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I. INTRODUCTION
The persistent academic achievement gaps

ignore the complex underlying factors that engender and perpetuate the problem.

between children living in poverty and those

Fully recognizing that they, too, have not done

living in affluence endanger our nation’s ideals

nearly enough to address the problem in any

and future prosperity. While we recognize that

systematic way, the twelve organizations that

factors outside of schools—including the ef-

make up the Learning First Alliance have en-

fects of poverty on families and children—

gaged in an in-depth examination of the prob-

contribute to these gaps, we help perpetuate

lem and intensive, collaborative dialogue

them within our schools by failing to do what

about how to solve it. The result is this docu-

we know makes an enormous difference:

ment, a framework for action. Rather than

guaranteeing all students access to highly ex-

promoting a “silver bullet” approach or a sim-

perienced and capable educators. In fact, our

plistic quick fix, the framework outlines a sys-

most vulnerable students—those in high-

temic set of actions for addressing the wide

poverty, low-performing schools—are far less

range of causes that underlie the problem.

likely than their wealthier peers to attend
schools with the most qualified staff. What’s

In doing so, the framework recognizes that no

more, because minority children dispropor-

one organization or group, not even state and

tionately attend such schools, it is African

federal legislators, can solve this problem on

American and Latino students who bear the

its own. A wide range of stakeholders must

brunt of staffing inequities.

collaborate to address the myriad causes of
the staffing gap in disadvantaged schools.

For too long, our nation has done far too little

The member organizations of the Learning

to confront this staffing challenge. Even those

First Alliance are therefore uniquely suited to

who have acknowledged the problem have

launch a vigorous national effort to tackle this

often resigned themselves to the defeatist be-

problem. We represent constituencies ranging

lief that we could do little about it. And those

from parents to school board members, from

who have proposed solutions have often lim-

teachers to superintendents, from schools of

ited themselves to patchwork remedies that
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education to state policy makers. Working

have a large impact on student achievement

together, we know we can make a difference.

and can in fact go a great distance towards
closing achievement gaps.1

Yet we also understand that we can make little
headway unless we accept a fundamental

Finally, we recognize that the staffing chal-

premise: We cannot solve the staffing prob-

lenge can be a difficult and sensitive issue to

lem simply by producing a greater number of

discuss. Nothing in this document is meant to

teachers or by moving existing ones around.

denigrate the commitment and hard work of

Educators are not troops recruited and de-

the many excellent teachers and administra-

ployed by some centralized authority, but

tors who already work in this nation’s most

rather professionals who respond to opportuni-

challenging schools.

ties for employment within national, state and
local labor markets. Our goal must be to abolish so-called “hard-to-staff schools” by making
today’s high-poverty, low-performing schools
the kinds of places where our best educators

To the contrary, we must find new courage to
talk about these issues while remaining sensitive to how educators and parents can perceive such talk. And we must form new alliances based on mutual respect and trust to

will want to work.

find fair and effective solutions to the complex
The time is ripe for a collective commitment to

causes of the problem.

action. Certainly, a wide range of educational,
economic, and family factors influences student achievement, and we must continue to
fight to improve economic and social conditions in families and communities if we hope to
erase the achievement gap entirely. But the
research is far too clear to ignore at this point:
Teachers and administrators matter. They

Rather than assign blame for the staffing gap,
we must accept shared responsibility for promoting solutions. In doing so, we have the
opportunity to stake out a common ground
where we can work together towards shared
goals. This Framework for Action seeks to
create such common ground.

Box 1:
Learning First Alliance Member Organization Initiatives
Several LFA member organizations are already undertaking promising initiatives to address the staffing gap:
The Education Commission of the States (ECS)
The Education Commission of the States has joined the Educational Testing Service and Learning Point Associates in the National Partnership for Teaching in At-Risk Schools, an effort to mobilize policymakers, education
leaders, and other key education stakeholders to expand our neediest students' access to the best teachers.
The Partnership plans to produce and disseminate new research, document best practices, and assist state and
local policymakers in efforts to improve teaching in at-risk schools.
For more information on the National Partnership, please visit www.ecs.org/NPTARS.
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The National Education Association (NEA)
The NEA and the NEA Foundation have awarded five partnerships of NEA affiliates and public school districts
$60,000 each in support of innovative programs to attract and retain fully-credentialed, accomplished teachers
for hard-to-staff public schools. The grant recipients are:
•

