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After the 2017/18 school year, the evaluation of the School District Collaboration Fund (SDCF) 
grant noted that compensation was the most challenging of the four blueprint areas—
professional learning, teacher leadership, evaluation and compensation—for districts to change; 
only two of twelve grantee districts reported successfully making what they considered to be 
“major” changes to their compensations systems. 
 
This year (2019/19), educators continued to find it difficult to change compensation structures, 
yet most districts made at least some change in the way they rewarded teachers for leadership 
work, and several districts were working to solidify those changes in the teacher contract. 
 
WHY IS IT SO HARD TO CHANGE COMPENSATION SYSTEMS? 
Teacher compensation is a difficult topic. This was the common opinion of grant managers 
(teacher leaders who spearheaded work on the SDCF grant) from at least six districts. They did 
not, however, necessarily agree on the reasons it was difficult.  
 

We have seen a little bit of movement in all of the areas. I think the compensation piece 
has been the most challenging, just trying to find innovative ways to address. 
(Administrator) 
 

In one district, even though collaborating on the grant had improved relations between teachers 
and administrators, teachers still felt they could not trust their principals to make decisions that 
would affect their compensation. 
 

The piece about not trying to get movement on the salary scale is that we didn’t have a 
system in place to make that movement uniform or know when to keep movement within 
a column. And would it be that you would do something extra, but your principal might 
just say, “Oh yeah, you did what you needed to do?” Or would you need a plan to show 
what you would do? How would you make sure it was fair? There was a lot of concern 
about all the work that would need to be done… And if we talk about including the 
evaluation score in compensation, well, no one trusts that score. It could be about the 
teacher being “squeaky” and pushing for a higher rating. And there is a broad perception 
that people who get lower scores are not liked by their principals. (Grant manager) 
 

A grant manager from another district pointed out that there were many factors that contributed 
to teacher compensation levels, and some of them were simply out of the control of teachers. 
 

Compensation, anything about the pay scale is really hard. That is the one area we have 
had a tough, tough go. We tried to change the world, kind of. The grant asks you to look 
at the whole system, [but] it is impacted by the state, by what your population votes for. It 
is not just what is best for teachers; it is also about fiscal responsibility. It has been easy 
to shift the culture that teacher leaders should be compensated. Everyone buys in to 
that, but how to change the system to support that? It’s not easy. (Grant manager) 
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The concern about fiscal responsibility was echoed by a sympathetic administrator. 
 

But in terms of compensating facilitators of PLCs, for me to continue that next year and 
test it out with specific schools, I still need to find those dollars in my budget. I have been 
going to HR and looking at our current models for compensating content coaches and 
team leaders, for example. I’m not sure how we will do it for facilitation. It’s hard. 
Remember, we work in Oregon, with chronically inadequate funding, so we have to put 
in that caveat. (Administrator) 

 
For all of these reasons, as well as complex local challenges, most districts said that making big 
changes to teacher compensation was a comparatively low priority among the things they 
wanted to accomplish under the grant. 
 
 
USING STIPENDS TO RECOGNIZE TEACHERS’ LEADERSHIP CONTRIBUTIONS 
Still, one of the things that the grant enabled was the payment of teachers to participate in grant 
committee meetings, leadership opportunities, and the specialized training to prepare them for 
those roles. Most of the time, teachers were paid stipends (one-time, flat payments) for their 
participation. 
 
For example, one district create a new leadership role, Professional Growth Specialist, who 
helped teachers learn to understand the evaluation rubric and led peer observations and the 
processing that happened afterwards.  
 

We have Professional Growth Specialists, a big push for us this year. They are a 
combination of our professional learning and evaluation systems, in all schools except 
one small HS. They facilitate learning around the standards in our system, take people 
on learning walks and lead reflective conversations. They all do this, plus each of them 
may help meet local building needs. They all slightly customize things to meet specific 
needs. They were trained last year. They get paid a stipend for this work. (Grant 
manager) 
 

Similarly, in another district, new teacher leaders received training to lead Professional Learning 
Communities (PLCs) and were paid with stipends. 
 

We have two teacher leaders per elementary, one for K-2 and one for grades 3-5. They 
get a stipend for their work and some release time to go to meetings.  There have been 
two meetings so far, with another planned in May and one in June. There will be four 
over the course of the year. (Grant manager) 

 
Variations of this model existed in most of the grantee districts. In one district, this called 
attention to the fact that the district already used a system of paying teachers a stipend to carry 
out specific tasks, but there was no system for determining who received the stipend, no record 
of how much the stipend was, or what the expectations were. Creating more transparency in the 
granting of stipends became one task that the grant compensation committee then took on. 
 
Districts also reported paying some stipends for teachers who participated in day-long learning 
walks and to attend grant planning meetings that took place outside the regular school day. 
In addition, two districts reported exploring alternatives to stipends. One interviewed teachers to 
ask them about the importance of stipends.  
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We did ask teachers what incentives meant the most to them. We found very few 
teachers took these leadership] roles for financial reasons. They more valued the 
chance to grow in the leadership capacity, additional training, the chance to learn and 
lead. (Grant manager) 

 
In another district, teacher leaders and the administration were discussing the creation of a 
Memorandum of Agreement that would allow teachers to earn comp time for the leadership 
work or meetings that kept them working in the evenings.  
 

