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INTRODUCTION

According to a 2018 report from New America, “Most states’ systems do require teachers to 

complete professional development activities—but they are rarely designed to ensure those 

activities lead to meaningful growth for teachers or their students.” 1 This disconnect—

the fact that teachers are required to complete professional development (PD) but little 

attention is given to whether they actually learn and grow—has been the source of much 

research and much consternation among teachers and administrators alike.

However, not as much research exists about what PD looks like day to day in schools 

across the country. How are schools spending the country’s $18 billion annual teacher 

PD budget, and are school leaders happy with the results? We hoped that by discovering 

how schools and districts currently invest in their PD, we can show educational leaders 

how they compare to their peers. Specifically, we wanted to answer these four questions:

• How much do schools spend on professional development?

• What professional development topics do school leaders value, and how does 

teacher choice factor in?

• How do schools deliver professional development?

• Are school leaders satisfied with teachers’ professional development?

1 Melissa Tooley and Taylor White, Rethinking Relicensure: Promoting Professional Learning Through Teacher Licensure Renewal 

Policies (New America, 2018), https://www.newamerica.org/education-policy/policy-papers/rethinking-relicensure/

https://www.newamerica.org/education-policy/policy-papers/rethinking-relicensure/
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In answering these questions, we aim to move from identifying problems to finding 

solutions. In an era of teacher shortages and rampant retention challenges, schools can’t 

afford to miss valuable opportunities to empower teachers and give them meaningful tools 

to help them thrive in the career they love. By clarifying what school leaders are doing 

nationally, where they see needs, and how satisfied they are with the status quo, we hope 

that school and district leaders can see how they measure up and identify opportunities 

to create PD experiences that inspire teachers and improve the lives of the students they 

touch.

KEY FINDINGS

1  Schools’ average PD spend per educator is inversely tied to the size of the district: 

The largest districts have the lowest cost per educator, and the smallest districts 

have the highest cost 

The average cost of PD per educator falls into three distinct tiers: districts with 1–100 

educators ($500 per educator), districts with 101–1,000 educators ($100 per educator), 

and districts with more than 1,000 educators ($30 per educator). Larger districts’ 

lower cost per educator is likely due to their ability to scale their PD. For example, 

larger districts tend to have more resources and thus are able to develop and deliver 

PD internally (rather than spending their designated PD budget on outside services). 

Smaller districts, on the other hand, are more likely to need to purchase PD from third-

party partners or rely on regional service agencies.

In terms of total dollars spent, schools’ average PD budget is $79,600. Notably, schools 

that ARE satisfied with their PD have higher-than-average budgets for PD ($108,100), 

while those that are NOT satisfied have lower-than-average budgets ($67,700). 

However, as we will see throughout the report, several other factors impact school 

leaders’ level of satisfaction with the PD they offer.
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2  The source of PD funding makes a big difference in choice of PD and school 

leaders’ overall satisfaction with it 

Where PD funding comes from plays an important role in determining how schools 

spend that money. Schools that receive funding from multiple sources are more 

satisfied than schools that rely heavily on local taxes for funding. This may be because 

funding earmarked from the state or district is more likely to come with topical 

requirements and red tape.

Schools without government funding piece together multiple funders for their 

comparatively smaller PD budget ($57,500). However, for the same cost per student, 

districts with much smaller overall budgets are able to offer multiple opportunities to 

teachers, while districts beholden to local tax funding offer less. This is an important 

finding when considering the impact that PD can have on teacher satisfaction and 

student achievement.

3  Technology education is school leaders’ top choice for PD  

It’s no surprise that technology continues to play an important role in the evolution 

of our K–12 school systems. More than twice as many schools identify technology 

as the top topic for PD compared to the second most popular option, and school 

leaders anticipate the need for technology training to only increase in the coming 

year. The need for technology education may include (a) training teachers on how to 

use technology (e.g., smartboards, learning management systems, Google Classroom) 

and (b) helping teachers integrate technology into their pedagogical approaches.

4  Despite higher rates of satisfaction with online trainings, most PD happens in 

person and on in-service days 

Nearly three quarters of PD takes place in person, either at the school or a third-

party site. The remaining quarter takes place online. Schools that offer PD mostly in 

person tend to have lower-than-average budgets and a high student-to-teacher ratio. 

