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Chapter 6
T in Teachers Is for Team

Mrs. Alvera didn’t love that she had just called Julia and Jeremy out 
in front of the class. It didn’t make her feel good. And she was sure 
it didn’t make them feel good or more motivated to learn.

But what was she supposed to do?
She scanned her students’ faces from the front of the classroom. 

Twenty- five pairs of eyes stared back. Mostly, anyway.
Here we go again, she thought.
For most of the 2020–2021 school year, she hadn’t been in- 

person with her students. And then the 2021–2022 year brought 
many interruptions, as different students had to quarantine and 
learn remotely at different times. Kicking off this school year with a 
full classroom was similar to how she had felt as a first- year teacher, 
where it seemed like she had been thrown into the deep end of the 
pool and left to sink or swim on her own.

It felt lonely then, and it felt lonely now.
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Which was somewhat surprising. Despite the physical isolation 
of the pandemic, in some ways she had never felt more connected to 
her fellow teachers. They had worked together and split certain 
duties— teaching lessons, answering student and parent questions 
at different hours of the day and night, planning, moving lessons to 
digital formats, picking good digital curriculum, and more. Plus, 
with the school’s temporary move to mastery- based learning during 
the pandemic and ditching A–F letter grades, for the first time she 
had felt like she wasn’t judging her students against each other, but 
instead was invested in seeing all of them master the knowledge 
and skills at the heart of the fifth- grade curriculum.

Even now as she stared out at the children sitting in the rows of 
desks, her mind was speculating subconsciously on who her A stu-
dents were— and which would be the B, C, and D students. Jeremy 
was falling fast on that scale, and she wasn’t sure what to make of 
Julia, either.

Remote learning wasn’t all roses, of course. Far from it. But as 
she ground through another year, she wondered why she couldn’t 
hold on to a few of the tricks she had picked up during the pan-
demic. At the very least, as the 50 eyes stared at her and she pre-
pared to transition them from history to science, she wouldn’t have 
minded having another teacher alongside her.

* * *

Schooling during the pandemic unquestionably took a toll not 
just on many students, but also on many teachers. On the heels of 
the 2020–2021 school year, roughly 25 percent of teachers 
reported that they were considering quitting, according to the 
RAND Corporation.

But even before the pandemic, nearly 17 percent of teachers 
reported that they would likely leave the profession each year.1 
Thirty percent of college graduates who become teachers typi-
cally leave the profession within six years. That ranks as the fifth- 
highest turnover by occupation, behind secretaries, childcare 



T in Teachers Is for Team 157

workers, paralegals, and correctional officers— and higher than 
policing and nursing.2

Although in Chapter 3 we discussed how a more flexible staff-
ing model could help schools, educators and communities 
shouldn’t just be asking how to design a better schooling experi-
ence for students. They should also seek to create a more sustain-
able and gratifying teaching profession. There are many needed 
steps in this endeavor. Key among them are figuring out ways to 
reduce and simplify the many tasks on teachers’ plates and reim-
agining teaching as a team sport— not something that one teacher 
is expected to do on their own, but something that each teacher 
gets to do on an everyday— even every minute— basis with their 
fellow teachers.

MOVING PAST NORMAL
In the months after the 2020–2021 school year, I spoke to dozens 
of educators. Their landscape had changed in many ways. Among 
them, the curtain between how they worked with students in the 
classroom and what parents saw and understood had been pulled 
back further than ever before.

That had many implications, one of which is that language that 
was formerly consigned to the jargon of education was now com-
monplace and mainstream, as discussed in Chapter 2. Educators 
expressed a desire to move past focusing on these phrases.

But the line that the educators with whom I spoke3 were most 
tired of was the idea of “getting back to normal.” They didn’t want 
things to return to normal. They wanted to create a better teach-
ing and learning experience that better serves every single stu-
dent. They recognized that wasn’t happening before. If that was 
normal, it was better to leave it behind.

What’s more, their students didn’t just want to get back to in- 
person schooling to have fun with their friends. Many of them 
were desperately seeking connection and support from 
their teachers.
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To deliver on these desires, the traditional one- to- many 
teacher- to- student model must change. The teaching profession 
needs to be rethought to create a web of support for children, not 
just single isolated strands.

THE BEST USE OF FACE- TO- FACE TIME
Given the near- ubiquitous technology and digital curriculum 
that now exists in and for schools and that we discuss more in 
Chapter  8, delivering content is not the best use of a teacher’s 
time. Although digital content could still benefit from plenty of 
improvements, dynamic delivery of content to help students 
build their background knowledge is no longer the scarce 
resource it once was.

With that in place, the teacher’s role can shift to what many 
education researchers argue they should be doing anyway, which 
is— to adapt a line from the musical Hamilton— talking less and 
listening more.

