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Many urban districts in the United States have difficulty attracting and retaining quality teachers, yet they are often the
most in need of them. In response, U.S. states and districts are experimenting with financial incentives to attract and
retain high-quality teachers in high-need, low-achieving, or hard-to-staff urban schools. However, relatively little is
known about how effective financial incentives are for recruiting new teachers to high-need urban schools. This research
explores factors that are important to the job choices of teachers in training. Focus groups were held with students at
three universities, and a policy-capturing study was done using 64 job scenarios representing various levels of pay and
working conditions. Focus group results suggested that: a) many pre-service teachers, even relatively late in their prepa-
ration, are not committed to a particular district and are willing to consider many possibilities, including high need
schools; b) although pay and benefits were attractive to the students, loan forgiveness and subsidies for further educa-
tion were also attractive; and c) small increments of additional salary did not appear as important or attractive as other
job characteristics. The policy-capturing study showed that working conditions factors, especially principal support, had
more influence on simulated job choice than pay level, implying that money might be better spent to attract, retain, or
train better principals than to provide higher beginning salaries to teachers in schools with high-poverty or a high pro-
portion of students of color.
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Many urban school districts in the United States have
difficulty attracting and retaining quality teachers, yet
they are often the most in need of them. In response,
some U.S. states and districts are experimenting with
financial incentives to attract and retain high-quality
teachers in high-need, low-achieving, or hard-to-staff
urban schools (Murphy and DeArmond 2003). 

Incentives are a logical policy option because tradi-
tion, union contracts, and the structure of teacher labor
markets prevent simply reassigning the best teachers to
schools with the highest need. Incentives have included
signing bonuses, pay supplements (“combat pay”), loan
forgiveness, tuition subsidies, and housing assistance.
Two prominent examples are Charlotte-Mecklenburg,
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North Carolina, and Miami-Dade, Florida. The U.S. fed-
eral government is now encouraging states and districts
to provide incentives. The U.S. Department of
Education, under a $99 million congressional appropri-
ation, has awarded Teacher Incentive Fund grants aimed
at providing additional money for recruitment, retention,
and performance incentives for teachers in high-need
schools or schools with more than 30 percent poverty
(2006). However, relatively little is known about how
effective financial incentives are likely to be to attract and
retain teachers in high-need urban schools. The purpose
of this research is to add to our knowledge of how teach-
ers are likely to respond to incentives. By focusing on
teachers in training, our research aimed at finding out
more about how they make job choices, what they per-
ceive as important about districts and schools in the con-
text of their future job choice, and how much of a finan-
cial incentive would be needed to motivate them to take
a job in a high-need district or school. 

The basic assumption behind the use of financial
incentives to attract teachers to high-need districts and
schools is that the incentives provide a compensating dif-
ferential for potentially unattractive job characteristics
associated with poverty, low student achievement, and
racial or ethnic differences. Despite persistent arguments
that teachers are not motivated by money, research sup-
ports the conclusion that higher pay improves teacher
retention (Guarino, Santibañez, Daley, and Brewer
2004). There is also some evidence that higher salaries
improve the quality of new teachers attracted to a district
(e.g., Figlio 2002; Manski 1987). 

However, there are features of the teacher labor mar-
ket that may limit the effectiveness of incentives. First,
many teachers seem to prefer to teach in a school close
to their community of origin (Boyd, Lankford, Loeb, and
Wyckoff 2003). Second, teacher labor markets may be
segmented based on ethnicity, teacher training program
completed, and qualifications. Burian-Fitzgerald and
Anagnostopulos (2005) found that new teachers’ ethnic-
ity and perceptions of their own qualifications influenced
the jobs for which they considered applying. This sug-
gests that districts may have to compete for a local sup-
ply of new teachers and that, in the short run, the sup-
ply is relatively fixed.

There may also be other job characteristics that are
more important than compensation in attracting teach-
ers. Research on teacher turnover has identified several
influential factors important to teachers choosing
schools. These include administrator support (Loeb,
Darling-Hammond, and Luczak 2005; Johnson and

Birkeland 2003, Ingersoll 2001; Weiss 1999), the pres-
ence of induction programs (Smith and Ingersoll 2004),
collegial support (Johnson and Birkeland 2003), class
size (Ingersoll 2003; Kirby, Berends, and Naftel 1999),
teacher autonomy or involvement in decision making
(Weiss 1999; Ingersoll 2003), and school facilities
(Buckley, Schnieder, and Shang 2004). Johnson, Berg,
and Donaldson (2005) argued, based on Rosenholtz
(1989), that parent and community involvement could
also impact retention via improving teacher efficacy.
Many of these factors are likely to be considered––along
with pay, location, and student characteristics––when
teachers judge whether a financial incentive would make
teaching in a high-need school more attractive. 