Their PD is also more likely to be dictated by district mandates, and school leaders’ 

satisfaction with the PD tends to be lower.

Only 30% of schools have mostly online PD. These school leaders report higher rates 

of satisfaction in their PD, and overall, the schools seem to have more options and 

flexibility in their PD. For example, these schools tend to have higher-than-average 

budgets and fewer mandates from the state or district, and teachers are more likely 

to complete PD on their own time. PD is also more likely to be for teachers’ personal 

gain (e.g., salary increase).



page | 7
INTRODUCTION 
Professional Development for Teachers: What Schools Value and How They Invest

5  Although school leaders and teachers both desire teacher choice in PD, teachers 

rarely have input on what their PD is and whether they participate 

According to a recent report from the Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation, teachers’ 

satisfaction with PD rises in direct proportion with the amount of say they have in 

their PD experiences.2 Likewise, our research found that 80% of school leaders value 

allowing teachers to have a say in PD topics.

However, the likelihood that teachers get to choose their PD is quite low: Only 24% 

of schools allow teachers to suggest or vote on topics for PD. Moreover, only 7% of 

teachers decide on their own whether they engage with PD in the first place. These 

findings show a disconnect in what school leaders and teachers desire vs. what actually 

happens in most schools across the country.

6  Most school leaders believe PD results in better teachers, but lack of time, money, 

and relevant PD options limit their ability to offer effective PD 

Nearly 90% of school leaders believe that PD is a good investment for their district and 

that it results in more effective teachers. However, nearly a third of school leaders cite 

not having enough time as the biggest challenge to helping teachers improve their 

craft. Not surprisingly, affordability is the next biggest challenge, followed by finding 

practical application for the content taught, finding topics that teachers are interested 

in, and making the content applicable and relatable to a variety of different teachers.

7  School leaders value PD that focuses on the school’s or district’s unique needs 

We asked respondents to rate what is most important to them when selecting PD 

opportunities. More than 70% highly rated the ability to (a) track content and outcomes, 

(b) host PD during scheduled times, and (c) include all educators in building-wide 

initiatives. In addition, 73% of respondents identified peer-to-peer interactions within 

the district as an important factor in PD opportunities.

Taken together, these findings suggest that school leaders value being able to see 

the impact of the PD they offer and prioritize PD that supports their schools’ current 

initiatives. Interestingly, this finding seems to contradict the idea that school leaders 

value teacher choice in PD, suggesting that districts’ interests and teachers’ needs 

might not align as well as school leaders might hope.

2 Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation, Teachers Know Best: Teachers’ Views on Professional Development (2014), https://k12education.

gatesfoundation.org/download/?Num=2336&filename=Gates-PDMarketResearch-Dec5.pdf 

https://k12education.gatesfoundation.org/download/?Num=2336&filename=Gates-PDMarketResearch-Dec5.pdf 
https://k12education.gatesfoundation.org/download/?Num=2336&filename=Gates-PDMarketResearch-Dec5.pdf 
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SECTION 1:
How Much Do Schools Spend on 

Professional Development?

Unsurprisingly, 83% of school leaders cite cost as a top determining factor in selecting 

their PD. Annual PD budgets vary widely, anywhere from $0 to more than $500,000, with 

a mean of $79,600. 

Schools’ and Districts’ Annual PD Budget

The amount of money schools receive tells only a small part of the story though. The 

source of the funding and the size of the district both greatly impact how schools spend 

their PD budgets.
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FUNDING SOURCES

More than three quarters of schools’ PD budgets come from federal, state, and local 

governments, with one third coming from the district itself or local taxes.

Percentage of Budget by Funding Source

The school district/local taxes

State government

Federal government

Foundations/charities

Teachers’ union

Other

Schools usually receive funding from more than one source. We examined the patterns 

of PD offerings for schools that receive most of their funding from (a) the state or federal 

government, (b) the district, and (c) multiple payers (e.g., charities, teachers’ unions).