Reducing teacher talk time to increase the amount of active 
learning that students do has long been a goal of educators and 
researchers. According to education professor John Hattie, 
studies on the topic of teacher talk show that, on average, 
teachers talk for 70 to 80 percent of class time. Hattie’s own 
research suggested that that number was even higher— a whop-
ping 89 percent. All that talking doesn’t produce good learn-
ing. One study, for example, showed that middle and high 
school students’ engagement fell the most when their teachers 
were talking.4

The question has always been, what should teachers be doing 
instead? Many promote asking penetrating questions that push 
students to deepen their thinking. But if students are in a mastery- 
based learning environment that is personalized for each stu-
dent’s level, what else might teachers do instead of talking and 
leading whole- class instruction? Teachers I’ve spoken to over the 
years have highlighted several ideas, including:
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 • Tutoring students one- on- one or in small- group instruction: 
This takes advantage of the insights from the research on the 
value of tutoring and creates more opportunities for students 
to engage in dialogue with teachers.

 • Mentoring students: Many district leaders and teachers who 
have adopted Summit’s learning model have told me that the 
most valuable part of it is the way they are now able to create 
dedicated time for teachers to mentor students each week. 
More students need teachers to serve as mentors— not just to 
help them build positive relationships and have fun with 
friends, but also to help them succeed in life. The pandemic 
laid bare the number of students who needed a strong men-
tor in their lives. Although schools can’t step in for an engaged 
parent, reapportioning some educator time to mentor-
ing can help.

 • Facilitating conversations and rich projects: Discussions and 
dialogue have an important place in learning environments. 
With much of the content delivery off their plate, teachers 
can spend more time focusing on the questions they ask, the 
art of facilitating insightful conversations,5 and the variety of 
groupings they might employ for those conversations. They 
can also make sure the student projects are meaty and 
content rich.

 • Serving as a concierge: Being the conduit to help students 
explore different areas of interest in the world and help them 
build passions— either through content or connections to 
professionals outside of school— can unlock pathways stu-
dents would never have otherwise imagined.

 • Curating resources: Robert Pondiscio,6 an education 
researcher and former teacher, makes an important argu-
ment that teachers should not be spending the bulk of their 
time assembling curriculum. They aren’t trained as instruc-
tional designers and others are. But when students are  
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struggling to grasp fundamental concepts, teachers do have 
an important role to play in finding other ways of explaining 
concepts or filling in gaps in students’ background knowl-
edge. Teachers don’t have to create the curricular material 
themselves to explain these concepts or misunderstandings. 
There is an abundance of high- quality learning resources in 
the world that they can curate for students so that children 
have access to coherent curriculum.

 • Evaluating and offering timely feedback on student work: 
One of the hardest things for teachers to find time to do is 
give robust and timely feedback to students so that they can 
improve their performance and deepen their understanding 
of concepts. Given that feedback is one of the most critical 
parts of learning, creating more time for it in a teacher’s day 
offers huge value for students— and is necessary to facilitate 
mastery- based learning and good projects.

 • Data mining: One of the most oft- repeated phrases in educa-
tion is “data- driven instruction.” Data can be used by teach-
ers to make sure they are helping students with the support 
they need when they need it, as well as to create dynamic 
groupings of students. There are times when having a homog-
enous group of students learning at the same level is ideal. 
And there are other times when a heterogenous group of stu-
dents is ideal so that students at different levels can teach and 
learn from each other or those with different background 
knowledge can engage in a conversation and complement 
each other’s strengths.

 • Counseling: As discussed in Chapter  3, a large number of 
students had important social and emotional challenges that 
needed attention before the pandemic; since the pandemic 
that need has increased significantly. Supporting students as 
part of the daily routine is critical to unlock their learning. 
Many teachers have already been thrust into this role,  



T in Teachers Is for Team 161

particularly during the pandemic and its aftermath. Given 
that today the average guidance counselor- to- student ratio is 
roughly 464- to- 1, leveraging educators who have far more 
daily interaction with students is important to creating a 
much better web of support for students.

 • Many will rightly observe that teachers haven’t been trained 
for certain of these tasks. But the point is that if delivering 
content isn’t a teacher’s primary role, then schools can start to 
reimagine what educators should do and be trained for and 
who should fill these different roles.

NO TEACHER SHOULD DO ALL OF THESE 
ACTIVITIES
Reading this list is daunting because it isn’t just a list of things 
that teachers could do with their freed- up time. It’s also a list of 
things that many students need the adults around them to do if 
they are to be successful.

Yet for a single teacher to successfully do all this work at once, 
they must act as a superhero— which is what we are asking many 
of our teachers to be today. Many ably step into that role.