Although it seems reasonable to assume that teach-
ers make trade-offs between pay and a variety of other
job characteristics––including location, student charac-
teristics, and working conditions––there is little research
that addresses either how teachers make these trade-offs
or how much of a financial incentive would be needed to
make high-need schools more attractive. Econometric
studies using pay variation among districts (e.g.,
Hanushek, Kain, and Rivkin 2005; Imazeki 2000) have
suggested that financial incentives might have to be rela-
tively large. However, these studies are limited by the
range of variation in salaries typically found in local
teacher labor markets and the confounding of districts’
abilities to pay, community tastes for education, and
teacher bargaining power with salaries and working con-
ditions (Loeb and Page 1998). Few studies of specific
incentive programs have been conducted. A small study
by Bruno and Negrete (1983) found that extra pay was
not effective in recruiting and retaining teachers in high-
poverty schools within a district. On the other hand, a
more recent study by Clotfelter, Glennie, Ladd, and
Vigdor (2006) found that a moderately-sized addition to
salary ($1,800) was effective in encouraging mid-career
and more senior math and science teachers to stay in
high-needs districts in North Carolina. Clearly, far more
research is needed on the potential effectiveness of finan-
cial incentives given the current interest in them as an
intervention to attract new teachers to high-need
schools.

In particular, more research is needed on whether
financial incentives will attract new teachers (those just
beginning their teaching career) to urban districts and
low socio-economic status (SES) schools. Due to higher
attrition rates in higher poverty schools of those with
higher proportions of students of color in the U.S.
(Guarino, Santibañez, Daley, and Brewer, 2004), as well



Anthony T. Milanowski, Hope Longwell-Grice, Felicia Saffold, Janice Jones, Kristen Schomish, Allan Odden

as seniority-based transfer provisions in U.S. teacher col-
lective bargaining agreements, it is likely that most
vacancies in urban schools are filled with teachers just
completing pre-service preparation. This is consistent
with the finding that schools in urban districts and with
higher enrollments of students of color have higher pro-
portions of inexperienced teachers (Loeb and Reininger,
2004). Only three studies were located that address the
potential importance of financial incentives for new
teacher job choice. Painter, Haladyna, and Hurwitz
(2007) surveyed a sample of students graduating from
teacher preparation programs. They found that respon-
dents rated compensation (e.g., salary, benefits, and
salary growth potential) and a professional environment
(e.g., an instruction focused culture, opportunities for
mentoring) as attractive job characteristics and a chal-
lenging instructional environment (e.g., low SES, higher
percentage of English language learners) as less attrac-
tive. This study did not ask respondents to make trade-
offs between job characteristics, and it did not ask about
the size of an effective financial incentive. Winter and
Melloy (2005) found that a 10 percent signing bonus
had little effect on job attractiveness and that a signing
bonus only slightly increased reported willingness to
accept a job in a struggling school for either experienced
or inexperienced (pre-service) teachers in a job choice
simulation study. This study did not, however, explicitly
address urban schools and school SES. Bacolod (2007)
found that teacher working conditions played a more
important role than salaries in determining where new
teachers chose to teach (e.g., urban, suburban, or rural
schools), but her study does not directly address the
question of the size of an incentive that might attract new
teachers to high-poverty schools or schools with a high
proportion of students of color. Taken together with the
studies that included experienced teachers, it seems that
questions about the size and relative importance of
financial incentives remain unanswered.   

This research provides more information about the
relative effects of financial incentives and other job char-
acteristics on new teachers’ job choices and tries to esti-
mate the size of an attractive financial incentive. Research
focused on addressing three questions:

1. What incentives might be expected to
attract new teachers to high-need schools?
2. What is the relative value new teachers place
on financial incentives and working conditions?
3. How much of a salary incentive would be
needed to attract new teachers to high-needs
schools?

Methods
This research used a combination of qualitative and
quantitative methods. The first method began with focus
groups at three teacher training institutions. The purpose
of the groups was to familiarize ourselves with the what
job characteristics pre-service teachers are likely to look
for, to understand why pre-service teachers view schools
and districts as attractive or unattractive choices, and to
collect background information for the development of a
survey and the interpretation of survey results. 

The main component of the study was a survey
about student job preferences.  On the survey, students
were asked to indicate preferences for jobs that varied on
a set of job characteristics, including various levels of
beginning salary. These responses would allow a quanti-
tative estimate of the relative value new teachers place on
these job characteristics. 

