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Introduction
In July 2014, the U.S. Department of Education (the
Department) announced that it would require all
50 States to develop equity plans to ensure that
all students have access to excellent educators.1
These plans must analyze and define the problem of
inequitable access to effective teachers and outline
strategies to address identified equity gaps. This is
a document that State and local leaders can use to
complete the components of the equity plan that
require States to define the problem of inequitable
access to effective teachers and establish its root
causes. As they read it, leaders should refer to its
companion piece: “Promoting More Equitable
Access to Effective Teachers: Strategic Options for
States to Improve Placement and Movement.” The
companion piece provides strategies that States and
districts can employ to address their identified root
causes of inequitable access.
Root causes are not superficial explanations. Rather,
they are the underlying systemic causes in both
policy and practice that sometimes interact with
and compound each other to leave low-income
students and students of color without the effective
teaching that they need.
1

Teachers are the single most important schoolbased factor affecting student achievement.2 In
many places, however, the most effective teachers
are not working with the students who need them
the most. On average, disadvantaged students have
less access to effective teaching than other students.
Low-income students and students of color are
disproportionately located in the lowest performing
schools, which have half as many highly effective
and 1.5 times as many ineffective teachers as highperforming schools.3 Policy leaders and practitioners
have referred to this set of concerns as students’
inequitable access to effective teachers, a term that we
will shorten to inequitable access for the purposes of
this paper.
Inequitable access exacerbates the gap in
performance between low-income students and
students of color. Among fourth-graders who
scored below the 25th percentile on the National
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Assessment of Education Progress (NAEP) in 2011, 74
percent were eligible for free or reduced-price lunch
(FRPL), and 60 percent were black or Hispanic. Among
those who scored above the 75th percentile, only 23
percent were eligible for FRPL and only 18 percent
were black or Hispanic.4
This paper will explore strategies to provide highneed students with equitable access to effective
teachers that States and districts can use to close
these achievement gaps.5 Given that highly effective
teachers can make up for the typical deficits in
the preparation of students from low-income
backgrounds, it should be an urgent priority for States
to ensure that high-need students have access to
highly effective teachers.6

Defining the Problem of
Inequitable Access
Defining Excellent Educators
Before States and districts can examine the issue of
inequitable access across and within districts, they
must first identify the teachers who consistently
demonstrate effectiveness in the classroom. The
Department considers excellent educators to be those
who are fully able to support students in getting and
remaining on track to graduate from high school
and getting ready for college or careers. States are
attempting to define effectiveness using a variety
of measures of teaching and learning. How States
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measure effectiveness will depend on the metrics
available to them. These metrics may include both the
observable characteristics of a teacher’s experience
and credentials (for example, years of experience or
advanced degrees) and measures of teacher practice
and impact on student learning (for example, evidence
from classroom observations or student growth data).
Some observable characteristics have shown a
positive correlation to student achievement. These
include years of experience (although the effect
plateaus at 3–5 years),7 attainment of advanced
degrees (particularly for high school mathematics
teachers),8 and content knowledge as measured by
the number of college courses a teacher took in his
or her content area.9 However, effective teaching is
perhaps best described through multiple measures
of teacher practice and impact on student learning.
These include value-added measures (VAM), which
estimate teacher effectiveness against expected
student growth on standardized tests, controlling
for various student- and school-based factors. Using
VAM, researchers found that teacher effectiveness is
portable across different school settings. For example,
among teachers who switched between schools with
substantially different poverty levels or academic
performance levels, there was no change in those
teachers’ measured effectiveness. This pattern holds
regardless of the direction of the school change (low
to high performing or high to low performing).10
States and districts can also measure effective
teaching through classroom observation. During
classroom observation, observers assess a teacher’s
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use of instructional practices that produce positive
student outcomes. These can include, but are not
limited to, teaching content clearly, differentiating
instruction to meet student needs, and maintaining a
positive and organized classroom culture. Combining
multiple measures such as observation scores and
teacher impact on student growth can better predict
a teacher’s student achievement gains with another
group of students than can graduate degrees or years
of teaching experience.11
A State education agency (SEA) has discretion
regarding whether and how to define excellent
teachers for the purpose of its equity plan. However,
the Department encourages SEAs to define an
excellent educator as an educator who has been rated
effective or higher by high-quality educator evaluation
and support systems.12

