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Rationale: Why This Research, Why Now
❖ A school’s faculty and staff are indispensable in the quality delivery of its mission.

❖ At the vast majority of schools, compensation is the largest expense, and yet most 
schools follow a traditional model wherein the teachers with the longest tenures and 
most degrees attained are paid the most, regardless of classroom success.

❖ Without clear alternatives or guidance in implementing new systems, it is difficult for 
schools to change their traditional practices and continue to offer competitive 
compensation for high quality faculty.

❖ Securing the highest quality faculty is crucial to the long-term vitality of independent 
schools sector-wide, especially during a time of shifting labor demands and 
educational markets.

❖ Independent schools are currently seeking to reaffirm and reimagine who they are 
within a context that demands thoughtful allocation of finite resources, these 
resources are well-timed to foster growth, sustainability, and excellence in 
independent schools nationwide.



E.E. Ford “Special Grant” Recipient
Why is this research important to the PK-12 
Independent School Community?

NBOA is the only national nonprofit membership 
association focused exclusively on supporting 
independent school business officers and business 
operations staff while fostering financial and 
operational excellence among independent PK-12 
schools. The association has grown from 23 founding 
member schools in 1998 to more than 1,500 member 
schools from the U.S., Canada, Mexico and 23 other 
countries.

The Edward E. Ford Foundation seeks to improve 
secondary education by supporting U.S. independent 
schools and encouraging promising practices. Since its 
inception in 1957, E. E. Ford has awarded more than 
2,200 grants approximating $125,000,000 to over 900 
different schools and associations. The foundation 
occasionally awards Special Grants outside its usual 
grantmaking in support of projects that have the 
potential to influence secondary education more 
broadly and positively affect our democratic society.



Introduction of Research Deliverables

• A white paper that distills our research findings

• An implementation guide to support school teams as they consider 
refinements to their own compensation system

• A set of case studies that provide school-specific examples of 
promising practices

All three primary deliverables have been informed by a combination of 
quantitative and qualitative data collection and analysis methods, 
including a survey, focus group conversations, school-based interviews, 
database and artifact analysis, and reviews of the research literature.

Throughout the project, we are grateful to have leveraged an advisory 
team comprised of independent school heads of school, chief financial 
officers, human resources directors and subject matter experts.



Intentionality of Research Methods

Each independent school is a uniquely complex organization comprised 
of many inter-dependent systems.

Every independent school is situated within an ecosystem of other 
school and employment options, from local to global.

Every person is motivated by multiple priorities, that evolve over time 
through life stages.

Broader societal shifts are impacting labor trends.



Data Collection Phases, Methods and Scope

1. Landscape Analysis Preparation

2. Survey Design, Administration, and 
Analysis

3. Focus Group Conversations

4. Individual Follow-Up Interviews

Scope of Roles 1. Member of the leadership team / school administrators
2. Faculty and classroom-based instructional personnel
3. Support staff including all other salaried but not director-level staff



Early Research Takeaways: 
Innovations in Compensation Systems and Benefits

Amidst a backdrop of enduring and emergent challenges that schools 
face in meeting the expectations of current and prospective employees, 
participants were equally adept at sharing ways they are working to 
find creative solutions and innovative responses via their 
compensation and benefits systems.

What works as an innovative solution in one setting would potentially 
not work in another school community. There are no “silver bullets” 
that can be applied uniformly.  Instead, a wide array of promising 
practices surfaced  that are worth consideration.



Definitions of Common Salary System Types

In a step and lane salary system, faculty and staff with similar 
qualifications, such as years of experience and degrees earned, 
are paid the same.

In a banded salary system, each individual is placed within 
a band that has an associated minimum and maximum pay. The 
criteria for bands can include a wide range of factors, including 
years of experience and degrees, but also many other elements.

In a performance-based salary system, compensation is based 
on specific criteria which could include measures of teacher 
effectiveness or impact, or student or team performance.



Poll Question #1: What type of salary system 
does your school currently use? 

A. Step and Lane Salary System

B. Banded Salary System

C. Performance-Based Salary System

D. Other / Combination

E. I Don't Know



TRENDS IN COMPENSATION AND BENEFITS: 
SURVEY FINDINGS



Administrators higher

Teachers lower

Teachers higher

Staff lower

Staff higher

Significant Distinctions Exist



Trends in Compensation and Benefits 



Mechanisms for
Determining Pay

❖ Years of Experience (Highest, but nuanced)

❖ Level of Education (2nd highest, but nuanced)

❖ Additional 
Roles/Responsibilities  (High for faculty & 

staff, low for admin)

❖ Performance and Merit (Lower for faculty)

❖ Certifications & Micro-credentials 
(Higher for faculty than staff & admin)

❖ Team Based or Group 
Stipends   (Higher for faculty than staff & 

admin)



Benchmarking
• The most common benchmarks for setting base salaries and benefits were operating within the school budget 

(98% and 97%) and salaries at other independent schools (96% and 94%).

• Schools often benchmark salaries at other independent schools by using aggregate salary data made available by 
national, regional and state associations that use legally sound data collection and aggregation methods.

• Schools were less likely to use benchmarks for setting the amount of cash bonuses and stipends, but for those 
that did, most also relied on operating within the school budget (91%) and benchmarks of cash bonuses and 
stipends at other independent schools (74%). Schools also reported using total compensation to help create the 
desired school culture.



