, correlations were run among the domain 
averages, teachers’ future intentions, percentage of students failing the state test (AIMS) 
and the percentage of students meeting or exceeding expectations on the state test. No 
other statistical tests were employed in the analyses and individual statements were not 
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included. Not surprisingly, the 2006 correlations were substantially different depending 
on the subject area of the AIMS tests in Arizona. The most consistent finding was that 
leadership was positively associated with high levels of achievement and negatively 
associated with low levels of achievement. The strongest level of association was 
between facilities and resources and mathematics achievement. Facilities and resources 
were only weakly associated with reading outcomes and not associated at all with 
writing outcomes. However, a number of leadership statements were associated with all 
student outcome measures, including atmosphere of trust and mutual respect, 
enforcement of discipline policy, clearly communicating expectations to teachers and 
parents, and having an environment where teachers are comfortable raising issues. 

In 2007, we used the proportion of teachers reporting they intended to remain teaching 
in their current schools as an independent variable and residual gain scores from two 
years of state testing to examine the effects of working conditions on student 
achievement. Our regression analyses revealed important relationships between several 
teacher working conditions, teacher career intentions, and in very modest ways, student 
achievement gains. First of all, teacher perceptions of their overall school environment, 
the presence of school-wide problem-solving strategies, and the degree to which they 
believe that they are respected as professionals are directly related to their intent to stay 
at their current schools. However, results of analyses of the relationships between 
elementary, middle, and high school teacher perceptions of their working conditions 
and single-year gains in student achievement are mixed and suggest a need for 
multiple-year gains analyses to better understand several possible connections.145 That 
said, in elementary schools, participation in the Arizona Career Ladder program appears 
to have a significant and positive impact on student achievement gains. Interviews with 
state and local officials suggest that differences in how school districts implement their 
career ladder models may explain the differential impact of this reform effort on student 
achievement. 

In addition, in 2007, teacher responses to survey questions also were disaggregated and 
analyzed based on each teacher’s declared participation in a mentoring program, 
whether as a mentor or as a teacher who received mentoring in her or his early career. 
Results from these analyses surfaced: (1) many Arizona novice teachers are mentored by 
teachers with heavy mentoring loads, mentored by other novice teachers, or not 
mentored at all; and (2) mentoring, if it is available, may help to buttress teacher 
working conditions that improve the likelihood that novice teachers will remain in 
teaching. 

Several relevant patterns also emerged in analyses of the five major teacher working 
conditions categories addressed by the survey. First, educators are most positive about 
the ways in which leadership impacts individual faculty members, but their overall 
impressions of school leadership are muted by perceptions of problems with the broader 
school atmosphere established by principals and other administrators.  

Second, Arizona educators’ sense of personal empowerment ranges from marginally 
positive to very negative, with many noting the lack of opportunities to lead and to 
influence school policies and practices (but we do not know if they wanted those 



22  Center for Teaching Quality 

opportunities). Third, time appears to be a major missing commodity in the eyes of most 
educators, and administrators appear to be at least somewhat aware of this problem. 
Fourth, in almost all areas, Arizona educators are generally positive about their facilities 
and resources, and most report feeling that their schools are safe. Fifth, Arizona 
educators express marginally positive support for the current availability of professional 
development opportunities, but fewer than half of all teachers report receiving 
substantial amounts of professional development in most teaching areas (including 
many areas in which they need the most support and preparation). 

Re-analyses of the North Carolina TWC Data 

Just recently, Helen Ladd and colleagues at Duke University used the 2006 North 
Carolina dataset to examine working conditions, school characteristics, and teacher 
mobility. Their analysis focused on the departure decisions of individual teachers, with 
separate attention to the three levels of schooling. In their recently developed draft 
paper, the researchers concluded that “poor working conditions are predictive of teacher 
departure rates even after (they) control for many measurable characteristics of the 
school and that leadership, broadly defined, is the most important of the working 
conditions (they) were able to examine.”146  However, given limitations of the current 
instrument, Ladd and her colleagues noted that their findings should be treated as 
descriptive, not as causal. They reminded readers, in their draft report, that there are a 
number of working conditions “components” not covered in the CTQ survey, and as 
such, attributing direct links between conditions and teacher mobility must be viewed 
with caution. 

Ladd and her team also addressed a number of methodological issues that other teacher 
surveys have ignored. For example, they note that “teachers’ perceptions undoubtedly 
include a lot of random variation, or noise, relative to true signal” — especially at the 
level of the individual teacher. For example, they claimed that if a teacher completes the 
instrument “at the end of a difficult day,” then he or she may be far more negative than 
normal. Their solution was to aggregate teacher responses to the school level, thereby 
averaging out the random elements across teachers and reducing the variance relative to 
the signal (recognizing that there may be factors that affect all teachers and are capable 
of “creating noise”). 

They also raised concerns about “reverse causation” — that is, a teacher who previously 
decided to leave her school or teaching altogether may “rationalize” the decision in part 
by rating her school’s working conditions as poor. In their analysis, this issue was 
minimized by excluding the teacher’s own perceptions when they constructed school-
level aggregates to explicate teacher attrition. Finally, Ladd and her colleagues 
expressed concerns about multicollinearity among the measures, and the fact that “no 
one measure may have sufficient independent variation to generate a statistically 
significant coefficient.”147 

Ladd and colleagues used factor analyses separately at the elementary, middle, and high 
school levels, to reclassify a number of questions among the categories into more 
coherent domains. Though Ladd and colleagues have labeled factors similar to those 
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used in the CTQ reports, there are significant differences. Briefly, items for the six 
domains are summarized below. 

1. Leadership (all three levels) includes the original 20 leadership items plus 
several that had been categorized under empowerment. The elementary and 
middle school factors also include questions related to teacher performance 
evaluations. 

2. Facilities and resources (all three levels) includes items related to technology, 
office equipment and supplies, and professional space, as well as items regarding 
school environments that are clean, well-maintained and safe.  

3. Teacher empowerment (all three levels) includes items related to whether 
teachers have roles in selecting instructional materials, setting grading and 
assessment practices, hiring new teachers, and school improvement planning.  

