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Recruiting, Rewarding, & Retaining Talented Millennials 
Patrick F. Bassett, President, Heads Up Educational Consulting 

 
We’ve all seen and are beginning to experience the challenges as the new generation of 
teachers joining the independent school workforce, the Millennials, who will soon make 
up a very large proportion of the independent school workforce as the last of the 
Boomers retire. 
 
What’s your school’s compensation strategy for an epic disruption of workplace 
expectations as the new generation in our schools becomes larger in numbers?  Don’t 
have a strategic strategy on this topic:  I’d craft one, and soon. 
Here are some thoughts to consider:  

1. As the Boomers retire and schools replace them with young faculty at the bottom 
of the salary scale, schools will have more capacity within the salary budget to re-
shape the distribution of that salary pool, because schools will be 
replacing high faculty salaries with lower ones for the Millennials who will have 
little or no "experience pay"  or “advanced degrees” bumps built into their "step" 
on the salary ladder, the two factors that for public and private schools dictate 
one’s pecking order in the salary pool, even though neither factor necessarily 
tracks with exceptional teaching and positive attitude. One wonder why 
exceptional teaching and positive attitude are not the two stipulated factors that 
should determine differentiated compensation, at least in part.  

 

2. In tight budget years, one’s board often votes only nominal cost-of -living 
increases: e.g., the new salary pool (let's say this year's salary budget multiplied 
by 103%" to establish the parameters of the pool), with the intention of giving a 
fixed percent raise to everyone (3% in this example) as a pragmatic and equitable 
allocation.  But this strategy in my opinion is clearly inequitable and not at all 
strategic because it exacerbates the disparity between young and older faculty: 
e.g., the young teacher at $30,000 struggling to pay bills gets a $900 raise 
whereas the long-time teacher, earning $75,000 at or near the top of one's scale, 
for example, gets a $2250 raise, when that teacher is already making 1/3rd more 
than the average family in the US ($55,775). It’s far more equitable, in my 
opinion, to give an across the board fixed amount: i.e., the total salary pool 
divided by the FTE for faculty and staff: e.g., maybe $1500 or more. Such a shift 
is much more equitable in one other way, since it's often the case that the new 
and younger faculty have at least as heavy or heavier a workload of teaching, 
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coaching, advising, etc. than some of the veteran faculty, some of whom are very 
good at negotiating, over time (and deserving of it in many cases) for more pay 
for fewer duties (giving up coaching, passing the baton as department chair, etc.). 

 

3. Raise the floor for salaries in the bottom half of salaries. We should 
benchmark our salaries, especially our starting salary and median salary against 
the public schools locally and nationally (since we’ll recruit nationally), so $40K 
starting and $55K median. Independent schools that don’t do this lose great 
young teachers, eventually, to the public schools.  

 

4. We know what the Millennials want from the workplace besides what everyone 
wants, the curricular and lesson-planning autonomy that is unique to our system: 
The Millennials desire additionally workplace flexibility; customized training; 
high starting salaries; leadership opportunities; and professional advancement, 
none of which is typical in our culture and system.  So, start to re-think your 
school’s compensation strategy accordingly. Since "merit pay" is anathema 
to the culture of schools, and being "all in" (teaching, coaching, advising, 
supporting the students in their extracurricular performance in athletics and 
arts) should be a baseline given, I'd suggest a simple strategy of "killing two birds 
with one stone" by paying stipends to those who take on more work, simply 
"more pay for more work," a tactic that is not divisive, and that does make sense 
to faculty.  One way to advance those who seek advancement and to advance the 
school is to create R&D (research & design) teams for Millennials and others to 
join (offering leadership with “more work”)  around emerging and already tested 
teaching and learning best practices: e.g., block scheduling; project-based units; 
differentiated instruction; computer-adaptive formative assessments (e.g., 
M.A.P., Measurement of Academic Process); student digital portfolios; 
 backward design of the "second curriculum" of life skills and character elements 
(financial literacy; self-advocacy; virtue; solving moral dilemmas; grit; resilience; 
bystander responsibilities; STEM/STEAM; etc.) 

5. Introduce golden handcuffs: Since Millennials feel financially and 
psychologically burdened by student debt, consider paying the principal and 
interest on faculty college loans for new hires (up to the amount of the average 
college loan of about $40K), for as long as the faculty member is employed by the 
school.  The average college debt is less than $40,000 and the payout is over 10 
years, the P&I (principal and interest) is modest for a school, especially since we 
typically only hire a couple of new young teachers every year or so.  If you adopt 
this policy, your school will be in a more competitive position to other schools 
that can’t or won’t “sweeten the deal.” And with a 10-year payout, you build 
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loyalty in the employee, so there is an emotional “golden handcuff” that 
reinforces the financial one.  

 
Depending on one’s predilections and those of one’s board, all, some, or none of the 
tactics of the strategy above may make sense for one’s school.  What makes no sense 
is not have any strategy at all.  

 