Poll Question #2: What is the primary intended 
impact of your school’s compensation strategy?

A. To recruit high quality, mission-aligned candidates

B. To retain experienced faculty and staff

C. To attract a diverse workforce

D. Ensuring pay equity among positions

E. Improving school climate and performance



More prevalent goals for 
admin and staff include 
improving performance, 
school climate, and ensuring 
pay equity. 
For faculty, goals include 
incentives for added roles, 
professional growth, and 
improved performance.



Trends in Recent Salary System Changes



Focus Group Findings: Challenges Meeting the Financial 
and Cultural Expectations of Faculty & Staff

         Job Market  I  Financial Expectations  I  Cost of Living           
Finding Specialists   I    Flexibility  I  Demand for Professional Growth



For administrators and faculty and instructional staff, approximately 80% of total compensation came from base salary, 
2% came from bonus or stipends, and the remaining 18% came from benefits, regardless of salary structure.

Focus Group Findings:
A Move Towards Highlighting Total Compensation



Trade-Offs When Designing a Compensation System
School leaders who participate in the hiring process and regularly make job offers to candidates have found that 
these factors made the total compensation offer, which might include a lower-than-average salary in their market, 
appealing to candidates:

❖ Paid time off. “Our teachers get two days a year, and I think if we offered even three, they’d take a 10% pay cut. It’s wild how 
much days off are valued.”—HR Director at a day school in the West

❖ Emphasis on diversity, equity and inclusion. “At least in this part of the world, the meaningful emphasis on diversity, equity and 
inclusion is super important.”—CFO at a day school in the West

❖ A focus on mental health. “I think these days teachers don’t want to be overworked. It’s just not worth the money for them. 
We are offering extra and meaningful emphasis on mental health, which is so important these days, especially since the 
pandemic.” —HR Director at a day school in the Mid-Atlantic

❖ Stipends. “Personally, it’s like a whole extra job figuring out stipends as opposed to just base salary. The emphasis on stipends 
has exploded in the last five years. So, I think that element would outweigh the extra base salary.”—CFO at a day school in the 
Mid-Atlantic

❖ Student loan repayment. “I think student loan repayment is a real issue. And so, I think that lower salary offset by discretionary 
bonuses, student loan repayment, and mental health would be attractive.”—CFO at a day school in the Southeast



Trade-Offs When Designing a Compensation System

While it is impossible to suggest there is an ideal combination of elements of a 
compensation system, we are learning that in response to a variety of school-specific 
factors, the following elements can be considered to best meet the needs of both the 
school (mission/vision/strategic priorities/needs) and applicants (hopes/needs):

❖ The amount of base salary relative to any number of benchmarks

❖ The way base salary is calculated and what counts in setting it

❖ The way additional moneys are earned, what counts, using what measures

❖ The combination of benefits offered; there is wide variance based on market

❖ The flexibility of the system and responsiveness to individuals’ professional and 
personal needs as they change over time

❖ The culture and reputation of the school, which is related to work/life/wellness



8 Key Considerations For The Future

1. Tradition and Change: Navigating the nexus of tradition and change is difficult, no 
matter the issue at play. 

2. Mission-Anchored and Workforce Responsive: How might we continue to remain 
anchored in our mission while being responsive to changing dynamics?

3. Balancing Flexibility with Manageability: Across our study, school leaders grappled 
with the tension of creating systems tailored enough to recognize the individual wants 
or contributions of employees, while remaining streamlined enough to be sustainable 
and transparent.

4. Promoting Equity and Transparency: Compensation systems, and any changes 
to them, can be vehicles for building trust within a school community. 



8 Key Considerations For The Future

5. Market Matters: Each school exists within a unique ecosystem of options

6. Balancing Financial Compensation with Other Forms of Recognition: Coupling financial 
compensation with other forms of recognition is a powerful combination to foster 
employee motivation and engagement.

7. Should I Stay or Should I Go: What draws someone to a school, keeps them at a school, 
or might lead them away from a school are related, but distinct.

8. Communicating the Value of Total Compensation: Schools competing for talent 
must effectively communicate that the full value of their total compensation system, 
and cultural quality, are commensurate with other job opportunities.



Transitioning to Implementation
Just Released: NBOA’s Mission-Anchored Compensation Project



Mission-Anchored Compensation Strategies: Implementation Guide
Inspiration, tools and guidance to support independent school leaders in their efforts to 
recruit and retain mission-aligned faculty and staff.



Implementation Considerations
Schools that intend to make changes to their compensation systems should consider these factors 
prior to selection and implementation of a system:

❖ School Values and Strategic Goals

❖ Equity and Prioritization 

❖ An Inclusive Process

❖ Compensation Committee/Task Force 
Consideration

❖ Change Management Practices

❖ Pay Transparency





Poll Question #3: What compensation system 
priority most interests you regarding professional 

growth and excellence?

A. Developing a Mentor Program

B. Developing Formal Career Paths at your School

C. Rewarding Growth With Compensation

D. Investing in Professional Development Programs 
and Partnerships





Compensation Change Considerations

Integration of 
Stipends

Performance-
Based 

Compensation 
Models

Benefits 
Programs

Financial 
Sustainability



Case Studies and Related Resources
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Thank You!







Thank You and Q/A
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