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Report for Superior Court Judge Howard Manning
Teacher Working Conditions in Lower Performing North Carolina Secondary Schools

Presented by Eric Hirsch, Director of Special Projects, 
New Teacher Center at the University of California at Santa Cruz

North Carolina has made a sustained commitment to listening to educators and reforming schools to create the working conditions necessary for student and teacher success.  With three iterations of the North Carolina Teacher Working Conditions Survey (the Survey) and about 150,000 responses to critical questions from teachers about their workplace, analyses have been consistent and clear.  The conditions teachers face in schools and classrooms are essential elements to student achievement and teacher retention.  As Governor Easley aptly notes, “Teacher working conditions are student learning conditions.”  

Data from the surveys conducted in 2002, 2004 and 2006 indicate that the school conditions educators face every day—time, professional development, leadership, empowerment, and facilities and resources—have a significant impact on student learning conditions and teacher retention.  

In 2006, 66 percent of school-based licensed educators (more than 75,000) responded to the voluntary North Carolina Teacher Working Conditions Survey.  More than 85 percent of North Carolina public schools (1,985) reached the minimum response rate (40 percent) necessary to make the data a valid gauge of the successes and areas of concerns in their own schools and communities.  

With funding through the North Carolina Professional Teaching Standards Commission, my research team at the Center for Teaching Quality and I examined teacher working conditions in lower-performing North Carolina high schools and high poverty school districts.  Customized reports for Turnaround Team high schools were written for thirty (30) schools.  These reports analyzed specific working conditions, considered whether the school’s Framework for Action submitted to the Department of Public Instruction addressed issues raised by educators on the survey, and raised issues for the school to consider as they work to improve.  An additional forty-five (45) research briefs were compiled for high schools receiving assessment visits.   Reports documenting working conditions in the sixteen (16) original low-wealth districts receiving Disadvantaged Student Supplemental Funding were also written and distributed.  
Finally, with the help of colleagues at LearnNC, a University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill-based organization, I examined working conditions results in the twenty middle schools with the lowest performance on the 2006-2007 overall performance composite.    The findings from these reports are summarized below.  
Working Conditions in Turnaround Team North Carolina High Schools
Nowhere is the design of high schools more important than in those that have been struggling to provide academic rigor to traditionally underserved students.  In hearings held in the “Leandro” case, the court identified 44 high schools as lacking this rigor.  The list was further refined to 19 high-priority schools in March 2006, all of which have less than 50 percent proficient on the state performance composite for five years.  These high schools have received support from Turnaround Teams through the Department of Public Instruction and have developed Frameworks for Action to improve.

Teacher working conditions are poorer in these Turnaround Team high schools and in the 19 high-priority high schools in particular.
  The results across all five working conditions areas were significantly different between the high-priority schools and other high schools.
  

Teachers in the high-priority schools are much less likely to note the presence of positive working conditions in all areas studied in the survey.  Given the gaps between Turnaround Team and other high schools, three areas were found to be of particular concern: time, empowerment and leadership.  These disparities are even more problematic given the correlation previous analyses had found between empowerment and retention, and leadership and performance.  Further, on the 2006 survey, teachers noted that leadership was, by far, the most important consideration when deciding whether to remain in their current position.
Several concerns are evident by examining educator responses to specific questions on the survey (Table 1).

· Leaders in Turnaround Team high schools are not providing teachers with opportunities to have a positive effect on their schools.  Teachers in the high-priority Turnaround Team schools are less likely to feel involved in making important education decisions and are less likely to rate school leadership as effective.  This is critically important as teacher belief that school leadership is effective was correlated to a statistically significant degree with lower teacher turnover in North Carolina high schools and with meeting or exceeding growth expectations. 

· Educators in the Turnaround Team high schools do not feel trusted.  Research has shown the importance of trust as a critical factor in school improvement and student learning (e.g., Bryk, 2002).  Educators in Turnaround Team high schools are much less likely to note an atmosphere of trust in their school (one-third in the high-priority schools vs. almost two-thirds in other high schools) and do not believe they are trusted to make good decisions about instruction (about one-half vs. three-quarters respectively). 
· Turnaround Team high schools face safety and discipline concerns.  Far fewer educators in Turnaround Team high schools believe that their school environment is safe and that they are supported in maintaining discipline in their classrooms.  There was greater disparity between high and low performing high schools about whether a safe environment was present than on any other condition surveyed (followed closely by whether an atmosphere of trust was present).
· More time is needed for planning and instruction in high-priority Turnaround Team high schools.  Teachers in the 19 high-priority schools were more likely to note the need for more time to plan and collaborate and were more likely to cite duties that distract them from instruction.