Focus Groups 
Focus groups were conducted in the spring of 2006, and
all the institutions were located in the southern part of
Wisconsin. Three focus groups were held at one large
urban public university, one at a small private urban uni-
versity, and three at a large public university in a univer-
sity town. Forty students participated. The participants
were typically in their final year of training and would be
seeking jobs soon. They were 78 percent female, 25 per-
cent people of color, and the average age was 23.6 years.
The focus group sessions were conducted by a trained
facilitator, and recordings of the proceedings were tran-
scribed. Transcripts were independently content ana-
lyzed by multiple researchers to identify themes related
to job choice and attractive and unattractive job charac-
teristics. The researchers were easily able to agree on key
themes.

Survey
Based on the results of the focus groups, and on job char-
acteristics found important for teacher retention by prior
research, a survey was designed to be administered to
students at three teacher training institutions. The survey
collected information on where the students intended to
apply, what attracted them to different districts, and the
tradeoffs they make in deciding to apply for jobs with
different levels of pay, working conditions, and student
population characteristics. The heart of the survey was a
section asking respondents to rate the attractiveness of
jobs characterized by different combinations of pay,
working conditions, and ethnic composition.

3



Recruiting New Teachers to Urban School Districts:  What Incentives Will Work? 

Information about five job characteristics was pro-
vided for each hypothetical job: 

• pay level (four levels, $32,000, $37,000,
$42,000 and $47,000 for a 191-day contract), 
• principal’s reputation for understanding
teaching and establishing supportive relation-
ships with teachers, 
• presence or absence of a new teacher induc-
tion program, 
• curriculum flexibility (highly structured
versus highly flexible), and 
• ethnic composition of the school (either 75
percent Caucasian, 15 percent African
American, and 10 percent Hispanic or 75 per-
cent African American, 15 percent Hispanic, and
10 percent Caucasian).

The jobs were all described as being in an urban district
with 160 schools; a student population that is 63 percent
African American, 20 percent Caucasian, and 17 percent
Hispanic; and 65 percent of the students qualifying for
free or reduced price lunch. We used this frame because
we wanted to see if within an urban district incentives for
high-need schools would affect potential job choice. We
used the percent African American and Hispanic to oper-
ationalize high-needs schools within the hypothetical
urban district. We considered using poverty and student
achievement, but chose ethnic composition because this
is often strongly correlated with these other indicators
and may be more salient to the predominantly Caucasian
student sample we expected.

These job characteristics were varied across the 64
job descriptions needed to cover all combinations of the
five factors (64 = 4 x 2 x 2 x 2 x 2). However, to prevent
respondent fatigue and maximize the chances of respon-
dents completing the survey, only eight job descriptions
were presented to each respondent, entailing the use of a
balanced, incomplete block design (Graham and Cable
2001). Thus, there were eight versions of the survey,
reflecting the eight blocks of the design. Within each
block, the eight job descriptions were presented at ran-
dom. The survey also asked the respondents’ age, gen-
der, ethnic heritage, grade point average, major, and per-
ceived level of preparation as well as questions about the
type of district in which they were educated (e.g., rural,
urban, suburban) and the districts in which they had
done student teaching. After responding to the demo-
graphic and background items, respondents were asked
to read each of the eight job descriptions and answer two
questions about each job: 1) “Would you apply for this
job?” (Answer: yes or no); and 2) “How likely is it that

you would accept this job if it was offered to you?”
(Answer: a response scale with 11 categories labeled “0
percent,” “10 percent”… up to “100 percent” was provid-
ed).

The survey was pre-tested with eight students
preparing to be teachers. After responding to the survey,
they were interviewed about how they understood the
questions, difficulties they had responding, survey
length, and whether they would be willing to respond
over the Internet or in a class without compensation. The
pre-test suggested that the survey would take 15 to 20
minutes to complete. These eight pre-testers were com-
pensated for their participation, but those participating
in the main data collection were not. Based on this pre-
test, a number of minor changes were made to the sur-
vey. 

The surveys were administered primarily in paper
and pencil form, in classes enrolling students completing
their student teaching. Some surveys were administered
over the Internet. Most of the respondents were students
in their last semester of their teacher preparation pro-
gram at one of the three universities. Surveys were
administered in November and December of 2006, and
January and February of 2007. All respondents were
promised confidentiality, and those taking the paper and
pencil version responded anonymously. Response rates
were over 95 percent for the paper and pencil adminis-
trations, but only 13 percent for the web-based adminis-
tration. When considering response rates, keep in mind
that absent students were not counted on the day of the
paper and pencil administration. We took a convenience
sample of class sections, based on the willingness of the
instructor to give time for survey administration. There
were, on the average, 31.8 respondents for each of the
eight blocks (versions) of the survey. Data were analyzed
using various regression-based, policy-capturing analysis
techniques (Cooksey 1996). 

