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The following analyses highlight key findings from the 2018 North Carolina Teacher Working 
Conditions (NCTWC) Survey. They draw upon recent research on school and teacher leadership 
from Dr. Richard Ingersoll, Consortium for Policy Research in Education (CPRE) and Graduate 
School of Education, University of Pennsylvania. (For more information on this research, please 
visit http://optimallearningenvironments.com.) 

Dr. Ingersoll’s research connecting student achievement to teaching conditions offers critical 
evidence to state and district policy makers seeking to employ the best strategies for school and 
district improvement. Additionally, because the federal Every Student Succeeds Act (ESSA) 
emphasizes the use of research-based school improvement strategies, the survey results 
and associated research integrate well into district and state compliance plans as required by 
ESSA.

These analyses were conducted by the Center for Optimal Learning Environments (COLE) for 
the North Carolina Department of Public Instruction (NCDPI). All data were provided to COLE 
by NCDPI in Spring 2019. For each area data charts are provided along with descriptions and 
relevant explanations.

Drawing from NCDPI information about the survey, some background on the NCTWC Survey is 
presented below in italics for historical context: 

“In 2006, Senate Bill 622 passed, establishing North Carolina Teacher Working Conditions 
Survey (NCTWCS) as permanent part of the budget. The NCTWCS provides valuable 
information to the school, district, and state level by which policymakers can make 
informed,data-driven decisions. The survey assesses whether educators across the state 
report having the resources and supports necessary to ensure effective teaching. Data from 
previous surveys indicate a link between staff perceptions of teaching and learning 
conditions and student achievement as well as on decisions of teacher retention.

ABOUT THIS BRIEF

© 2019 Center for Optimal Learning Environments All Rights Reserved.
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The results of the survey are one component of the on-going process for collaborative school 
and district improvement plans. The survey results will also allow administrators to better 
understand the working conditions data and to implement concrete short- and long-term 
reform strategies to improve teacher working conditions and student learning conditions 
statewide. By improving teacher working conditions, the recruitment and retention of 
quality professionals can be ensured, and higher student achievement will      result.

Data from previous surveys indicate a link between staff perceptions of teaching and 
learning conditions and student achievement as well as on decisions of teacher  retention.

The North Carolina School Executive Principal Evaluation Process manual refers to the 
survey results as a possible artifact as to the administrator’s effectiveness in executing 
professional standards. The biennial survey spawns hundreds of studies on how teaching 
conditions correlate with recruitment, retention, student achievement, school grades, 
teaching strategies, etc.

The North Carolina Department of Public Instruction and the North Carolina State Board 
of Education have made a sustained commitment to listening to educators and reforming 
schools to create the working conditions necessary for student and teacher success. With 
nine iterations of the North Carolina Teacher Working Conditions (TWC) Survey and 
over 109,000 respondents in 2018 (91 percent) to critical questions about their workplace, 
analyses have been consistent and clear: the conditions teachers face in schools and 
classrooms, though often overlooked, are essential elements to student achievement and 
teacher retention.”

The survey results from the year 2018 have been selected for the analyses in this review. More 
than 100,000 educators in the state completed the voluntary survey. Most of the data charts use 
the percentage of Rates of Agreement (RA) which is the sum of Strongly Agree and Agree, as the 
unit of measurement.

© 2019 Center for Optimal Learning Environments All Rights Reserved.
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One of the most recent and pertinent research reports connecting student achievement to 
specific survey questions was authored by Dr. Richard Ingersoll of CPRE at the University of 
Pennsylvania. In late 2017, he released an analysis using almost one million responses, 
from across 16 U.S. states, on a teaching and learning conditions survey that originated in 
North Carolina in 2002.

In School Leadership Matters (CPRE 2017), Dr. Ingersoll identifies five key leadership 
‘elements’ shown to be strongly related to student success. (For more information on this 
research, please visit http://optimallearningenvironments.com.) Key findings are:

► Students in schools with higher levels of instructional
leadership and teacher decision-making perform at least 10
percentage points higher in both mathematics and English
language arts proficiency on their state assessments.