But creating a job in which teachers must serve as a superhero 
is fraught with stress and unsustainability, at best, and a path to 
failure for many. Asking teachers to do things for which they 
haven’t been trained also creates downside risks for students.7 It’s 
the same problem with the education movie Waiting for 
Superman. If the only way for all students to realize their poten-
tial is for a high percentage of the 3.8 million teachers across the 
country to successfully be all or even many of these things, it’s an 
impossible job to do at scale. As Pondiscio memorably wrote 
when describing one of the reasons teachers shouldn’t build cur-
riculum, “[Having teachers build and select curriculum is] like 
expecting the waiter at your favorite restaurant to serve your 
meal attentively while simultaneously cooking for 25 other 
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people— and doing all the shopping and prepping the night 
before. You’d be exhausted, too.”8

Although some servers have had to do just that during the 
pandemic, it isn’t a recipe for success.

That was true for teachers before the pandemic. It’s arguably 
even harder now, given the vast array of experiences that students 
have had since the pandemic. Technology that takes content 
delivery off teachers’ plates may help, but it’s not enough.

TEAM- BASED CO- TEACHING
One change that could significantly help teachers is to make 
teaching a team sport to distribute these different crucial roles 
across several individuals.

By team teaching, I don’t mean assigning teachers to teams 
but still having them remain in their separate classrooms and 
only meeting during collective planning periods or off- hours. 
Schools have done that for decades.

I’m instead referring to co- teaching in which groups of teach-
ers actively work together as they support large groups of stu-
dents. There are a variety of ways to accomplish this.

Larger Learning Environments, More Teachers
Creating larger learning environments or combining classrooms 
to create more open learning spaces is one way to create team 
teaching. This has echoes of the open- classroom movement from 
the 1970s, which failed as educators spent the 1980s and 1990s 
erecting walls again.

There is a key difference now, however. In the 1970s, there was 
an assumption that any learning activity could occur anywhere. 
In other words, you wouldn’t need to design specific spaces for 
specific modalities of learning. In trying to be all things to all 
modalities, however, the spaces were suboptimal for any activity. 
On top of that, in the absence of any technological advances, the 
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dominant model of instruction was still a teacher talking to their 
class, which produces noise that could disturb a neighboring les-
son or silent learning activity. The use of technology can change 
this dynamic because it can eliminate whole- class instruction. 
Still, it’s important to remember that spaces in new buildings 
may need to be purpose- built and not universal in nature.

That said, once you have a larger learning environment with 
more teachers and students, you can allow teachers to disaggre-
gate their roles in a variety of ways— and help eliminate the lone-
liness that certain teachers like Mrs. Alvera feel.

As one example, imagine that in a learning environment of three 
or four educators, one might love geeking out on data. In this envi-
ronment, she can focus on data and assessment and what to do with 
that data, such as creating different groupings of children or giving 
rapid feedback. Another might want to steer clear of data as much 
as possible, but loves playing the role of mentor, counselor or case-
worker, and facilitator. A third might want to lean in on tutoring 
and facilitating rigorous projects, as well as curating those projects 
from the surrounding community. At any given point, a different 
educator might step up to play the role of content expert to teach a 
lesson depending on what students are working on at the time. The 
educators may also fill a smattering of roles. But the opportunities 
to focus, develop one’s expertise, and create a web of support for 
students can alleviate the burden on any individual teacher.

Allowing educators to specialize also allows them to master 
the areas of teaching where they have passion. They can also 
spend less time on those areas in which they are less excited or 
less talented. That might be based on a particular area of content 
expertise or a specific function related to teaching and learning.

Creating these environments could alternatively lead to less 
structured and specialized roles that allow teachers to ping- pong 
off each other to create a web of support for their learners and 
each other. This is the goal of professional learning communities 
today, but there is a benefit to giving teachers the support in 
real time.
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There are several models for what this can look like.
In the Elizabeth Public Schools district in New Jersey, five 

schools have created open spaces of roughly 3,000 square feet— 
plus a teacher preparation area and storage. They have imple-
mented Teach to One, an education model that the nonprofit 
New Classrooms developed to personalize math learning for 
middle schoolers.9 In the model, each student receives an indi-
vidualized learning playlist every day— the precise set of activi-
ties and concepts on which each student would work based on 
their needs. While students cycle through a variety of modalities 
to learn, ranging from independent online work to peer- to- peer 
learning and traditional teacher instruction,10 the teachers do 
everything from traditional teaching to tutoring to monitoring 
how individual students are faring in their assigned modalities.

Summit Public Schools offers another example. Multiple 
teachers with a variety of roles work together in large learning 
studios with large groups of students. Summit’s teachers take on 
the roles of everything from subject matter experts to mentors 
and coaches. They work with each other in an environment that 
mirrors the open- office environments of the companies in the 
surrounding areas of the San Francisco Bay Area in California.