Results

Focus Groups 

Analyses of the focus group data suggested that:
1. Many students, even relatively late in their
preparation, are not committed to a particular
district and are willing to consider many possi-
bilities, including those with high-need schools.
A substantial number had not yet given much
thought to the question of which specific dis-
tricts were of interest to them. 
2. Students from the large urban area preferred
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to stay in the metropolitan area; those from the
university in the college town were more
mobile.
3. Although pay and benefits were attractive to
the students, loan forgiveness and subsidies for
further education were also attractive.
4. Small increments of additional salary did
not appear as important as other job character-
istics in making jobs attractive. There were a
wide variety of opinions expressed about what
salary level would be attractive for teaching in an
urban district. In most of the focus groups, at
least one participant noted that salary level was
not an important factor in job choice. A substan-
tial minority of participants indicated that the
salary level given as an example ($32,000) was
adequate. On the other hand, another substan-
tial minority indicated that this was not an
attractive salary. When pressed to name an
attractive salary, most of these respondents men-
tioned salaries in the $40,000–50,000 range.
5. Other school and district attributes men-
tioned as attractive included district/school mis-
sion and values and the “trajectory” of the dis-
trict (is it moving forward?), the challenge of
working with high need students, the support
given to the school by families and the commu-
nity, the resources available, principal-teacher
relationships, teacher-teacher relationships, cur-
ricular flexibility, and teacher autonomy.
6. Students find out about many of these

attributes during field placements or student
teaching (e.g., from teachers they talk to).
Another important way students find out about
jobs and districts in which they might be inter-
ested is word-of-mouth, via contacts with fellow
students, relatives, former teachers, and friends.
Many students did not appear to have done
much searching for schools or districts that
might be attractive. Many seemed to fall back on
the districts they themselves attended, or
schools and districts where they did field place-
ments (typically those close to their teacher
training program). 

Survey 
Table 1 shows the characteristics of the sample of the 254
students who provided usable responses to the survey.
The first set of analyses estimated the average importance
of the five job characteristics in respondent job choice
decisions. First, logistic regression was used to model the
probability of a respondent saying he or she would apply
for each job as a function of the five job characteristics.
Second, Ordinary Least Squares regression (OLS) was
used to model the probability of respondents accepting
the job if offered, as a function of the five job character-
istics. We analyzed both these measures of job attractive-
ness to see if the way the attractiveness construct was
operationalized affected the results. Table 2 shows the
results of these analyses (See Table 2 on page 6).

There are three points to note about the results
shown in Table 2. First, the logistic and OLS analyses

show three of the working conditions
factors have substantial impacts on job
attractiveness. The principal’s reputa-
tion has the largest influence on hypo-
thetical job choice. A principal with a
reputation for understanding teaching
and learning and establishing support-
ive relationships with teachers increases
the odds of the average respondent say-
ing they would apply by a factor of
almost four and increases the reported
probability of job acceptance by 16 per-
centage points. Provided induction pro-
gram and ensured curricular flexibility
increase the odds of applying for a
hypothetical job by approximately a fac-
tor of two and increase the reported job
acceptance probability by about 10 per-
centage points. 

5
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Second, salary level seems to have comparatively less
influence on job attractiveness in both analyses. A
$5,000 increase in starting salary improves the odds of
the average respondent saying they would apply by a fac-
tor of about 0.20 and increases the reported probability

of job acceptance by a bit more than three percentage
points (5 x 0.69). 

Third, in this sample of respondents, the ethnic
composition of the school’s student body (whether the
hypothetical school was high or low in the percentage of
African American and Hispanic students) had no effect
on job attractiveness operationalized as willingness to
apply or as probability of acceptance. This implies that
these pre-service teachers do not appear to require any
“compensating differential” to teach in school with the
high proportion of students of color. This seems some-
what counter to the results of other research suggesting
white teachers tend to leave schools with high propor-
tions of nonwhite students (Guarino, Santibañez, Daley,
& Brewer. 2004). 

The unexpectedly weak effect of salary level and eth-
nic composition on job attractiveness prompted some
exploratory analyses. We wondered if the effects of salary
level and principal support would differ with school eth-
nic composition. That is, would a higher beginning
salary and a supportive principal have a greater effect on
job attractiveness when the job was described as in a
school with a high proportion of students of color. When
the analyses were done separately for the two ethnic

composition conditions, a higher salary and supportive
principal   did have stronger effects. In the logistic regres-
sions, the coefficient for salary was 1.08 for the jobs in
schools with a high proportion of students of color com-
pared to a coefficient of 1.03 for the jobs in schools with

