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PROVISIONS OF THE ARIZONA CAREER LADDER LAW 

Note:  State Advisory Committee & State Board Program Requirements are displayed in boxes and 
were added to provide clarity to statute language.  This authority is established in 15-918.B. 

ARTICLE 1.1: CAREER LADDER AND OTHER PERFORMANCE  
INCENTIVE PROGRAMS 

§ 15-918. Career ladder programs; definitions 

A. A school district governing board may apply to the state board of education for approval to 
budget for a career ladder program under the provisions established in this article. The 
application may be for one or more schools in the district or for the entire district. Applications 
for initial program approval or reapproval shall be submitted annually by November 15 to the 
state career ladder advisory committee which is established pursuant to section 15-918.01 and 
which shall review the applications and forward recommendations to the state board. The board 
shall provide notice to the applicants of approval or disapproval by February 15. 

B. Based on the requirements established in this article and the recommendations of the state 
career ladder advisory committee, the state board shall prescribe specific procedures for 
application and requirements as needed for approval to budget for a career ladder program. 

C. If a governing board receives approval to budget for a career ladder program, it may calculate 
its budget using an increase in the base level authorized by the state board. Dependent on the 
district's implementation stage pursuant to section 15-918.03 and other criteria as prescribed in 
section 15-918.02, the state board may authorize an increase of up to five and one-half per cent 
of the base level. 

D. The total amount of state monies that may be expended in any fiscal year for the state board 
of education for career ladder programs shall not exceed the amount appropriated or authorized 
by section 35-173 for that purpose. This section shall not be construed to impose a duty on an 
officer, agent or employee of this state to discharge a responsibility or to create any right in a 
person or group if the discharge or right would require an expenditure of state monies in excess 
of the expenditure authorized by legislative appropriation for that specific purpose. 

E. For the purposes of this article: 
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(a) Establishes a multilevel system of teaching positions. 

(b) Provides opportunities to teachers for continued professional advancement. 

(c) Requires at least improved or advanced teaching skill for advancement to a higher level and 
other components such as additional higher level instructional responsibilities and demonstration 
of pupil academic progress. 

(d) Uses a performance based compensation system. 

2. "Governing board" means any of the following: 

(a) A school district governing board. 

(b) The governing body of a school if it has been delegated authority over a career ladder 
program by a school district governing board. 

§ 15-918.01. State career ladder advisory committee 

A. The state board of education shall establish a state career ladder advisory committee which 
shall: 

1. Provide recommendations to the state board on matters related to the implementation, 
operation and monitoring of career ladder programs in this state's school districts. 

2. Develop criteria for the additional incentive components allowed pursuant to section 15-
918.02, subsection B subject to the approval of the state board of education. 

3. Oversee and administer the optional performance incentive programs in this state's school 
districts pursuant to this article. 

B. The advisory committee shall consist of no more than fifteen members and shall be composed 
of representatives from the educational, business and general community. No more than one-
third of the members of the advisory committee may represent districts which have been 
authorized to budget for a career ladder program. 

C. The state board of education shall appoint the members of the advisory committee for 
staggered three year terms. Vacancies shall be filled for an unexpired term in the same manner as 
original appointments. The advisory committee shall annually elect a chair and vice-chair. 

D. Members of the committee are not eligible to receive compensation, but if monies are 
available, members are eligible to receive reimbursement of expenses pursuant to title 38, 
chapter 4, article 2.  

§  15-918-02 Career ladder program; requirements; optional incentive component 
 
A. To receive approval to budget for a career ladder program as provided in this article, a school 
district's career ladder program or the district's plan for the implementation of its program must 
contain at least the following components: 



1. A structure which provides teachers with opportunities for professional career advancement 
based primarily on improved or advanced teaching skills, evidence of pupil academic progress 
and higher level instructional responsibilities. Advancement shall not be based on years of 
teaching experience or the number of educational credits earned. 

 

STATE BOARD PROGRAM REQUIREMENTS 
 
 The program structure shall include the following: 
 
1. Opportunities for the placement of a range of teachers in which some are developing 

their basic instructional    skills and knowledge while others have mastered higher 
level instructional skills and are extending their knowledge to their peers. 

