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Friends & Colleagues, 

At Teach Indy, our mission is to elevate the teaching profession and improve 
student outcomes. We see educators as essential leaders in our community 
and we are dedicated to empowering them to thrive in their personal and 
professional lives and help students reach their full potential.

The Design Thinking cohort experience was developed to empower 
educators as problem-solvers. By bringing together teams of educators and 
administrators, we sought to foster collaboration and innovation. We used a 
design-thinking approach to identify and implement ideas that would make 
education more satisfying and sustainable.

We believe that educators are the experts on their own needs. Therefore, our 
cohort experience was built on several key mindshifts:

 From Human Resources to Resourceful Humans: We shifted our focus  
     from a traditional HR approach to one that empowers educators to be  
     resourceful and take ownership of their professional growth.

 From Self-Determination to Co-Determination and Codependency:  
     We encouraged collaboration and interdependence among educators  
     and school leadership, recognizing the power of working together.

 From Fixed and Linear to Iterative and Non-Linear: We embraced a  
     more flexible and adaptable approach to problem-solving, recognizing  
     that ideas often evolve over time.

 From Solutions to Interventions: We shifted our focus from finding  
     one-size-fits-all solutions to implementing ongoing interventions that  
     can be adjusted as needed.

 From TGIF to TGIM: We aimed to inspire a renewed sense of excitement  
     and purpose in teaching, making Monday mornings something to look  
     forward to.

Throughout the cohort experience, we emphasized diverse perspectives, 
inviting a variety of thoughts and lived experiences. We sought to create 
a safe and accessible environment where everyone felt heard, valued 
and empowered.

We are pleased to share with you a recap of the cohort experience, and 
we hope you feel just as inspired as we felt watching teachers lead change 
initiatives within their buildings.

Sara Marshall 
Executive Director

From the Desk of the 
Executive Director
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The Reimagining the Teacher Role Cohort (RTR), led by 
Teach Indy, was created to address a critical challenge: 
the sustainability of the teaching profession. Schools 
and teachers face increasing obstacles that hinder 
their ability to serve students effectively, including 
declining teacher recruitment, low job satisfaction, 
ineffective professional development, and high 
turnover rates. Over the past decade, Indiana has seen 
a 22% decrease in teacher candidates1, while schools 
spend an average of $20,000 per new hire to replace 
departing educators2. Compounding these challenges, 
teachers report that despite spending over 52 hours 
annually on professional development, they see little 
growth in their effectiveness or job satisfaction3.

Reimagining the Teacher Role (RTR) Cohort Experience

1 Weddle, E. (2019, December 6). The number of people who want to teach has 
dropped by more than half this decade. WFYI Indianapolis. Retrieved from  
https://www.wfyi.org/news/articles/the-number-of-people-who-want-to-teach-has-
dropped-by-more-than-half-this-decade. 
2 The Wing Institute. (2019). Teacher retention and turnover. Retrieved from  
https://www.winginstitute.org/teacher-retention-turnover. 
3 Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation. (2014, December). Teachers know best: 
Teachers’ views on professional development. Retrieved from https://
s3.amazonaws.com/edtech-production/reports/Gates-PDMarketResearch-Dec5.pdf.
4, 1 RAND Corporation. (2019, December 4). Teachers matter. Retrieved from  
https://www.rand.org/education-and-labor/projects/measuring-teacher-
effectiveness/teachers-matter.html.
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In response, Teach Indy launched the RTR cohort to 
empower teachers as problem-solvers and elevate 
their expertise, ensuring a fulfilling and sustainable 
career path that ultimately benefits student 
achievement. Research shows that teachers have 
the greatest in-school impact on student success, 
influencing academic gains, college attendance, and 
long-term career outcomes4. The RTR cohort was 
designed to increase educator retention, enhance 
teacher collaboration, and develop scalable staffing 
solutions that support both educators and students.