a high proportion of ‘white’ students. For principal sup-
port, the comparable coefficients were 5.11 versus 3.56.
The corresponding regression coefficients for salary were
.82 and .56, and for principal support, 17.06 and 15.68.
The other two factors had similar coefficients. These
results suggest that salary level does matter more in
attracting new teachers to schools with a high proportion
of students of color.  The difference in the reported prob-
ability of job acceptance associated with a $5,000 higher
salary was 4 percentage points for such schools, com-
pared to a difference of 2.8 percentage points for the
schools with a low proportion of students of color. With
respect to principal support, the difference in the report-
ed probability of job acceptance associated with having a
supportive principal was 17 percentage points for jobs in
schools with a high proportion of students of color, com-
pared to 16 points in schools with a low proportion. The
differences in the effects of these factors between schools
with high and low proportions of students of color were,
however, rather small. When tested for statistical signifi-
cance using models with interaction terms (salary level X
ethnic composition; principal X ethnic composition)
they were not significant at conventional levels.
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The low r-squared value for the OLS regression sug-
gests that there may be substantial differences among
participants in their valuation of the job characteristics.
To investigate this possibility, we estimated a series of two
level random-effects models using the ratings of the
probability of accepting the job as the response variable.
We used the program HLM6 (Raudenbush, Bryk,
Cheong, and Congdon 2004). We concentrated on mod-
eling the probability of acceptance, rather than willing-
ness to apply, because this approach was likely to be eas-
ier to estimate given the large number of random slopes
we wanted to predict, and the results would be easier to
interpret. At level one, the reported probability for each
job within respondent was modeled as a function of the
job characteristic levels, including the salary level X eth-
nic composition and principal X ethnic composition
interactions. At level two, (the respondent level), we
began by testing whether the job characteristics had dif-
ferent weights (slopes) across respondents. We did this
by allowing the intercept and the slopes for the charac-
teristics to vary, then assessing the statistical significance
of the relevant variance components. We found that the
variance component for the intercept was significant,
and relatively large, showing that there were substantial
differences in the probability of acceptance of the “aver-
age” job across respondents. (Note that all level one pre-
dictors were centered around their grand means). In
addition, variance components for random slopes for all
of the job characteristics were significant. This suggests
that there is substantial variation in the importance of the
job characteristics across respondents. 

Our next step was to attempt to model some of this
variation, using information about the respondents we
had collected in the survey. We hypothesized that the
importance of the job characteristics would vary with the
teacher training institution attended (because each likely
attracts a different type of student and may prepare stu-
dents differently) and whether a respondent had attend-
ed an urban high school. We also hypothesized that sev-
eral demographic characteristics might influence both
the overall probability of accepting a job in an urban dis-
trict (the intercept) and the influence of school ethnic
composition. These included respondent age, ethnic her-
itage (African American and Hispanic), and whether the
respondent had attended an urban high school. We also
included an indicator for male gender as a predictor of
the slope for beginning salary, reasoning that males
might be more sensitive to salary differences. The results
of this analysis are shown in Table 3 (See Table 3 on page
8). 

Although the interpretation of coefficients for the
five job characteristics is somewhat different in this
model compared to the OLS model, the results have
largely similar implications. Because level two model
contains effects for respondent characteristics, the slope
coefficients for the five job characteristics represent the
change in the reported probability of job acceptance for
the left-out category of respondent: usually a student at
the large, urban private university who did not attend an
urban high school. The respondent characteristics coeffi-
cients, shown in Table 3 below the job characteristic,
represent the differences in the slope coefficient associat-
ed with the respondent characteristics in the model and
indicate also the difference in the importance of the job
characteristic to different types of respondents. 

In general, the importance of the job characteristics
does not vary much with the respondent characteristics
we included in the model. Only the coefficients for the
effect of attending the large, nonurban university on the
importance of curricular flexibility and for the effect of
attending the small, urban university on the importance
of school ethnic composition are statistically significant,
with the former so only at the .10 level. Students at the
large, nonurban university find curricular flexibility
slightly more attractive (raising the probability of job
acceptance by just over four percentage points). Students
at the small, urban university find jobs in schools with a
high proportion of white students more attractive
(increasing the probability of job acceptance by just over
7 percentage points), African American respondents, as
expected, find schools with a high proportion of white
students less attractive, but the coefficient is not signifi-
cant, likely due to the small number of African American
respondents in the sample.