Although the Summit and Teach to One learning models are 
relatively new and make extensive use of digital technology, the 
notion of having multiple teachers working with students isn’t 
new. For decades, Montessori schools, developed originally in 
Italy by Maria Montessori, have generally had two teachers work-
ing with multi- age students in a prepared learning environment. 
According to Montessori, the ideal size for a learning environ-
ment is 28 to 35 students— or even more— with two educators.11

For most teachers and parents, the idea of a larger class being 
ideal is counterintuitive. But because students are engaging in 
self- driven work— be that independently or in small groups— 
teachers can spend their time observing and assessing students, 
gently directing them, and teaching with direct instruction in 
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small groups. Having two teachers in the environment allows the 
teachers to play off each other and make sure to serve each stu-
dent with what they need. Although Montessori classrooms 
aren’t typically thought of as having “technology,” they actually 
have lots of technology. It’s just not necessarily of the digital vari-
ety. It’s instead in the form of the curriculum— consisting of 
manipulatives and other materials— that students can use to 
drive their own learning.

According to a report from the Fordham Institute, during 
remote schooling, schools that embraced a team approach to 
teaching with a common curriculum did better than those that 
didn’t. At charter school networks like Achievement First, DSST 
Public Schools, and Success Academy, for example, lead teachers 
planned lessons across the network of schools. Master teachers 
recorded the lessons. And other teachers spent time grading and 
offering feedback to students. Still others focused on the case-
worker and tutoring aspects of teaching. They checked in with 
families and had one- on- one video calls with students. The divi-
sion of labor, Fordham reported, “allowed networks to deploy 
teachers according to their skills, strengths, interests, and experi-
ence, while also allowing teachers closest to the students to fol-
low up with them in groups and individually.”

This could take different forms. At Success Academy, for 
example, one master grade- level teacher taught 125 students in 
synchronous sessions. The other teachers reviewed student work, 
provided individualized feedback, held office hours, and checked 
attendance. For DSST, while one teacher facilitated the online 
learning session, another managed the technology and chat. Key 
to all of this was having a common curriculum with clearly 
defined learning goals— just as Elizabeth Public Schools through 
its partnership with Teach to One, Summit Public Schools, and 
Montessori schools have. This takes curriculum development off 
teachers’ plates and allows them to collaborate.12
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Teach to One, used in Elizabeth Public Schools:
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=L5qlgyCN- DU
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=3fivglflHbo

Multi- Classroom Leaders
There is another approach to creating co- teaching environments 
that may be more practical in many schools. Knocking down 
walls and creating larger learning environments or having the 
money to pay for multiple educators in a learning environment 
isn’t possible in some places. An alternative is to create multi- 
classroom leaders of teachers.

Public Impact, an education consultancy, has done lots of 
research on innovative staffing models through its Opportunity 
Culture work— an effort to restructure schools to “extend the 
reach of excellent teachers, principals, and their teams to more 
students, for more pay, within recurring school budgets.”13 A core 
tenet of the work is the creation of a new position called a multi- 
classroom leader (MCL).

The MCL leads a team of teachers. He or she provides guid-
ance and frequent on- the- job coaching; co- teaches specific les-
sons to model what certain teaching should look like; plans, 
which can include offloading lesson planning for her teachers; 
analyzes data, which often frees up the teachers she oversees 
from doing so; and does limited teaching of small groups of stu-
dents, which can help teachers provide personalized feedback for 
their students.

An additional benefit stems from the management of schools.14 
In a typical elementary school, a principal might have at least 20 
direct reports, if one imagines that each teacher essentially 
reports up to the school principal as the instructional leader. By 
instituting an MCL structure, each MCL reports to the principal. 
The other teachers report to the MCLs. That simplifies the 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=L5qlgyCN-DU
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=3fivglflHbo
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principal’s job, as many studies suggest that the ideal number of 
direct reports for a manager is somewhere in the neighborhood 
of seven.15 It also means that teachers are able to receive far more 
regular live feedback and coaching on their teaching from an 
expert, something that can be difficult to do in a conventional 
schooling structure.

