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Preface

Oprah Winfrey cried when she saw her fourth-grade teacher, Mary Duncan, 
as a surprise guest on her stage. 

“I always, because of you, felt I could take on the world. You did exactly 
what teachers are supposed to do, they create a spark for learning that lives 
with you from then on,” Oprah told her teacher.

“One of the defining moments of my life came in fourth grade—the year 
I was a student in Mrs. Duncan’s class at Wharton Elementary School in 
Nashville,” she later wrote. “For the first time, I wasn’t afraid to be smart, and 
she often stayed after school to work with me.” 

Bill Gates says he, too, partly owes his success in life to his childhood 
teachers—particularly his fourth grade teacher and librarian, Blanche Caffiere. 
“When I was a student, I was lucky to have some inspiring teachers—includ-
ing a wonderful librarian when I was in the fourth grade and a chemistry 
teacher in high school—who challenged me and brought out my best. They 
helped make me the person I am today” (Gates 2018). 

And while you may know Bill Clinton for being the 42nd president of the 
United States, he’s also known for his love of playing the saxophone. He credits 
his high school band teacher, Virgil Spurlin, with not just teaching him how 
to play his beloved sax, but also for mentoring him and teaching him organi-
zational and leadership skills. Clinton was quoted in multiple media outlets as 
saying he has thought of Spurlin as his mentor all his life.
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Exceptional teachers can be the catalyst to inspire trailblazers, thought 
leaders, and entrepreneurs who forever change the world. Having this kind 
of impact is why teachers do what they do. Nearly all of us can think back 
to our favorite K–12 schoolteachers and find a point at which one of them 
changed our perspective or touched our hearts. Yet, like any job in public 
service, teaching requires some give and take. 

I am not a teacher, but I, too, thought that if I followed what I per-
ceived to be a lifelong passion, I would be fulfilled. Growing up, my family 
moved around quite a bit. We were never in one place longer than a few years 
(sometimes months) before we packed up and moved again. I became very 
adaptable (some might say a bit nutty)—but because of this upbringing, I 
also get bored very quickly. Having few constants in my childhood years,  
I clung to books, my parents, and my brother, Paul, when he wasn’t off setting 
things on fire. 

My love for the written word led me to an English degree, then a master’s 
degree in journalism, and ultimately a writing career. After spending about 10 
years in journalism, I realized that while my passion for learning, talking to 
new people, and writing were realized, my extroverted personality was not a 
good fit for a research-heavy profession—especially with the addition of three 
little kids all in a row. I was bored, broke, and uninspired.

Similarly, some teachers may find that though their passion to educate 
young minds has been fulfilled, the drawbacks of their situations have left 
them bored, broke, and uninspired too. Teachers are leaving the profession 
more now than ever before. A passion for teaching can only take a teacher so 
far if they cannot live with the current realities of the profession. While this 
was true even before the coronavirus pandemic, the exit rate is even more pro-
nounced now than ever before. One in five teachers announced in May 2020 
that they would not return to the classroom, according to a USA Today/Ipsos 
poll. The move to online instruction, constricting already-low budgets and 
worries over their health, have left teachers reeling.

No amount of passion will change the predetermined pay scale for a 
teacher in their county or state, the temperamental parents, often unruly 
students, overpopulated classrooms, the move to e-learning, or standard-
ized testing requirements that continue to dictate curriculum. Teachers 
today are leaving their profession at the highest rates since the Bureau 
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of Labor Statistics (BLS) started recording those figures. Some of the 
main reasons before coronavirus hit the country were pay scale, feelings 
of being overwhelmed and unsupported by their peers and school system, 
and workplace conditions—which include everything from lack of respect 
to the quality of the buildings and classrooms. 

Moving to another school or to an administrator role like principal or 
assistant principal may be options for those who cannot reconcile the some-
times harsh realities of being a K–12 teacher, or for those teachers who feel 
unfulfilled. Other teachers leave the profession altogether to find rewarding 
work as lawyers or in the medical profession. But for those who are looking to 
take their passion for education and teaching to a different demographic—this 
book will show you the way. 