► Students perform better when teachers have a greater role in
school leadership, particularly in school improvement planning.

► Students learn more in an environment where teacher
leaders are involved in shaping student discipline policies.

► High-poverty schools often lack the instructional leadership
and teacher decision-making elements that strongly relate to
increased student achievement, thus limiting students’
potential.

► Schools rarely implement the instructional and teacher
decision-making variables most strongly related to increased
student learning.

THE LATEST RESEARCH CONNECTING 
LEADERSHIP ELEMENTS TO STUDENT 

ACHIEVEMENT AND TEACHER RETENTION

© 2019 Center for Optimal Learning Environments All Rights Reserved.
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Dr. Ingersoll found that there is an imbalance 
in the implementation of both instructional and 
teacher leadership elements in schools. After 
controlling for demographics such as poverty, 
school size, etc., he found that leaders in schools 
with higher student achievement placed more 
emphasis on implementing these leadership 
elements than schools with lower student 
achievement. And this imbalance is further 
exacerbated in high-poverty schools, often 
putting students in these schools at an even 
greater disadvantage.

(3,488)

(4,357)

School Leadership

1. Teachers are held to high professional standards for delivering instruction.
2. The faculty and leadership have a shared vision.
3. The school improvement team provides effective leadership at this school.

Teacher Decision-Making

1. Teachers’ roles in establishing student discipline procedures.
2. Teachers’ roles in planning school improvement.

These five leadership elements most strongly connected to student achievement correspond to the 
questions in the School and Teacher Leadership sections of the NCTWC Survey and are listed 
below. They will be the focus of the analyses in this summary report of the 2018 NCTWC results. 

Figure 3 Imbalance In Implementation

© 2019 Center for Optimal Learning Environments All Rights Reserved.
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2 0 1 8  N C T W C  S U R V E Y :  C O N N E C T I O N  O F 
S C H O O L  A N D  T E A C H E R

L E A D E R S H  I  P  E L E M E N T S  T O  S T U D E N  T 
A C H  I  E V E M E N T  A N D  T E A C H E R  R E T E N T  I  O N

COLE analyzed the 2018 NCTWC Survey using the same five elements found by Dr. Ingersoll to 
be most highly correlated with student achievement. His research analyzed almost one 
million responses from more than 25,000 schools nationally that met the minimum threshold 
of a 50% response rate. He showed that the highest Rate of Agreement (RA), defined as the 
sum of those survey respondents who “Agree” or “Strongly Agree,” was to “Teachers are held to 
high professional standards for delivering instruction.” The lowest RA (at 61.5%) was the 
question about the level of teacher involvement “... in establishing student 
discipline procedures.” While Dr. Ingersoll’s analyses were across school-level 
responses and not individual responses (such as you are looking at with your own 
survey results), this examination provides a very useful assessment about what your own 
educators are saying.

As policy makers review these analyses, it is important to think about the implications 
for schools and districts of the results in the five survey questions on leadership. It makes sense 
that holding teachers to high standards is closely connected to student achievement, especially 
given the national focus on this topic since the federal No Child Left Behind law. Millions of 
dollars in resources have been spent on this aspect of school leadership. However, the School 
Leadership Items 2 and 3 and both Teacher Leadership questions are more about teacher 
involvement as part of the overall processes in a school. Improving the conditions identified in 
Items 2-5 are not as resource-dependent as Item 1. The potential 'fixes' to improve schools using 
this research as a basis are not resource-heavy. The infrastructure to utilize federal and local 
resources towards these fixes is already in place via state and local ESSA plans. Not only is the 
data compelling for all schools, but is especially so for high poverty schools where billions of 
dollars are spent each year on school improvement.