The Arizona Education Association Teaching and Learning Foundation

•

Florida A&M University

•

The Iowa State Education Association

•

The Maryland State Teachers Association

•

The University of Colorado at Denver and Health Sciences Center

Through these partnerships, teacher unions will work hand-in-hand with local school districts to establish policies, conditions, and incentives that promise to close the staffing gap and improve the achievement of our neediest students.
For more information on the grants, contact Susan Carmon, Senior Program Coordinator, NEA Teacher Quality
Department at scarmon@nea.org.
The Council of Chief State School Officers (CCSSO)
With funding from the Joyce Foundation, CCSSO has created a State Teacher Quality Network designed to help
state education agencies analyze, plan, and implement strategies to strengthen teacher quality, particularly in
high-poverty, low-performing schools. CCSSO convenes annual network meetings so that the 37 participating
states can develop common solutions to teacher quality implementation challenges and highlight innovative and
successful programs.
As part of this project, CCSSO publishes and disseminates a free, bi-weekly electronic newsletter that provides
information to all states about recent reports, studies, legislative action, and news articles related to teacher quality and improvement efforts. In addition, the Council is producing a series of policy papers to analyze the relative
merits of various strategies to improve teacher quality, and to identify barriers that hinder state and district efforts
to attract and retain effective teachers in hard-to-staff schools.
For more information about CCSSO's State Teacher Quality Network, contact Cynthia Prince, Director of
Teacher Professional Development, at (202) 312-6868 or cindyp@ccsso.org.

II. THE PROBLEM
While many school systems have made important strides in improving educational outcomes

African American and Latino students are more
than twice as likely as white students to perform below the basic level.2

for low-income and minority children, wide

Unfortunately, the gap does not disappear as

achievement gaps persist. Among fourth grad-

students get older. By the end of high school,

ers in 2003, for example, 61% of African

the average African American or Latino 17-

Americans and 57% of Latinos performed be-

year-old performs at about the same level in

low the basic level in reading, compared with

reading and math as the average white 13-

26% of white students. In mathematics, too,
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year-old.3 Similar gaps exist between poor and

teacher who has not completed a college major

more affluent schoolchildren.

or minor in the subject taught. One study found

As a result, too many young people are graduating from high school without the skills necessary to be successful in college or to compete
for middle class jobs in today’s workforce.4
Low achievement among low-income and minority students places severe limits on lifetime

that about one third (34%) of math, English,
social studies, and science classes in highpoverty secondary schools were taught “out of
field” in 1999-2000, compared with about one in
every five classes (19%) in low-poverty
schools.8

opportunities for millions of young Americans

The same study revealed that rates of out-of-

and presents substantial challenges to our de-

field teaching are particularly high within middle

mocratic institutions and future economic pros-

schools and in shortage areas such as mathe-

perity.

5

Yet the nation’s low-income and minority students—those who rely the most on schools for
their learning—are consistently least likely to
have fully qualified teachers and administrators.
By every measure that research has shown to
matter for student learning, disadvantaged students receive fewer than their fair share of our
best-equipped teachers:

matics. For example, 70% of math classes in
high-poverty middle schools are taught by
teachers who have not completed a college
major or minor in mathematics or a related
field, such as math education or statistics.9
Effectiveness at Raising Test Scores. Newer
methodologies for analyzing standardized test
performance data allow researchers to conduct
studies to measure the impact of individual
classroom teachers on the amount that stu-

Certification. Teachers in high-poverty districts

dents in their classrooms learn over the course

are less likely to have full state certification.

of a year. Several such studies have shown

According to the U.S. Department of Education,

that low-achieving, low-income, and minority

about one in twelve teachers in high-poverty

students are more likely to be assigned to

districts is working under a waiver of certifica-

teachers who are, on average, less effective at

tion requirements, compared with one out of

substantially raising students’ test scores.10

every twenty teachers in other districts.6 In
some states the numbers are far worse. For
example, one study found that teachers in California’s high-minority schools are still five times
as likely as those who teach in low-minority
schools to lack full certification.7

Experience. Recent teacher effectiveness research also has confirmed what common sense
has long held: Novice teachers are, on average, far less capable of raising student
achievement on standardized tests than their
more experienced colleagues are.11 Yet one

Subject Matter Knowledge. At the secondary

federal study found that teachers in the nation’s

level, classes in high-poverty and high-minority

high-poverty and high-minority schools are

schools are much more likely to be taught by a
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about twice as likely to have only three years of
12

compared with only 12.8% in low-poverty
schools.16 To understand the consequences of

experience or less.

that attrition in real terms, consider that a typiWhile there has been less research on administrators in high-poverty, low-performing schools,
the available evidence points to similar inequi-

cal high-poverty urban elementary school employing, say, 20 teachers would have to hire
about 22 new teachers every five years.

ties in student access to the most qualified
principals. For example, an in-depth study of

Finally, the cycle is complete when, faced with

principal shortages in ten metropolitan regions

constant vacancies that result from high attri-

found that high-poverty, low-performing schools

tion rates, disadvantaged schools are forced to

struggle to fill vacancies with experienced and

fill these vacancies over and over again with

qualified candidates, while more affluent

less experienced candidates, many of whom

schools have a more qualified pool to choose

will leave in a few years themselves. And

13

from.