 
2. Career levels and steps on those levels for horizontal movement. 
 
3. Specific criteria for placement at each level and for each step on a level.  These 

criteria shall be challenging enough that not all teachers are expected to advance to the 
highest levels.  The criteria for advancement shall discriminate between adequate 
performance and exemplary performance and advancement on the ladder shall be 
based on more than demonstrating adequate performance. 

 
4. A minimum number of years of teaching experience may be established as a 

requirement for advancement to each level of the career ladder as long as eligibility 
for the highest level of the ladder does not require more than eight years of teaching 
experience.  Districts may require a minimum number of education credits for career 
ladder advancement as long as those credits are related to specified advanced 
performance or expertise and the requirement as not simply an acquisition of 
unspecified credits. 

 
5. Movement, either upward or downward, on the career ladder shall be conditional and 

based on the requirements established in A.R.S. Title 15, Article 1.1.  Provisions for 
downward movement shall be developed for teachers who no longer meet the higher 
level criteria but who still meet the minimum standards for adequate performance in 
the district.  Salary reductions associated with downward movement shall be made as 
prescribed in Laws 1988, Chapter 124, Section 7. 

2. Provisions requiring all teachers new to the district to be evaluated for the career ladder 
program. 

3. Provisions for ensuring that the placement of teachers on the career ladder shall be based on 
more than one measure of teacher performance incorporating the areas of instructional 
performance and pupil academic progress and requirements for higher level instructional 
responsibilities. The following specific requirements shall exist: 

(a) The evaluation of teacher performance shall be based on an evaluation system as provided in 
section 15-537 and shall include at least the following: 
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(i) A minimum of one evaluation that consists of both announced and unannounced observations 
of teacher performance. 

(ii) Procedures for ongoing review and refinement of the evaluation instruments and procedures, 
including a process for establishing inter-rater reliability among all evaluators. 

(iii) Increasingly higher levels of instructional criteria against which teachers are evaluated for 
placement on higher career ladder levels. 

(iv) Provisions for formative evaluations and other opportunities for improvement of teacher 
performance. 

(b) The evaluation of a teacher's pupil academic progress shall include at least the following: 

(i) Specific criteria and requirements for the demonstration of pupil academic progress for 
placement at each level of the career ladder. Teachers shall be required to demonstrate 
increasingly higher levels of pupil academic progress for placement at the higher levels of the 
career ladder. 

(ii) The use of various methods of assessment which have been established by the district for the 
evaluation of pupil progress. A variety of evaluation procedures may be used depending on the 
grade levels and the academic disciplines involved. The system must evaluate the teacher in 
terms of pupil progress as opposed to absolute performance which does not take into account 
entering ability. 

(iii) Specific district procedures for the review and refinement of pupil academic progress 
criteria, assessments and procedures. Means for measuring pupil progress and the methodology 
for incorporating this information into the teacher's placement on the ladder must be consistent 
for all teachers. 

 

STATE BOARD PROGRAM REQUIREMENTS 
 
1.  The evaluation of a teacher’s pupil academic progress shall also include documentation 

of the pupils’ academic performance. 
2.  The district’s plan for the implementation of its program shall also contain the 

following: 
a. Description of the multiple assessments used to gauge student progress and the 

methodology used to incorporate their results into the criteria for advancement. 
b. Procedures for assuring that the evaluation of student progress is appropriate to 

each teacher’s individual circumstances.  Since particular assessments are not 
necessarily applicable to all teaching situations, alternative procedures may be 
necessary depending on grade levels and the academic disciplines involved. 

(c) The requirement that teachers must perform higher level instructional responsibilities as part 
of placement at the highest career ladder levels. In addition to these higher level instructional 
responsibilities required for placement, districts may utilize monies budgeted for the career 
ladder program to support additional higher level instructional responsibilities for teachers 
placed on the career ladder. 
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4. Provisions for the placement of teachers on the career ladder include at least the following: 

(a) Specific criteria for placement at each level and step on the ladder. 

(b) More than one person who is responsible for determining the placement of the teacher on the 
ladder. 

(c) An appeal process which includes both teachers and administrators to review situations in 
which teachers disagree with their placement. 

(d) Procedures for ensuring the fair and objective placement of teachers on the career ladder 
including the establishment of inter-rater reliability among persons responsible for determining 
placement. 