The coefficients for induction program and curricu-
lar flexibility are similar to the corresponding coefficients
in Table 2. Respondent characteristics influenced the size
of the coefficients only for curricular flexibility, which is
slightly more influential for students at the large, nonur-
ban public university. Due to the inclusion of the two
interaction terms, the Principal, 75% White School, and
Beginning Salary coefficients have different meanings.
The Principal coefficient represents the increment in
reported probability of job acceptance associated with
having a supportive principal in a school with the high
proportion of students of color. Note that this coefficient
is quite similar to the corresponding coefficient from the
OLS regression. Adding to this, the Principal X 75 per-
cent white school coefficient gives the increment in
reported probability of a supportive principal in a 75
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percent white school. Note
that this sum is not very differ-
ent from the Principal coeffi-
cient (and the interaction coef-
ficient is not statistically signif-
icant), implying that the effect
of a supportive principal is
similar for schools with the dif-
ferent ethnic compositions.
The coefficient for school eth-
nic composition (75 percent
white school) is again rather
small, implying that, at the
average beginning salary level
in the scenarios (due to the
grand mean centering of the
salary variable), a 75 percent
white school is only more
attractive by 0.6 percentage
points to a white respondent at
the large, urban public univer-
sity who had not attended an
urban high school. 

As mentioned above, jobs
at such schools are more
attractive to students from the
small, urban private university
(by seven percentage points),
and less attractive to African
American and Hispanic stu-
dents. The coefficient for
Beginning Salary is slightly
higher than the OLS coeffi-
cient, and here represents the
effect of an additional $1,000
beginning salary in schools
with 75 percent students of
color. The interaction coeffi-
cient for Beginning Salary X 75
percent white school is nega-
tive, implying that salary
makes less difference to attrac-
tiveness of jobs in the 75 per-
cent white schools. In a school
with 75 percent students of
color, a $5,000 increase in
beginning salary raises the
reported probability of job
acceptance by a little more

8
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than 4 percentage points for a female pre-service teacher
attending the large, urban public university who had not
attended an urban high school (.85 x 5). For jobs in a
school with 75 percent white students, the same salary
difference increases the reported probability by only 2.45
percentage points ((.85-.36) times 5) for a comparable
student. Since the coefficients for the respondent charac-
teristic variables are small and not statistically significant,
this difference can be generalized to the other types of
respondents. 

Finally, several respondent characteristics were
included in the model as predictors of the intercept. In
this model, the intercept estimates the reported probabil-
ity of acceptance of a job in an urban district with a
salary of $39,000 (due to the grand mean centering of
salary) no induction program, low curricular flexibility,
and 75 percent students of color. As the Intercept coeffi-
cient in Table 3 shows, the predicted probability of job
acceptance is approximately 50 percent for a white
female respondent who attended the large urban public
university and did not attend an urban high school. The
coefficients for respondent characteristics immediately
below show the difference in reported probability associ-
ated with the respondent characteristics in the model.
The two statistically significant coefficients suggest that
attractiveness is less for older respondents (about .3 per-
centage points less per year of age) and less for respon-
dents attending the large nonurban public university
(about 9 percentage points less). As might be expected,
students who had attended an urban high school and
African American students found the job slightly more
attractive, on average, but these effects were not statisti-
cally significant. 

Results Summary
The overall story implied by these results is largely simi-
lar to what was learned from the OLS analysis: a support-
ive principal appears to have a large effect on job attrac-
tiveness, and an induction program and curricular flexi-
bility have smaller, but substantial effects. The ethnic
composition of the school population has remarkably lit-
tle influence on average, except for respondents who
attended the small, urban private university. We can
again compare the effect of a $5,000 higher entry salary
with the effect of a supportive principal. For female stu-
dents at the large, urban private university who had not
attended an urban high school, the increase in reported
probability of job acceptance for a job with a supportive
principal in a 75 percent nonwhite school is 17 percent-
age points, while the difference associated with a $5,000

salary increase is 4.25 percentage points. This compari-
son suggests that higher beginning salaries would have
only a modest effect on attracting new teachers to this
sort of high-need school. But the results also imply that
school ethnic composition did not have a large influence
of job attractiveness, except on students from the small
urban private university. The implication is that, condi-
tional on teacher training institution attended, there is no
need to offer a compensating differential to attract new
teachers to jobs in schools with a high proportion of stu-
dents of color. In the case of respondents attending the
small urban private university, we can estimate the com-
pensating pay differential needed to equalize likelihood
of acceptance between jobs in schools with low versus
high proportions of students of color to a white female
student who had not attended an urban high school.
This would be approximately $8,250 in beginning salary
(.85 divided by 7.01, multiplied by $1,000). For a male
student, the estimate would be just over $6,600 ( 85
+.21 divided by 7.01 and then multiplied by $1,000).
(This ignores that the effect of being male on beginning
salary was not statistically significant, but does illustrate
how a larger value put on salary lowers the size of the
compensating differential.) 