Another study found that high-poverty,

many of the teachers who depart seek jobs in

low-performing schools in New York State are

schools or districts that have fewer low-income

more likely to have inexperienced principals

students, fewer minority students, and fewer

with weaker academic backgrounds.

14

underachieving students.17

Why do such patterns persist? The answer lies

The complex nature of this problem ensures

in a troubling chain of events that creates high

that simplistic solutions simply will not work. By

rates of staff turnover in high-poverty, low-

itself, increasing the supply of qualified staff will

performing schools, and a constant, uphill

not solve the problem, since high-poverty, low-

struggle to staff them adequately.

performing schools cannot compete for or re-

Here is how the cycle operates:

tain this staff. Conversely, we cannot work
simply to stem attrition rates in those schools,

First, high-poverty, low-performing schools

because they will still face a disadvantage in

have more difficulty attracting and hiring suffi-

competing for qualified candidates.

cient numbers of experienced applicants. For
example, high-poverty schools in inner cities
regularly receive only a fraction of the applications that schools in affluent systems receive.15

We must create a better flow of highly qualified
candidates into low-poverty schools at the
same time that we stem the flow of good staff
out of those schools. And to accomplish that,

Second, disadvantaged schools lose staff at a

we must address all of the various factors that

much higher rate than do other schools. A re-

contribute to and reinforce the vicious staffing

cent study revealed that high-poverty urban

cycle in high-poverty schools.

schools lose 22% of their teachers annually,
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Box 2:
Miami-Dade County Public Schools
The Miami-Dade County public school district is pursuing a new program to attract and retain effective teachers
for its 39 lowest-performing schools, which Superintendent Rudy Crew has designated the School Improvement
Zone. Designed in collaboration with the teachers union, the program pays teachers who agree to teach in those
schools 20 percent more than they would receive in other schools. Participating teachers work an extra hour
every day and five extra days each school year. In addition, they spend 56 hours per year in after-school professional development activities intended to support the Zone’s literacy and academic enrichment focus.
The extra incentives for extra work form part of a larger reform strategy that uses the longer school day and extended school year to accommodate intensive reading instruction, individual tutoring for struggling students, and
various student enrichment activities. In addition, the district has pledged additional support staff for teachers
and students in the School Improvement Zone, including more literacy and mathematics specialists, social workers, community involvement specialists, and college assistance advisors.
Though the program is too new to have had any measurable effect on student achievement, early signs of its
impact on teacher recruitment are encouraging: After a December job fair, 113 teachers from within the District,
in addition to many new teachers, sought jobs in the troubled schools.
For more information, please contact Joseph Garcia, Chief Communications Officer, at 305-995-4638.

III. UNDERLYING CAUSES OF
THE PROBLEM
After careful study and collaboration by all of
our members, the Learning First Alliance has
identified eight areas of action that we must
address if we are to close the staffing gap that
plagues American education: leadership, working conditions, professional support, incentives,
preparation, hiring and placement, policy coherence, and funding. Our conclusions are
based on a thorough review of recent research
into the causes of the staffing gap, as well as

staff in more affluent schools. This inequity is
especially alarming, because leadership—
which encompasses both principal leadership
and teacher leadership—is essential to establishing the conditions for school success.
The difficulty of attracting and retaining effective principals to high need schools is troubling,
given principals’ vital importance to school effectiveness: The accumulated research suggests that an effective leader can raise a
school’s overall student achievement by as
much as 10 points out of 100 when other fac-

on the direct experiences of our members.

tors are equal.18

1. Need for Stronger Leadership

Ensuring good leaders for disadvantaged

High-poverty, low-performing schools often lack

schools is an essential step toward closing the

the kinds of strong, supportive leadership that

teacher staffing gap. One mark of an effective

help attract and retain excellent teachers and
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school principal is the ability to work with school

2. Poor working conditions

staff to assemble a strong faculty. Conversely,

Basic working conditions in high-poverty, low-

ineffective leaders can drive up teacher attrition

performing schools are often far worse than

rates. Recent work by Richard Ingersoll has

any professional should be asked to tolerate. It

found that classroom teachers who choose to
leave jobs in high-poverty urban schools due to
job dissatisfaction (as opposed to retirement,

is therefore hardly surprising that such conditions are a major cause of high teacher turnover in many schools. Accounts of conditions
in high-poverty, low-performing schools com-

family circumstances, or personal reasons) are

monly cite decaying or inadequate facilities in

more likely to cite poor leadership than any

which staff must work. Even excellent teachers

other workplace-related reason for doing so.19

will struggle when faced with leaky roofs, broken windows, and missing lab equipment, con-

