
Charter schools were created in part to serve as laboratories for innovative practices and alternative 
approaches within the broad framework of public education. In certain areas, such as personnel policy, 
they’ve diverged considerably from traditional public school practices. Most, for example, forego formal 
collective bargaining and conventional teacher tenure. Many use various forms of differentiated and 
performance-related pay.20 This study, the first of its kind, makes clear that some charter schools are also 
innovating in the teacher-pension arena. 

There is no single pattern in the retirement alternatives offered by charter schools, but it is clear that tra-
ditional defined-benefit plans are not the only way to organize teacher pensions. Mobile teachers are apt 
to spend parts of their careers in different places and even different lines of work. Perhaps these teachers 
will prefer portable 401(k)-style retirement plans, whereas those interested in job security and planning 
a long career at the same school might be less satisfied with these types of plans. Perhaps it is possible to 
restructure retirement options in a way that enhances the growth of human capital at all our schools. But 
at the very least, from a financial perspective, it is time to rethink teacher pensions—and charter schools 
may point the way forward.
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