About This Book
Teachers to Trainers: Apply Your Passion and Skills to a New Career offers a 
view of an entirely different education system—the corporate world of tal-
ent development. Here, former teachers recount how they made their career 
switch, describe their current roles, and share resources and tips. You will 
find out why these former teachers decided to seek a change, gain valuable 
insight into how they made the transition into their talent development roles, 
discover what they wished they had known when making the switch, and 
examine the obstacles they overcame as well as rewards they achieved in their 
transformations. 

The most important element to take away from these former teachers’ 
experiences is that their passion for helping others and reshaping lives for 
the better still runs strong in all of their current roles. By moving into talent 
development roles, you can still tap into that deeper sense of purpose and the 
skills you acquired in education—you just won’t have to chase your students 
off the monkey bars. 

Each chapter includes sections on job market research, what you need to 
go forward, transferable skills, and final thoughts on what to consider when 
mulling this career change. Also included to guide you are a full range of 
resources—websites, links, research tools such as skills assessments and work-
sheets, reading recommendations, and a professional resume sample. Here is 
a brief description of the chapters.
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Introduction: Why Teachers Leave offers data on teachers leaving their 
profession—who they are, why they leave, and where they go. 

Chapter 1. Talent Development = People Development describes the 
growing field of talent development, introducing the variety of roles that K–12 
teachers might pursue—instructional designer, e-learning professional, trainer, 
coach, performance consultant, and talent development manager or director.

Chapter 2. At a Career Crossroads, Choosing Corporate Training 
introduces you to the diverse world of building performance capability within 
the corporate arena. Besides snippets of how three teachers made the transi-
tion there are myriad tips, techniques, and ideas for your journey. 

Chapter 3. Instructional Design: Transform Your K–12 Skill Set 
is for those curious about opportunities outside teaching. A former teacher 
describes her journey to instructional design. 

Chapter 4. The E-Learning Professional introduces you to an  
e-learning expert who describes how she’s blended a love of computers and 
education to become an instructional designer focused on instructional 
technology and e-learning.

Chapter 5. Serving Through Coaching features a leadership coach who 
describes how she partners with clients and shares the many roles of coaching 
in the business world. 

Chapter 6. Consulting and Presenting: Focus on the Big Picture 
shares the story of one teacher who struck out on his own after a full career in 
K–12. He relays the skills and drive needed to sustain a long second career as 
a consultant and public speaker.

Chapter 7. Academia: Higher Education’s Risks and Rewards 
demonstrates that although career paths in higher education are fewer today, 
universities offer unique benefits for those who remain enthusiastic about 
in-classroom teaching.  

Chapter 8. A Step Up: Management and Leadership shares the story 
of how passion is the link for one teacher-leader who became a director of 
learning at one of the U.S.’s largest national retail corporations. 

In the conclusion, we consider the growing talent development field and 
what the future might hold for this industry. 

Let Teachers to Trainers be your guide toward discovering the world of 
talent development. If you are considering a shift in your career but still love to 
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educate and cultivate individuals, then you have picked up the right book. You 
can keep your purpose and passion. You can be impactful and create a spark for 
learning, and still have the flexibility, compensation, and growth you crave in a 
career. Meet teachers who have done just that—transformed their careers from 
K–12 into the corporate world. None of them regrets it. We will inform you of 
the many options available, and the realities and the triumphs that come with 
the transition. We hope we can help in your quest! 

—Lisa Spinelli, Senior Content Manager, Career Development, ATD
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Introduction
Why Teachers Leave
Lisa Spinelli 

These days we hear a lot about purpose and passion being the keys to career 
satisfaction. Steve Jobs once said, “You have to be burning with an idea, or a 
problem, or a wrong that you want to right. If you’re not passionate enough 
from the start, you’ll never stick it out.” Soccer star Mia Hamm (1999) wrote in 
her book Go for the Goal, “If you don’t love what you do, you won’t do it with 
much conviction or passion.” And Oprah Winfrey has said: “Passion is energy. 
Feel the power that comes from focusing on what excites you” (Ruhl 2015). 