4. Professional development (all three levels, with some differentiation by level) 
includes items related to sufficiency of funds, resources and time for teachers to 
take advantage of professional development opportunities, and at the high school 
level time available to collaborate with colleagues.   

5. Time (elementary and middle school only) includes items about class sizes, time 
available to teachers to meet the needs of their students or to collaborate with 
colleagues, and the extent to which they are protected from administrative duties. 
(Note: The class size issue does not appear in any factor at the middle school level 
and time does not emerge as an independent factor at the high school level.) 

6. Teacher evaluation (high school only) includes items related to the consistency, 
usefulness, and appropriateness of the evaluation of teachers.   

Ladd and colleagues were able to use state administrative data to incorporate 15 school-
level variables into their analytic model. These included student and teacher 
demographic data as well as information about age of the respective school buildings 
and district and school size. They also utilized the district’s average salary supplement as 
a crude measure of salary differences across the state. (Note: North Carolina has a single 
salary schedule, but local school districts, based on their capacity and will, can offer a 
wide range of supplements to teachers.) 

To set the stage for their analysis, Ladd and colleagues first examined generally how 
working conditions and the characteristics of the school are related to teachers’ 
responses to one of the survey items: “Overall, my school is a good place to teach and 
learn.” Not surprisingly they found “a clear and strong positive association between the 
leadership domain and the perceived quality of the school at all three levels of schooling, 
with the largest coefficient emerging at the middle school level.”  

In addition, facilities and resources were positively associated with perceived school 
quality, but just at the elementary and high school levels, and the coefficients are far 
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smaller than those for the leadership domain. Professional development did not relate 
positively to overall school quality at the elementary level and teacher empowerment did 
not appear to be positively associated with perceptions of school quality. For high school 
teachers, the perceptions of the consistency and appropriateness of teacher evaluations 
was positively, but weakly associated with perceptions of overall school quality. While 
“time spent outside of work” was negatively associated with perceptions of overall 
school quality, the “amount” of non-instructional time did not seem to make a difference 
in teachers’ views of whether their schools were “a good place to teach and learn.”  

Interestingly, when there are more novices in a school and they entered teaching with 
lower than average licensure test scores, teachers in general are more likely to rate their 
school more negatively. While district salary supplements appear to have “no predictive 
power,” a teacher’s race does. In fact, black teachers at all three levels of schooling are 
more likely to have more positive views of school quality than their white counterparts.  

Consistent with previous findings, the leadership domain emerges as a statistically 
significant predictor of teacher attrition at all three levels. Teacher empowerment also 
was a predictor of teacher attrition, but only at the high school level. Having a larger role 
in a variety of school activities – such as selecting instructional materials, planning, and 
budgeting – does not appear to be related to teachers’ overall rating of school quality. 
However, for teachers these issues do matter in terms of willingness to remain teaching 
at one’s high school. Time and facilities and resources did not seem to matter much, if at 
all. Only the variable for “time demands outside the work day” appears to influence 
teacher attrition and only at the elementary level. As a result the researchers concluded: 
“Findings such as these highlight the observation that not every working condition that 
affects the perceived quality of education in a school is a predictor of teacher 
departures.” 

Interestingly, Ladd and colleagues note that teachers’ perceptions of the quality of 
school leadership are more highly predictive of teacher attrition rates than school 
characteristics. However, when school characteristics are excluded from the model, only 
at the elementary level does leadership affect teacher attrition. They also found that 
“teachers are reluctant to remain in schools with high proportions of black students.” 
But, their analyses also suggested that teachers’ “apparent reluctance” to teach in 
schools with minority students is “attributable to the poor working conditions in those 
schools.” The CTQ survey did not include questions about “support for students” and 
“accountability pressures” — both of which could more readily unpack these issues more 
carefully. 

Toward Creating a Teacher Working Conditions 2.0 Survey 

Over the last several years, the TWC initiative has used a relatively common instrument 
in its state-level surveys with items focused on primarily five categories — time, facilities 
and resources, empowerment, leadership, and professional development. In some cases, 
a mentoring category is included. The literature suggests strongly that each one is 
important. However, there are a number of areas not covered that deserve consideration 
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— including preparation and assignments; student behavior, engagement, and mobility; 
and school-community relationships, as well as teachers’ lives outside of schools.   

In addition, the instrument, as currently designed and used, does not distinguish clearly 
between the “hard” or task-related dimensions of the work environment (e.g., workload 
variables such as class size, hours of planning time, access to equipment, etc.) and the 
“soft” or social-related dimensions (such as teacher-principal trust, opportunities to 
participate in school level decision-making, etc.). We believe that some of the “hard” 
variables could be generally measured more accurately with either administrative data 
or through direct observation in a school. In any case, in consultation with our team of 
experts, we offer a critique of the current TWC instrument used in North Carolina — 
which pretty much has remained the same over three years (again see attached 
documents for copy of 2006 and 2008 TWC surveys used in NC). 

Time 

Time is a critical construct as defined by the literature — and many of the items used 
have been vetted by other surveys of teacher working conditions. However, some of the 
items — e.g., related to class size — are likely to tap constructs other than time 
allocation. In addition, several items — e.g., those related to “non-instructional time” — 
need greater specificity. Given the research on the importance of content-specific 
professional development, it might be useful to add a question about time to collaborate 
with teachers in the same subject area (in middle and high schools, at least). Also, it 
might be useful to have more specific data on within-subject collaboration (parallel 
questions could be done for team or cross-subject collaborations). 

In addition, given that teachers are still quite isolated from one another when it comes 
to the use of time, they are better situated to answer about their own position than about 
teachers in general (as the situation is often not the same). Other concerns raised 
included the lack of distinction between time for individual planning and time for 
collaborative planning. For example, elementary teachers may have a “common 
planning period” every day, but expectations for how often teachers in a grade level 
meet for “collaborative planning” may vary by grade. In some schools there are strong 
norms (or even union rules) that planning time for teachers is their “individual time” — 
even if it is “structured for collaborative planning.” Future surveys could pose separate 
questions about time available to meet with grade level teams and with teachers in the 
same subject area, and then follow up with how often teachers meet to plan lessons 
together and review student work.  