The Placement and Development
of Effective Teachers
Findings from several recent studies suggest that
students in high-need schools have less access to the
most effective teachers and more access to the least
effective teachers.13 For example, a 2009 study showed
that high-performing teachers made up 15.4 percent
of the teaching staff in high-poverty, high-minority
schools in Tennessee, but made up 20 percent of the
teaching staff in the State’s low-poverty, low-minority
schools. Low-performing teachers made up 19.6
percent of the teaching staff in high-poverty, highminority schools; in low-poverty, low-minority schools,
they made up 13.2 percent of the teaching staff.14 In

New York City Public Schools, students in high-poverty
schools were more than three times as likely to be
taught by a teacher rated “unsatisfactory” as students
in low-poverty schools.15
The gap between teacher effectiveness in low- and
high-poverty schools widens because of the relatively
poor performance of the least effective teachers in
high-poverty schools. One study shows that while the
most effective teachers in high-poverty schools are
just as effective as their counterparts in low-poverty
schools, the least effective teachers in high-poverty
schools are much less effective than their counterparts
in lower poverty schools.16
As many district leaders will attest, the challenge of
placing effective teachers with the students who need
them the most begins with recruitment and hiring.
This problem is especially pronounced in rural districts,
where a shortage of candidates limits the choices that
district hiring managers have regarding who they hire.
In addition to a smaller overall pool of candidates,
evidence shows that the pool of candidates in
rural areas may be less well prepared than their
counterparts in urban areas. For example, researchers
consistently find that teachers in rural areas have
comparatively low educational attainment, are half as
likely to have graduated from top-ranked colleges or
universities than those in urban areas,17 and are less
likely to have graduate degrees and more likely to have
majored in education with less content coursework.18
Although the problem of inequitable access may
begin with the supply of teachers, it compounds over
time as new teachers develop their skills. In low-
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poverty, low-minority schools, teachers develop more
quickly and improve over a longer period of time more
often than in high-poverty, high-minority schools.19 In
low-poverty schools, teacher effectiveness increases
with experience, particularly from years 6 to 12,
whereas teacher effectiveness plateaus in high-poverty
schools after 5 years of teaching.20