The following pages show results of the NCTWC survey in percentages of agreement for 
individual questions ranging from Strongly Agree, Agree, Disagree, to Strongly Disagree. 
These have been color coded for ease of viewing. For the purposes this analysis, we will 
concentrate on RA – again, the sum of “Strongly Agree” and “Agree”.

© 2019 Center for Optimal Learning Environments All Rights Reserved.
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INGERSOLL ELEMENTS: STATEWIDE RESULTS

The 2018 NCTWC Survey results for the five Ingersoll elements are shown in the table below. 
Of the 120,880 school-based educators in North Carolina, 108,971 (90.68%) completed the 
survey. When comparing the survey responses to the Ingersoll research, you will notice a 
similarity in the RAs. Even though these results represent individual responses by educators 
which is slightly different from the way the information is displayed in Dr. Ingersoll’s full report 
(as he used the percentage of schools where teachers agreed) the pattern is similar: the highest 
RAs are for the school leadership element “Holding teachers to high standards” (93.37%), 
followed by the remaining two elements of school leadership nearly the same around 85%. 
The efforts of North Carolina leaders to focus on teacher accountability over the past two 
decades have paid off, with more than 100,000 educators saying they are held to high 
professional  standards. This is a very good result, as Dr. Ingersoll’s research shows high 
professional standards have the strongest connection to student achievement.

The similarity to Dr. Ingersoll’s findings continues in the teacher decision-making elements of 
leadership. Both items reflect a lower percentage RA compared to the school leadership 
elements. However, the element describing the role of teachers in school improvement planning 
is at 81%, and the role of teachers in establishing student discipline procedures drops to 63% RA. 
See Figure 4.

This means that approximately 39,400 North Carolina educators say that they have little-to-
no involvement in establishing student discipline procedures in their schools! And 
approximately 21,500 educators in North Carolina Schools say that they have little-to-no 
involvement in school improvement planning! This is true despite a three-decade-old state law 
that requires a school improvement team (SIT) to be elected by teachers and gives the SIT 
responsibility for school budgets, establishing schedules for teachers, and developing annual 
strategies for targeted improvement.

Figure 4 NC TWC  Survey 2018 Rates of Agreement For Ingersoll 5 Elements

© 2019 Center for Optimal Learning Environments All Rights Reserved.
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Understanding the potential implications of these data is important to all policy makers in North 
Carolina because of the connections to student achievement and teacher retention. As Dr. Ingersoll 
states in his research report, this data ‘can provide a roadmap for policymakers’ on strategies for 
improving schools. It also can help policy makers better utilize their often limited federal and 
state resources for school improvement. 

The five Ingersoll elements were analyzed as related to the 2017-18 North Carolina list of low-
performing schools. In North Carolina, schools that receive a Student Performance Grade of ‘D’ 
or ‘F’ and a School Growth Status of ‘Met’ or ‘Not Met’ are classified as low-performing. Student 
Performance Grades are calculated as part of North Carolina’s ESSA plan. The plan’s weighted 
model of 80% achievement and 20% growth uses indicators relevant for Elementary/Middle and 
High Schools. The School Growth Status is based on the school’s EVAAS scores and the status is 
determined according to an index set by the state. For the purpose of this analysis, schools on the 
low-performing list were categorized as “low” and all other schools were categorized as “high”.

In each of the five elements of leadership identified by Dr. Ingersoll to have the strongest 
connection to student achievement, the low-performing schools had lower rates of agreement. 
Three elements each showed a drop of six to seven percentage points when comparing 
high-performing schools to low-performing schools. The elements were:

INGERSOLL ELEMENTS: LOW AND HIGH PERFORMING SCHOOLS

 The school improvement team provides effective leadership at this school;

 The roles of teachers in planning school improvement; and

 The roles of teachers in establishing student discipline procedures.