Ranson IB Middle School in the Charlotte- Mecklenburg 
school district in North Carolina was among the first in the 
country to adopt the Opportunity Culture structure. A high- 
poverty and struggling school, after implementing the MCL 
model schoolwide, Ranson experienced the highest student 
achievement growth among Title I district schools in North 
Carolina. Teachers who take on the MCL role, like Okema Owens 
Simpson, a sixth- grade MCL for English Language Arts (ELA), 
typically oversee three other ELA teachers. Simpson is in turn 
responsible for the performance of those teachers’ 275 students. 
Because of the structure, she’s not only able to take some work off 
the plate of the teachers she oversees, she’s also able to observe 
them regularly and provide coaching to improve their teach-
ing— up to at least three times per week.16 Independent research 
from the Brookings Institution has suggested that this MCL 
model yields statistically significant learning improvements for 
students in math, based on data from the three largest school dis-
tricts implementing this model at the time: Charlotte- 
Mecklenberg, Cabarrus County Schools in North Carolina, and 
Syracuse in New York.17

More broadly, research from the Christensen Institute shows 
how important it is for students to have a strong network of sup-
ports around them. By taking stock of who students know, 
schools can intentionally build up a unique team of supports for 
each child. This team would include professional connections 
and mentors. It would also benefit from technology that con-
nects students to different relationships.18
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Ranson IB Middle School:
https://www.opportunityculture.org/2017/11/28/days- in- the- 
life- mcl- video/

UNBUNDLING TO TAKE THINGS OFF 
TEACHERS’ PLATES
There is a common undercurrent in many of these ideas: taking 
tasks off individual teachers’ plates to give them a higher likeli-
hood of success and making sure students have a stronger web 
of support.19

For example, online learning should take significant amounts 
of content delivery off teachers’ plates.

Employing mastery- based learning that allows students to 
move as fast as they can demonstrate mastery means that there 
must be a full curriculum in place. That means teachers don’t 
have to create or curate the core curriculum themselves, just as 
Pondiscio recommends. Recall how Summit has developed a full 
coherent scope, suggested sequence, and associated playlists of 
resources for the entire set of competencies a student should 
master. That means there is no lesson planning the night before 
for teachers. The Teach to One and Montessori models operate in 
the same way. This doesn’t diminish teachers’ professionaliza-
tion; it bolsters it. In other professions— from law to medi-
cine— we consciously cultivate a variety of roles that have 
different responsibilities to ensure that trained professionals can 
practice at the top of their respective craft.

Similarly, having students do more of the work themselves— as 
occurs in the Summit and Montessori models— takes a signifi-
cant burden and role off teachers’ plates. What’s interesting is that 
the schools that employed team- based teaching models weren’t 
the only ones that fared better during the pandemic. Another set 
of schools that did well were those that had intentionally built 

https://www.opportunityculture.org/2017/11/28/days-in-the-life-mcl-video/
https://www.opportunityculture.org/2017/11/28/days-in-the-life-mcl-video/


T in Teachers Is for Team 169

their students’ agency and made student ownership of their 
learning a priority prior to the pandemic. Why? When it was 
hard for some to receive directions from teachers on what to do 
as schools scrambled to move online, students who already knew 
what to do and how to make their own learning decisions— and 
already knew the curriculum ahead of them— didn’t have to miss 
a beat. Schools that used the Summit Learning Platform, as well 
as those in districts like Menlo Park in California that were using 
the Altitude Learning platform to help manage its curriculum, 
benefited from the approach.

As Brian Greenberg, founder and CEO of the Silicon Schools 
Fund, said, the theory of school reform for many decades has 
essentially been that we have over 3 million teachers and some 
50  million students on a giant rowboat, which represents our 
sprawling and decentralized school system. We’ve historically 
shouted at the teachers that they aren’t rowing hard or fast 
enough. But what if, rather than shouting at the teachers to do 
more of the rowing on that metaphorical rowboat, we gave those 
50 million- plus students each an oar for themselves and let them 
do more of the work by allowing them to direct more of their 
own learning?20 If students have that ownership of learning— 
where they set their own goals, plan how they will learn, do the 
learning, show evidence of their learning, reflect, and then repeat 
the cycle that we discussed in Chapter 5— what might we then 
see? What else might we enable teachers to be and do for 
their students?

No More Grading Your Own Students
One other thing that should be taken off many teachers’ plates is 
grading their own students.

That may sound odd, for it seems as American as apple pie. 
Teachers are solely responsible for a whole class of students and 
their grades.
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But what if, like the sugar in apple pie, being graded by your 
teachers isn’t actually good for students— or teachers and maybe 
even society? What if there are other ways to organize schools so 
that teachers get to work with other teachers and are solely pull-
ing for their students, not judging them?

There is ample evidence to suggest we ought to ask the 
question.21

In her bestselling book  Mindset: The New Psychology of 
Success, Stanford professor Carol Dweck wrote, “When teachers 
are judging [students], [students] will sabotage the teacher by not 
trying. But when students understand that school is for them— a 
way for them to grow their minds— they do not insist on sabotag-
ing themselves.”22

Why would students ever get the impression that their teach-
ers are judging them? Because their teachers are responsible for 
grading them— which involves judging how well they have done 
in a subject.