Not least among a good principal’s attributes is

ditions that a recent poll of teachers in Califor-

his or her ability to share leadership responsi-

nia identified in many of the state’s high-poverty

bilities with school staff. A recent study of high-

schools.22

poverty schools in Kentucky found that highperforming schools were much more likely than

Yet difficult conditions confronted by staff go
well beyond crumbling buildings. Teachers

lower-performing schools to exhibit “distributed

who leave jobs in high-poverty urban schools

leadership,” in which teachers and administra-

often cite lack of resources, intrusions on in-

tors share responsibility and decision-making

structional time, inadequate time to prepare,

powers.20 In addition, Ingersoll found that lack

and student discipline problems as reasons for

of input into decision-making is another main
reason teachers give for leaving jobs in highpoverty schools.21 Clearly, opportunities for
leadership must extend beyond administrative

quitting. Significant numbers of teachers also
cite smaller class sizes and greater parent involvement as conditions that would stem the
flow of teachers out of high-poverty, lowperforming schools.23

staff.
Box 3:
North Carolina Teacher Working Conditions Survey
Concerned about high teacher attrition rates in many schools, North Carolina Governor Mike Easley has led a
groundbreaking statewide initiative to survey the state’s teachers on working conditions in every public school.
Administered for the second time in spring 2004, the survey includes questions in five critical areas: time (including reasonable student loads and protection from classroom interruptions); facilities and resources; school leadership; teacher empowerment (including participation in school-wide decision-making); and professional development.
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The results are being used to provide not only a bird’s-eye view of working conditions statewide, but also tailored
reports to help individual schools and districts improve conditions for their own teachers, and thus better target
their resources to address teacher attrition. Each participating school principal receives an eight-page report that
compares his or her school’s survey results to those of the district and state as a whole. District reports include a
summary of all teachers’ responses in the district and an electronic copy of each school's report. (School, district, and state reports are available on-line at http://www.learnnc.org/gov/TWC.nsf.)
As the reports’ findings demonstrate, schools and districts have a powerful incentive to improve their working
conditions: Schools whose teachers reported better conditions were considerably more likely to have met Adequate Yearly Progress goals and performed well in North Carolina’s accountability system.
To help schools and districts make good use of the survey’s findings, the North Carolina Business Committee for
Education, the Southeast Center for Teaching Quality, and Bellsouth North Carolina have teamed up to offer a
toolkit for understanding—and acting on—the data. (To view the toolkit, please visit
www.teacherworkingconditions.org.)
Other states are already following in North Carolina’s footsteps: South Carolina has completed a similar initiative, and pilot projects are either starting up or already underway in Georgia, Virginia, and Ohio. More states
surely will be watching this effort to bring critical issues into the spotlight. As Governor Easley writes, “Good
teacher working conditions mean good student learning conditions.”
For more information about working conditions surveys in North Carolina and other states, please contact Eric
Hirsch, Vice President of Policy and Partnerships, Southeast Center for Teaching Quality at
ehirsch@teachingquality.org or 919-951-0220.

3. Insufficient professional support

tion programs: Novice teachers who partici-

New teachers in high-poverty, low-performing

pate in comprehensive induction programs—

schools frequently receive the toughest as-

which include mentoring by a teacher in the

signments and the least assistance. For ex-

same subject, opportunities to collaborate with

ample, a recent study of novice teachers

other teachers, supportive communication with

found that those in high-poverty settings are

administrators, seminars for new teachers,

far less likely than their peers in low-poverty

and more manageable assignments—

schools to experience formal mentoring from

experience only half the attrition rate of those

an experienced colleague. Those fortunate

who receive no mentoring or only a bare-

enough to receive mentoring are much less

bones induction program.25

likely to be assigned a mentor who is located
in the same school and who teaches in the
same grade level or subject area.24

Schools in disadvantaged communities also
have fewer support staff who can help teachers meet the educational and social needs of

This “support gap” is especially worrying,

students. The ratio of students to guidance

given what other research has revealed about

counselors is significantly higher in schools

the impact of intensive mentoring and induc-

with large minority enrollments, for example.
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Furthermore, counselors in those schools

by wealthier ones, teachers see little to offset

spend a greater percentage of their work days

the disincentives to working in disadvantaged

handling attendance and discipline problems,

schools. Indeed, Ingersoll found that low sal-

leaving even less time for the academic sup-

ary is one of the main reasons teachers who

port and career counseling students in many

leave jobs in high-poverty urban schools give

advantaged communities take for granted.