Some teachers home in on their purpose and passion very early on in their 
lives. For many, the inspiration struck during their elementary school days as 
they emulated their own teachers.

“I had been teaching or dreaming of teaching since I was a little 
girl. My aunt was a kindergarten teacher at the elementary school I 
attended, and I would stay with her after school. She allowed me to 
help grade papers and put up cute bulletin boards. She even gave me 
her extra ditto sheets. Every Saturday morning, I would take those 
ditto sheets and set up ‘school’ in the basement for my younger 
brother and the neighborhood children. That is where the love of 
teaching first began.”

—Karen Vieth, Director of Implementation Services  
With InSync Training and Former Third-Grade Teacher
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Vieth’s story is like that of many teachers who find their passion early 
on. For them, teaching is not just a career choice—it’s a calling. Whether it’s 
teaching neighborhood friends, siblings, or stuffed animals, these pint-sized 
instructors feel an innate need to coach, guide, and instruct others. The desire 
to teach only gets stronger the older they become, and once they’re in col-
lege, they know exactly what they want to do for the rest of their career—be 
a teacher. 

Once out of college, potentially with some mounting student loans, these 
educated teachers don’t usually have a tough time finding a first-time job in 
the public school system. However, about 44 percent of all new teachers will 
leave the system within five years, according to a 2017 University of Penn-
sylvania study (Ingersoll 2018). The current overall exit rate of K–12 teach-
ers and other public education employees even before COVID-19 was the 
highest reported since the Department of Labor began collecting such data 
in 2001, at about an 8 percent attrition rate, nearly double that of countries 
like Finland and Singapore (Strauss 2017). Research sources pose different 
reasons for why teachers are leaving their jobs, but pretty much all sources 
agree the biggest culprits are the pay rate or salary, lack of support from their 
school system and peers, and workplace conditions. Not surprising, the exit 
rate (those leaving the profession entirely or switching schools) of the teachers 
in the lowest paying school systems—those in Title I schools—was nearly 50 
percent greater than those in non-Title I schools. Of those leaving the school 
system between the first and fifth year, many cited a lack of peer support and 
mentoring while taking on the challenges of the teaching profession as their 
top reason for leaving. 

Looking at the average salary of a teacher, one might think it rose in the 
last two years, but when you adjust for inflation (at the average 2 percent) it 
has actually gone down by $370. In some states, like Oklahoma, teachers are 
paid less than gas station attendants (Hess 2018). The blame falls, ultimately, 
to state- and federal-level governments that have implemented teacher salary 
freezes and budget sequestration while the cost of living continues to climb.

Couple this with the increased expenses that teachers pay out of pocket 
to maintain their classrooms and their health insurance and you can see why 
the rate of departure for this honorable profession is increasing. The average  
teacher spends more than $400 in school supplies for their classroom per 
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year, including necessities such as paper towels and hand sanitizer, and even, 
in some states, computers and ink cartridges. States simply have not appropri-
ated the funding needed to keep all their classrooms supplied with the neces-
sary items. 

For a public worker’s salary, affording skyrocketing healthcare costs is 
doubly painful. Some teachers pay upward of 16 percent of their income on 
health insurance costs. The high cost of health insurance and classroom sup-
plies, along with the average rise in cost of living, does not correlate to the 
salary increases, leaving many teachers in an unsustainable financial situation 
for decades. 

“I truly loved my job, but I knew I wasn’t going to make any real 
money for decades. With my own family to worry about, I wasn’t 
willing to live—and make my family live—like a pauper for that long.”

—Scott Pitts, Training Development Manager  
at Centene Corporation and Former High School History Teacher

In just 24 months, from 2018 to 2019, there were at least 17 teacher 
strikes in West Virginia, Oklahoma, California, Arizona, and Colorado. The 
biggest reason for these strikes: low pay. Half of all public school teachers have 
seriously considered leaving the profession in the last few years, according to 
a 2019 PDK International poll, because of low pay and their underfunded 
school environments. More than half of all the K–12 teachers in the country 
are not satisfied with their income level, which negatively affects their over-
all view of all the aspects of their job—they have increased stress levels, are 
quicker to leave the profession, have lower levels of motivation, and experience 
increased incidences of mental health issues like panic attacks and depression. 