While teachers may report that there is time to collaborate, the actual content of what 
they do during their joint work is important. If teachers use such time to plan lessons, 
serve as critical friends, review content and instruction, and devise new strategies to 
reach certain students, then time to collaborate may have a different impact on 
important outcomes (such as teacher retention and student achievement). If the time is 
used to collaborate on planning the next school dance or assembly, then time to 
collaborate may not have the same influence on intended outcomes. Thus, further 
questions about how time is used should be added to the survey. 
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Finally, the current survey doesn’t distinguish between voluntary (e.g., coaching) and 
involuntary (e.g., developing lesson plans and grading) activities. Some of these tasks 
may not be completely voluntary, while others may or may not offer compensation. 
Tutoring is a good example — especially for teachers teaching in high-needs schools 
where the press to improve student test scores may force some teachers to “work on 
school-related activities outside of the regular school day.” These matters are critical to 
consider in assessing the role that “time” plays in framing teacher working conditions 
and their impact on teacher retention and effectiveness.  

Facilities and Resources 

There is a relatively large body of evidence that school facilities, such as square feet per 
classroom, ability to control heating and cooling, and the availability of natural light, 
affect student achievement and teacher satisfaction. The facilities and resources section 
should include questions about the actual school buildings and classrooms. The current 
TWC survey raises important issues, but the items in this domain may place an 
overemphasis on technological tools as opposed to use of technology for teaching and 
learning. Twenty-first century tools are very important — but these items may not 
capture the school conditions in which teachers are most interested.  

In addition, school safety is a critical issue, although the topic may fit well with facilities 
and resources (yet they might be correlated). Teachers might also worry about parking 
(and its safety) — an issue in some urban communities. There are also no questions 
about whether the classrooms are overcrowded. Finally, several items in this category 
are “double barreled” — e.g., teachers might have access to phones but not network 
drives (or vice versa), making it difficult to answer the question in a meaningful way. 

Teacher Empowerment 

The current TWC survey raised important teacher empowerment issues, and mirrors, to 
a slight degree, items used in the national School and Staffing Survey (SASS). More 
precise paralleling of the SASS on the TWC items would allow comparisons to a longer 
time series and data from a single state. Using SASS data over time, Ingersoll has found 
very different influences of school policy and classroom control over planning and 
teaching as well as teacher retention.148 

However, while the existing empowerment questions are relevant, they do not delve 
deeply enough into the content of the decision-making and its importance. For example, 
teachers may want to be involved in decision-making about educational issues, but 
which issues? Teachers also may not be able to play a role in selecting their teaching 
techniques or hiring new colleagues — but they may not want to do so. 

Indeed, teachers can have considerable influence on “educational issues” or 
“professional decisions about instruction,” but the outcomes of those decisions may run 
counter to research-based evidence and could be negative for students. For example, 
teachers may want to track students according to ability or harshly discipline students 
for minor infractions. In addition, teachers’ increased involvement in decision-making 
may increase retention for certain teachers, but not others in the same building. Some 
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teachers are not ready for empowerment — perhaps because of the lack of preparation 
for the tasks at hand. 

In any case querying teachers about “educational issues” is less specific than 
“professional issues” — and thus any future surveys should focus more on the latter, 
rather than the former. Other questions currently in this category reflect a mix of “trust” 
and “positive school climate” constructs that, while they are extremely important, are 
not the same as “teacher empowerment.” 

Leadership 

The school leadership items used in the current TWC instrument may be the strongest 
of any category. A number of scholars have used similar items in their own work. 
However, the instrument’s use of the term “school leader” may cause some confusion 
among teacher respondents as they rate their principal or assistant principal. Granted, 
the current instrument does ask teachers to identify “which position best describes the 
person who most often provides instructional leadership at (their) school.” The lack of 
specificity may affect how different teachers respond to the core items. Nevertheless, the 
items used appear to be the most comprehensive of those assembled for the survey  — 
and may explain why in the re-analyses undertaken by Ladd and colleagues, leadership 
appears to trump other domains in explaining important outcomes. 

Creating an atmosphere of trust and respect has emerged in both the TWC state 
analyses and other studies as an important leadership behavior. In fact, the 2006 TWC 
Clark County report concluded that “particular emphasis should be placed on building 
trust and development appropriate for distributed leadership approaches.” Yet, the 

To what extent do you agree or disagree that your principal (or assistant 
principal) does the following? (strongly disagree to strongly agree) 
 

a. Makes clear to the staff his or her expectations for meeting instructional 
goals in mathematics 

b. Sets high standards for mathematics teaching 
c. Understands how children learn mathematics 
d. Sets high standards for student learning in mathematics 
e. Presses mathematics teachers to implement what they have learned in 

professional development 
f. Carefully tracks student academic progress in mathematics 
g. Knows what’s going on in my classroom 
h. Actively monitors the quality of mathematics teaching in this school 
i. Communicates a clear vision for mathematics instruction 

 
To what extent do you agree or disagree with the following statements? 
(strongly disagree to strongly agree) 
 

a. The purpose of my school principal (or assistant principal) visiting my 
classroom is to directly assist me in improving my teaching. 

b. The purpose of my school principal (or assistant principal) visiting my 
classroom is to evaluate my teaching in terms of job performance. 

c. My principal (or assistant principal) possesses a thorough knowledge of the 
curriculum and related instructional materials. 

d. My principal (or assistant principal) appreciates the challenges involved in 
using the curriculum effectively. 
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current instrument has not been developed in order to begin unpacking how trust is  
developed and maintained. Tom Smith, another one of our expert consultants, has been 
using some items that get at the specific support that principals provide to teachers, 
which may prove helpful in surfacing how trust is established and sustained — and may 
be useful in any future iterations (see above sample items). 