Figure 5. Ingersoll Elements and School Performance Grades

© 2019 Center for Optimal Learning Environments All Rights Reserved.
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COLE provides further analyses for policy makers using the Ingersoll elements in different 
groupings of districts and schools. These files are attached in the accompanying zipped excel file 
folder. 

Screenshot examples of the various types of analyses (Figures 6-10) are shown below to give the 
reader an understanding of the types of breakdowns available for NCDPI which can be used in 
various professional learning activities in fall 2019 as the state prepares for the 2020 survey. 
The data is shown in heatmap format to allow ease of comparison for state leaders to determine 
strengths and areas for improvement in districts. 

Figure 6 Analysis of 2018 Ingersoll Elements Across All Districts 

Example Shows Excerpt of School Districts At-A-Glance  

COLE suggests that further analyses of this connection should take place following the 2020 
survey, with a close examination of specific low-performing schools and districts to see if there are 
regional aspects to this finding.

INGERSOLL ELEMENTS: EXAMPLES OF DATA ANALYSES ACROSS 
DISTRICTS AND GROUPS

© 2019 Center for Optimal Learning Environments All Rights Reserved.
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Figure 7 Analysis of 2018 Ingersoll Elements Across All Schools in a District 

Example Shows Excerpt of a District File With Schools At-A-Glance 

Figure 8 Analysis of 2018 Ingersoll Elements Across Lowest Performing Districts 

Excerpt Shows Example of  Low-Performing Districts At-A-Glance 

© 2019 Center for Optimal Learning Environments All Rights Reserved.
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Line
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Figure 9 Analysis of 2018 Ingersoll Elements for Schools in Sample Low Performing District 
Excerpt Shows Example of a Small Low Performing District: Schools At-A-Glance 

Figure 10 Analysis of 2018 Ingersoll Elements for Schools in Sample Low Performing District 
Excerpt Shows Example of a Larger Low Performing District: Schools At-A-Glance 

© 2019 Center for Optimal Learning Environments All Rights Reserved.© 2019 Center for Optimal Learning Environments All Rights Reserved.
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Constructs and Teacher Retention

School Leadership continues to be the primary influence educators cite on their willingness 
to remain teaching in their current school. Thirty percent of the respondents in 
2018 (approximately 30,000 teachers) listed this as their answer. 

The percentage of answers indicating the construct of School Leadership as the reason 
teachers wish to remain in their school may be of importance to policy makers because of the 
connection Dr. Ingersoll made to student achievement and School Leadership. Of note should also 
be the percentages of survey respondents that list Teacher Leadership (10%) and Managing 
Student Conduct (11%) in this bigger picture, since both aspects are also discussed in Dr. 
Ingersoll’s research. Note the small role Professional Development (2%) plays in why teachers 
say they wish to remain in their school. 

CONNECTING INGERSOLL ELEMENTS AND TEACHER RETENTION

Figure 11 Construct Most Affecting Willingness To Keep Teaching In Current School

© 2019 Center for Optimal Learning Environments All Rights Reserved.© 2019 Center for Optimal Learning Environments All Rights Reserved.
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• Continue teaching at my current school
• Continue teaching in this district, but leave this school
• Continue teaching in this state, but leave this district
• Continue working in education, but pursue an administrative position*
• Continue working in education, but pursue a non-administrative position**
• Leave education entirely

Stayers Versus Movers

In addition to the question about which construct of teaching conditions most influences teachers’ 
desire to remain in their current school, a question also is asked about their immediate future 
employment plans:

Which of the following best describes your immediate professional plans? (Select one.)

© 2019 Center for Optimal Learning Environments All Rights Reserved.

For the purposes of analysis, these are further disaggregated into a group of four options, including 
the selections of continuing to teach but moving to a different school or district. The reason for 
this combination is to highlight the percentages of educators who plan to remain teaching in 
their current schools (Stayers) as compared to those who wish to continue teaching but elsewhere 
(Movers). This is important because looking at teacher turnover rates by school level helps 
policymakers understand the reasons teachers want to stay or to move. This analysis does not 
address the reasoning behind the last of the above selections as there is much national research 
on why teachers leave education. Rather, this analysis focuses on the teachers who select to stay 
versus move to a different school. 