I have not seen a news report, nor talked to one teacher, saying that 
teachers leave because they lost their passion to educate young minds. But 
sometimes passion is not enough. Sometimes, our passions don’t match our 
lifestyle goals and our bills eat our passions for breakfast. No matter how much 
passion a schoolteacher may have, there are some elements to the profession—
like the pay scale—that are not going to change. 

“I felt like a failure; I couldn’t bring [my] illiterate 11th graders fully 
up to [the] reading and writing standards that they missed out on in 
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the past 10 years of school, and I struggled to make a difference for 
each individual, because I was overwhelmed with large class sizes, 
various grade levels together, and my own struggles as a new teacher. 
I felt stretched to my limits.”

—Hillarie Hunt, Director of Learning and Development  
at the Northwest Evaluation Association and  
former English, Music, and Drama Teacher

Being a teacher demands a practice in emotional intelligence and patience 
every day. Misinformation is out there among parents and the public on how 
much teachers actually work outside classroom hours.

“Anyone who has been a teacher knows what it feels like when 
someone says, ‘It must be nice to have summers off.’ At that time, I 
felt so little respect for the profession of education, while I was also 
experiencing first-hand what it was like to be a teacher and put so 
much of my heart and soul into caring for my young students.”

—Carla Torgerson, Instructional Design Consultant and Former Elementary 
School Teacher

The rate of public distrust and lost confidence in public school teachers is 
also at an all-time high. Of those 1,042 adults surveyed in a 2018 PDK Inter-
national Poll of the Public’s Attitudes Toward the Public Schools, 39 percent 
did not trust or have confidence in public school teachers, up from 27 percent 
in 2010. Feeling and hearing this lack of respect and appreciation can become 
draining for teachers. Whether they felt a calling or not, by their fifth year in 
the career, half of all K–12 teachers will transfer to a different school or leave 
the profession altogether. 

Next Steps
There are a great many books on finding your career fit and purpose, so I 
won’t turn this book into one of them. But if you are ready to leave teach-
ing, the biggest indicator will be your gut. In this day and age, your internal 
feelings are often suppressed to make way for the entirely well-thought-out 
and over-analyzed next steps. Sometimes you just need to take a leap of faith. 
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I didn’t really believe people when they said, “If you love what you do, you 
won’t feel like you’re working another day in your life.” But then I found my 
current job. And while that’s maybe not entirely how I feel every day, I have 
found that I do love what I do. In essence is has always boiled down to a cou-
ple elements—what I do well and what I like to do.

“My ethic is that if the student was not engaged, then the 
learning wouldn’t matter that much. In my credential program, 
we learned about individual education plans, Vygotsky’s zone of 
proximal development, and Multiple Intelligences. I had studied 
differentiated instruction but found that in practice, the typical 
school curriculum was structured for three populations: core 
curriculum for the mainstream, supports for struggling students, 
and extensions for the advanced. That wasn’t enough to meet 
my requirements for an engaging model. I adopted personalized 
learning as a necessary component and proceeded to offer individual 
learning contracts to my students. About a third of them got it and 
took me up on it, a third were already conditioned to worksheets, 
and the last third—my favorites—were passive aggressive or hostile. 
In their gut, they knew they weren’t getting what they needed to 
thrive but could not articulate their objections. Turning these kids 
around was my special challenge.”

—Michael Freedman, Founder and CEO  
of Practical Academics and Former Teacher 

Michael was in operational management for 20 years in the tech industry 
until he gave it all up to pursue his lifelong passion for teaching. It didn’t take 
him long to become frustrated with the system and bureaucracy of public 
school teaching, though. He left the school system to combine what he did 
well—operational management—with what he wanted to do: help foster life-
long learning. He was able to mix in the skill set from his previous experiences 
in the technology world and public school system to create an online learning 
platform for adults called Practical Academics. 