Professional Development   

Our consulting team concluded that the current TWC survey raised important 
professional development issues but would benefit from more precise paralleling of the 
SASS items in this domain. Specifically, the instrument should capture more about the 
quantity (10 hours over two years is too blunt) and quality of professional development 
(content focus, enduring, job embedded, participation with colleagues, etc.). With the 
2006 TWC instrument, teachers were asked to answer a series of yes/no questions 
regarding whether strategies learned through professional development were useful. 
Likert scale items could surface more precise descriptions of the utility of a teacher’s 
professional development experiences (see below). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Several other suggestions also surfaced. Most teachers do not know who sponsors the 
professional development they experience — e.g., that provided by the local school 
district or the state. It would be more instructive to know if the professional 
development teachers experienced occurred in their schools and whether it was 
embedded in their teaching and focused on content from their classrooms. It is 
important to know the extent to which teachers teach high-needs students, but in doing 
so it would be more instructive to ask teachers to report the percentage of special needs 
or second language learners they teach, as opposed to just querying whether they teach 
students who fit these categories. In asking teachers questions about second language 
learners and their professional development, it will be important to query them as to the 
different native languages represented in the classrooms they teach. Finally, several 

To what extent do you agree or disagree with the following statements 
about school and district professional development sessions this school 
year (including last summer)? 
 
The professional development sessions: 
 

a. Included opportunities to work productively with other teachers 
b. Advocated practices I do not believe in  
c. Led me to try new instructional approaches with my students 
d. Led me to use strategies that engaged all my students in challenging, 

problem- solving tasks 
e. Made me question my beliefs and assumptions about which teaching 

methods work best with students  
f. Focused on too many topics 
g. Were successfully linked to each other to form a coherent program (and not 

just a bunch of disjointed sessions) 
h. Were consistent with the way my teaching performance was evaluated 
i. Were consistent with my own goals for instruction 
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other professional development topics seemed to be missing, including the use of 
coaches, study groups, and professional learning communities. 

Our efforts suggest that improved technical tools and analytical processes will be 
essential if policymakers and practitioners are to have the information they need to 
improve the working conditions that matter most for student achievement. Progress has 
been made in developing the working conditions constructs that more definitively 
influence valued teacher and student outcomes, but more work needs to be done.  
 
A recent study of teacher retention highlights a number of working conditions variables 
that deserve some attention in the design of future instruments. For example, 
challenging relationships with parents and students may be more important than those 
with colleagues. Researchers found that of the former teachers who voluntarily left their 
schools, 70 percent reported that their relationships with their colleagues in their 
former school met their expectations. In addition, they found that the quantity and 
disconnectedness of curricular reforms confounded teachers and have become a major 
source of frustration. The researchers concluded: “New tasks constantly bombard many 
teachers and distract them from being able to focus on teaching.  This new work results 
from changed curricula, additional assessments, team meetings, new procedures for 
working with students, and other reform initiatives.”149 However, teachers were perhaps 
most challenged by the time spent responding to high stakes accountability (e.g., test 
preparation and paperwork) that did little to assist them in serving students. We are 
especially interested in beginning to better understand the working conditions that 
promote effective teaching and learning for today — but also for tomorrow.  

Re-Conceptualizing Teachers’ Working Conditions 2.0 

With our analyses in mind we now move toward a more systemic view of teacher 
working conditions. In other words, it may be very productive to think more about 
working conditions as a dynamic, interactive system of influences on teachers. There are 
several reasons to think this way. The descriptive literature on teachers’ work, not to 
mention a visit to most any school, indicates that teachers rarely experience different 
aspects of their workplaces as discrete, independent sources of influence.150 Instead, 
they experience them concurrently as an interactive, dynamic system of influences. A 
systemic perspective on teacher working conditions is also consistent with long-standing 
perspectives from other fields on individuals in organizational contexts, notably 
organizational theory and the social psychological theories of organizations.151 In 
relation, there is some recent empirical work that indicates that school effectiveness can 
be better understood in terms of combinations of organizational factors and educational 
practices than in terms of these factors and practices as discrete independent 
elements.152   

A systemic perspective would lead us to think about multiple aspects of working 
conditions and interactions among them. Some scholars who have considered more 
comprehensive frameworks have pointed to similar elements.153 These include but are 
not necessarily limited to the structural and physical aspects of school and school 
district organization, social relationships among adults and students, school climate and 
culture (norms and values of the workplace), the politics of the workplace, the presence 
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and quality of resources, the financial conditions of work (usually thought of in terms of 
teacher compensation), demographic features, and leadership and administrative 
practices. There is a small but growing body of literature that examines a number of 
these aspects of working conditions, usually independent of or controlling for other 
aspects. This literature has done much to advance our understanding; however, other 
literature (e.g., organization theory) suggests important relationships among such 
aspects in their relation to individual and organizational performance and effectiveness 
(e.g., between structure and power and politics, between power relationships and social 
relationships, etc.) and give reason to believe that different aspects of working 
conditions may function in a similar manner for teachers. 

A systemic perspective would also lead us to think about such multiple aspects of 
working conditions within and across different levels of the school or workplace 
organization.154 This perspective would lead us to think about at least five, multi-layered 
levels of teacher working conditions. First, classrooms are the most proximal to 
teachers’ daily work and perhaps the most influential. Second, grade level, team, or 
departments can have a differential impact on teacher working conditions. Third, the 
whole school, especially given the role of the principal, readily shapes the conditions 
under which teachers work. Fourth, the district office frames working conditions as well, 
in terms of schedules, professional development, and personnel policies that are more 
often centrally defined. Fifth, the community and the broader political and policy 
environments — including general perception of the public schools and high-stakes 
accountability — affect teacher working conditions. There may be reason to believe that 
different aspects of various levels of a system of working conditions might have different 
influences on teachers’ thinking, decision-making, practice, and effectiveness. For 
example, there is some evidence that classroom-level factors are more predictive than 
school-level factors of teachers’ change in classroom practices through professional 
development.155 There is also some evidence that the organization, policies, and 
practices of central offices can have important effects on teachers’ work at the classroom 
level in interaction with and independent of school-level factors.156   

We have sketched a rough model of how we begin to re-conceptualize teacher working 
conditions (next page). 
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(Re)Conceptualizing Teacher Working Conditions 
 

Teachers do not experience the various aspects of their workplace independently.  
This systemic approach attempts to view working conditions as a multi-level, interactive system of influences. 