Why is this comparison so important? For two reasons. First, it is the movement of educators 
between schools that is a major contribution to the “leaky bucket” phenomenon within teacher 
labor markets. An overall teacher “shortage” may not necessarily exist; rather, a revolving door of 
teachers moving from school to school may create a shortage at given schools. Secondly, it 
matters to the students in the school what the actual school-level teacher turnover rate is. While 
national and state statistics calculate the numbers of classroom teachers needed in a given 
year, teacher turnover in a given school negatively affects those students. The annual teacher 
turnover rate in North Carolina schools is approximately 20%, on average. However, upon closer 
examination, there are individual schools where the annual turnover rate exceeds 30-45% 
on a regular basis. High teacher turnover can negatively impact survey responses to the 
school and teacher leadership elements. Imagine the difficulty of creating a shared vision, 
running an effective school improvement team, involving teachers in the decisions around school 
improvement planning, and developing student conduct policies in such a chaotic school 
environment. 
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In North Carolina, the percentages of teachers in each of the four categories are shown in the 
Figure 12, below.

To demonstrate the relationship between Stayers versus Movers and the Ingersoll research, COLE 
further analyzed the 2018 NCTWC Survey results. We attempted to provide insight into the actual 
reasons why teachers decide to stay in their current school or move to a different one. See the top 
ten reasons in Figure 13 on the following page.

Figure 12 NC 2018 Stayers-Movers-Leavers 

© 2019 Center for Optimal Learning Environments All Rights Reserved.© 2019 Center for Optimal Learning Environments All Rights Reserved.
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Figure 13

Figure 14 Ranking of Reasons for Stayers Versus Movers

Ranking Question 

Difference: 
Stayers v. 
Movers

1 There is an atmosphere of trust and mutual respect in this school. 43
2 Overall, my school is a good place to work and learn. 42

3 Teachers feel comfortable raising issues and concerns that are important to them. 42
4 The school leadership consistently supports teachers. 40
5 Leadership issues. 37

6 Teachers have an appropriate level of influence on decision making in this school. 36

7 School administrators support teachers’ efforts to maintain discipline in the class-
room. 35

8 Managing student conduct. 35

9 Teachers are assigned classes that maximize their likelihood of success with stu-
dents. 34

10 School administrators consistently enforce rules for student conduct. 34

© 2019 Center for Optimal Learning Environments All Rights Reserved.© 2019 Center for Optimal Learning Environments All Rights Reserved.
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The very same leadership elements that Ingersoll found strongly correlated with student 
achievement also are integral in teacher recruitment and retention. More than 94,000 educators 
(approximately 86% of respondents ) indicated they would  stay at their current schools. The 
primary reason listed by these Stayers is “there is an atmosphere of trust and mutual respect.” 
With 79% of Stayers selecting this option versus only 36% of Movers, it produces a difference 
of 43%. This connection to Ingersoll’s five leadership findings as a basis for teacher retention is 
borne out by other educational research that demonstrates the influence of teaching and 
learning conditions  teachers’ plans to stay. Johnson, Kraft and Papay (2011) demonstrated that 
the conditions that matter most in deciding to stay include the school’s culture, the principal’s 
leadership, and relationships among peers. Ladd (2009), specifically using the NCTWC Survey 
data, documented that the School Leadership section of the survey could predict plans to leave a 
school, independent of school demographics.

© 2019 Center for Optimal Learning Environments All Rights Reserved.© 2019 Center for Optimal Learning Environments All Rights Reserved.
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North Carolina has a long history of successfully administering the statewide NCTWC Survey. 
Additionally, it has successfully implemented the results in various education policies aimed at 
continuous improvement of student achievement and teacher retention. The findings from the 
most recent iteration of the NCTWC Survey continue to underscore the importance of using the 
results at the school, district, and statewide levels. 

