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Revisiting Teacher Salary Schedules
Is it time to review and re-think your teacher compensation plan?

By Martha Gutierrez, PHR

HUMAN RESOURCES

Signifi cant dollars are tied 
up in salary schedules that 
have not changed much 
through the years—not 

because districts are disinterested in 
change, but because it’s a tough task 
to take on, especially in a unionized 
environment. However, districts 
need to make teacher salary sched-
ules a priority to remain competitive 
in retaining and rewarding a tal-
ented workforce who can help them 
reach the goal of improved student 
achievement.

A typical salary structure, illus-
trated in Figure 1, has steps that 

represent years of teaching experi-
ence/longevity and levels that repre-
sent educational credits and degrees 
achieved. As teachers move hori-
zontally through the salary schedule 
based on additional educational 
credits or degrees, and move verti-
cally through the steps based on years 
of service, they have the potential 
to receive salary increases—in this 
example, ranging from 7% to 10%.

Some districts use salary schedules 
that focus on educational credits and 
degrees achieved rather than longev-
ity. Teachers are frozen at a step 
until they achieve more education 

experience (see Figure 2). This struc-
ture encourages teachers to take 
responsibility for their own profes-
sional development. Teachers who 
don’t obtain additional academic 
credits or degrees can still move 
through the schedule based on cred-
its receive through district-sponsored 
professional development oppor-
tunities that are focused on district 
initiatives.

Allan Odden and Marc Wallace, 
in “Redesigning Teacher Salary 
Structures: A Handbook for State 
and Local Policy Makers,” sug-
gest that most districts have main-
tained these traditional schedules 
because they are easy to administer 
and equalize pay for all teachers, 
regardless of gender, ethnicity, or 
grade level (http://washingtonlearns.
wa.gov/materials/060323_k12_
handbook.pdf). More important, 
they are objective systems rather 
than subjective systems based on 
administrative impulse.

Why Change?
Districts that use traditional sal-
ary structures may have diffi culty 
attracting highly qualifi ed candidates 
due in part to salaries. To remain 
competitive, districts need to take 
a good look at the salary schedules 
and determine how they can effec-
tively allocate funds to recognize 
teacher performance, educational 
credits, and longevity, while ensur-
ing funds are available to promote 
student achievement.

In their white paper, Odden and 
Wallace address what other dis-
tricts have done related to bonuses 
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“the consolidating of traditional 
pay structures consisting of many 
narrow pay ranges into fewer, 
wider ranges or bands” (www.
hrconsultant.com/articles-white-
papers/broadbanded.html).

Most broadbanded salary 
structures are competency-based 
pay programs that reward per-
formance and longevity and are 
linked to market-benchmarked 
jobs (see Figure 3). Each band 
has a pay range with minimum 
to maximum points. So unlike 
traditional salary structures with 
many grades, a broadbanded pay 
structure has fewer bands with 
large pay ranges within each 
band. These bands might consider 
new hires who are inexperienced, 
those who are developing their 
skill set, those who are experi-
enced, and those who have honed 
their craft and are leaders and 
coaches to their peers while tak-
ing on higher-level projects out-
side their regular duties.

The broadband structure also 
has a reference point—the mar-
ket rate for the job—which is 
equivalent to the mid-point or 
up to the maximum of the range, 
depending on the pay progression 
method. An experienced recruit 
would begin at a point on the 
range that mirrors that of exist-
ing staff with similar experience. 
An exceptional, fully competent 
recruit fulfilling all aspects of the 
job description would be placed 
toward the maximum point of 
the range. The bands would take 

into consideration current staff members’ compensation 
within the newly created structure.

Broadbanding may result in all staff members receiving 
the same percentage of salary increase. Because the broad-
banded salary structure may not include increases for edu-
cational credits and degrees obtained, funds earmarked 
for those increases can instead be allocated for teacher 
initiatives geared toward improving student achievement, 
such as professional development, teacher mentoring and 
teacher leader programs. This type of salary structure 
would need to be negotiated in a unionized environment.

Other teacher compensation models show innova-
tion and creativity. The U.S. Department of Education 

for student achievement, salary structures that reward 
knowledge and skills (professional practice), designing 
and implementing pay changes, and measuring teacher 
performance. They found that districts that changed 
salary structures made changes based on strategic initia-
tives of the educational system and linked teacher pay 
changes to core educational goals.

Considering Alternatives
Broadbanded salary structures, popular in non-educa-
tion settings since the 1990s, offer one alternative to the 
traditional salary schedule. According to management 
consulting firm Stern & Associates, broad banding is 

Figure 1. Salary Schedule Rewarding Longevity and Educational Achievement

Figure 2. Salary Schedule Rewarding Longevity after Educational 
Achievement
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describes several (www.ed.gov/
oii-news/teacher-compensation) 
including:
•	 Denver Public Schools and the 

Denver Classroom Teachers Asso-
ciation designed and implemented 
ProComp in 2005. The compen-
sation system replaces the single 
salary schedule with a system of 
incentives for specific accomplish-
ments, including school- and 
classroom-wide student growth, 
working in hard-to-serve schools 
and hard-to-staff assignments, 
acquiring and demonstrating 
skills and knowledge, and earn-
ing a satisfactory or better evalu-
ation. (http://denverprocomp.
dpsk12.org/about/)

•	 Harrison School District Two in 
Colorado implemented the Effec-
tiveness and Results plan, which 
pays teachers based on student 
achievement data and teacher per-
formance data (primarily teacher 
observations). To progress from 
one level to the next, teachers 
must meet criteria for both perfor-
mance and student achievement 
(www.hsd2.org/departments/rda/
pay-performance).

•	 District of Columbia Public 
Schools performance-based pay 
system for teachers, known as 
IMPACTplus, is designed to 
reward highly effective teach-
ers with annual bonuses. The 
plan relies on a teacher evalu-
ation system to identify teach-
ers as highly effective based on 
value-added data. (http://dcps.

dc.gov/DCPS/In+the+Classroom/
Ensuring+Teacher+Success/
IMPACT+(Performance+ 
Assessment)/An+Overview+ 
of+IMPACT).

What’s Next?
In a series of papers on teacher 
compensation published by the 
University of Wisconsin Consor-
tium for Policy Research in Educa-
tion, the authors take a detailed 
look at teacher compensation, 
including the advantages and disad-
vantages of changing teacher com-
pensation and how to fund changes 
(http://cpre.wceruw.org/tcomp/
research/).

In one of the papers, “How 
to Fund Teacher Compensation 

Figure 3. Broadbanded Salary Scale

Changes,” Allan Odden concludes, 
“Changing teacher compensation 
structures is an idea whose time has 
come. The traditional version of 
the single salary schedule no longer 
reinforces the goals and strategies 
of education reform today, nor 
supports the initiatives education 
systems must take to boost teacher 
quality.” He suggests that districts 
use the current salary budget to fund 
the new salary structure, and to “put 
all teachers on a new salary structure 
as quickly as possible; by transition-
ing all teachers at current salary 
levels so no one loses pay in the 
transition. The new salary structure 
would set the rules for future salary 
increases.”

Changing salary structures may 
not be needed for districts that do 
not have significant concerns with 
their budgets, but as public educa-
tion continues to change, school dis-
tricts may not have any option but 
to explore other salary structures.

Martha Gutierrez, PHR, is executive 
director of human resources for North 
Chicago Community Unit School Dis-
trict #187, North Chicago, Illinois. Email: 
mgutierrez@d187.org
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