Table 1
Teacher Agreement on Teacher Working Conditions Questions Turnaround Team and Other High Schools
	Percentage of Educators Agreeing That Teacher Working Conditions is Present in Their School
	19 High- Priority Turnaround Team high schools
	Other Turnaround Team high schools
	All Other High Schools
	Difference Between High- Priority and Other High Schools

	There is an atmosphere of trust and mutual respect within the school
	35%**
	50%*
	65%
	30%

	Teachers and staff work in a school environment that is safe
	53%**
	67%*
	80%
	27%

	Opportunities are available for the members of the community to contribute actively to this school’s success
	41%*
	55%*
	67%
	26%

	Teachers are trusted to make sound professional decisions about instruction
	47%**
	60%*
	73%
	26%

	The school leadership supports teachers’ efforts to maintain discipline in the classroom
	42%**
	54%*
	68%
	26%

	The school leadership shields teachers from disruptions, allowing teachers to focus on educating students
	34%*
	44%*
	59%
	25%

	Overall the school leadership in my school is effective
	40%*
	52%*
	64%
	24%

	Teachers have sufficient access to office equipment and supplies
	49%*
	59%*
	70%
	21%

	The school leadership consistently enforces rules of student conduct
	32%*
	44%*
	53%
	21%


* = statistically significant difference between schools in this category and other high schools using ANOVA analyses at the .05 level. 
** = statistically significant difference between 19 High Priority schools AND other high schools and Turnaround Team schools using ANOVA analyses at the .05 level.
The responses indicate that teachers are looking to leave their positions in the Turnaround Team high schools, perpetuating already existing staffing difficulties.  Teachers in the Turnaround Team high schools were more likely to indicate a desire to move from their current school and leave teaching altogether.  While eight percent of high school teachers noted on the survey a desire to move from their current school and six percent wanted to quit teaching, a full 19 percent of teachers in the 19 high-priority Turnaround Team high schools want to move to a new school (15 percent for the other Turnaround Team high schools) and nine percent express a desire to leave teaching.  

Teacher Working Conditions in Lower Performing North Carolina Middle Schools
Analyses were conducted comparing 15 of the 20 lowest performing middle schools on the overall performance composite for 2006-2007 and the other 357 middle schools with sufficient data on the question of whether critical working conditions were in place as indicated on the 2006 North Carolina Teacher Working Conditions Survey.
  
Teachers in the lowest performing middle schools reported concerns similar to those in Turnaround Team high schools (Table 2).
· Safety and student discipline are concerns.  Like the Turnaround Team high schools, educators in the lowest performing middle schools do not feel their school is safe.  Educators also do not believe that they are supported on student discipline concerns or that discipline issues are handled consistently.  
· Teachers need more non-instructional time to collaborate.  Only half of educators in the lowest performing middle schools, as compared to two-thirds in other schools, indicate they have time available to collaborate with colleagues.   They are also less likely to agree they have sufficient non-instructional time.  Additionally, only about one-third (38 percent) of educators in the lowest performing middle schools agree they have at least five hours per week, on average, to plan and collaborate; more than half (58 percent) of the teachers in other schools state they have at least five hours per week, on average, to plan and collaborate.  Teachers’ belief that that non-instructional time was sufficient was significantly related to teacher turnover in North Carolina middle schools.

· Teachers indicate that their buildings are not trusting environments.  Educators in the lowest performing middle schools are significantly less likely to indicate there is an atmosphere of trust in their school.  Middle schools in which 80 percent of the faculty agreed that there is an atmosphere of trust was 2.2 times more likely to meet or exceed growth expectations.

Table 2
Teacher Agreement on Teacher Working Conditions Questions in Lower Performing North Carolina Middle Schools 

	Percentage of Educators Agreeing That Teacher Working Conditions is Present in Their School
	Lowest Performing Middle Schools
	All Other Middle Schools
	Difference

	Overall this school is a good place to work and learn
	51%
	75%
	24%*

	Teachers and staff work in a school environment that is safe
	57%
	81%
	24%*

	There is an atmosphere of trust and mutual respect within the school
	42%
	59%
	17%*

	The school leadership supports teachers’ efforts to maintain discipline in the classroom
	46%
	63%
	17%*

	Overall the school leadership in my school is effective
	46%
	62%
	16%*

	In this school we take steps to solve problems
	46%
	62%
	16%*

	The non-instructional time in my school is sufficient
	42%
	58%
	16%*

	Teachers have time available to collaborate with colleagues
	50%
	66%
	16%*

	The school leadership shields teachers from disruptions, allowing teachers to focus on educating students
	39%
	55%
	16%*