As the state enters its eighteenth year of this survey work, it is especially fortuitous for NCDPI that 
Dr. Richard Ingersoll’s latest research report continues to demonstrate the connections of specific 
elements of school and teacher leadership to both student achievement and teacher retention. His 
results provide policy makers and school and district leaders a clear road map for making 
decisions. No longer must a school or district leader struggle to guess which exact questions will 
be the most pertinent for them to tackle as they make their annual school improvement 
plans using the survey data as required by state law. They can zero in on the questions/
answers associated with the five elements Dr. Ingersoll found to be the most strongly 
connected to student achievement and their relationship to teachers’ immediate employment 
plans: 

School Leadership

1. Teachers are held to high professional standards for delivering instruction.
2. The faculty and leadership have a shared vision.
3. The school improvement team leadership at this provides effective school.

Teacher Decision-Making 

1. Teachers’ roles in establishing student discipline procedures.
2. Teachers’ roles in planning school improvement.

SUMMARY

© 2019 Center for Optimal Learning Environments All Rights Reserved.

The integration of this research, survey results, school and district improvement plans  are in 
lock-step with the state's Every Student Succeeds Act (ESSA) Plan.  Because ESSA requires the 
use of research-based strategies to drive school improvement, North Carolina is uniquely 
positioned to be the  first state to integrate this research. The  federal resources available via 
Titles I, IIA, and IVA funding streams can assist state and local districts in their school 
improvement strategies. 

© 2019 Center for Optimal Learning Environments All Rights Reserved.



RECOMMENDATIONS

1. Capitalize on North Carolina being the first state to benefit from this new research as part of
its on-going work! Share Dr. Ingersoll’s findings with education leaders across the state.
Coupled with COLE’s analyses provided to NCDPI for each district and school, leaders can see
the importance of the research findings and how they can be addressed within 2020 school
and district improvement plans.

• This may be accomplished in a variety of ways: webinars, in-person trainings with
key leaders, e-blasts from the Superintendent, etc.

• Engage key stakeholders from across the state to share in such communications.
Examples include NCAE, NCPAPA, and NCSBA.

2. Provide to all school and district leaders COLE’s individual data analyses/heatmap files of the
five Ingersoll elements for every school and district. Through sharing the research findings,
coupled with COLE’s analyses provided to NCDPI for each district and school, leaders can
communicate the importance of the research findings and how they can be addressed within
2020 school and district improvement plans.

3. Utilize these new research findings as a catalyst for reinvigorating the use of the survey in
school improvement strategies! In conjunction with NCDPI’s outreach around the Ingersoll
research, include marketing information about the upcoming 2020 NCTWC Survey to
reinforce the continued participation from educators across the state.

4. Continue to share, on a regular basis outside of the survey window, with stakeholders across the
state information about the progress, results, research and findings as related to the survey
analyses and use of the survey data for strategizing school improvement plans.
Communicate the close alignment of this work with the the state's ESSA plan.

5. Identify districts that could be used as exemplars across the five leadership elements. Convene
leaders to share what might be the reasons they are doing better than the rest of the state in
these areas of leadership.

6. Continue further analyses of the connection to the leadership elements of the survey results in
2020 to Title I and persistently low-performing schools and districts.   A close examination of
specific low-performing schools and districts to see if there are regional aspects to this finding
may be informative.

7. Encourage school and district leaders to use COLE’s Toolkit for the NCTWC Survey
to create customized annual school and district improvement plans that focus on
using their own results as related to this new research.

8. Plan to recognize top schools after the 2020 NCTWC Survey is administered, where one of
the components for such recognition includes excelling in the five leadership elements.
Utilize these school exemplars in further communications efforts in the off-year of the
survey administration.

© 2019 Center for Optimal Learning Environments All Rights Reserved. 20
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