His advice for finding a new career path comes in the shape of a Venn 
diagram (Figure I-1).
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Figure I-1.  Step 1 of Finding a New Career Path

What I  
Do Well

What I  
Want to Do

When you’ve finished that layer, add one more (Figure I-2). 

Figure I-2.  Step 2 of Finding a New Career Path

What I  
Do Well

What I  
Want to Do

What Is  
Needed

Try this exercise out for yourself and see what you come up with in the 
intersections. It can focus you not only on what you are good at, but also on 
those things that you enjoy doing, while pursuing pathways to viable career 
opportunities. What are your current skills and how can they transfer to an 
optimal next career path? A good number of your teaching and education 
skills are applicable to talent development positions. 

Summary
If you identify with any of the reasons we’ve discussed in this chapter for leav-
ing your teaching position, you might be ready to take that next step toward 
finding a new career path—and talent development might be the right path 
for you. This book offers a number of roles, pathways, and suggested assess-
ments for you to explore. Keep reading to see what the future of work in the 
field of talent development—the “what is needed” bubble—looks like today.
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Chapter 1
Talent Development =  
People Development
Lisa Spinelli

“I love working with the smartest and most passionate colleagues,” says 
Hillarie Hunt, director of learning and development at Northwest Evalua-
tion Association. “Everyone at my work is very mission-driven, and so good 
at what they do. It is inspiring!” 

Hillarie was a public high school teacher of English, music, and 
theater for five years. In that time, she experienced innumerable moments 
of frustration. She taught remedial reading and writing to 11th graders 
who were afraid to attempt to write their name at the top of a blank piece 
of paper, yet she had to prepare them for graduation the next year. She 
often had no classroom of her own, so she pushed a large cart of teaching 
materials from classroom to classroom just to have a space in which to 
instruct. Older boys in her class arrived at her doorstep during the night 
to ask her out on dates, and she had little support from her administrative 
staff. “I felt stretched to my limits, and responsible for everything; but 
I couldn’t be teacher and social worker, and parent, and psychologist, 
and entertainer, and doctor, and crowd controller, and babysitter, and 
counsellor to so many kids.”
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Frustrated, she quit and moved out of state to take a position at a com-
puter learning center. She started tutoring adults on computer applications like 
Advanced Word and Windows 95 and soon found that it allowed her to do the 
thing she loved the most: teach.

Sadly, Hillarie’s story is similar to many K–12 teachers. Instead of being 
able to develop her students’ young minds and spend the majority of her time 
coming up with lesson plans, she got stuck wearing too many hats and navigat-
ing a toxic work environment. Moving into a more amicable work culture, Hil-
larie was able to refocus her education skills and start developing her learners.

What Is Talent Development?
“Talent development is people development,” ATD’s CEO Tony Bingham 
wrote in 2014. The official definition of talent development (TD) from ATD 
is “the efforts that foster learning and employee development to drive organi-
zational performance, productivity, and operational results.” 

Talent development professionals help train and increase the skill level 
or performance of employees to drive company success. An example could 
be software training for the organization’s new human resources software, or 
compliance training to update the team on a new law that affects the way the 
organization reports accidents on the job. 

Or the training could be developing a program, as in designing a whole new 
way in which people work or onboard into the company. Sometimes classified as 
organization development (OD) professionals, these types of TD pros are asked 
to develop programs across the entire organization to increase employee reten-
tion, engagement, and growth. The type of programs OD professionals develop 
could be for any level of employee, from leadership and managers to entry level. 
OD professionals create programs for everything from management to emo-
tional intelligence and flexible work environments to succession planning.

Almost all talent development professionals, no matter what their role ulti-
mately is, are usually found within an organization’s human resources depart-
ment. Some of the potential job titles covered in this book are:

 • trainer

 • instructional designer

 • e-learning professional

 • leadership coach

 • professor

 • performance consultant

 • talent development manager.
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Think about the different areas of your life: your breakfast foods, coffee, 
car, clothing—for every aspect of your life, there was a trainer who taught 
someone how to produce that good or service, and someone who helped that 
worker develop their career as well. Your breakfast cereal was made by a series 
of people and machines operated by workers who were taught how to use those 
machines. Your coffee was served to you by a barista who was trained on how 
to use the espresso machine and completed food sanitation compliance train-
ing. Your car was serviced by a mechanic who was trained at the shop, probably 
by another mechanic or subject matter expert. For every good and service you 
will find a trainer, instructional designer, or other TD professional involved.