5. The program shall utilize a compensation system which is based on a completely restructured 
salary schedule in which a salary range is established for each career ladder level and a salary is 
set for each step within a level. The salary range established for a teacher is determined by that 
teacher's performance and subsequent career ladder placement and not by that teacher's salary at 
the time of placement. The compensation system must be based on equal pay for equal 
performance and shall not be the traditional schedule based on experience and education with 
additional stipends for career ladder placement. If participation in the career ladder program is 
optional for teachers already teaching in the district when the program is implemented, the 
traditional salary schedule may be retained for those teachers who choose not to participate in the 
program 

 

STATE BOARD REQUIREMENTS 
 
 The following conditions shall be incorporated: 
 
1.  A district may cap the amount of salary increase for teachers in a single year, as long as 

the district has a plan to bring the teachers’ actual salary to the career ladder salary as 
soon as possible. 

2.  Once a teacher has been placed on a level, the program may allow for a salary increase 
over the cost of living for teacher which retain satisfactory performance at that level, with 
the following limitations: 

a. The number of such annual increases shall not exceed three at each level. 
b. The amount of the salary range for that level accounted for by years of 

satisfactory performance at the level shall not exceed one-half the pay range for 
that level. 

3.  Contracts issued to career ladder teachers may consist of one of the following: 
a. A contract reflecting the teacher’s salary on the traditional salary schedule and an 

addendum contract that includes the career ladder portion of the teacher’s 
 performance salary. 
b. One contract that includes additional wording that clearly describes the stipulation 
 of the career ladder portion of the salary. 

6. The program shall include provisions for the administration of the career ladder program 
which include the establishment of at least the following: 
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(a) A steering committee composed of teachers, administrators, board members and parents to 
assist in the development and refinement of the district's career ladder program. 

(b) Procedures to allow for regular communication of information related to the district's career 
ladder program, including formalized procedures for teacher, administrator and community 
input. 

(c) Provisions for adequate program management in which the district recognizes the additional 
responsibilities associated with the management of the program and assigns this task to a person 
or group of people. 

(d) Provisions to provide additional support to building level administrators in recognition of the 
additional responsibilities associated with the evaluation of teachers for the career ladder 
program. 

7. The program shall include provisions for the periodic review and evaluation of the district's 
career ladder program and procedures for refining program components based on the evaluation 
results. 

8. The program shall include provisions for providing appropriate amounts and types of staff 
development for teachers and administrators on the requirements of the career ladder program 
and assistance in improving performance. 

 

STATE BOARD REQUIREMENTS 
 
The program may include non-classroom instructional personnel.  A district may utilize 
monies budgeted for the career ladder program for non-classroom instructional personnel 
if the following conditions are met: 

a. The position requires placement on a teacher’s salary schedule and the individual 
holds a valid teaching or professional certificate issued by the Arizona Department 
of Education. 

b. The district requires the personnel to fulfill all requirements for placement on the 
career ladder including the evaluation of their teaching performance, submission of 
student academic progress evidence, and the assignment of additional higher level 
instructional responsibilities.

B. In addition to the requirements of subsection A of this section, the program may include 
additional incentive components in which awards are based upon group, team, school, or district 
performance, except that awards shall not be based upon extra pay for extra work. Monies 
budgeted for the career ladder program may be used to support these additional incentive 
components. These components may provide performance rewards to a single school regardless 
of whether the components are provided to other schools in the district or to employees 
regardless of whether they are participating in the main career ladder program as prescribed in 
subsection A of this section. Examples of incentive components that may be included pursuant to 
this subsection are as follows: 

1. A system for basing rewards on improved performance of a school on the measures included 
in the school's report card as provided in section 15-743, subsection A, or other objective 
measures. 
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2. A system which is based on principles of effective organizations, teamwork, parental and 
pupil involvement and support of teachers, that utilizes measures of quality including parental 
satisfaction or rating of educational quality, teacher job satisfaction or rating of support and pupil 
satisfaction with the quality of education being received. 