* = statistically significant difference between lower performing and other middle schools using ANOVA analyses at the .001 level.
As was the case with lower performing high schools, the educators in these middle schools are far more likely to indicate a desire to leave their school.  One-quarter of educators in the lowest performing middle schools want to work elsewhere or leave the profession compared to 15 percent in other middle schools.  This is not surprising given that only half (51 percent) of educators in the lowest performing middle schools think their school is a good place to work and learn compared to three-quarters in other North Carolina middle schools.
Conclusions and Next Steps
School improvement is a long and difficult process, and developing the knowledge and skills to design and implement high school reform is particularly challenging.  Undoubtedly the reform efforts in North Carolina in the New Schools Project as well as Learn and Earn high schools can provide some guidance as to curricular and school design change that can help these Turnaround Team high schools and low performing middle schools.  Successful reform, however, will be more difficult than simply adapting a model that has worked elsewhere or bringing in outside experts who do not necessarily become part of the community and the school.  It will take building the capacity of these lower performing schools to recruit, retain and support teachers who can make the difference in high schools designed for teaching and learning.

Building this capacity requires a frank discussion of what is working and what is not.  It also involves bringing educators already in these schools into a process that respects their efforts and values their contributions to the success of their school.  It is necessary to shine a light on the performance of these schools in order to provide the impetus for change.  However, negative attention without constructive improvement may perpetuate teacher distrust and exacerbate staffing dilemmas.
The following recommendations are offered to help low performing schools address some of the working conditions disparities documented in this testimony.

1. Encourage educators to use working conditions data to address leadership and empowerment concerns through school improvement planning.  Working conditions results were more likely to improve in schools where teachers indicated that they had used prior survey results as a school improvement tool.  Leadership and empowerment areas, particularly at the elementary and middle school levels, improved where teachers indicated that working conditions discussions took place.
  By redesigning teacher and principal standards and evaluation processes to incorporate working conditions, North Carolina has moved in this direction.  Additionally, providing financial and technical assistance to schools in implementing data-driven working conditions reform could catalyze action. 
2. Identify and document schools with positive conditions and high achievement in a variety of contexts and develop guidance and professional development around their success.  North Carolina has many examples of secondary schools with positive teacher working conditions and student success.  Twenty of these schools have received Real D.E.A.L. awards from Governor Easley, schools can search online for exemplars that serve similar children in similar contexts at www.northcarolinatwc.org, and briefs highlighting success in creating sufficient non-instructional time and trusting environments have been published.  Case studies of redesigned and early college high schools by the Center for Teaching Quality found that smaller schools where meaningful relationships and collaborative conducive schedule could be built, principals were instructional leaders around clearly designed and communicated learning goals, and high quality professional development around rigorous curriculum were critical to building successful schools.
  Educators who design and thrive in these successful schools should help create and provide professional development to low performing schools in need of working conditions reforms.
3. Provide school leaders with the professional development they need to understand how to appropriately engage teachers in important education decisions.  Leadership should not be vested in a single individual or small group.  Instead, leadership should be distributed more broadly among members of the school to more fully tap the resource of accomplished and expert teachers.  Teachers should be providing professional development for colleagues, serving on hiring committees, developing and/or selecting curriculum, and leading school improvement teams.  Implementation of this leadership model requires investment in the knowledge and skills of principals.  While there are many high-quality resources for principals, assistance should be coordinated and opportunities clearly communicated to new and veteran educators on creating supportive, trusting, professional learning communities.  
4. Attract accomplished teachers by giving them the opportunity to direct the success of not only their classroom, but their school.  North Carolina schools are moving toward a more rigorous and relevant curriculum to help students compete in the 21st century marketplace of ideas.  The 19 high-priority Turnaround High Schools will benefit tremendously from empowering teachers to make decisions about the best way to deliver instruction in that curriculum.  The teachers with close student relationships are often times most qualified to create the course of instruction most relevant to the lives and future goals of those students.  Low performing schools should undertake efforts to engage their most accomplished teachers in shaping the planning process for redesigning more rigorous and relevant curriculum.  One obstacle to achieving that goal is evidence that educators in the lower performing high schools and middle schools were significantly less likely to believe that the School Improvement Team provides effective leadership and were less likely to state that there were effective processes for making group decisions and solving problems.
Teachers must have the resources and support they need to serve all students well.  Comprehensive, sustained efforts to improve teacher working conditions will help North Carolina ensure that the state’s most important educational resource—a dedicated teaching corps—is available and able to help every child learn.
Ellen Moir, Executive Director
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� Data were available for 40 of the original 44 Turnaround schools (40 percent response rate or greater). Hugh M. Cummings High School (Alamance), Westover High Schools (Cumberland), Southern Guilford High (Guilford) and Olympic High School (Charlotte-Mecklenburg) did not have sufficient response rates to allow for analyses.  Data from these schools were compared to an additional 243 high schools.
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