Skills and Capabilities Needed

“People try to find other ways out of teaching. For me, it was all 
about taking the skill set I had but also trying to help other people—
even teaching hiring mangers how I could cross over. . . . I first went 
to an agency and they were not very optimistic about how I could 
transfer my skills. They said I was only going to make this much 
money and start at the bottom. There are a lot of misconceptions 
about what teachers can bring to a corporate environment. 

“I think about companies’ understanding of teachers in transition 
and trying to understand what those people’s skill sets are. Veterans 
have the same thing—people don’t understand what skill sets they 
have to offer—these people are out there conducting missions and 
translating and they have all the skills you have to have in a corporate 
environment, but sometimes we get pigeonholed into roles—
teachers and soldiers.”

—Karen Bieger, Global Product Developer at Lee Hecht Harrison  
and Former Elementary and Middle School Teacher 

You may not realize that you already have the skills, education, and experi-
ence to become a talent development professional. The move from teach-
ing to training and development is not so much a giant leap as a lateral 
step. While you may need a certification or two, a few more projects in your 
portfolio, or a couple new experiences, a lot of what you have done in K–12 
teaching is applicable and just needs to be translated into corporate-speak. 
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Much like K–12 teaching, the TD field includes the practice of design-
ing lesson plans and curriculums; training students; and creating, evaluat-
ing, and managing new projects and programs. At the root of these skills 
are a set of capabilities mapped out using research conducted by ATD and 
the Human Resources Research Organization (HumRRO).

The ATD Talent Development Capability Model (Figure 1-1) focuses 
on 23 capabilities within three domains:

 • interpersonal skills

 • professional skills

 • organizational skills.
Let’s walk through a list of talent development skills matched to teacher 

skills and experience.

Figure 1-1. ATD Talent Development Capability Model

Professional
This domain of practice embodies the knowledge and skills talent develop-
ment professionals should possess to be effective in their roles of creating the 



11Talent Development = People Development 

processes, systems, and frameworks that foster learning, maximize individual 
performance, and develop the capacity and potential of employees.

 • Learning Sciences: the way in which your class learns, absorbs,  
and retains information

 • Instructional Design: lesson planning and writing curriculum  
and assessments

 • Training Delivery: daily classroom facilitation of lesson or 
“teaching the class”

 • Technology Selection & Implementation: you may not have had 
much control over this in the past, but could include things like 
adding a smartboard or using Google Classroom or Blackboard for 
online instruction

 • Knowledge Management: working with district-level 
administrators on the annual curriculum for a specific content area

 • Career & Leadership Development: setting a good example for 
students and helping instill lifelong leadership lessons for students; 
also included here is your own career development through 
continuing education credits and teacher workdays

 • Coaching: identifying and coaching students to be classroom 
leaders and coaching other teachers in best practices

 • Evaluating Impact: assessing, grading, and evaluating your lesson 
plans and student retention

Personal
This domain of practice embodies the foundational abilities all working 
professionals should possess. Often called soft skills, they are needed to 
build effective organizational or team culture, trust, and engagement.