Discussion
With respect to our research questions, we found both
some expected and some unexpected results that may be
of use to those seeking ways to attract new teachers to
urban districts and high-need schools. Focus group
results suggest that students may be attracted by a clear
mission, appeals to idealism, and incentives like loan for-
giveness. They also suggested that working conditions
are as important as financial incentives and that students
desire curricular freedom. It was also of interest that
much of what new teachers know about districts or
schools comes via word of mouth. This suggests that if
current teachers are satisfied with the district or school,
they will help “sell” it to new teachers. Improving work-
ing conditions for all teachers is therefore likely to help
attract new teachers.

As we expected after the focus groups, survey results
suggest that working conditions factors, especially prin-
cipal support, may be more important than higher begin-
ning pay. The importance of the principal to teacher
attraction is consistent with results of other studies, rang-
ing from surveys that show dissatisfaction with the prin-
cipal is a frequent reason for teachers transferring to
other schools (Luekens, Lyter, Fox, and Chandler, 2004)
to qualitative research on preferences of accomplished
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teachers (Berry and King, 2005). The relatively small
effect of salary differences on job attractiveness is consis-
tent with the results of Hanushek, Kain, and Rivkin
(2001), who found evidence that working conditions
were more important than pay differences in mobility
decisions of experienced teachers in Texas. The results are
less consistent with Clotfelter, Glennie, Ladd, and
Vigdor’s (2006) conclusion that a relatively small bonus
($1,800 per year) for math, science and special education
teachers teaching in high-poverty or struggling schools
reduced turnover by 12 percent. However, it should be
noted that the latter study focused on teachers who were
already working in such schools. This group may already
have adjusted to teaching in schools others find less
attractive. New teachers who may have had little or no
experience in such schools, or who may feel unprepared
for the challenges these schools can present, may find
such small bonuses less attractive.

The survey results also remind us that individual dif-
ferences play a strong role in the attractiveness of job
characteristics. Although the respondent characteristics
we included in our model did not always have statistical-
ly significant effects, the variance components for the ran-
dom slopes representing individual differences in the
multilevel model were still statistically significant even
after we introduced slope predictors at level two. There is
a lot of variance in simulated job choice left to explain.
We interpret this to suggest that there are considerable
individual differences in the importance of job character-
istics across respondents; differences that are likely due to
factors such as values, personality, family background,
and personal history. Some of these are likely to be high-
ly idiosyncratic. This suggests that there is probably no
one package of incentives and working conditions that
will appeal to all new teachers to the same extent. 

One somewhat unexpected result is the relatively low
effect of pay. As discussed below, some of this could be
due to social desirability bias. But we also found in pre-
testing the survey that students at the two public institu-
tions perceived that the labor market was in surplus, and,
as one put it, you take what you can to get your foot in
the door. This is consistent with the anecdotal evidence
that the state containing these institutions overproduces
new teachers and that many suburban districts have long
queues of job applicants. The state’s biggest urban district
has also reduced its hiring in the past two years due to
budget cuts. Under these circumstances, it does seem
likely that respondents would be less concerned with
beginning salary.

The negligible effect of school ethnic composition,
except on respondents from one teacher training institu-
tion, was also surprising. Again, part of this could be due
to social desirability bias affecting the students at the large
nonurban public university. An explanation that may
apply to respondents from the large urban public univer-
sity is that these students know that biggest employer of
teachers in the area is an urban district with a high over-
all proportion of students of color and many schools with
very high proportions. Given the job market, they may
simply be realistic about where the jobs for new teachers
are located, and expect to teach in schools with a high
proportion of students of color.

Policy Implications
Together with the results of the studies by Winter and
Melloy (2005) and Bacolod (2007), this research tends to
support the proposition that salary incentives may not be
the most effective way to attract new teachers to urban
districts and schools with high proportions of students of
color. The low sensitivity to pay and the high sensitivity
to principal support exhibited on average by the new
teachers in our study imply that a district might be better
off spending money to attract, retain, or train better prin-
cipals than to provide higher-than average beginning
salaries to teachers. The results also imply that induction
programs and curricular flexibility are important to new
teachers. The finding that induction programs are attrac-
tive, combined with evidence that such programs can be
effective in reducing teacher turnover (e.g., Ingersoll and
Kralick, 2004; Smith and Ingersoll, 2004), suggests that
urban districts may want to implement high-quality
induction and mentoring programs, especially for new
teachers in schools with high proportions of poor stu-
dents or students of color. Results also suggest that district
policies that could be perceived to limit teachers’ curricu-
lar flexibility can lower the attractiveness of teaching jobs.
New teachers’ desires for flexibility may be in conflict
with some U.S. urban districts’ movement to more struc-
tured curricula like Success for All or Direct Instruction.
This may present urban districts with a dilemma, in that
one potential response to the high level of student move-
ment across schools has been to try to standardize cur-
riculum. Districts may want to address this potential
dilemma by explaining the need for a uniform curricula
and showing how new teachers can exercise their creativ-
ity within it. Districts may also want to review their
recruitment messages and consider carefully the variety of
positive attributes they can offer new teachers. If, as our
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study suggests, there is a wide range of individual differ-
ences in how new teachers value job attributes, districts
would want to be sure they communicate all of the dif-
ferent aspects of the district, the school, and the job that
are likely to be appealing, in order to attract the largest
number of new teachers. 