OVERVIEW

The 2024 pilot cohort included four schools in 
the Metropolitan School District of Lawrence 
Township, Indianapolis:

 Belzer Middle School

 Fall Creek Middle School

 Lawrence Central High School

 Lawrence North High School

These schools participated in a 12-month design-
thinking process, where teacher-led teams 
collaborated with school leaders and design 
practitioners to identify challenges, gather data, 
pilot solutions, and refine their approaches.
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Design Thinking is a human-centered, problem-solving 
approach that helps individuals and organizations tackle 
complex challenges creatively and collaboratively.  
The design thinking process emphasizes empathy, 
ideation, prototyping, and iteration to create innovative 
solutions that meet stakeholders’ needs.

Teach Indy chose Design Thinking for the RTR cohort 
experience because of its human-centered, iterative, 
and action-oriented approach that directly addresses 
the needs of educators. By prioritizing empathy and 
collaboration, it empowered teachers to take ownership 
of the process, ensuring solutions were meaningful, 
sustainable, and reflective of their lived experiences. 

Unlike traditional problem-solving methods, Design 
Thinking allowed for rapid prototyping and real-world 
testing, helping teams refine interventions efficiently 
while avoiding impractical, large-scale failures. This 
approach made problem-solving feel accessible and 
actionable, giving teachers the confidence to drive the 
small changes they wanted to see in their schools in 
hopes of driving much larger changes in the future.  
By fostering continuous improvement and adaptability, 
Design Thinking provided a scalable, teacher-led model 
for transforming the teaching experience in a way that 
was both innovative and lasting.

Why Design-Thinking
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In Session 3, participants analyzed 
the qualitative data they collected, 
identifying key insights and defining 
their challenges. They then crafted 
“How Might We” statements to frame the 
problems they were seeking to solve.
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In Session 2, participants explored 
the importance of empathy, gaining 
best practices for conducting 
empathy interviews. They left 
the session equipped to gather 
qualitative data on how teachers felt 
about their roles within their schools.
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During the 12-month pilot, design teams participated in a series of 
design-thinking sessions and school-based coaching to learn and 
apply the process. Schools participated in six cohort sessions and six 
optional, school-based coaching sessions. The cohort sessions ranged 
from two and a half to four hours and were typically every other month. 

Overview  
of the Process

The initial onboarding session introduced 
participants to a non-education related 
design challenge, allowing them to 
experience the full scope of design 
work without the constraints of their 
familiar environment.

During Session 4, design teams spent 
the morning ideating interventions 
to address at least one challenge 
uncovered through their research. 
Over the next two months, participants 
refined their ideas, collaborating 
both within structured sessions and 
independently with their teams.

In the final cohort sessions, participants 
developed intervention pilots, pitched 
their ideas to school and district 
leadership, and began planning 
for implementation. By the end of 
the experience, most schools had 
successfully piloted at least one aspect 
of their intervention, marking a critical 
step toward sustainable change.
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4
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Each school focused on a specific challenge within their school community:

86%
86% expressed an 
increased likelihood of 
staying in the profession  
in the short-term

reported that the experience 
strengthened their professional skills

71%
100% of participants

71% stated they are 
more likely to remain in 
education long-term  
due to their participation

Impact & Outcomes

Teach Indy hopes to expand the RTR cohort over 
the next five years, providing additional schools and 
educators with the tools to transform the teaching 
profession making it more enjoyable and sustainable 
and reaping the benefits of positive academic gains 
because of it. By continuing to reimagine traditional 
teacher roles, this initiative hopes to serve as a national 
model for innovative, teacher-centered design.

WW
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BELZER MIDDLE 
SCHOOL

Sought to address 
teacher stress and 
emotional regulation 
by creating dedicated 
spaces for self-regulation, 
leading to improved 
teacher attendance and 
a reduction in student 
disciplinary actions.

FALL CREEK  
MIDDLE SCHOOL

Wanted to address 
teacher emotional 
fatigue through a 
calming and reflective 
space and emotional 
capacity-building 
for teachers.

LAWRENCE CENTRAL 
HIGH SCHOOL

Hoped to implement a 
teacher-led professional 
growth community to 
streamline improvement 
efforts and align 
personal and school-
wide growth goals.