 • Communications: your tone, mannerisms, and the way in which you 
talk and present to the class as well as your peers and administration

 • Emotional Intelligence & Decision Making: having control over 
your emotions and making sound decisions for each student, as 
well as the class as a whole

 • Collaboration & Leadership: you may not be able to collaborate 
with other teachers as much as you would like, but you are a leader 
in the classroom and use collaboration skills online to help come 
up with new ideas and projects all the time 
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 • Cultural Awareness & Inclusion: you likely include learners from 
all walks of life in your classrooms 

 • Project Management: creating both short- and long-term projects 
for your class and keeping them and yourself on track

 • Compliance & Ethical Behavior: you follow strict ethical 
guidelines and adhere to them every day 

 • Lifelong Learning: you continue to instill in your students a love 
of lifelong learning and do it for yourself as well to keep on top of 
education trends and keep your certification up-to-date 

Organizational
The biggest area you likely need to address is your organizational capabil-
ity. The setting of a business organization is very different from a school. 
While most schools have a business objective of creating good citizens for 
the community and country as well as producing students with high test 
scores, organizations  have widely varying and interactive goals. Even in this 
foreign territory, however, teachers will find some overlap of their own skills 
and capabilities:

 • Performance Improvement: creating and adjusting classroom and 
student goals for semester and annual plans to show continual growth

 • Change Management: working with unexpected schedule or policy 
changes that may affect the lesson or school day, and gaining support 
from students and other teachers 

 • Talent Strategy & Management: managing the department team 
lead, lead teacher, or instructional coach 

 • Data & Analytics: reviewing test scores and assessments to see 
where your students are and finding the holes in their knowledge 

 • Future Readiness: for yourself, this can mean all those education 
conferences and classes you take to keep up with technology and 
trends, or reading Education Week and other trade publications.  
For your students, it means preparing them for the future 
workforce—which you do every day in every way by teaching them 
how to interact with others and learn new skills and technology.
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As you can see, there are a number of transferable skills and capabilities that 
teachers can bring to a job in talent development. Take the free interactive 
ATD Talent Development Capability Model self-assessment at TD.org to see 
what areas you need to work on most going forward.

Teaching Versus Training
One of the biggest differences between teaching and training is the way 
knowledge is transferred. While K–12 teaching usually works under the peda-
gogy method, adult education uses the andragogy method. 

“You can find out so much by researching the new methods out there,” 
says Karen Bieger. “Bloom’s Taxonomy . . . is one method you have used and 
it’s definitely what the instructional designers use as well.” 

Teachers are used to essentially being the experts in the room impart-
ing their wisdom and knowledge to their students, and while there is a back-
and-forth interaction between the teacher and children, trainers have a more 
symbiotic relationship with adult learners, since adult learners can pull from a 
larger well of experiences. While K–12 material is usually delivered in a linear 
method, adult learners tend to be more self-directed and use their vast life skills 
and experiences to help guide their learning. This andragogy style of teaching 
is ingrained in all talent development professions (Figure 1-2). 

Figure 1-2. Pedagogy vs. Andragogy
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American adult educator Malcolm Knowles’ theory on andragogy has five 
main assumptions:

 • Change in self-concept: Adults self-direct their learning and don’t 
appreciate being directed by an instructor as if they are children. 

 • The role of experience: Adults are themselves a rich resource of 
experience and lessons and so learn from their experiences.

 • Readiness to learn: As adults grow, they are less likely to want to 
learn tasks and skills that don’t apply to their careers or life. 

 • Orientation to learning: Children are subject-matter learners while 
adults are problem-style learners. 

 • Motivation: Children are driven by external motivators, while adults 
are more internally motivated.

Workplace Settings
“The first role I had outside teaching was not all training. It was being a pro-
gram manager for an aquarium and writing curriculum. It was still for chil-
dren—some adults, too, but mostly kids on field trips,” recalls Bieger. “I was in 
there creating content, and it’s very different than the academic content, and 
different than the corporate content I’m doing now. But it’s all an advantage for 
me, because I now understand it doesn’t matter what I’m teaching—my job is 
to take whatever the content is—and I’ve done it on everything from sharks to 
turtles, in schools and at a higher level, including HVAC training, the judicial 
system, healthcare, and electronics—but no matter what the content is you have 
to do the same things; you have to research, call on subject matter experts, and 
organize the content. Whether it’s HVAC or soft skills, it’s all content and it 
goes back to the skill sets as a teacher—understand it, map it, chunk it. It’s all 
about understanding how learners take in information, and that’s your job.” 