In The Gift of Failure, Jessica Lahey talks about how students 
learn more when their “families are involved in their education.” 
Yet, in many cases, parents and teachers have become adversar-
ies— to the point that many teachers “cite the challenge of dealing 
with their students’ parents as the main reason for abandoning 
the classroom.” Why the tension? Grades.

As Lahey wrote, “Many of my students express tension and 
outright fear for weeks before report cards come out, and in the 
days before parent- teacher conferences, they look as if they are 
bound for the gallows. Even when they adore their parents and 
respect their teachers, loyalty to one gets in the way of the rela-
tionship with the other, sort of like negotiating divorcing parents. 
My students cannot possibly trust me completely when I am 
locked in battle with their parents.”23

One reason this tension feels like a battle is that students are 
stuck in a high- stakes, zero- sum system that parents rightly per-
ceive as being averse to failure. Moving to a mastery- based 
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learning system, as we discussed in Chapters 4 and 5, allows for 
the embrace of failure as part of the learning process. It reframes 
the failure as a low- stakes event that is a step on the journey to 
success for each student.

Even in a mastery- based learning system, however, teachers 
doling out the final grades for their students still creates a conflict 
of interest that is unfair to both the students and teachers.

As Tavenner wrote in Prepared, “Teachers then have two jobs 
that are in opposition to each other. On the one hand, they are 
responsible for students’ learning. . . Their second responsibility 
is ensuring students’ grades show what the student has done, and 
that they grade their student in a fair and ethical way.”24

This conflict connects to other reasons to be wary of teachers 
grading their own students, which we touched on in Chapter 5.

Teacher grades, for example, are subject to grade inflation. 
One explanation for why standardized tests have stubbornly 
remained a part of education is that they serve as a check on 
teachers going easy on their students.25 Mastery- based learning 
doesn’t inherently fix this dynamic. As Chapter  5 discussed, it 
might even exacerbate it because the incentives for inflating 
reports of student mastery could conceivably grow.

Chapter 5 laid out other reasons that teachers’ grades of their 
own students can be inequitable and idiosyncratic.

So what to do about it?
In higher education, Western Governors University (WGU) 

has illuminated one pathway forward. WGU is the largest online, 
competency- based university in America, as it serves well over 
100,000 learners. Founded in 1997, the university embraces the 
unbundling of the teacher role with a five- part faculty model. 
There are three student- facing faculty roles:

1. Program mentors, who are assigned to a student upon enroll-
ment. They help that student all the way through graduation 
with a variety of non- academic supports;
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2. Instructors, who are subject- matter experts that provide pro-
active and reactive academic support to students;

3. And evaluators, who review assessments to see if students 
have demonstrated mastery.

There are also two faculty roles that are behind the scenes: 
assessment faculty, who are experts in creating a variety of high- 
quality assessments that are valid and reliable, and curriculum 
faculty, who are experts in curriculum development and the sci-
ence of learning.26

Having a separate staff of impartial evaluators allows WGU to 
accomplish a few specific things for students.27

First, students can never say they received a bad grade because 
their teacher didn’t like them. That’s because the faculty doing 
the grading doesn’t know them.

Second, WGU can protect against grade inflation and, more 
generally, different grading practices among faculty members. It 
does so by having multiple faculty members grade a subset of 
work to establish interrater reliability. The University also invests 
in training its evaluators in the science of assessment— a skill that 
receives short shrift for most teachers. Because its evaluators spe-
cialize, they are able to spend more of their time on acquiring 
these skills and perfecting their craft. As a result, although WGU 
uses some assessments that are automated and computer scored, 
WGU’s most significant assessments are robust performance 
tasks rather than narrow measures that look like those that would 
appear on a standardized test and be the subject of educators’ 
scorn (or Greene’s criticisms from Chapter 5).

These practices are in opposition to today’s K–12 schools 
where, as Tavenner wrote, “Grades offer little consistency, as 
grading rigor varies from teacher to teacher and from school to 
school. And grades offer little in the way of specificity; most par-
ents and some students don’t know the reasoning behind a let-
ter grade.”28
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Finally, students at WGU don’t have an adversarial relation-
ship with their program mentors and instructors, because they 
aren’t judging the students. They are instead doing everything 
they can to support and advocate for the students to help them 
attain mastery of different concepts and skills.

On the face of it, implementing this in K–12 school districts 
would seem to be much more difficult. Some districts only have 
one teacher for a given subject or grade level, which means that 
districts would have to create or join systems and agreements 
with other districts around how to use other teachers to grade 
their students. That would in turn mean that districts would need 
some agreement on the competencies to master, which assess-
ments to use, the rubric through which to grade students, and 
what level of work constitutes what corresponding grade— or, 
better yet, demonstrates mastery.