 

 

Level 5 - The Community and Broader Political and Policy Environments, 
which include the general perception of the public schools and high-stakes 

accountability, as well as the political influences in decision-making 

Level 4 - The District Office, which includes the scheduling, professional 
development, and personnel policies that are more centrally defined 

Level 3 - The Whole School, which includes the role of the principal, 
other school leaders, and decision-making (work, not role) 

Level 2 - The Grade Level, Team, or Department, which 
includes the collegial relationships that teachers share 

Level 1 - The Classroom, which includes the impact 
of structural and physical aspects of the classroom, 

norms and values, social relationships among adults 
and students, the presence and quality of resources, 

compensation, etc. on the following teacher 
outcomes (or dependent variables) 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

 

Teacher Knowledge 
and Skills 

* Preparation 
* Experience 
* Assignment 

Teacher Practices/ 
Performance 

* TQ interactions 
* Administrators 
* Colleagues 
* Students 

Student 
Outcomes 

Teacher Attitudes 
* Motivation 
* Commitment to 

students 
* Morale 
* Efficacy 
* Entry perspectives 
* Career intentions 

Teacher 
Retention/ 

Attrition 

POWERFUL PROPOSITIONS 
*Principals mediate relationships between teacher 

working conditions outside and inside the school. 
* Teachers’ perceptions of working conditions can rest 

on their expectations for participation and influence 
with reality of what is or is not in place. 

*Teachers’ career intentions frame their perceptions of 
working conditions. 

* Over time teachers influence the conditions in which 
they find themselves. 
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We do not claim that the model is fully inclusive, but we do try to identify multiple levels 
and dimensions of working conditions, including the structural, the social, the 
normative, the political, and the physical and tangible. This model specifies a number of 
“dependent” variables and relationships among them, a matter that we will discuss 
below. The model also makes provision for thinking about interactive influences of 
different dimensions of working conditions across different levels on different 
dependent variables. If nothing more, it offers a way to begin to consider the pieces of a 
system of working conditions together.   

Briefly, the dependent variables identified in the model include teacher knowledge and 
skills, attitudes, practices and performance, student outcomes, and teacher 
retention/attrition. The model suggests that teachers’ knowledge, skills, and attitudes 
relate to their practice and performance, which relate to student outcomes.  We are 
careful to note that preparation and experience as well as teaching assignment mediates 
a teacher’s knowledge and skill. As noted previously, recent research has shown how 
specialized preparation may increase teachers staying in their schools, even if their role 
changes.157 Teacher retention is related to teachers’ perceptions of student outcomes and 
attitudes. [See discussion below about dependent variables.] These dependent variables 
are primarily influenced by conditions at the classroom level, which are embedded in 
conditions at the school level. Conditions at the school level (and perhaps the classroom 
level) are influenced by conditions at the district and community level, as well as in the 
larger policy environment. Leadership may mediate the relationship between conditions 
outside the school and inside the school (boundary management) and work more 
directly to shape conditions at the school level and classroom level. While the model 
needs additional work, it can be useful to guide research and provide some basis for 
interpreting findings from varied research studies on teacher working conditions. 

By drawing on a systems perspective, teacher working conditions are seen as having 
dynamic, not static, qualities. Researchers (as well as policymakers) need to think about 
working conditions changing over time in their relationship to individual teachers and 
groups of teachers. And one would think that individuals possess some agency and 
influence over the conditions in which they find themselves — an issue we return to 
later.  

A Definition and the Dependent Variable 

Our review suggests that there are no consistent definitions or shared understandings 
about what is meant by the term “working conditions,” nor what aspects of teachers’ 
workplace, job, occupation, or context writ large constitute their working conditions. As 
mentioned above, most efforts to bring together multiple aspects of working conditions 
into a single framework share some common elements. However, one matter to be 
considered is what should be included in a conceptualization, a definition of a system of 
working conditions. What factors are “in” and what factors are “out”? Should working 
conditions be defined in terms of the context(s) in which teachers work? Should the 
structure and functions of the work itself be included in such a definition? How far away 
from the immediate contexts of teachers’ work (e.g., classrooms, work groups, and 
schools) might a definition of a system of working conditions extend? To the broader 



Center for Teaching Quality  33 

policy environment? To the institutional contexts of teachers’ work and the occupation 
itself?   

There are a number of ways to begin answering such questions. One approach is to 
conceptualize and define working conditions in terms of those “that matter.” Of course 
this requires thinking about what matters and to whom. One might think about this 
philosophically, ethically, politically, as well as empirically (among other ways).  One 
might think about what matters in terms of particular “dependent variables” or 
outcomes of value; that is, those working conditions that are related significantly to 
these variables (empirically and practically) are “in.” As foregrounded in our graphic 
model, those dependent variables might include but might not be limited to the 
following (each with its own definitional challenges):  

 Teacher behavior, job performance (e.g., teaching quality, interactions with 
others, etc.) 

 Teacher attitudes. There are likely to be some attitudes more directly related to 
teacher performance, improvement, retention, etc. than others.  For example, job 
satisfaction is an attitude that may not be as predictive of performance and 
effectiveness as other attitudes in that satisfaction may relate as much to 
complacency as performance. A few more “promising” attitudes include:   

• Motivation 

• Commitment to students, school, occupation, etc. 