Schools that rely mostly on government funding tend to have higher budgets ($107,100), 

while schools that piece together funding from multiple sources tend to have the 

lowest ($57,500). However, government funding often comes with more mandates and 

requirements that restrict schools’ abilities to customize their PD. 

For example, for schools that receive most of their PD funding from the government, 

district plans dictate 82% of PD and state plans dictate 58%. In contrast, for schools with 

multiple payers, only 57% of PD is dictated by district plans and 29% by state plans.

Notably, schools with multiple payers have a relatively low student-to-teacher ratio (i.e., 

smaller class sizes). In contrast, schools that rely primarily on their districts for funding 

have a much higher student-to-teacher ratio.



Sources of PD Funding

The school district/local taxes

State government

Federal government

Foundations/charities

Teachers’ union

Other

Traits by Funding Sources
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INVESTMENT PER CAPITA

The average budget per educator for 1–100 educators hovers right around $500. However, 

this cost drops significantly ($500 to $100) in schools or districts with 101–1,000 educators 

to support. In districts with more than 1,000 educators, spending falls even more, to just 

$30 per educator. 

We see a similar pattern when evaluating the PD budget per student served: $50 per student 

in schools with 1–100 students, $25 per student with an overall population of 101–1,000, 

and just $10 per student in districts with more than 1,000 students.

PD Budget per Teacher by 

Number of Teachers

PD Budget per Student by 

Number of Students

These numbers suggest that larger districts enjoy some advantages that smaller districts 

don’t. For example, larger districts may have more resources to (a) develop their own PD, 

(b) scale their PD to offer it to a larger number of teachers at a lower price, or (c) negotiate 

deals with outside providers for better rates. In contrast, schools and districts with fewer 

than 100 teachers or 1,000 students may be more likely to have to seek PD from third-

party providers or regional service agencies.
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SECTION 2:
What Professional Development 

Topics Do School Leaders Value, and 
How Does Teacher Choice Factor In?

According to recent research from Gallup, 60% of teachers who voluntarily left their last job 

cite lack of career advancement or development as the primary reason for their decision.3 

When choosing PD topics, school leaders have to strike a delicate balance between helping 

teachers reach their professional goals and meeting the needs and requirements of their 

districts. In this section, we will look at the most popular topics for PD and how teachers’ 

preferences affect school leaders’ decisions.

MOST POPULAR TOPICS FOR PD

Whether we’re looking at the district level, high schools, middle schools, or elementary 

schools, technology is schools’ top priority for PD. School leaders also anticipate a greater 

need for math and reading trainings over the next year.

3 Shane McFeely, “Why Your Best Teachers Are Leaving and 4 Ways to Keep Them” (Gallup, 2018), https://www.gallup.com/

education/237275/why-best-teachers-leaving-ways-keep.aspx

https://www.gallup.com/education/237275/why-best-teachers-leaving-ways-keep.aspx
https://www.gallup.com/education/237275/why-best-teachers-leaving-ways-keep.aspx
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Top Topics Over the Past 12 Months and Expectations for Next Year

2018-2019 School Year

2019-2020 School Year

Note: Each respondent submitted his or her top three PD topics.
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Top PD Topics by Type of School

Note: Each respondent submitted his or her top three PD topics.

Interestingly, technology is the top choice whether or not teachers have a voice in 

determining PD topics. In fact, when teachers are involved, technology is even more 

prevalent (17% as opposed to 12%).

However, what we can’t tell from the research is whether teachers and school leaders 

desire PD focused on professional learning or professional training. 
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• Professional learning is more classroom oriented. It might explore pedagogical 

theories behind why teachers should use technology with students and how to 

integrate it into daily instruction.

• Professional training focuses on preparing teachers to use technology. For 

example, if a district purchases new software, it might require teachers to attend 

a professional training on how to use it and troubleshoot issues for students.

There is likely a need for both types of PD, particularly given that there’s a wide spectrum 

of technological savviness among teachers. Additional research could help schools clarify 

what would help teachers most.