When you consider that training happens everywhere, the setting for your 
training and development career can be in nearly any industry or any type of 
company. I was once at a health nonprofit where there were only 10 people 
on staff, one of whom was a chief learning officer. Some larger organizations 
might have no talent development professionals, while others might have 10. 
The structure and the size of the organization can really vary. There are some 
fundamental differences, however, between working for K–12 schools and 
working outside those classrooms. 
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“It is refreshing to have some collaboration to put learning materials 
together now,” says Bieger. “We work with people all over the world, so the 
work I do is being sold everywhere.”

In a classroom setting, for the most part you are working as the lone 
adult in the room; with your students in front of you most of the day, 
you’re unable to jump on a computer. Your hours as a teacher are set; your 
lunch hour is set; your calendar is set for the year; your promotion schedule 
is set for the length of your career. When you are not working in the class-
room, you are developing your curriculum or working on student projects 
or grading homework and papers and much more. 

In an organizational setting, you will likely have much more f lexibility, 
including your hours, lunchtime, and calendar. You will likely be tied to a 
computer most days developing learning or working on software systems 
like Captivate or Articulate. And, unless you are working in the govern-
ment, your promotions will be set by proving your value and contributions 
to the organization rather than awarded solely on time spent there—and 
they could be significantly larger than those you receive at a school.

There is a lot more freedom when you move into talent development—
freedom of organization size, industry, culture, hierarchical structure, and 
benefits packages. There are also teams that are highly collaborative and 
innovative, while others are not. Finding out the type of workplace setting 
in which you thrive might take a little trial and error. 

Weighing Benefits and Challenges
Creative expression is a big reason some teachers move into adult educa-
tion. Being allowed to think outside the box and use creative solutions in 
their projects can be new to teachers who were previously stif led by stricter 
curriculum mandates. 

“I love being able to use my creativity,” says Matt Sustaita, former  
special education teacher turned instructional designer for software devel-
oper company Workday. “I get to address performance issues with best 
practices and get learners engaged in cool and interesting ways. It’s fun to 
develop graphics and keep them motivated and engaged. It’s interesting 
but also challenging.”
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One of the biggest reasons for the switch over to talent development 
is because these professionals are making a very livable salary. With time, 
TD professionals can work their way to become six-figure-salaried, highly 
respected members of top-tier organizations—all without leaving the edu-
cation field. According to the ATD Salary Survey from 2019,  42 per-
cent of those surveyed were making a median base salary of $90,000 and 
above. Most survey respondents were responsible for instructional design 
and delivering training, 23 and 21 percent respectively. And this field is 
generally growing at 10 percent year over year—a higher rate than the 
national average job growth rate, which means there is no shortage of job 
openings across the country.

Of course, there are a number of challenges to being in the talent 
development field as well. No position is without obstacles. Some of the 
same challenges that a teacher experiences in the school system setting can 
also be found in training. And teaching a room full of adults a concept as 
dry as compliance is not going to give you the same full-body fulfillment 
as helping a child read for the first time or helping them discover that space 
and time are continuous. For all the pluses of the talent development field, 
there are certainly a few drawbacks as well. 

Many talent development professionals will note they don’t feel like 
they have a seat at the boardroom table or the ear of their CEO; many feel 
the challenge of getting adults learners to be engaged during a mandatory 
class; trainers often complain about disruptive or difficult learners in the 
room—and it can be potentially more challenging to deal with a disruptive 
adult than a child you can send to the principal’s office. Oftentimes TD 
managers experience feelings of being overworked and many believe they 
don’t have enough resources to complete all the tasks they are given. If you 
are a teacher, this may sound very familiar.

Summary
We want to paint an honest picture for you. Talent development can have 
many rewards and triumphs, but there are also challenges. In the next few 
chapters, you will see both the challenges and the triumphs that teach-
ers who have moved into the field experience. You will also learn what 
some of these teachers wish they had done differently. In the end, talent 
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development is all about people—developing and teaching people to be 
better at their jobs, finding a better fit for their skills, and continuously 
learning new skills or upskilling. If this sounds exciting to you and like 
something you want to explore, keep reading. 
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