• Morale 

• Efficacy 

 Teacher learning, development, and improvement of practice and job 
performance 

 Occupational intentions, choice, and actions — entry, transfer among schools 
and districts, retention in the occupation 

 Student outcomes (e.g., academic learning and achievement) 

There are alternative ways to conceptualize different aspects of teacher working 
conditions. These ways are not mutually exclusive, but they come at the matter from 
different directions. For example, most current thinking and research on teacher 
working conditions focus on traditional sociological and organizational issues, including 
school characteristics — structures as well as social power relationships, power 
relationships, etc. Some also include demographic characteristics among these factors. 
However, another way is to think about working conditions in terms of their 
psychological and political properties. So one might think about and define working 
conditions in terms of concepts such as autonomy and self-determinism, certainty and 
ambiguity, coherence and fragmentation, flexibility and rigidity, and stability and 
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turbulence. Any of these qualities might be found in different configurations of 
structure, social relationships, power relationships, etc. What might matter most is the 
presence, quality, and intensity of particular properties rather than the organizational 
configurations that “house” them.  

Thinking about what matters now in teacher working conditions may be different than 
what may matter in the future. The design of teachers’ work and the design of school 
organization may need to be very different in a future of increasing uncertainty and rate 
of external change. (Current surveys of teacher working conditions focus more on, at 
best, a late 20th century model of schools and not on a 21st century model.) The general 
argument is that schools need to reorient themselves from a focus on stability to a focus 
on flexibility and continuous improvement to adapt to and innovate in increasingly 
ambiguous and turbulent environments. Indeed, the design of teachers’ work and 
organization of the school may need to be very different to promote the type of student 
learning and development envisioned for the future.158 For example, the emergence of 
teacher-led schools and cooperatives, the global trade in pedagogy, “24/7” virtual 
teaching and learning, and the creation of residency models that could replace current 
university-based and alternative preparation programs — all posit different ways to 
think about working conditions. The point is that while it may be important to continue 
to conceptualize teacher working conditions according to how things are now, it may 
also be important to think about conceptualizing, defining, and contemplating working 
conditions of the future.   

We are not completely clueless about this. Studies of different types of organizations in 
public, private, for-profit, and non-profit sectors have documented a number of 
organizational design features and capacities that are different from the ways in which 
schools are currently structured and that are likely to be more conducive to continuous 
organizational improvement, innovation, and success in increasingly uncertain and fast-
changing environments.159 Such design features and capacities may “rewrite” to some 
extent the nature of teacher working conditions and/or the relationships between their 
working conditions and the outcomes in which we are interested. 

There is one more consideration and that is defining working conditions in terms of 
things that are malleable and can be manipulated through leadership and/or policy.  
This may be an important concern that would give greater weight to factors such as class 
size and composition, than to factors such as the institutional characteristics of the 
teaching occupation. It is not that the institutional contexts of the teaching occupation 
might not matter. It is a question of level of attention and emphasis. When it comes to 
designing survey research, we need to ask questions that matter without asking too 
many so that we do assemble honest and reliable responses.  

Looking More Closely at the Individual 

Systems and ecological perspectives emphasize not only the multiple dimensions and 
levels of context but also the role of the individual in interaction with those dimensions 
and levels.160 What happens with regard to individual thought, decisions, and actions 
comes not simply from direct and unfiltered influence from context but through the 
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interpretation of that context by the individual, indeed, the individual’s own agency in 
and influence on the context. As noted previously, much of the current thought and 
inquiry about teacher working conditions does not consider the individual teacher very 
much or tries to “control” for the individual to understand the direct influences of 
particular aspects of working conditions. We believe this is very important given that the 
leader of the schools of the future will not be able to plan on recruiting and retaining 
teachers for the traditional 30-year stint or those who will serve in similar roles 
irrespective of dispositions, training, and career intentions.  

If we were interested in going further to understand the relationship between teacher 
working conditions and their attitudes, performance, and decisions, we might consider 
how the system of working conditions might relate to different demographic groups of 
teachers, to teachers at different stages of their careers, and to teachers at different 
stages of adult development.161 For example, that attrition among beginning teachers is 
so high and that their decisions to move from their schools to others or to leave the 
occupation entirely are associated in significant part to their working conditions 
suggests that something may be occurring differently with them than with teachers 
further in their careers and perhaps further in their adult development who work in 
similar conditions. Or the issue may be generational and economic. The U.S. 
Department of Labor estimates that today’s young adult will hold 10-14 jobs — by age 
38. Nevertheless, for teachers, interactions and relationships with their working 
conditions might change not only as those conditions change but as they learn new 
things, develop in career and as an adult, or respond to shifting cultural and economic 
norms. 

The importance of considering the individual teacher can be inferred from a number of 
different types of studies. For example, many studies have documented how individual 
cognition shapes in significant ways the interpretation and enactment of programs and 
policies.162 Another example is a small group of studies conducted some time ago on 
teacher participation in decision-making, an aspect of many recent treatments of 
teacher working conditions. These studies found that teachers’ individual norms and 
perceptions mediated their interest in, willingness to, and satisfaction with their ability 
to participate in different domains of school-level decision-making.163 A central concept 
in this work is that of “decision deprivation.” The idea is that the actual opportunities 
for participation and influence matter less to teachers than the difference between 
what they desire or expect and the real or perceived opportunities they have for 
participation and influence. (We note again that in the past teachers have been asked 
questions related to their role in influencing policies and programs irrespective of 
asking them whether it mattered.) 

Understanding the Nature of Influence 

Our research as well as the overall literature has not gone very far in theorizing or 
exploring empirically how and why individual elements of working conditions or 
systems of working conditions might influence teachers in particular ways. One way to 
think about this is to employ the concept of levers or mechanisms of influence that have 
been used to explore the nature of policy influence and the influence of work redesign 
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and various reforms on teachers and their classroom practice. For example, in reference 
to policy influence, Lorraine McDonnell and Dick Elmore refer to mandates, 
inducements, initiatives to develop capacity, and the redistribution of authority.164 Brian 
Rowan examines various “commitment” and “control” strategies as orientations of 
school organization conducive to teacher effectiveness.165 Smylie and his colleagues 
consider the role of incentives, social-professional and bureaucratic controls, and 
learning or capacity-building opportunities as mechanisms of influence in the design of 
teachers’ work and in organizational reforms designed to influence teachers’ work in 
classrooms.166   

There are deep and rich theoretical and empirical literatures inside and outside of 
education on such mechanisms in organizational context that might be used to help 
better understand how and why working conditions might have specific influences on 
teachers. Particular working conditions or systems of conditions might be thought to 
“contain” or “evoke” particular mechanisms (e.g., incentives, controls, learning 
opportunities) that might explain teacher motivation, decision-making, and behavior.  
Exploring theoretically and empirically how such ideas relate to teachers and their 
working conditions might be especially productive.   