26

for doing so.28 We cannot appeal solely to
altruism if we hope to convince enough teach-

Beginning teachers who switch jobs after a
few years tend to seek out schools that offer

ers—whose salaries are not high to begin
with—to take the most challenging jobs.

reasonable assignments and basic assistance,
sufficient opportunities to learn and grow, and

Of course, intangible incentives play a role as

supportive administrators. In other words, like

well. America’s educational culture bestows

any other devoted professionals, they seek out

greater professional status on those who work

workplaces that will help them do their jobs

in the least demanding environments, i.e., in

well and get better over time, rather than

wealthy, well-equipped schools and in aca-

places that seem to stack the cards against

demically rigorous “honors” and AP courses.29

them. And too often, they must migrate to

While state and local leaders can do a great

more affluent, higher-performing schools to

deal to counter such perverse incentives by

27

publicly recognizing and honoring highly com-

find such conditions.

petent teachers who choose to take on our

4. Weak incentives to teach in challenging schools

toughest educational challenges, too few

Because salaries and benefits in high-poverty

tion.

teachers currently receive this kind of recogni-

districts are seldom better than those offered

Box 4:
Benwood Initiative, Hamilton County, Tennessee
Educators, civic leaders, and community groups are working together to improve teaching in the nine lowestperforming schools in Hamilton County, Tennessee, all located in the city of Chattanooga. Named for the foundation that kicked off the effort with a grant to the local Public Education Foundation, the Benwood Initiative
comprises a unique mix of innovative educator incentives and supports.
All Benwood teachers receive extra support in the form of additional training in reading instruction, reading specialists who can work with struggling students, a full-time parent coordinator, and a reorganized workday that
provides more flexibility for helping students. New teachers receive extensive mentoring and hands-on coaching. The district has pitched in by improving school leadership, replacing six of the nine principals and offering
leadership coaching to help administrators better guide and support teachers.
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Benwood teachers with a high level of demonstrated ability to raise student achievement, as measured by Tennessee’s Value-Added Assessment System, are eligible for $5,000 annual bonuses, as well for as generous forgivable housing loans and free tuition toward a master’s degree. In addition, all teachers in schools that, on average, boost student achievement by at least 15% over the state average earn a bonus of $2,000.
Even the early results have been impressive. The Benwood schools no longer scrape and scramble to hire
teachers every summer, and student achievement is increasing rapidly. In 2003, the Benwood schools outgained 90% of all schools in the state on value-added measures of growth in reading. In 2004, five of the 9
schools received straight A's for their gains in all four subjects tested by the state; two other schools received
three A's and one B each.
For more information on the Benwood Initiative, please contact Dan Challener, President of Hamilton County,
Tennessee’s Public Education Foundation, at (423) 668-4233 or dan@pefchattanooga.org.

5. Inadequate preparation for work
in high-poverty schools

challenges. Candidates need to be prepared

Too many teachers and leaders come to the

behind academically, are more likely to exhibit

job unprepared for real-life work in challenging

health and social problems, and face more

schools and classrooms. According to federal

difficult circumstances in their communities

survey data, one out of three teachers does

and families. Though some institutions have

not feel prepared to use a variety of instruc-

begun to offer intensive programs specifically

tional methods in the classroom or to select

designed to prepare candidates for teaching in

and adapt appropriate instructional materials,

such environments, including extensive clinical

and 43% do not feel well prepared to handle

experience in challenging classrooms, others

classroom management and discipline.

30

An-

to be effective in schools where students are

still offer generic “one size fits all” training.

other study found that 63% of new teachers
believe teacher training programs do only a
fair or poor job of making sure educators “are
able to deal with the pressures and stress of
teaching.”31

6. Difficulties with hiring and
placement
Counterproductive hiring and placement practices in some districts create a significant and
needless barrier to recruiting highly qualified

The preparation of school principals has also

teachers who are willing to teach in high-

come under criticism. A recent national review

poverty, low-performing schools. Such prob-

of leadership programs in education schools

lems can have multiple causes: cumbersome

concluded that most do not adequately equip

application processes, poor customer service,

leaders for the challenges they must confront

insufficient data systems for tracking vacan-

32

in schools.

cies and candidates, high student mobility
rates that create difficulties in forecasting va-

Add to that the fact that working in urban
schools presents additional—and unique—
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cancies, late notification deadlines for departing teachers, seniority provisions that require
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additional time for internal transfers, and late

trict policies are always intensive or effective

budgeting.

enough. A 2004 study of 12 districts in four
southeastern states revealed that, even in dis-

Whatever the causes, the results can be devastating for low-income students: In some
urban districts, hiring and placement can take
so long that qualified candidates feel com-

tricts with a reputation for improving teacher
quality, few aggressive measures were in
place to address staffing problems in highneed schools.37

pelled to accept jobs in suburban districts with
less complicated hiring processes.33 And late