LAWRENCE NORTH 
HIGH SCHOOL

Wanted to strengthen 
teacher collaboration 
and connection through 
redesigned professional 
development structures, 
reducing the number 
of ineffective meetings, 
and increasing staff 
satisfaction.

At the end of the program, schools shared their findings (to date)  
and next steps they hope to implement in upcoming school years.
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SCHOOL SPOTLIGHT

THE CHALLENGE

THEIR APPROACH

Lawrence Central High School 

During the cohort experience, Lawrence Central High School (LC) teachers recognized a 
pressing issue affecting teacher retention in their building: many felt isolated, disconnected 
from their colleagues, and unsupported in their professional growth journey. This lack of 
community led to burnout and high turnover rates. Specifically, LC identified that teachers 
desired a stronger sense of belonging, opportunities for collaboration, and meaningful 
professional development that aligned with their school’s evaluation system.

To address this challenge, the LC team developed 
The Grow Gang Club—a teacher-driven initiative 
designed to foster collaboration, professional 
growth, and community among staff. The club aims 
to provide a supportive space where teachers—
whether new, experienced, or feeling lost—could 
connect, share best practices, and develop 
professionally in their own space, at their own pace.

The intervention is structured to be engaging, cost-
effective, and sustainable, with activities designed 
to boost teacher satisfaction and retention. The 
intervention at Lawrence Central High School 
focuses on fostering a strong sense of community 
and professional growth among teachers through 
a multi-faceted approach. Regular group meetings 
incorporate team-building activities both inside 
and outside the school, quick and easily accessible 
professional development, and time for personal 
connections. Individual goal setting helps teachers 
align their personal growth with the school’s 
broader mission, ensuring their development is both 
meaningful and relevant. To further build community, 
the program introduces incentives such as T-shirts, 
group outings, and recognition for achievements, 
reinforcing engagement and participation. 

I’m new to Lawrence this year. It’s 
nice to build community outside of the 
science department. I really like the 
science department but sometimes it’s 
the only people I get to talk to. It’s nice 
to get to talk to everyone else. I like to 
engage informally like this, hearing [other 
teachers’] anecdotes. It’s nice to see that 
someone who’s been teaching for a long 
time, is super consistent and all of that, 
still has challenges.” 

GROW GANG PARTICIPANT
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LC’s approach demonstrates how intentional community-building efforts can create 
a more supportive and engaging work environment for teachers. While the work 
is ongoing and still new, the teacher-centered, cost-effective model seems to be 
addressing critical aspects of job satisfaction—connection, professional growth, and 
recognition—ultimately working toward reducing burnout and increasing retention. 

By prioritizing collaboration, professional development, and teacher well-being, 
LC’s intervention offers a replicable model for schools facing similar retention and 
satisfaction challenges.

SCHOOL SPOTLIGHT

Lawrence Central High School 

KEY TAKEAWAYS

3 GOALS

Additionally, collaborative learning 
opportunities, including a planned podcast 
study and peer mentorship, encourages  
shared learning and professional reflection.  
To measure the success of the intervention,  
the school set three clear goals: 

This comprehensive approach aimed to create a supportive, engaging, 
and sustainable professional environment for educators.

Increasing teacher participation, with 80% of participants attending 
at least 75% of Grow Gang gatherings by December 2025

Improving professional development satisfaction, with 85%  
of teachers reporting increased satisfaction by June 2025

Fostering stronger collaboration, with at least 70% of teachers engaging in 
professional partnerships or collaborative projects by the end of the school year

1

2

3

teacher well-being
collaboration

professional development
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SCHOOL SPOTLIGHT

THE CHALLENGE

THEIR APPROACH

Lawrence North High School 

Similar to the experience of teachers at Lawrence Central High School, At Lawrence 
North High School (LN), teachers reported feeling overwhelmed, detached, and 
undersupported, leading to increased absenteeism and declining morale. During 
empathy interviews, many cited mental health concerns as a primary factor in their 
struggles. Additionally, teachers expressed frustration with ineffective meetings that 
lacked differentiation, accountability, and relevance. 