Yet there are hopeful signs ahead. The Khan Academy, through 
its tutoring platform Schoolhouse, offers assessments to certify 
mastery of certain concepts.29 The Graide Network offers rapid 
feedback for students from expert readers. Perhaps this could 
turn into a more robust network of assessing mastery were 
schools to move to a mastery- based system where assessments 
were both for and of learning.30 And, as mentioned earlier, the 
Mastery Transcript Consortium seeks to facilitate these evalua-
tion practices across its member schools.

This is worth a serious investment in time, thought, and build-
ing educator capacity because students deserve schools where 
teachers are their advocates and supporters, not their final judge 
and jury. Teachers deserve the same.

TEACHER MOTIVATION
Creating co- teaching opportunities and chances for teachers to 
advance in their areas of expertise— and shed the tasks that bring 
them less joy and fulfillment— sounds like a set of ideas that 
would make the teaching profession more sustainable and offer 
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students more supports. It also has backing in research about 
how to improve motivation for professionals at work.

In 1968, Frederick Herzberg published an influential body of 
research showing that it’s possible to both love and hate your job 
at the same time.31

This is possible because two sets of factors affect how people 
feel about their work. The first set, called hygiene factors, affects 
whether employees are dissatisfied with their jobs. The second 
set, called motivators, determine the extent to which employees 
outright love their jobs. It’s important to note that in Herzberg’s 
categorization scheme, the opposite of job dissatisfaction is not 
job satisfaction, but merely the absence of dissatisfaction. 
Similarly, the opposite of loving your job is not hating it, but the 
absence of loving it.

To help eliminate one’s dissatisfaction, Herzberg found that it 
was important to address “hygiene” factors, which are listed here 
in their order of impact on job dissatisfaction (from highest 
to lowest):

 • Company policy and administration

 • Supervision

 • Relationship with supervisor

 • Work conditions

 • Salary

 • Relationship with peers

 • Personal life

 • Relationship with subordinates

 • Status

 • Security

But to make someone satisfied in their job, you need to make 
the job more motivating— or use motivators, in Herzberg’s par-
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lance. The motivators are listed here in order of their impact on 
satisfaction (from highest to lowest):

 • Achievement

 • Recognition

 • Work itself

 • Responsibility

 • Advancement

 • Growth

What does this mean?
Allowing employees to find places to achieve, gain recogni-

tion, exercise responsibility, and have a career path has a 
greater tendency to motivate employees than do salary levels 
or vacation time. But conversely, these other factors can make 
people dissatisfied with their jobs. To put it another way, to 
make teachers perform better in their jobs, schools should 
work on improving the motivators. Financial incentives and 
the like will not do much. But to keep teachers from leaving 
because of dissatisfaction, schools need to ensure adequate 
hygiene factors.

What’s interesting is that the traditional teacher job lacks 
many of the motivators.

Teachers often work in isolation from other adults, which 
means there is little or no opportunity for recognition for 
their efforts.

There is also no real career track for teachers in traditional 
schools and districts. Opportunities for increased responsibility 
and career advancement are slim. Aside from becoming the head 
of a department, the only other way for most teachers to move up 
in this line of work is, in fact, to stop teaching so they can be 
“promoted” into an administrative job.
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Aside from occasional workshops or required training pro-
grams, teachers have limited opportunities for growth in the job 
after the first few years.

Yet from creating multi- classroom leaders to allowing people 
to specialize and take on more responsibilities to being recog-
nized for their work by their peers on a more regular— even 
everyday— basis, there are a lot of opportunities to redesign the 
teaching role to include more motivators, as well as improve the 
hygiene factors that lead to dissatisfaction.

WILL TEACHERS EMBRACE THE SHIFT?
What I’m proposing here amounts to a large set of changes. 
These changes will be difficult to implement for a variety of 
reasons. Ideas like these often fall flat because teachers aren’t 
buying what people like me are proposing— even if they would 
likely improve satisfaction for educators, students, and parents 
once fully in place. For any change in a school to be successful, 
the teachers in that school must buy in and execute it well. 
Trying to impose it in a top- down way in a public school is 
unlikely to work.

My colleagues Tom Arnett, Bob Moesta, and I conducted 
research to understand why teachers make significant changes to 
their teaching practice.32 The work was akin to understanding 
the Jobs to Be Done students experience as they try to 
make progress.

What we learned is that there are four Jobs to Be Done that 
teachers have when they make big changes in their teaching— 
ranging from implementing project- based and blended learning 
to changing their work arrangements and use of time with other 
teachers in the building.

Some teachers change because they are forced to. They 
essentially say, “Help me to not fall behind on my new school’s 
initiative.” But they aren’t excited about the change being 
implemented.



