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Informed Decisions Research 

 
Of the four blueprint areas addressed by the School District Collaboration Fund grant—
professional learning, teacher leadership, evaluation and compensation—compensation has 
proven to be the most challenging to change. Five of the twelve districts currently implementing 
the grant reported no changes of any sort had been made to teacher compensation, while other 
districts had made minor changes or still had changes in progress. Only two districts had made 
what they themselves considered to be “major” changes in their compensation systems. 
 
This memo reviews what districts have found difficult about working on teacher compensation, 
and why some have made no changes. It also outlines the changes some districts are making 
or hope to make. Data for this memo come from interviews with eleven district administrators as 
well as grant managers from all twelve districts currently implementing the SDCF grant. 

WHAT IS DIFFICULT ABOUT WORKING ON COMPENSATION? 
 
One challenge in some districts was the sheer complexity of the compensation issue, 
because it involves many people, requires the involvement of the teachers’ associations, 
and tends to take a long time. Four districts specifically mentioned this as a difficulty for them. 

And we are also in a compensation bargaining year, so learning how the union works, 
how the district works—it is a steep learning curve in a lot of areas…. We ask [our 
coach] to look over things a lot. Last year with the compensation committee, well, that 
was a tough group.  (Grant manager) 

 
We just got a cost proposal (I haven’t even looked at it yet; it just arrived in my email). 
The goal is to put it on our budget planning. There will have to be MOUs with the 
association, and the board. I am anticipating a challenge. That will be something to deal 
with next year. (Assistant superintendent) 

 
Furthermore, this isn’t an issue that is easy to simplify, because it touches so many people as 
well as multiple institutions. In fact, the grant manager from one district in its third year of 
implementation said she regretted limiting the size of the compensation committee early on. 
 

[In retrospect], I would have brought more people to the table. I was worried that a big 
committee would be unwieldly. We should have got more input with teachers along the 
way. We tried to share out but didn’t get a lot of feedback. (Grant manager) 

 
One superintendent thought that it was too much to expect changes in all four blueprint areas in 
only three areas, and that the timeline was especially short for to change compensation 
systems. 
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The one thing I would say is since it is only three years, let’s narrow our focus a bit…  
Like compensation, we all know compensation is about budget, and they have to go to 
unions or they have to be opt-in. And right now it feels we are being rushed to this, 
because we are bargaining [later this year]. (Superintendent) 

 
Another concern that districts repeatedly mentioned was sustainability: would new 
compensation plans be affordable after the grant was over? This came up in interviews with 
four districts.  
 

The compensation committee is currently working on alternative compensation. We are 
knee deep in this. We know that sustaining [our teacher leader positions] will be hard, 
financially speaking. Right now they get a stipend, and at this point, I can’t say how we 
will sustain that in the future, but it’s a priority, so we’re examining this. We are thinking 
about extra prep time instead of more money. We are looking at sustainable ways to 
make that work. (Superintendent) 

 
I think the real challenge for this area is sustainability factor. We have great ideas, out-
of-the-box thinking. And we have the business department needing to feed it into a 
spreadsheet and make it work. It is a hard task. (District administrator) 

 
Funding in this state overall and how you sustain changes are important considerations. 
There is way too much volatility here in Oregon. Our budgets go up and down, and there 
are things like PERS that get in way. If we didn’t have these grant opportunities, I 
shudder to think how we would evolve at all. But when [the grant money] stops, very 
rarely can we sustain it at the level we were able to with grants. (Superintendent) 

In one district, plans for stipends to teacher leaders fell away when district budget cuts 
eliminated the district contributions to those positions.  
 

Our plan for how to compensate teacher leaders [with a stipend] was cut in the budget 
choices we’ve made. Leadership stipends were cut. (Grant manager) 

 
Grant managers from three districts said that another of the obstacles to creating a new or 
revised compensation system was the difficulty figuring out how to value different teacher 
behaviors.   
 

When we started the whole grant thing even in the design year, we opened it up and 
talked about it. We looked at pros and cons of standard salary scale, which is based on 
years of experience and education. We talked about student performance data, test 
scores, how to reward excellence or pay people for taking on leadership roles, etc. And 
after three months of discussion, we decided we did not want to change what we have. 
And it was pretty unanimous. We just didn’t trust that evaluation or test scores give a 
good sense of teacher quality. (Grant manager) 

 
We started out reviewing a wide range of possibilities, thinking about revising the entire 
pay schedule. We considered different kinds of currencies, like professional learning and 
leadership roles. I called Portland, Maine, to talk to them about what they did. But it was 
hard to know what to count and how much to count it. I am not an accountant or 
economist. (Grant manager) 
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Compensation is one of the hardest things to change, and we have spent a lot of time on 
that, and I think if we looked at things that empower teachers besides pay, that might be 
a good use of time. But just that whole idea of what do you value, and what can you do 
without breaking down the whole system, even if the system isn’t great. (Grant manager) 

 
In three districts, grant managers reported that administrator opposition has made it harder 
to make changes to the compensation systems.  
 