What’s more, policies in other areas, such as

hiring all too often leaves those teachers who

testing and accountability, can indirectly im-

do take positions in high-poverty, low-

pede efforts to staff disadvantaged schools.

performing schools with little or no time to pre-

For example, one study found that the intro-

pare for the school year. A recent survey of

duction of a school accountability system in

new teachers found that those in high-poverty

North Carolina might have increased the al-

schools were three times as likely as those in

ready high teacher attrition rates in that state’s

low-poverty schools to have been hired after

high-poverty schools.38

the school year officially began.34

8. Inadequate funding
7. Policy Incoherence

Long-standing school funding inequities that

Federal, state, and local policies often are not

result from antiquated state systems for fi-

sufficiently coordinated with the challenge of

nancing public education present a significant

staffing high-poverty schools. According to

obstacle to staffing high-poverty, low-

Education Week, only 14 states offer incen-

performing schools. This point cannot be

tives to recruit and retain teachers for hard-to-

made emphatically enough: We cannot ade-

35

staff schools.

quately staff high-poverty, low-performing
schools until we adequately fund them.

There is, however, cause for hope at the district level. Just under half (46%) of school dis-

Simple common sense should tell us that, to

tricts participating in a recent nationally repre-

tackle the greater challenges they face,

sentative survey reported increasing recruit-

schools serving large disadvantaged popula-

ment efforts to attract qualified teachers to

tions should receive additional resources on

36

high-need schools.

Slightly over half (53%)

top of equitable base funding. Yet nationwide,

reported supporting extra professional devel-

high-poverty districts receive less money—

opment in these schools. Yet other policy

about $1,348 fewer state and local tax dollars

levers go largely unused. For example, fewer

per student—than low-poverty districts.39

than one in 10 districts (8%) reported offering
financial incentives to attract teachers to highneed schools. Nor is it clear that existing dis-
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District budgeting practices can shortchange
high-poverty schools even further. For exam-

11

ple, recent research reveals that districts

misleadingly use average teacher salaries in-

commonly spend fewer actual dollars to staff

stead of actual salaries to report school staff-

their higher-poverty schools, because such

ing budgets.40 A California study found that,

schools disproportionately employ more inex-

over the 12 or 13 years a student spends in

perienced teachers, whose pay, in turn, is

public schools, that salary gap can translate

lower on the salary schedule. The large

into a spending gap of $100,000 per student,

school-to-school spending inequities that re-

with the poorest students on the losing end of

sult are typically hidden because most districts

the equation.41

Box 5:
The Challenge of Staffing Rural Schools
While schools in inner cities and rural areas are generally hardest to staff, the challenges they face are not entirely the same. The need to address these challenges is, however, just as pressing in rural as in urban areas:
Rural schools make up about 30% of all U.S. schools, and they educate about one out of every five American
schoolchildren.
Schools in rural communities are more geographically isolated, leaving them a smaller home-grown labor pool
from which to recruit while making it harder to recruit from the outside. Many rural communities lack the social
and cultural attractions of cities, and they offer fewer housing options.
In addition, because rural schools tend to be very small, teachers often have to provide instruction in multiple
subjects, which can greatly increase preparation workload. To meet No Child Left Behind’s “highly qualified”
designation, moreover, rural teachers will have to achieve certification and demonstrate subject matter knowledge in all the subjects they teach. The need to clear these extra hurdles can dissuade new teachers from taking positions in rural schools and presents special challenges to incumbent teachers. Because limited access to
colleges and universities can restrict options for on-going professional development, incumbent teachers often
have few opportunities to improve their qualifications.
Compounding the disincentives to teaching in rural schools, pay disparities between rural teachers and their urban and suburban counterparts often approach a twenty percent differential, affecting both recruiting and retention.
Despite the differences between rural and urban districts, a growing number of rural school districts shares challenges commonly faced by their large urban counterparts, including an influx of English language learners,
greater numbers of impoverished students, and a more mobile student population.
Education stakeholders at all levels will have to adopt targeted strategies to help rural schools overcome the
unique obstacles they face in finding and keeping qualified teachers and school leaders.
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IV. A FRAMEWORK FOR
ACTION
The Learning First Alliance Framework for Action is the result of wide-ranging research,
decades of collective experience, and sustained conversation among organizational
leaders and staff members. It is intended both
to guide the efforts of LFA member organizations and their affiliates as they work together
to solve the problem, and to offer a shared
vision and vocabulary to help other stakeholders understand what role they can play in
this important effort. We believe that, for several reasons, the framework offers tremendous new hope for overcoming our national
impasse on staffing all schools with qualified
teachers.