STATE BOARD REQUIREMENTS - ADDITIONAL INCENTIVE COMPONENT PROGRAM 
CRITERIA 

 
Reference:  Arizona Revised Statues 15:918.01, 15:918.02, 15:918.03 
Advisory Committee Approval:  May 8, 1997 
State Board of Education Approval:  May 19, 1997 
 
All initial or significant revision of plans for an additional incentive component program must be 
approved by the state Career Ladder Advisory Committee prior to implementation.  Approval may be 
requested at the time of yearly program re-approval or at a regularly scheduled advisory committee 
meeting.  Initial or revised approved plans shall be effective the following fiscal year. 
 
All district career ladder additional incentive component programs shall contain the following 
provisions: 
 
1. That all requirements of the main career ladder program be maintained including the majority of 

the district’s career ladder budget.  Up to 49% of the budget may be used for the additional 
incentive component program and a minimum of 51% shall be used to support performance-based 
compensation for individual teachers. 

2. That if the compensation structure of the main career ladder program is reduced, or if the salaries of 
career ladder teachers are reduced to provide funding for an additional incentive component 
program, documentation be provided detailing the total financial impact to both the main career 
ladder program and career ladder teachers.  In addition, total compensation from the career ladder 
program including additional incentive program awards for teachers placed on the career ladder 
shall reasonably reflect previous compensation levels. 

3. That the district career ladder steering committee be involved in, and make recommendations on all 
matters relating to the additional incentive component program including development of 
guidelines, program approval and budget expenditures. 

4. That the monies used for the planning and development shall not exceed 5% and a maximum of 
10% may be used for staff development.  The remaining budget shall be used for participant 
financial awards and these awards shall not be based on extra pay for extra work. 

5. That there be a detailed description of all program components including integration with the main 
career ladder program, support of both district and career ladder goals, a yearly November 1st 
performance assessment plan, an implementation timeline and incentive goals focusing on reaching 
maximum school potential and enhanced student achievement. 

6. That parental quality rating be conducted by the district and include questions relating to student 
achievement. 

7. That there be a separate budget and expenditure report. 
8. That there be justification for the use of more than 20% of the district’s career ladder funding 

capacity for an additional incentive component program. Documentation detailing teacher, 
administrator, district steering committee and governing board member involvement in the 
development of the program must be included.  A vote of all district teachers, with a majority 
indicating support for the additional incentive program, must be conducted.  A majority is defined 
as a minimum of 51% of the teachers voting.
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C. Each district that includes an additional incentive component as provided in subsection B of 
this section shall develop an assessment plan for the measures of performance by November 1 of 
each year. Monies used for the planning and development of the additional incentive components 
shall not exceed five per cent of the monies that are allocated for the additional incentive 
components. 

§  15-918.03. Career ladder programs; implementation phases 

The state board of education shall utilize the following implementation phases and requirements 
when approving districts to budget for a career ladder program: 

1. The application phase is the first phase of the career ladder implementation process. During 
this phase, districts shall assess their readiness to implement a career ladder program and shall 
develop the general outline of their program based on model components adopted by the 
advisory committee but are not authorized to increase their budgets. To receive approval for 
advancement to the second phase, districts must submit, at a minimum, evidence that the plan 
was developed in consultation with teachers, administrators and school board members, the 
district's readiness to implement the plan and a time line indicating when various components, 
such as the refinement of the district's teacher evaluation instrument and procedures, an 
appropriate staff development program and the development of pupil assessments, will occur. 

 

STATE BOARD REQUIREMENTS 
 
1.  The extent of support for the plan by the teachers, administrators and school board 

members shall be indicated and shall include the results of a written survey. 
2.  In addition to the requirements listed in section 15-918.03. subsection A paragraph 1, 

A.R.S., each district shall submit the following: 
a. Documentation of its proposal career ladder structure which includes all of the 

components required pursuant to section 15-918.02, A.R.S., or the details of a 
process for meeting those requirements.  The plan shall incorporate model 
components adopted by the advisory committee and if the district proposes a 
component which is different that the model component, justification for its use 
shall be included. 

b. Documentation evidencing the development of a plan for transition from the 
existing salary schedule to the career ladder compensation system. 

c. A proposed budget for the implementation of a career ladder program. 
d. Other information required by the advisory committee. 