LN recognized an urgent need to rebuild a culture of collegiality, professional support,  
and accountability to reduce mental strain and improve teacher satisfaction.

To address this challenge, LN designed an 
intervention that integrated team-building, 
professional learning, and social engagement 
into teachers’ regular schedules. The initiative 
aims to foster collaborative relationships, 
improve communication systems, and enhance 
school culture. One of the key strategies is 
implementing twice-monthly interactive sessions 
during professional development (PD) time. 
These sessions include a “50/50 switch model,” 
balancing interactive team-building experiences 
with applicable professional learning topics such 
as mental health, equity, restorative practices, 
educational protocols, and instructional technology.

I just feel like there are so many little things that started out of enthusiasm that have, over time, 
become issues of COMPLIANCE and ‘gotcha moments’ during rigor walks and observations.  
I feel like they take away from my time to serve my students in the best possible way.” 

LN TEACHER 
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The initiative has already shown early signs of success, with teachers responding 
positively to interactive PD sessions that provided immediately applicable strategies.  
The intervention also helped rebuild a sense of connectedness among educators, 
ensuring they had protective relationships and a support system for managing stress. 
While early implementation was promising, the team acknowledged barriers such as 
scheduling constraints and shifting school priorities that required continued adjustments.

By focusing on intentional collaboration, social engagement, and applicable professional 
learning, Lawrence North’s intervention provides a replicable model for reducing 
teacher burnout and strengthening school culture. With continued refinement and 
teacher input, this approach has the potential to create a more connected and resilient 
teaching community.

SCHOOL SPOTLIGHT

Lawrence North High School 

KEY TAKEAWAYS

In addition to these structured sessions, 
teachers were randomly assigned to semester-
long interdepartmental teams to encourage 
collaboration beyond their usual departments. 
These teams participated in structured activities 
like focused attention practices and “take and 
bake” instructional strategies that could be 
applied immediately in the classroom. To further 
promote engagement, LN introduced a points-
based competition, rewarding teams for active 
participation in PD sessions and school-related 
activities. Incentives included teacher appreciation 
efforts, small treats, and participation-based prizes 
to create a fun and motivating environment.

professional learning
social engagement collaboration

To ensure ongoing engagement and 
communication, the school implemented a weekly 
print newsletter that reinforced key PD takeaways 
and highlighted teacher spotlights. Frequent check-
ins via Google Forms allowed teachers to share 
their PD needs and provide feedback, ensuring 
the program remained responsive to their evolving 
concerns. Additionally, the intervention encouraged 
teachers to increase social interaction by attending 
student extracurricular events, fostering a greater 
sense of community within the school.

It’s so frustrating to always be left out or 
behind, or have information shared with 
me last minute as an afterthought.” 

LN TEACHER 
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SCHOOL SPOTLIGHT

THE CHALLENGE

THEIR APPROACH

Belzer Middle School & Fall Creek Middle School

During the cohort experience, teachers at Belzer Middle School 
and Fall Creek Valley Middle School identified a major challenge 
affecting teacher retention: emotional exhaustion and burnout 
due to overwhelming workloads, lack of support, and an absence 
of spaces for emotional regulation. Teachers reported feeling 
undervalued, overworked, and disconnected from the resources 
necessary to manage their well-being.

To address this challenge, Belzer Middle School and Fall Creek Valley Middle School developed initiatives 
aimed at creating dedicated spaces for teacher wellness, emotional regulation, and self-care.

At Belzer Middle School, the cohort came up with, “The Zen Den,”a thoughtfully designed environment 
providing teachers with a place to decompress and reset during the school day. This space incorporates 
ambient lighting, a waterfall feature, sensory stress-relief items, aromatherapy, comfortable seating, and 
mindfulness materials to foster relaxation. The Zen Den is supported by a structured process, including a 
coverage system that allows teachers to step away from the classroom, briefly, when needed.