The second is who is saying it.
We believe past attempts to diagnose and
deal with this problem have been too limited in
scope precisely because of the difficulty of
lining up enough support from powerful actors
to offer more than just piecemeal solutions.
The twelve members of the Learning First Alliance comprise the largest and most influential
set of associations in education, representing
constituencies that range from teachers to
principals, from parents to state and district
education leaders. Our collective strength
permits a frank assessment of the problem
and a wide-ranging set of solutions. By sharing responsibility and working together, this
set of national organizations, their affiliates,
and their members can spur action on a number of fronts and, collectively, truly make a

The first is what it says.

difference.

The framework approaches the staffing problem neither with the pessimism of the past nor
with rose-colored glasses. It is based on an
objective, clear-headed, and honest treatment
of a very complex problem, one that builds on
a realistic understanding of teachers and administrators as professionals who encounter
perverse incentives in a lopsided labor market.
By offering solutions across eight action areas
instead of dealing with just one or two isolated
parts of the problem, this framework addresses head-on the full range of interconnected conditions that cause the staffing gap.

The third is how the framework is constructed.
Rather than merely listing what must be done
in each of the eight action areas, we have employed the metaphor of a jigsaw puzzle to emphasize that all the areas fit together into a
larger whole. While stronger incentives or improved hiring practices are critically important,
for example, they represent only single pieces
of the puzzle. Instead of limiting their attention
to one or two aspects of the staffing problem,
states and districts that seek to solve it must
always keep the bigger picture in view.

For the first time, stakeholders can work from
a shared vision that, if carried out with com-

Of course, no state or district can tackle all

mitment and vigor, truly has the power to sup-

eight action areas at once. While it is hard to

port significant progress.

imagine any progress at all if certain pieces—
such as strong leadership and adequate fund-
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ing—are not in place up front, practical con-

Solving this problem will not be easy. How-

straints might force some states and districts

ever, we are convinced that thoughtful and

to begin by addressing a few areas and build-

concerted action can solve it. To that end, we

ing from there. And a few places might be

urge you to read the following framework with

missing only a few pieces of the puzzle to be-

hope rather than cynicism, as a set of oppor-

gin with. Still, as the puzzle metaphor sug-

tunities rather than simply challenges.

gests, the staffing gap is a complex problem
that requires a systemic solution.
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School Leadership

Preparation

Ensure that high-poverty, low-performing schools have
effective leaders.

Ensure that teachers and leaders are prepared to be
effective in high-poverty, low-performing schools.

Working Conditions

Hiring and Placement

Make the job “doable” with adequate resource staff,
manageable class sizes, and a safe, supportive environment free of major plant problems.

Create processes and practices that facilitate the timely
hiring and placement of effective teachers in highpoverty, low-performing schools.

Professional Support

Policy Coherence

Provide intense teacher support so that teachers succeed in challenging classrooms.

Establish a coherent set of federal, state and local policies that promote recruitment and retention of effective
teachers for challenged schools.