Top Topics When Educators Are Involved vs  Not Involved

Note: Each respondent submitted his or her top three PD topics.
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HOW TEACHER CHOICE FACTORS IN

Even though teacher choice and autonomy are two key tenets of teacher retention, only 

7% of teachers have a choice in whether or not they engage with PD. In addition, only 24% 

of teachers nominate or vote on PD topics, while the remainder are told what PD they 

must participate in. Funding sources could be a factor here: When the majority of funding 

comes from the government or local taxes, only 20–21% of schools give teachers a vote, 

compared to 33% when schools receive funding from multiple sources.

Who Requires Professional Development

School leaders have other priorities that may also restrict teacher choice. For example, 

75% of respondents identified that school continuous improvement plans play a role in 

determining PD topics, with an additional 51% identifying that individual teacher growth 

plans are linked to the school’s improvement plan. Seventy percent of respondents 

reported that their PD topics are connected to district strategic plans, with an additional 

35% identifying state ESSA plans as a factor.
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How School Leaders Determine PD Topics
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SECTION 3:
How Do Schools Deliver 

Professional Development?

Online PD gives schools more options and flexibility than ever before, but classroom 

teaching hour requirements and funding constraints still affect how schools offer their PD. 

This section examines the patterns of where and when teachers are completing their PD.

WHERE TEACHERS COMPLETE PD

The vast majority of PD occurs in person, with half taking place at the school and one 

quarter at a third-party site. Approximately one quarter happens online. 

Where Teachers Complete PD

In-person training at the school 
(or other district building)

In-person training at a third-party 
site (away from the school)

Online courses

Other
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The location of PD tells us much more than merely where teachers are sitting during 

training. For example, in schools and districts where PD takes place mostly at the school, 

the PD is more likely to be mandated by the district, and school leaders’ satisfaction with 

the training is lower. These districts also tend to have lower budgets ($69,000 compared 

to $89,000) and a high student-to-teacher ratio.

When PD is Delivered Mostly at School   

PD Delivered Mostly at School

PD Not Delivered Mostly at School
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In contrast, in schools where PD takes place mostly online, teachers are much more likely 

to be taking the training for personal benefit and are less likely to participate in training 

during school hours. School leaders also express higher satisfaction with the training.

When PD is Delivered Mostly Online   

PD Delivered Mostly Online

PD Not Delivered Mostly Online
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WHEN TEACHERS COMPLETE PD

Sixty-one percent of school leaders think PD is worth teachers missing class time to 

complete. However, as we’ll see in section 4, school leaders also identify lack of time as 

their biggest challenge to offering effective PD.

Most PD happens on teacher in-service days. In addition, more than half of respondents 

reported that teachers also complete PD either in the summertime or on personal time.

When Teachers Complete PD

Several factors impact when teachers complete PD. For example, in districts with a high 

student-to-teacher ratio, teachers are more likely to complete PD on their own time. This 

may indicate that schools struggle to find solutions for supervising students while teachers 

participate in PD, thus leading teachers to complete PD on their own time.
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SECTION 4:
Are School Leaders Satisfied With 

Teachers’ Professional Development?

Overall, 67% of school leaders are satisfied or very satisfied with their current PD offerings, 

with a mean satisfaction of 3.61 out of 5.

School Leaders’ Level of Satisfaction With Teachers’ Current PD Opportunities

Not at all satisfied Very satisfied

1 2 3 4 5

To understand school leaders’ reasoning for their level of satisfaction, we asked them to 

agree or disagree with a series of statements about their PD. School leaders are nearly 

unanimous in agreeing that PD is a good investment and results in more effective teachers. 

However, they do not feel as strongly about whether they can see improvements as a result 

of PD, their ability to create teacher buy-in for PD, and the number of PD opportunities 

available to teachers.
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Perceived Benefits of Teachers’ PD

Completely disagree Completely agree

1 2 3 4 5

SCHOOL LEADERS’ TOP PRIORITIES FOR PD

School leaders report cost as a top deciding factor when selecting PD. The next highest 

factor is the ability to allow for customization or teacher choice, which is surprising given 

that only 24% of school leaders reported teacher choice being part of the PD decision-

making process (see section 2). This may suggest that most PD offerings do not provide 

teacher choice despite school leaders valuing this capability.

Seventy-four percent of school leaders value being able to track outcomes of PD, meaning 

that they want to see tangible results of the PD they offer. Similarly, school leaders prefer 

PD that supports building-wide initiatives.