Recommendations 

We have learned a great deal about working conditions and their potential effects on 
teacher retention and student achievement. CTQ’s multi-year history of conducting 
population surveys in seven states, combined with a wealth of literature and expert 
opinion, lead us to offer specific recommendations and ideas for further investigations. 

Our review of recent research and relevant research suggests that there is a great deal 
written on the topic, and there is no shortage of claims that working conditions make a 
difference for teacher retention, and in some cases, student achievement. No doubt 
working conditions matter, but most claims — even our own — can be overstated or too 
broadly specified to be of much good for policymakers and practitioners alike. The 
research to date has been important – and in some cases groundbreaking. However, 
empirical work has not defined clearly what counts for working conditions and how they 
matter inside of schools and between them as the teacher labor market becomes more 
competitive and demands for more effective teaching increase. Much more needs to be 
learned about the intersection of salaries and non-pecuniary working conditions as most 
researchers address these issues separately. 

Our review of the CTQ approach and findings suggest clearly that more work needs to be 
done in designing studies of working conditions that can more clearly and reliably 
inform policymakers and practitioners. One instrument may not be able to do both well 
— at least not without more investments in the research process as well as the education 
of the consumers of the data. Missing data and non-response bias have implications for 
how policymakers as well as practitioners interpret and use the teacher working 
conditions survey results. Survey wording and analytical tools matter a great deal. 
Different approaches easily surface different findings. However, no matter how well 
designed an instrument or careful the analyses, no one study or approach can clearly 
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define teacher working conditions. The topic is too big and complex. As a result we 
wonder how different researchers, using different tools and methods, could build off a 
common framework in order to begin piecing together a more coherent story of teacher 
working conditions. 

Our re-conceptualization includes a graphic representation of the key working 
conditions constructs that reveals the potential causal chain of how they affect student 
outcomes. Such a framework is a necessary component of the larger goal of identifying 
potential influences of working conditions on teacher retention and student 
achievement. It will also aid in creating a common and coherent language. As Charles 
Thompson, one of our team members noted, “In the absence of some theoretical 
structure, one can easily fall into mere correlation fishing.”  

We are not cavalier about the difficulty in disentangling the effects of working 
conditions on student achievement — especially isolating those key factors that make a 
difference for important outcomes over time. We believe there is likely to be a strong 
interaction between working conditions and the ability to attract and retain more 
effective teachers — and that having more effective colleagues is a working condition in 
and of itself. We believe the working conditions that make a difference for some teachers 
(e.g., in terms of retention) may not for others. What makes a difference for teacher 
retention may or may not make a difference for student achievement — depending on 
which working conditions influence which teachers stay or leave – and how the 
remaining teachers work together or not in efforts to improve student learning.  

We believe it is time for both scholarly and practice communities to come together and 
develop a “theory of action” behind working conditions. As suggested earlier we are 
under no delusion that we can create a unified theory — but it is time to build one that 
can inform (if not perfect) both future research and the improvement of the conditions 
that allow good teaching to flourish and spread. In developing a theory of action, we 
hope to shed light on whether all teachers prefer the same types of working conditions 
or whether many forms of “positive” working conditions work best for some educators 
in one context but not another. We believe this area of inquiry needs greater clarity 
about “subjective versus objective” factors affecting working conditions as well as those 
that can be addressed at the classroom, school, district/community, state, and national 
levels. To do so we offer a set of ten recommendations — some very global and others 
very specific — followed by a “look” at how we might proceed in the future. 

1. Clarify teacher working conditions research in order to improve policy and 
practice. It is difficult for one instrument and process to serve both ends. A 
research design with a matrix sampling approach may help resolve inherent 
tensions in serving the needs of policymakers and practitioners.  

2. Create a team of researchers and practitioners to redesign and periodically 
update the survey — based partly on focus groups with the users of the survey, 
case studies of higher- and lower-achieving schools (with different TWC results), 
and research evidence about which factors appear to be most important for 
teacher retention and student achievement. 
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3. Refocus the current instrument in order to: 

a. Address findings from new factor analyses, including ways to better 
distinguish school leadership and teacher empowerment; 

b. Refine and improve survey items related to time and empowerment; 

c. Include important working conditions related to curriculum, student 
behavior and engagement, community and student support, and high-
stakes accountability; and 

d. Include additional demographic data to better understand how teacher 
characteristics and assignments mediate the effects of working conditions.  

4. Develop and use better measures of teacher turnover — including a finer-grained 
analysis of “good” and “bad” attrition as well as a much closer look at not only 
those who in stay in teaching, move to another school, or leave education 
altogether, but those who are also role changers and same school stayers. 

5. Improve response rates and test for non-response bias by: 

a. Conducting analyses of schools with higher and lower response rates and 
making adjustments for both reporting and analytical purposes; 

b. Using more items benchmarked to the School and Staffing Survey (testing 
for non-response bias by comparing the results of the items that overlap 
the two instruments); 

c. Establishing a consistent and research-based response rate threshold for 
use in any analyses; and 

d. Reviewing insightful analyses of how to treat missing data and their 
implications for teacher working conditions surveys.167 

6. Develop strategies to merge teacher working conditions with other student and 
teacher data sets to answer other important policy questions — e.g., linking 
school ID/address with NCES district mapping or GIS data to provide additional 
information about the socioeconomic context of the neighborhoods where 
schools are located. 

7. Employ open-ended questions that ask teachers who have been at the same 
school about what policies, practices, or behaviors have most affected teacher 
working conditions. 

8. Conduct additional surveys of school principals, with a focus on preparation and 
support they need to improve teacher working conditions.168 
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9. Conduct in-depth comparative analyses of high-need schools that have high 
levels of retention and relatively high levels of student achievement to high-need 
schools with low levels of teacher retention and relatively low levels of student 
achievement. These comparative analyses should focus on the characteristics of 
the school leaders as well as the specific actions of the school leaders.  