T in Teachers Is for Team 177

Teachers experiencing this Job are like Cindy, a pseudonym 
for one teacher we talked to. Before leaving the teaching profes-
sion to be a stay- at- home mom, Cindy had loved teaching, get-
ting to know her students, and designing creative ways to engage 
them. But when she came back to teaching, she was told that she 
was going to have to use computers to do blended learning. As a 
technology neophyte, Cindy felt anxious.

Cindy stayed with the blended learning because the rest of the 
school was doing the initiative. She wanted to show her new col-
leagues that she was trying. She went through the motions and 
had her students use the computers a few times a week. But her 
enthusiasm wasn’t in the effort, which showed in her lackluster 
execution.

Better was to implement something new in a circumstance 
like Rachel’s, another teacher we talked to. Rachel’s principal 
asked her to be part of a county- wide leadership team working 
on project- based learning, a topic about which Rachel knew 
nothing. But after five years of teaching fifth grade at her school, 
she was ready to take on a new challenge and develop a reputa-
tion with all her colleagues by contributing to the broader school, 
not just the students in her classroom.

Teachers in a circumstance like Rachel’s— ready to embrace a 
change because of a desire and ability to contribute to the broader 
school— were in what we called the “Help me lead the way in 
improving my school” Job. People who experience this Job are 
not “early adopters” because they are enthusiastic about a par-
ticular initiative or technology, but because they want to contrib-
ute to something school wide.

The other two Jobs we uncovered were also more positive 
places in which to implement something new with a teacher. One 
was “Help me engage and challenge more of my students in a way 
that’s manageable” and the other was what we call “Help me 
replace a broken instructional model so I can reach each stu-
dent.” Trying to get someone in the “replace a broken  
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instructional model” Job to do something that felt incremental or 
tinkering was unlikely to gain traction, but asking someone in 
the “Help me engage and challenge more of my students” Job to 
do something transformational was likely a nonstarter because it 
would feel overwhelming. And neither cared about the impact 
on the whole school per se.

Why does this matter? Understanding these dynamics should 
help leaders better design and position initiatives to meet differ-
ent teachers’ goals. Trying to get a teacher to do something radi-
cally different, like take down the walls between her classroom 
and those of two other teachers when all she is trying to do is 
boost the engagement of her students, is unlikely to get traction. 
It might even force that teacher into the “Help me to not fall 
behind” Job that is marked by compliance and a lack of 
enthusiasm.

On the flip side, showing how some simple swapping of 
groups between classes could create more engagement by allow-
ing a teacher to play off her strengths with those of another 
teacher down the hall might work. It could also then create 
momentum for more changes down the road that, because of the 
groundwork in place, will be more incremental and less radical. 
Spending time educating the teacher in this circumstance about 
the flawed traditional educational model and the opportunities 
that arise in mastery- based learning could also help move a 
teacher to the transformational Job of replacing a “broken 
instructional model.”

On the other hand, a teacher who is looking to replace a bro-
ken instructional model to reach each student is probably ready 
to dive into the deep end with mastery- based learning and co- 
teaching right away. Any initiative that falls short of that radical 
promise might push that teacher to leave.

If we understand teachers’ circumstances, their struggles, the 
progress they desire, and what will make them anxious or excited, 
we stand a much better chance of making progress together. 



T in Teachers Is for Team 179

That’s particularly true if the ideas will result in a more sustaina-
ble teaching job that creates a better web of support for students 
and teachers— and a better relationship between teachers and 
parents. That progress is of course likely to be halted, marked 
with fits and starts, and different in different places. But it would 
be progress, which is a lot better than what’s happened with so 
many of the change efforts people have tried in the past. And 
remember, progress is what people are trying to make in their 
lives— which means as they define progress, not as you might. So 
help them to help you.

KEY TAKEAWAYS

 • Delivering content to a whole class of students, particularly 
in today’s age of near- ubiquitous technology and digital cur-
riculum, is not the best use of a teacher’s time.

 • That should allow teams of educators to focus on other 
aspects of what students need to succeed, including tutoring, 
mentoring, facilitating conversations and rich projects, serv-
ing as a concierge, curating resources, evaluating and offer-
ing timely feedback, data mining, and counseling.

 • No teacher should do all of these activities.

 • Team- based co- teaching offers a promising path forward to 
distribute these roles across several individuals.

 • One thing teachers should stop doing is grading their 
own students.

 • Creating co- teaching opportunities and chances for teachers 
to advance in their areas of expertise supports the research 
on what motivates people at work.

 • Important in implementing any of these changes is making 
sure they align with the progress that educators desire. When 
educators make big switches in their practice, they are look-
ing to not fall behind on their school’s initiative, lead the way 
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in improving their school, engage and challenge more of 
their students in a way that’s manageable, or replace a broken 
instructional model to reach each student.
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