Compensation was one of our biggest road blocks. Our previous superintendent was not 
on board, so that was difficult. (Grant manager) 

 
There are also people who resist our compensation pilot, particularly administrators. I 
am not sure why. There is some unease about putting something out there that isn’t 
perfect. It is a lot of work to learn while implementing. They feel it adds work to their 
teachers and to themselves. That has not been well-received… However, I think the 
more we talk about what we have learned and we make the needed changes, I think 
people do see benefits. It is taking some time, but I do hope it will be seen as a valuable 
process. I don’t think they want to repeat it on a large scale again. Our whole district 
moving into a compensation pilot causes some people stress. (Grant manager) 

 
Furthermore, as two grant managers pointed out, compensation was not an ideal area of 
focus for their improvement science efforts.  
 

Doing it small, short and adjusting is really hard for compensation. The measures you 
would work with are longer-term [such as retention of hard-to-retain teachers]. It’s hard 
to see how to pilot with a few teachers or a single school. (Grant manager) 

 
We are doing at least one [PDSA cycle] in each committee area, except compensation, 
where doesn’t always make a lot of sense. (Grant manager) 

WHAT HAPPENED IN DISTRICTS THAT MADE NO CHANGES 
 
For all of the reasons mentioned above, as well as some individual local circumstances, five 
districts reported that they had not made any changes to their compensation systems. 
 
In one district, the grant compensation committee had expended substantial effort building an 
alternative salary schedule, only to have it rejected by the district as too expensive. In another 
district, the compensation committee decided to wait until fall elections would change the 
composition of the local school board and perhaps bring individuals to the board who would be 
more open to changes. Administrator opposition blocked forward movement in two districts. In 
one district, the teachers on the committee found that changes in compensation were not as 
urgent as changes in other areas, such as professional learning. Although the committee in that 
district created some options for teachers to pilot, teachers were not interested in the new 
alternatives. 
 
One of these districts had recently seen a change in district leadership and the grant manager 
reported that efforts to make some changes to the compensation system would continue, even 
though their grant was ending this year. 
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SOME DISTRICTS HAVE MADE MINOR CHANGES 
 
Two districts—one in its second year of implementation, on in its third—made relatively minor 
changes to their compensations systems. In one case, the compensation system remains the 
same, except that to add a teacher-leader role to the existing salary scale and stipends for a few 
specific pieces of work. The other district made no formal changes, but in the process of 
reviewing its existing teacher contract, discovered an existing but unused option for teachers to 
be reimbursed for professional learning and to be able to move up the pay scale for that 
learning. Currently, the grant committee is publicizing this opportunity to teachers.  

SOME DISTRICTS ARE PILOTING SOMETHING NEW 
 
Three districts said they were in the process of trying something genuinely new and different for 
their compensation systems. It is unclear at this point whether these changes will become 
permanent changes in the districts involved. 
 
In one district, the new model ties the compensation and evaluation systems more closely 
together. Teachers can set their own individual learning goals, work on them through their 
PLCs, and if their review shows them meeting those goals, they can move along the salary 
scale. This plan has been meeting with some resistance from administrators who say it 
increases their work load, so it is likely to continue to evolve. 
 
A second district spent a lot of time thinking about how to measure and reward teacher quality. 
The compensation committee realized that that the National Board had already done work in 
this area and had research to show that National Board certification makes a difference in 
student learning. So in this district, teachers will have the opportunity to become National Board 
certified, with some district reimbursement for the cost. Once certified, teachers will receive an 
additional $1200 per year from the district.  
 
In the third district, compensation has been tied more explicitly to professional learning. There 
are new roles for teachers to lead professional learning teams or teach courses for their 
colleagues. To do so, they have to take preparatory courses and apply for these positions. 
Fulfilling these roles provides either stipends or professional learning credits that help move 
them across the salary scale. Other teachers who participate on the learning teams or take the 
course can also receive credits. Some of the work of teams and assignments for courses 
include things that happen during the workday, making the professional learning truly job-
embedded. Because the credits are good only within the district, the new system may also 
support teacher retention.  
 
A fourth district has moved beyond the piloting stage and has a new system in place. In this 
district, the grant committee built an alternative salary scale and successfully created an MOU 
with the teachers’ union. The new scale allows teachers to design and receive credit for self-
directed, individualized professional learning that results in improved instruction and measurable 
student improvement. Teachers have to submit their plan for review by a committee and once 
approved and completed, the work counts as credits that move teachers horizontally on the 
salary schedule. This model is similar to changes that some other districts are considering but 
have not yet made, for many of the reasons described above. 
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Possible considerations for future work in this area: 

x Involve the district budget office in the work of the compensation committee. 
x Include building administrators on compensation committees and/or prioritize 

early and frequent communication with them.  
x Allow districts to choose not to focus on compensation, if it is not a priority. 
x Create opportunities for compensation committees from different districts to 

speak directly with one another. 
 
 