Teacher Mobility and Attrition
Student access to effective and ineffective teachers is
heavily influenced by mobility and attrition. Mobility is
when teachers opt to transfer within or across districts.
Attrition is when teachers opt to leave the classroom
for reasons such as retirement or employment outside
the education sector. Teacher attrition represents
an absolute loss to the teacher workforce, whereas
teacher mobility represents a potential shift in teacher
effectiveness within the system.
The reasons for teacher mobility differ. A teacher
may move within a district to seek better working
conditions, opting to receive the same salary for work
in a different school. A teacher may move to another
district to seek changes in working conditions and
salary. The likelihood that teachers will move and
the patterns of teacher movement vary by degree of
teacher effectiveness and school characteristics. The
most effective teachers in low-performing schools are
most likely to transfer to other schools within the same
district. However, teachers across the effectiveness
distribution are more likely to leave high-poverty,
high-minority schools than low-poverty, low-minority
schools.21
On average, ineffective teachers leave the classroom
at higher rates than effective teachers.22 Teachers
who exit the profession (attrition) are, on average, less
effective than those who either move (mobility) or stay
in their assignments. Although ineffective teachers
leave teaching at higher rates, those who stay in the
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profession simply transfer within the district if they are
counseled out of their positions, usually moving to
lower-performing schools.23
The loss of highly effective teachers from – and the
retention of low-performing teachers at – high-need
schools exacerbate inequitable access to effective
teachers. Approximately 10,000 highly effective
teachers leave the 50 largest school districts across
the country each year, while 100,000 low-performing
teachers stay.24 Few ineffective teachers currently selfselect out of the profession. Seventy-five percent stay
at the same school each year, and 50 percent say that
they intend to remain a teacher for at least 10 more
years.
Increases in enrollment, the concentration of lowincome students, and the concentration of African
American students all correspond with increases in
the odds of teachers exiting the classroom. Teacher
attrition is problematic because high levels of teacher
turnover usually result in higher levels of teachers
with little or no experience, who are, on average,
less effective than their peers with at least 3 years of
experience.
To address the issue of inequitable access, States and
districts also must understand the impact that initial
placement has on a teacher’s career and student
learning, the amount of time he or she will stay in his
or her initial placement, and the reasoning behind his
or her decision to transfer to another school or district
or to leave the profession entirely.
Now that we have explored how effective teachers
move and how that movement exacerbates
inequitable access, we will examine the reasons
why they move. This will help States and districts
understand the policy levers that can improve
equitable access to effective teachers and potentially
other educators.
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The Root Causes of
Inequitable Access
To improve access to effective teachers, States will
need to employ strategies across the human capital
management continuum—from supply to retention.
This document’s companion piece, “Promoting More
Equitable Access to Effective Teachers: Strategic
Options for States to Improve Placement and
Movement,” outlines these strategies for States. It
also provides a matrix that links strategies to the root

Adverse Working
Conditions

causes that this document is about to explore. While
the root causes in this document focus on those
that are at the heart of school and district practices,
they nonetheless might be addressed by solutions
related to supply as the matrix suggests. Readers of
this document will be well served by reviewing the
companion piece after exploring below the following
root causes: ineffective leadership, effectivenessblind human capital management, adverse working
conditions, student characteristics, inadequate
compensation, and the productivity of peer teachers.

Student
Characteristics

Effectiveness-Blind
Human Capital
Management

Innefective
Leadership

Inadequate
Compensation

Inequitable Access
to Effective Teachers

Productivity of
Peer Teachers

5

Ineffective Leadership
Effective school leadership is vital to effective
instruction, as good school leaders develop and retain
highly effective teachers. However, low-performing
schools are less likely to have these good school
leaders. In one study of teachers in urban school
districts, principals of schools that retained highly
effective teachers longer (2–6 years longer than the
average highly effective teacher) were more likely to
communicate high expectations and make teachers
feel supported. They were also less likely to tolerate
ineffective teaching. Highly effective teachers whose
principals implemented two or more of the following
strategies planned to keep teaching at their schools
nearly twice as long as teachers whose principals did
not do so:

seniority-based layoffs, which are not correlated with
teacher effectiveness. For instance, a recent study of
the Los Angeles Unified School District showed that
45 percent of laid-off teachers were in the top two
quartiles of teacher effectiveness.27

Adverse Working Conditions
The field defines working conditions as a collection
of factors, including teacher workload, parental
involvement, student conduct, school safety,
school location, and the quality of school leaders
and colleagues.28 Research shows that teachers
are sensitive to working conditions.29 Teachers at
low-performing schools are much less satisfied
with working conditions (32–45 percent) than their
colleagues at high-achieving schools (70–82 percent).30

t Provide teachers with regular, positive feedback.

Student Characteristics

t Help teachers identify areas of development.