For some teachers, the time is more valuable. If they have young kids, for example, they 
can use it to go on their child’s field trip, rather than receive $120 in stipend. That is easy 
for the district to say absolutely, and it supports the staff. (Administrator) 

 
RESTRUCTURING THE SALARY SCALE 
Grant managers in five districts described some efforts to not simply reward teacher leaders 
with one-time stipends, but rather to restructure the salary scale in some way. In four districts, 
they worked to build leadership service into the scale, so teachers could move ahead the same 
way they would for accumulating additional experience or professional learning. In the fifth 
district, the effort focused on getting the system to reward teachers for becoming National Board 
certified.  
 
One grant manager described having spent a lot of time improving and simplifying the salary 
scale, only to have it rejected out of hand by the School Board. But he reported that teachers 
liked the proposal, so they had put it away and were hoping that their incoming administration 
and a turnover in Board members might make it a feasible option for the future. 
 

Our current system is very traditional, with multiple columns and rows; [the new option 
is] a three column system: new, experienced, and teacher leaders. Teacher leaders can 
be in the furthest column for a while and then can move back if they get tired of it. It 
looked good, and a lot of people liked it.. I think things are coming into place for that to 
happen now. The grant was important in that, because it gave us the time to really 
develop a compensation system, and ultimately it will be modified quite a bit more. 
Going down to a three-column system (from eight previously), will be simpler. And it will 
have ways to reward teachers for taking on leadership position. (Grant manager) 

 
As of the beginning of June 2019, no district had instituted this type of change to the teacher 
contract. One district, in which the superintendent as well as grant managers felt strongly that 
teacher leaders needed to be a recognized position in the district and that the work deserved 
compensation, was very close however. 
 

After the design year and first year of implementation, we are just finalizing a 
systematized leadership team. In fact I have a draft Article 21 for our agreement, which 
describes the team and its compensation. And it describes a line now with “teacher 
leader” and “leadership team member,” with different types of compensation structures. 
We don’t have the exact amounts yet, but we will in the next week or two. I believe 
leadership team members will put in a timesheet for curriculum pay. You don’t get a flat 
stipend but get paid for the time you put in. For teacher leaders, there will probably be a 
$1000 stipend. We don’t have a lot of money with the grant going away. (Administrator)  
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EMBEDDING CHANGES IN THE TEACHER CONTRACT 
Regardless of the goal—stipends or modified salary scale—no grantee district had successfully 
made compensation changes in their teacher contract. In the spring of 2019, teacher leaders 
from three districts reported that teachers were in the midst of contract negotiations that 
included efforts to compensate teachers for their leadership work.  
 

We do not have any teacher leader thing built into our compensation schedule right now. 
They are bargaining it right now, but it is a total change. (Grant manager) 

 
We have been trying to get that nailed down, presented a couple of different models to 
the administration, things teachers liked…We created a description for a teacher leader 
and a PLC leader, so a leader who might oversee the PLC team leads, that person 
would be compensated for doing extra. We have been negotiating now for a bit, looking 
at budgets to see what is sustainable. We asked teachers this year to keep records of 
how much time they spent this year, to make sure it is fair… and looking at the budget to 
see if sustainable. (Grant manager) 
 
One on-going challenge is that teachers are being paid on the curriculum rate, which is 
just $25 per hour, for the learning walks. This is even true of those who lead them. We 
tried to put that forward in bargaining but it didn’t go anywhere. (Grant manager)  
 

In a fourth district, contract negotiations were still a year out, but both teacher leaders and 
district administrators were already thinking about how  
 

In compensation, we did a lot of work looking at different models, especially where 
[professional development] and teacher leadership roles would move you on the scale, 
as opposed to stipends and immediate monetary benefits. We needed a way to sustain 
it. We go into full contract bargaining next year, and that is something the union and 
district are both interested in, that is high on our list. (Grant manager) 

 
SUPPORTING TEACHERS TO LEAD 
While there are few permanent changes in compensation systems, one shift that may have on-
going ramifications is the increased awareness of teachers’ contributions and the sense that 
teachers deserve to be paid for their additional expertise or leadership. This sense was strong in 
all the teacher leaders interviews, and some administrators spoke of it as well. 
 

We haven’t done a lot in compensation, other than we are sort of establishing that folks 
who take on teacher leadership roles have stipends. We hope to continue that. 
(Administrator) 

 
I would say we have put some dents in [the compensation system] though. In terms of 
the climate in the district, people recognize there is expertise to be shared, and if shared 
well, it can impact the district, and if teachers are doing this outside the work day, they 
deserve to be compensated. I think that is important, and I don’t know that I would have 
said that four years ago. (Administrator)  

 
Similarly, there was a shift in understanding what it was teachers might need in order to serve 
successfully as leaders. Not only did they deserve to be paid, but they deserved training and on-
going support so they could be effective in their roles. 
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We have moved to empowering teacher leaders. Now teachers have equal opportunity 
to get to be leaders, it is opened up to more people. Also, we are compensating them, 
and providing them support meetings. For example, learning walk facilitators meet 
together once a month… It has just become the expectation that you can’t ask teachers 
to take on an extra job and not give them the support to be successful with it. (Grant 
manager) 

 
 

*** * *** * *** 

Considerations for future work in compensation: 
x Prepare those working on compensation with a realistic sense of the challenges 

involved. 
x Connect committees working on compensation to those from districts who have 

previously confronted similar challenges. 
x Sequence compensation work to come after work on professional learning and 

leadership, so that teachers have the opportunity to demonstrate the value of their 
contributions 

 
 