Incentives
Compensate staff for taking on tougher assignments
working in high-poverty, low-performing schools. Recognize and reward improvements they make.
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Ensure adequate and equitable funding based on student needs.
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School Leadership
• School system leaders focus on getting and keeping the
best leaders for challenged schools
• Principals are supported by the central office and receive professional development—through training, mentoring and coaching—from “master” principals and collegial learning networks for district principals in challenged schools
• Principal evaluation is fair and reasonable
• Ineffective principals in challenged schools are removed
• Principals have authority and autonomy to hire teachers
and other staff
• School leadership is distributed and includes teacher
leadership
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Working Conditions
• Class size and teacher loads are adjusted down in challenged schools so that teachers can provide the intensive instruction needed by their students
• School staffing is linked to student learning needs rather
than standardized staffing formulas. Extra resource
people, such as counselors, paraprofessionals, and social workers, are assigned to help with the myriad of
problems that impede learning in high-poverty students
• School norms, rules, and discipline practices create a
culture of safety, civility, and positive behavior among
students and adults
• School and community leaders jointly create and sustain
school/family/community partnerships that: foster trust
and respect; strengthen community commitment to engagement in students’ learning; and build a safe and
supportive school environment
• School principals and teachers are given the training,
time, and support for effective communication with students’ families
• Physical plant problems are fixed
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Professional Support
• State and district leaders recognize that the task of improving learning is much tougher in high-poverty, lowperforming schools and address those greater needs
with more resources for intense teacher support, including:
• A formal induction program and mentoring for novice teachers
• Manageable teaching assignments for novice
teachers (e.g., reduced class load/class sizes, time
for mentoring/coaching/planning, and easier-toteach class assignments)
• Quality professional development on instructional
practices that are effective with challenged students
• Mentoring and coaching, especially for faculty new
to teaching or inexperienced with teaching in a
high-poverty school
• Assistance from subject experts, and
• Collegial learning within the school and with other
schools
• Counselors, social workers, paraprofessionals, and secretaries are seen as vital members of an effective school
team and receive the professional support needed to
succeed
• Collaboration between districts and universities provides
quality professional development and support for teachers, support staff, and leaders in high-poverty, lowperforming schools
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Incentives
• State and local policy makers create a broad range of
financial incentives (e.g., additional compensation, bonuses, additional retirement benefits, and other special
incentives) to attract and keep effective leaders and
teachers in high-poverty, low-performing schools
• State and local leaders actively encourage experienced
teachers and principals to choose assignments in highpoverty, low-performing schools, and they recognize
these teachers’ and principals’ successes
• School districts build valid and reliable systems to assess teacher and leader effectiveness in increasing student learning
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Preparation
• Schools, colleges, and departments of education
(SCDE’s) design and implement preparation and induction programs aimed at helping teachers be successful
in high-need schools
• SCDE’s create professional development schools in
high-poverty, low-performing schools
• SCDE’s help districts with high-poverty, low-performing
schools identify the best candidates from among their
graduates, and they assist these graduates in securing
positions early
• SCDE’s monitor/assess candidates’ post-graduate
placement and retention in order to improve preparation
programs
• SCDE’s graduate leadership programs prepare candidates who can create school working conditions that improve teaching and learning for teachers as well as students
• Incentive programs encourage SCDE faculty to spend
time working with teachers and leaders in high-poverty,
low-performing schools
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Hiring and Placement
• Attracting and hiring effective teachers and leaders for
challenged schools is a district goal, with benchmarks,
action plans, and accountability
• Superintendents and key central office leaders ensure
that the district has:
• Clear hiring goals and accountability
• A clearly defined applicant process flow
• Sufficient systems to track applicants and vacancies, and
• High-quality customer service
• Teacher unions and school boards ensure that negotiated agreements reduce barriers to early hiring of
teachers for challenged schools by:
• Requiring early vacancy notification by teachers
and principals
• Removing disincentives to giving early notification
(e.g., terminating health insurance)
• Creating transfer policies that enable principals to
select the most qualified candidates and hire them
before the end of the school year
• Providing incentives for transferring into challenged
schools
• There is a hiring “fast-track” for filling positions in challenged schools so that school leaders can interview and
make offers early to the best internal and external candidates
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Policy Coherence
• Federal, state, and district systems of rewards and
sanctions for low-performing schools hold people accountable for improved achievement in ways that do not
deter teachers and principals from going into these
schools
• Standards for the accreditation of school districts and/or
state approval of district improvement plans promote local policies and practices that attract and retain effective
teachers and leaders for high-poverty, low-performing
schools
• States target funds used for class size reduction, professional development, and rewards for accomplished
teachers (such as National Board Certified teachers) to
provide incentives and supports for teachers working in
high-poverty, low-performing schools
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Funding Based on Student
Needs
• Intra- and inter-district resource inequities are made
public and addressed through state and district policies
and fiscal allocations
• State and district funding for education is student-based,
adequate, and equitable—students with the greatest
needs are funded at a higher level
• Districts ensure that funds are equitably distributed
among all schools
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V. A COMMON CAUSE:
MOVING TOWARD
SOLUTIONS
We must commit now to bringing about a future in which no school is considered “hard to
staff.” The stakes simply could not be higher.
Ethically, we can no longer afford to tolerate
school staffing patterns that constrain the
learning and diminish the future prospects of
literally millions of our low-income and minority
young people. Economically, we cannot accept the loss of talent and productivity that
such young people can contribute to our society if they are all given an excellent chance to
succeed in school.
This framework offers a common ground
where the members of the Learning First Alliance can come together with policy makers,
community leaders, foundations, and others to
work towards such a future. Because leaders
of so many constituencies within the education
system worked together to create the framework, it offers a collective sense of purpose, a
shared vision of the problem and its potential
remedies, and a common language that di-

schools. (See “Box 1” on page 2.) But we
intend to do more. Over the next year, we will
actively promote substantive collaboration
among national organizations, their state and
local affiliates, and individual members. We
will:
• Disseminate the framework as widely as
possible among the affiliates and members of our respective organizations, as
well as to parents, policy makers, and
the public;
• Identify the framework’s implications for
each member organization and discuss
how each can adapt its plans and policies to a systemic vision for change;
• Use the framework with state and local
education leaders to foster frank discussions of the problem, its causes, and
each education stakeholder’s role in
solving it; and
• Spur action at multiple levels to address
the underlying causes of school staffing
inequities.
Working together and guided by a vision for
comprehensive change, we can close the
staffing gap, and, in doing so, provide a better
future for children who attend today’s highpoverty, low-performing schools. The time to
act is now.

verse stakeholders can use to address it.
A number of our member organizations are
already undertaking innovative projects to improve staffing in high-poverty, low-performing
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