Studies show that student characteristics, including
race and socioeconomic status, are statistically
correlated with teacher mobility. Teachers located in
schools with relatively high concentrations of black
students are more likely to transfer to new schools in
the district.31 Black teachers tend to move to schools
with higher black enrollment than the schools that
they left. White and Hispanic teachers tend to move to
schools with higher white enrollment than the schools
that they left. Poverty also plays a role in teacher
mobility. On average, teachers move to schools that
have lower concentrations of poverty.32

t Provide critical feedback about teacher
performance in an informal manner.
t Publicly recognize teachers’ accomplishments.
t Inform teachers that they are high performing.
t Identify opportunities or paths for teachers to take
on leadership roles.
t Put teachers in charge of something important.
t Provide teachers with access to additional resources
for the classroom.25

Effectiveness-Blind Human
Capital Management
The same study showed that schools retain their
most effective and least effective teachers at similar
rates, despite the fact that schools have a three in four
chance of replacing a low-performing teacher with
a new hire who will be more effective immediately.26
This suggests that principals and school districts are
not counseling out or removing ineffective teachers
from their classrooms. Exacerbating this problem
is the fact that many States and districts require
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Inadequate Compensation
Most teacher compensation systems are “lockstep,”
rewarding years of experience and educational
attainment while ignoring a teacher’s impact in the
classroom. These compensation systems are the
product of State and district policies or contracts
collectively bargained by boards of education and
teacher associations and unions. Nearly all of the
nation’s salary schedules reward seniority over
performance.

most effective teachers who transfer schools tend to
go to schools whose faculties are in the top quartile of
teacher quality. Highly effective teachers who believe
that their colleagues are mostly effective said they
would remain at their schools for a longer period of
time than highly effective teachers who believe that
their colleagues are ineffective.37

Next Steps for States and
Districts

Compensation matters to highly effective teachers.
In a survey of teachers in four major urban school
districts, highly effective teachers were twice as likely
as ineffective teachers to cite dissatisfaction with
compensation as a reason for leaving.33 They also
identified compensation as one of the top three
reasons that would cause them to leave the classroom.
Fewer than half of highly effective teachers in these
districts were satisfied with their current level of pay.34
In Hillsborough, Florida, 47 percent of teachers said
that they would not stay in their high-poverty schools
without an increase in pay.35

When States and districts commit to providing
excellent teachers to all students, they likely will
address a set of questions that help them to determine
whether conditions exist to improve equitable access:

Productivity of Peer Teachers

3. Are we able to analyze effectiveness data to ensure
that the measures are reliable?

The greater the gap between a teacher’s own
productivity and the average quality of other teachers
at his or her school, the more likely that teacher is to
leave his or her initial placement. Teachers who move
tend to go to a school where the average teacher
quality is like their own. In other words, highly effective
teachers seek out schools where the average teacher is
high performing, while poor performers go to schools
where the average teacher is low performing.36 The
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1. How do we currently define effectiveness/quality?
Do we define effectiveness using multiple measures
that include educator practice and capture the
impact on student learning? If we do not, do we
want to move and can we move in that direction?
2. Do we have in place systems that take into account
these measures as we assess effectiveness?

Thinking about and addressing these conditions will
help States take the next step in identifying the root
causes of inequity and developing strategies to address
those root causes. The Center on Great Teachers and
Leaders has developed a data review tool to help
States review and analyze their equitable access data,
as well as a root-cause analysis workbook to help
States identify the root causes of the problem. These
tools will give States insight into which strategies will
most likely address the specific issues they face. The
research presented in this paper suggests that the
strategies that are likely to have the highest impact
37
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will identify and reward highly effective teachers;
promote an environment in which teachers can
develop their skills over time; ensure that school
leaders are equipped to identify effective teachers
and make human capital decisions based on teacher
effectiveness; reward school leaders for retaining highly
effective teachers; and provide incentives to those
teachers to serve in high-need schools.
No single strategy will solve the problem of inequitable
access. Those committed to improving access will
likely employ a combination of strategies to address

root causes. For specific recommendations about
how States and districts can address the problem of
inequitable access, see the RSN publication “Promoting
More Equitable Access to Effective Teachers:
Strategic Options for States to Improve Placement
and Movement.” This publication can help States and
school districts explore possible strategies that address
their identified root causes and take steps to close
equity gaps that will work for them and their students.
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