2. The development phase is the second implementation phase undertaken by districts following 
their completion of the application phase. During this phase, districts shall develop the specifics 
of their career ladder programs and are allowed to budget for a career ladder program as 
provided in section 15-918.04. To receive approval for advancement to the third phase, districts 
must submit, at a minimum, evidence that teacher and pupil academic progress evaluation 
instruments and procedures have been refined and pilot tested, appropriate levels of staff 
development have been provided and any specific areas of weaknesses associated with the 
district's readiness to implement a career ladder program have been adequately rectified. 
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STATE BOARD REQUIREMENTS 
 
1.  Evidence of the following shall also be submitted to receive approval for advancement 

to the third phase. 
a. Specific career ladder program details have been developed for each component 

specified in section 15-918.02. 
b. Long range career ladder budget plans have been developed. 
c. The district has established fair and objective teacher evaluation and career 

ladder placement procedures. 
d. Other criteria required by the advisory committee. 

2.  Districts not fulfilling all requirements for advancement from this phase to the third 
phase within a two year period shall not receive approval to budget for a third year at 
the development phase, but may begin at the application phase during the next funding 
cycle. 

3. The evaluation phase is the third implementation phase undertaken by districts following their 
completion of the development phase. During this phase, districts shall evaluate teachers, shall 
provide teacher career ladder placement contracts for the following year and are allowed to 
budget for a career ladder program as provided in section 15-918.04. To receive approval for 
advancement to the fourth phase, districts must submit, at a minimum, evidence that teachers 
have been fairly evaluated and placed and that the district is evaluating its program. 

 

STATE BOARD REQUIREMENTS 
 
1.  Top receive approval for advancement to the fourth phase, the district must show 

evidence that it has used evaluation results for program refinements. 
2.  Other criteria required by the advisory committee. 

4. The placement phase is the fourth implementation phase undertaken by districts following 
their completion of the evaluation phase. During this phase, a district shall continue to evaluate 
teachers and is allowed to budget for a career ladder program as provided in section 15-918.04. 
To receive approval for advancement to the fifth phase, a district must submit, at a minimum, 
evidence that the program participation rate is at least fifty per cent, except that if a school 
district is devoting at least thirty per cent of its career ladder funding to additional incentive 
components pursuant to section 15-918.02, subsection B, the school district may report its 
program participation rate to be one hundred per cent, that district level pupil academic progress 
has occurred and, if not already included, that provisions to require all teachers new to the 
district to be evaluated for the career ladder program have been included. The state board of 
education shall prescribe a method of computing the program participation rate that treats all 
career ladder programs equitably by taking into account variations in program definitions. 
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STATE BOARD REQUIREMENTS 
 
A district shall also submit evidence that the following requirements have been met 
during the placement phase: 

a. A comprehensive evaluation of the program implementation has occurred. 
b. Continuous efforts are being made to phase out the use of funding caps. 
c. Other criteria required by the advisory committee. 
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5. The effective career ladder phase is the fifth and final implementation phase undertaken by 
districts following their completion of the placement phase. During this phase, districts shall 
fully implement their career ladder programs and are allowed to budget for a career ladder 
program as provided in section 15-918.04. During this phase, the state board may grant districts 
up to a five year waiver of any program requirements prescribed in section 15-918, subsection B, 
or section 15-918.02. Waivers may be granted to districts that meet all of the following 
conditions: 

(a) The district has submitted a request for the waiver that explains how the proposed waiver will 
improve its program and how this program improvement will enhance pupil achievement. 

(b) The district has integrated its career ladder program with other reforms or programs that are 
designed to improve pupil achievement. 

(c) The district is actively evaluating and reviewing its career ladder program and making 
adjustments as necessary, including analysis of the impact of the program on pupil achievement. 

(d) The career ladder program is strongly supported by teachers, administrators and the 
governing board. 

§ 15-918.04. Career ladder programs 

A. To budget for a career ladder program as approved by the state board, a school district that is 
implementing the program in all schools in the district may calculate its budget using an increase 
in the base level as follows: 

1. For the fiscal year or years a district is implementing the program at the development phase, 
0.5 per cent, except that a district shall: 

(a) Be allowed to budget at least the amount in column 2 of this subdivision that corresponds to 
the student count classification in column 1 of this subdivision: 

      Column 1                                          Column 2
      Student count                                  Minimum amount
      1-199                                             $ 5,000 
      200-599                                           $10,000 
      600-999                                           $15,000 
      1,000-1,399                                       $20,000 
      1,400 or more                                     $25,000 
  

(b) Not budget more than one hundred fifty thousand dollars. 