Through empathy interviews, educators at both 
schools emphasized the urgent need for a 
structured way to manage stress throughout the 
school day. Teachers shared:

Both schools recognized that when teachers 
experience emotional dysregulation, their ability 
to effectively engage with students diminishes, 
impacting the overall learning environment.

WW
II LL DD CC AA TT SS

If this job affects my mental health,  
I will have to quit.” 

FALL CREEK VALLEY TEACHER

Since starting the RTR pilot, I have 
felt more confident in advocating for 
teachers. I have seen a real difference in 
the quality of the well-being of our staff.” 

BELZER TEACHER
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The interventions at Belzer Middle School and Fall Creek Valley highlight the potential 
of intentional teacher support systems in combating burnout and fostering a healthier 
school environment. While the work is ongoing, both school teams are eager to get the 
rooms off the ground and report positive responses from staff about potentially using 
the space.

The school team designers hope that by prioritizing teacher well-being through this 
structured emotional regulation intervention, Belzer Middle School and Fall Creek Valley 
have developed a replicable model for schools seeking to address burnout, increase 
retention, and create a culture of emotional support. Their approach reinforces the  
idea that when teachers feel cared for, they are better able to serve their students  
and thrive professionally.

SCHOOL SPOTLIGHT

KEY TAKEAWAYS

At Fall Creek Valley Middle School, designers 
developed the “Pause, Peace, and Positivity 
Place,” a similar intervention designed to offer 
teachers a dedicated space to manage stress.  
This room would include calming aesthetics, such 
as soft lighting, plants, soothing music, and stress-
relief tools. A key feature is the introduction of a 
classroom coverage system, enabling teachers 
to take short mental health breaks while ensuring 
student learning continues uninterrupted.

Both initiatives were developed with sustainability 
in mind, ensuring these spaces remain well-
maintained, stocked with resources, and integrated 
into the school’s culture. The goal is not just to 
provide a temporary retreat, but to shift the way 
schools support teachers’ emotional well-being. 
Additionally, while the physical spaces will be 
designed for relaxation in the moment, specific 
features in the room, such as video recordings and 
lessons would be incorporated to help teachers 
build their emotional capacity in hopes of needing 
to use the room less frequently over time. 

burnoutemotional support retention

Belzer Middle School & Fall Creek Middle School
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The Reimagining the Teacher Role (RTR) Cohort experience 
reinforced a powerful truth: when teachers are empowered as 
leaders, collaborators, and problem-solvers, they not only thrive; 
they strengthen the profession and their students’ outcomes. 
Teachers want agency in shaping practices and systems,  
and RTR provided a space for them to do just that. 

Beyond professional growth, teachers deeply value collaboration 
and connection with colleagues, especially since so much of 
their time is spent focusing on students. RTR helped build strong 
networks of support, making the profession more sustainable. 

I have really appreciated the opportunity to use my teacher brain in a different 
capacity, which has led me to see how I can problem solve in a bigger way.” 

RTR COHORT 1 PARTICIPANT

Meeting a cohort of innovators and 
leaders gave me (as a new employee  
of the township) a group of people  
I can depend on for help.” 

RTR COHORT 1 PARTICIPANT

Early Signs  
of Success

The cohort experience also boosted teachers’ confidence 
in their ability to drive change, both inside and outside the 
classroom. Teachers, as purpose-driven professionals, want to 
leave the profession better than they found it—and RTR helped 
them see how they could contribute to that transformation.
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Schools and districts must recognize that 
teacher retention and satisfaction grow 
when educators are given opportunities to 
shape systems, solve challenges, and build 
professional relationships. The RTR Cohort 
is a scalable, impactful model that meets this 
need, proving that investing in teachers as 
leaders and change agents leads to stronger 
schools and a more sustainable profession.

If you’d like to learn more about this approach to teacher retention and 
satisfaction, reach out to TEACH INDY by contacting info@teachindynow.org. 

I want to leave the profession in a 
better place than when I came in.  
I believe this work will help me see 
some of those results.” 

RTR COHORT 1 PARTICIPANT

Conclusion
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