Limitations
It should be noted that this study investigated the pref-
erences of new teachers, and that many of the respon-
dents were relatively young. The preferences of experi-
enced teachers, or older adults moving into teaching as a
second career might be different. Also, though we col-
lected data from students at three different types of
teacher training institutions, the generalizability of our
results is limited because all of the institutions were
located in a state within the United States that produces
a net surplus of teachers. As discussed above, this likely
made the respondents less sensitive to differences in jobs
because when jobs are relatively more scarce, job seekers
cannot be as selective. Yet some job characteristics were
still found to be more heavily weighted than others. The
loose condition of the labor market in the state at the
time of our data collection certainly weakens the gener-
alizability of our estimates of the beginning salary level
needed to attract new teachers. This limitation points up
the need to tailor incentives to local conditions and sug-
gests that it is simplistic to say that financial incentives
are or are not effective without considering the local
teacher labor market.

There are two methodological limitations that affect
our study. The first is the difficulty of disentangling
potential social desirability effects that may have biased
the coefficients for beginning salary and school ethnic
composition downward from other effects. It may be that
students preparing to be teachers are reluctant to indi-
cate that beginning salaries are important in job choice
decisions, even on an anonymous survey. It is also possi-
ble, as discussed above, that these students simply are
not as concerned about beginning salaries because they
may believe that they have to take any entry job and will
have a chance to move to better paying districts after
obtaining some job experience. It is also possible that,
given the emphasis on social justice in many teacher
preparation programs, Caucasian respondents would be
reluctant to show too much preference for schools with
lower proportions of students of color. Yet it is also pos-
sible that their training has made some believe they have
an obligation to consider teaching in such schools. The
second is the use of a balanced incomplete block design

to present the scenarios, in order to reduce respondent
burden. The grouping of the hypothetical jobs into eight
blocks and the nesting of participants within blocks pre-
vented exploration of the higher order interactions
among job characteristics. We could not have all respon-
dents evaluate some of the most interesting combina-
tions, such as those that required trading-off ethnic com-
position and entry salary, with all other characteristics
equal. This prevented us from getting a simpler estimate
of the effect of beginning salary. It also introduces block
effects, which while substantively negligible in this study,
were occasionally statistically significant. The limitation
on the number of jobs that respondents would consider
also forced us to choose one factor, ethnic composition,
to represent the high-need school construct. Although
ethnic composition, poverty, and student test scores are
highly correlated in the test state, it would have been
interesting to include a poverty or test score factor. This
would have at least doubled the number of scenarios to
be considered, so that respondents would have had to
rate twice as many jobs, or required more blocks and
thus fewer respondents per scenario. 

One of the reviewers raised the issue of pooling
responses from two forms of survey administration, web-
based and paper. We investigated this by comparing the
web-based and paper-based respondent groups on the
independent variables used in the analyses, and by
removing the relatively small number of web respon-
dents and re-running the statistical analyses. We found
no significant differences in means or proportions of the
independent variables between the two groups. We also
found that almost all of the regression coefficients were
similar in size and statistical significance. The one impor-
tant exception was that the interaction between salary
level and school ethnic composition, which was slightly
smaller and no longer statistically significant. Although
we do not believe this changes the substance of our con-
clusions, it does show that sample size and composition
can affect results and that our study should be replicat-
ed, hopefully with a larger sample.

Future Research Directions 
Though we were not able to provide a completely satis-
factory answer to the question of how much of a finan-
cial incentive would be needed to attract new teachers to
high-needs schools, we believe that the idea of asking
teachers about incentives is still a sound one, and one
that should be an important part of designing incentive
programs. To make this type of research more relevant to
program designers, it should be done in other states or
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regions, with different teacher labor market conditions,
and at more types of teacher training institutions. We
also recommend that researchers experiment with differ-
ent descriptions of high-need schools and with different
designs for capturing teacher job decision trade-offs. For
example, instead of a full set of scenarios, teachers could
be asked to indicate the attractiveness of fewer, but more
detailed, scenarios varying on fewer dimensions. This
would allow a more complete representation of the con-
struct of a high-need school. If our finding that new
teachers value supportive principals, induction pro-
grams, and curricular flexibility generalizes, it might be
useful to use scenarios that focus more on financial
incentives, student achievement, and poverty. 
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