2. For the fiscal year or years a district is implementing the program at the evaluation phase, 1.0 
per cent, except that a district shall: 

(a) Be allowed to budget the amount in column 2 of this subdivision that corresponds to the 
student count classification in column 1 of this subdivision: 

      Column 1                                          Column 2
      Student count                                  Minimum amount
      1-199                                             $10,000 
      200-599                                           $20,000 



      600-999                                           $30,000 
      1,000-1,399                                       $40,000 
      1,400 or more                                     $50,000 
  

(b) Not budget more than three hundred thousand dollars. 

3. For the fiscal year or years a district is implementing the program at the placement phase, not 
greater than 2.5 per cent. After the successful completion of at least one year in the placement 
phase, the board may approve a funding level of not greater than 4.0 per cent. 

4. For the fiscal years a district is implementing the program at the effective career ladder phase, 
not greater than 5.5 per cent. 

5. In addition to the amount authorized in paragraphs 3 and 4, a school district for which the 
formula produces an amount of less than three hundred thousand dollars may increase its base 
support level by an amount computed as follows: 

(a) Determine ten per cent of the funding increase. 

(b) Subtract the amount determined in subdivision (a) of this paragraph from the amount in 
column 2 of this subdivision that corresponds to the student count classification in column 1 of 
this subdivision: 

      Column 1                                          Column 2
      Student count                               Small district adjustment
      1-599                                             $10,000 
      600-1,399                                         $20,000 
      1,400 or more                                     $30,000 
  

B. If a career ladder program has been approved for fewer than all of the schools in a school 
district, the percentage increase in the base level prescribed in subsection A of this section shall 
be reduced proportionately, based on the ratio of the student count in the career ladder schools to 
the student count of the school district as a whole. The minimum and maximum dollar amounts 
apply to the school or schools in one school district as if they were a school district.  

 

STATE BOARD REQUIREMENTS 
 
For the purposes of this article, “career ladder monies” means the amount of budget capacity 
increase a district is provided pursuant to this section.  If the district chooses to budget for less 
than this amount, then it is the amount actually budgeted by the district.  Districts may only 
spend career ladder monies for expenses directly related to the career ladder program, 
including but not limited to: salaries and benefits for teachers on the career ladder, evaluation, 
training, program administration, supplies, and capital items.  Districts may not use career 
ladder monies for salary increases for teachers not on the career ladder or for other district 
expenses not directly related to the implementation of the career ladder program. 

C. Notwithstanding any other law, a school district that has implemented a career ladder program 
may budget any budget balance in the maintenance and operation section of the budget that is 
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directly attributable to a budgeted increase in the base level as prescribed in this section from the 
current fiscal year for use in career ladder programs in the budget year. The amount budgeted 
pursuant to this subsection shall not be included in the allowable budget balance carry forward 
calculated pursuant to section 15-943.01. The amount budgeted pursuant to this subsection is 
specifically exempt from the revenue control limit. For purposes of this subsection, "budget 
balance" means the difference between actual career ladder expenditures and the budgeted 
increase in the base level as prescribed in this section.  

§  15-918.05. Career ladder programs; determination of equalization assistance payments 
from county and state monies 

A school district that has chosen to calculate its budget using an increase in the base level, as 
prescribed in section 15-918.04, shall notify the state board of its decision and shall have its 
equalization assistance for education as computed in section 15-971 computed as follows: 

1. For a high school district or a common school district within a high school district that does 
not offer instruction in high school subjects as provided in section 15-447, the qualifying tax rate 
as provided in section 15-971, subsection B, paragraph 1 shall be increased by two cents for each 
percentage increase in the base level as provided in section 15-918.04. 

2. For a unified school district, a common school district not within a high school district or a 
common school district within a high school district that offers instruction in high school 
subjects as provided in section 15-447, the qualifying tax rate as provided in section 15-971, 
subsection B, paragraph 2 shall be increased by four cents for each percentage increase in the 
base level as provided in section 15-918.04.  

 

 

 