Closely following the idea of administrator oversight seems to be a priority on teachers 

interacting and collaborating during PD. Seventy-three percent of school leaders value 

PD that involves peer interaction and happens at scheduled times.
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Factors That Impact PD Selection

Completely disagree Completely agree

1 2 3 4 5
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CHALLENGES TO OFFERING PD

School leaders cite lack of time as the biggest barrier to offering PD, followed by financial 

challenges. Interestingly, the next three most-reported issues are all related to the relevance 

of the PD: lack of practical application, lack of interest in the PD, and lack of relatability for 

a wide range of teachers. These themes fit with the other data in the study, including the 

fact that teachers’ time is limited, schools’ funding can be constraining, and there is a gap 

between the PD topics schools offer and the topics teachers desire.

Challenges of Offering PD
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CONCLUSION:
What Opportunities Do Schools 

Have Going Forward?

This report is just a small part of the complex conversation about PD for teachers. The data 

reveal several common themes, such as most of PD funding coming from government 

sources, most PD occurring in person on in-service days, the need for technology training, 

and the strain on resources for districts with a high student-to-teacher ratio. However, 

some of the data also point to contradictions in what is currently happening and what 

school leaders and teachers desire for their PD. Here are our recommendations for bringing 

these contradictory data points into better alignment:

Provide more options for teacher choice  Currently, schools offer little 

opportunity for teacher choice despite both school leaders and teachers 

desiring it. Offering more options for teachers and helping them feel in 

control of their career paths can not only increase the quality of PD, but 

also aid in teacher retention. Also, choice doesn’t have to be limited to 

the topic of PD; school leaders could look for ways to offer flexibility 

in the format, location, and time frame of teachers’ PD. Allowing for 

some flexibility can empower teachers to feel more in control of their 

schedules and how they fulfill their PD requirements.

Focus PD on school- or district-wide plans  School leaders are most 

satisfied when they have oversight over teachers’ PD. Although this 

value may seem at odds with elevating teacher choice, there may 

actually be opportunities here to align everyone’s priorities. Schools 

could offer teachers multiple opportunities for PD centralized around a 

common theme aligned to district or state goals. For example, if a district 

is focusing on social–emotional learning, the district might present 

teachers with a variety of courses on this topic and allow them to choose 

which course will help them most in their classrooms.
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Increase online PD offerings  Less than a quarter of PD currently 

takes place online. However, this research showed that school leaders 

express higher rates of satisfaction with their PD when it is mostly online. 

This could be because online training can solve common pain points 

for administrators. For example, many school leaders’ number one 

challenge in offering PD is finding the time to do so; online PD can offer 

exactly the flexibility they are looking for. In addition, because online 

options are not tied to any one location and do not require on-site 

training, schools may be able to find more competitive pricing for their 

PD. Finally, increasing online offerings may help teachers feel more 

autonomous in how they complete their PD and may present more 

opportunities for customization and flexibility in topics.

Explore funding sources that allow for more choice—or find 

PD options that allow for customization but still meet funding 

requirements  The confounding factor in all of these recommendations 

is the fact that funding sources often dictate the types of PD schools 

can offer. Although it can be difficult to combat this issue, schools and 

districts are markedly more satisfied when they have multiple funding 

sources and more freedom in their PD choices. If schools develop their 

PD internally, they might consider devoting part of their development 

time to researching different funding sources and requirements to help 

fund specific PD initiatives of their choosing. Or if schools partner with 

third parties to deliver PD, these partners might be able to help schools 

find new funding sources that they may not know about or that they 

may need help securing.

We hope this report serves as a launching point for innovation in making PD do what it’s 

intended to do: help teachers become better educators who are passionate and equipped 

to teach the next generation for the duration of their careers. Despite balancing myriad 

constituents and requirements, schools and districts have many real opportunities to 

support their teachers and bring their entire staff together to serve their communities.
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METHODOLOGY

In the spring of 2019, Advancement Courses, a Wiley brand, conducted surveys with just 

under 500 school and district administrators nationwide. Respondents self-identified as 

someone who was responsible for or supported decision making on a K–12 school’s or 

district’s professional development opportunities. 