10. Conduct in-depth comparative analyses of working conditions for teachers who 
enter teaching through different pathways and with different preparation — and 
determine how they affect individual and whole school retention. 

A Look to the Future 

As we look to the future it is important to reflect on the past. Researchers have only 
recently surfaced evidence that teachers have the most powerful influence on whether 
students will learn in school. Yet, in high-need school districts throughout our nation, 
low-income students and those of color are far less likely to be taught by qualified, well-
supported, and effective teachers. Across the country, schools and districts routinely 
implement a variety of interventions designed to address their failure to provide high-
quality educational opportunities for all students.  

Recently, major foundations and leading policymakers are promoting the strategic 
management of human capital as a key to closing the student achievement gap in 
America’s public schools.169 Defined as “the acquisition, development, performance 
management and retention of top talent in the nation’s schools,”170 initial attention has 
been directed more heavily toward recruiting and rewarding teachers for improved test 
scores in high-need schools than on creating the conditions that retain teachers and 
promote their success in teaching high-need students. As more school districts focus on 
recruiting teachers with the “right” dispositions necessary for teaching in high-need 
communities, they often overlook the cultural competencies and professional learning 
communities necessary to teach effectively.171 High-need schools present many 
challenges to teachers — who need to see themselves as change agents, but also must 
have the supports in place in order to play that role successfully.  

There is no question that much more work needs to be undertaken to understand and 
improve teacher working conditions for the here and now. Granted, policymakers and 
practitioners need stronger evidence to improve teacher working conditions. However, 
on a moral basis, the lack of perfect data should not get in the way of progress. As Sykes 
noted: 

Teachers are owed decent working conditions as a term of their employment and 
as a function of their office.  Certain minimal conditions, for example, may be 
specified in terms of occupational health and safety together with provisions in 
the contract (an example might be the maximum number of “preps” that a high 
school teacher will be assigned; or the duration of the work day, week, and year).  
Such conditions are relatively uncontroversial even if they may not be fully 
realized in many locales. 



40  Center for Teaching Quality 

However, he also claimed:  

While setting the floor for working conditions may be relatively easy in principle, 
establishing the higher ground associated with the office of teacher — framed by 
the idea of professionalism — is much more difficult. 

We must measure teacher working conditions more accurately. But even if we do, how 
do we know what counts for “good” working conditions. What is standard for how much 
time teachers should have to plan together or how much influence they should have in 
instructional decisions? Should all teachers be empowered to make professional 
decisions? Or should just the professionals be empowered to do so? To make matters 
more complicated are we considering teaching as a profession today — or one 
tomorrow?  

Consider the press for 21st century schools and the working conditions needed for 
teachers to develop and use: 

 Deep knowledge of individual student characteristics and capacities and rapidly 
changing content, as a precursor to setting learning goals and planning lessons 
(as opposed to teaching all students at a grade level or in a course the same things 
as preparation for a test); 

 Virtual tools that create a risk-free, interactive, student-centered learning 
environment which nurtures creativity as well as global perspectives and 
communications skills, as well as a venue for their own professional 
development;   

 Diverse and valid forms of assessment — including “serious gaming” — and 
experience in using the data to diagnose student learning difficulties and 
prescribe strategies to address them as well as share with colleagues inside their 
schools and across different professional learning communities — throughout the 
United States or even around the globe; 

 The integrated health and social services available with full-service schools so 
student needs can be more effectively addressed in improving academic 
achievement and readiness for the 21st century global economy and America’s 
evolving democracy; and  

 The growing trade in global pedagogy so that teaching expertise can be rapidly 
spread (through video streaming and online mentoring) and opportunities to 
earn more professional compensation through entrepreneurial pedagogical 
activities and initiatives.  

Preparation for teaching content in the future “looks different” when the amount of new 
technical information is doubling every two years — and predicted to double every 72 
hours by 2010. One study has estimated that 40 exabytes (that’s 4 x 1019) of unique new 
information will be generated worldwide this year — which is more than what was 
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produced in the previous 5,000 years. Time for teachers to learn could be redefined with 
Web 2.0 tools such as MySpace, which had over 100 million registered users — two 
years ago — and at that time the average page was visited 30 times a day. Access to and 
processing of data and ideas is the coin of the realm. Third generation fiber optics under 
development pushes 10 trillion bits per second down one strand of fiber. (For more 
details go to “Shift Happens” on YouTube.) 

Globalization will bring more and more ideas about accelerating the effectiveness and 
professionalization of teachers to the forefront. Web 2.0 (and soon 3.0) tools can drive 
changes and ramp up the de-isolation of teaching — and transform what is meant by the 
right teacher working conditions. Generation Y recruits to teaching who are not 
expected to (nor will) stay in teaching for 10 years, much less a career, will demand 
working conditions different from those seasoned experts who are needed to stay for the 
long haul (and who can mentor the less experienced itinerant teachers who will also 
serve the system). 

However, serving all public school students well into the future will require more than 
just the transformation of the teaching profession. We will need to create community 
schools that are "hubs of educational services" for children and families and offer 
disadvantaged school communities additional resources for safe housing and health 
care.172 Such efforts would require some teachers to be pedagogical experts as well as 
community organizers. The “right” working conditions must provide teachers with space 
to work with other adults in the “system” around issues of change – how to promote 
civic participation, public action, and negotiation to build a new non-partisan political 
force that can help transform public education for all students in all communities. Now 
is the time to understand and assess teacher working conditions 2.0 — and the future 
of a 21st century teaching profession. With support from several prominent 
philanthropies (including the Ford Foundation and the Spencer Foundation), the 
Center for Teaching Quality has begun to do just that — developing a series of 
longitudinal case studies and new instrument development as well as public forums 
that can inform new insights and strategies for developing and sustaining highly-
functioning human capital systems for our nation’s public schools.  Teaching is the 
profession that makes all others possible. 

 (See linked document on CTQ’s next steps). 
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