The Demographics section details additional characteristics of the respondents, including 

their title(s), location, school level, age, and educational background. Advancement 

Courses partnered with Broadview Analytics, a research services company, to assist in the 

building, deployment, and analysis of the survey and data set. 

To recruit for this study, custom e-mail invitations were sent randomly across the United 

States. The study was fielded in May and June of 2019 with 441 respondents. The estimated 

margin of error is +/- 4.5% with a 95% confidence interval. A combination of analytical 

techniques was used to produce the findings, including factor analysis, clustering, 

regression trees, and comparison group testing.



DEMOGRAPHICS

We surveyed administrators from across the country and from the elementary, middle, 

and high school levels. Some respondents worked at the school level (e.g., principal and 

assistant principal), and some worked at the district level. The vast majority of respondents 

were between 30 and 59 years old, and more than half of respondents had a master’s 

degree or higher.

States Where Respondents Work
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Respondents’ Job Titles

Director of Curriculum and Instruction/Director of Professional 
Development

20%

Academics Program Manager 15%

School Principal 10%

School Assistant Principal 10%

Facilitator of Direct Professional Development 8%

School District Superintendent 6%

Title I Facilitator 6%

Director of Inclusion 6%

School District Assistant Superintendent 5%

Other Professional Development Role 16%

For which types of school(s) are you involved with the 
decisions for teachers’ professional development? 

I select for the entire district 10.72%

High School 24.53%

Junior High/Middle School 12.87%

Elementary School 32.98%

Other 18.90%
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Respondents’ Age

18-29 0.65%

30-39 48.06%

40-49 25.57%

50-59 19.90%

60-69 5.18%

70 or older 0.32%

I prefer not to answer 0.32%

Respondents’ Highest Level of Education

Less than a bachelor’s degree 5.18%

Bachelor’s degree 37.86%

Master’s degree 49.03%

Ph.D. 5.66%

Other 1.62%

I prefer not to answer 0.65%
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ABOUT US

Advancement Courses, a Wiley brand, has been a leader in professional 

development since 1988. We provide customized solutions to schools and expertly 

crafted, classroom-applicable courses to thousands of teachers across the country. 

Our extensive online curriculum includes more than 240 graduate-level, self-

paced courses in 20 different subject areas covering both foundational topics and 

emerging trends in K–12 education. To learn more about Advancement Courses, visit  

www.advancementcourses.com/schools-districts.

Wiley Education Services, a division of Wiley, is a leading, global provider of technology-

enabled education solutions to meet the evolving needs of universities, corporations and 

ultimately, learners. We partner with more than 60 institutions across the U.S., Europe and 

Australia, and support over 800 degree programs. Our best-in-class services and market 

insights are driven by our deep commitment and expertise—proven to elevate enrollment, 

retention and completion rates. For more information visit edservices.wiley.com.

Wiley drives the world forward with research and education. Through publishing, platforms 

and services, we help students, researchers, universities, and corporations to achieve their 

goals in an ever-changing world. For more than 200 years, we have delivered consistent 

performance to all of our stakeholders. The company’s website can be accessed at  

www.wiley.com.

http://www.advancementcourses.com/schools-districts
http://edservices.wiley.com
http://www.wiley.com
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Krysia Lazarewicz is a long-term veteran of the education industry. She began her 

career working as a math and science teacher in various school settings, including 

parochial, rural, public urban, and independent boarding schools. Krysia left teaching in 

2010 to focus on pedagogical training and online curriculum development for both 

higher education faculty and K–12 professional development.

Krysia formerly led the Advancement Courses business, focusing on the teaching 

experience and teacher retention through quality professional development. She is 

passionate about supporting educators and helping school systems find long-term, 

sustainable solutions to help teaching become a career-long choice for amazing 

educators. Krysia obtained her B.A. in biology and women’s studies from Bowdoin 

College and her M.Ed. from Shady Hill School Teacher Training courses in combination 

with Lesley University.

For additional information, contact:

Advancement Courses, a Wiley brand 
800.762.0121  
www.advancementcourses.com/schools-districts
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