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Introduction - Strategies for School Improvement 

 America’s p u blic sc hools a re facing ma ny ch allenges bot h inside a n d o u t s ide of t he 

clas s roo m. Fore most  a m ong t he se is t he ch allenge of increa sing ac hieve ment levels for st u-

de n t s across t he co ntin u u m of ability a n d b ackgro u n d s. In respo n se to t his  c h allenge, policy-

m a ker s a nd ed uca tio n officials h ave crea ted n u m ero u s p rogra m s to r aise t he ac hieve me nt lev-

els for all s t u de n t s,  p ar tic ula rly for disadva n t aged s t u de n t s.  Indeed, vir t u ally every sc hool offi-

cial, ed uca tio n re searc her, or in teres ted per so n h a s a  p referred re medy for o ur  ed uca tio nal 

ills. These include ins t r u ctional coac hes, more time o n t a s k, s m aller cla s s sizes, extended 

sc hool year s,  e tc. Since we k now wh a t  to do, ma ny h ave arg ued, we co uld improve t he 

ac hieveme nt level of st u de n t s across t he co u n t ry if we o nly h ad t he political will. B u t here's 

t he r u b: t here's lit tle co nclusive evidence t h a t  a ny of t he se s t r a tegies sys tem a tically lead to 

improved s t u de n t  perform a nce or ed uca tio nal excellence.  

 

Improving the Teaching Force  

 There is, however, o ne a rea in which we h ave good co n sis te n t evidence -- teac her s im-

p ac t s t u de n t  perfor ma nce. Indeed, ma ny researcher s m aint ain t h a t  impr oving t he q u ality of 

t he n a tion’s teac hing workforce is t he be s t policy interventio n for raising s t u de n t  ac hieve me nt 

(Gold h aber, 200 2; Gold h aber & Brewer, 200 0; Rivkin, Ha n u s hek, & Kain,  2005; Sa n der s, 

Saxto n, & Hor n, 199 7). To illus t r a te t he import ance of teac her q u ality, Director of t he Ins ti-

t u te of Ed uca tion Sciences R u s s Whiteh u r s t  reported t h a t  t he for t u n a te s tu d e n t  who h a s  a n 

effective teac her for t h ree s t r aight year s will score more t h a n 5 0 perce ntile point s  higher t h a n 

his  u nl ucky peer placed with a n ineffective teac h er for t hose sa me year s.  Whiteh u r s t  drew 

t he se co nclu sio n fro m researc h co nd ucted by Jord a n, Mendro, a n d Weera sing he (1997); 

Rowa n (2002); a nd Sa n d ers a n d Rivers (1996). So, how ca n researc her s a n d policymaker s in-

crea se t he likelihood t h a t s t u de n t s co n sis te n tly have effective teac her s in fro n t  of t he m? While 

a  variety of options co uld be p u t  i n place, we co n te nd t h a t  o ne of t he mo s t direct a n d ea sy in-

flue nces is to ch a nge t he  co mpe n s a tio n s t r uc t u re  for ed uca tor s.  

 

How Are Teachers Currently Compensated? 

 The p u blic sc hool teac her single salary sys te m, which oper a tes in over 95 percen t  of all 

sc hools in America (Protsik, 199 6), provides fina ncial reward s b a sed o n a  teac her 's year s of 

experience a nd degree a t t ain me nt.  The single sala ry sys te m is b a sed o n the a s s u m p tio n t h a t  

teac hing ability improves  with year s of experience a n d with t he a t t ain me nt  of a Master's de-

gree. However, over t he la s t  two decades of research, ma ny h ave a rg ued t h a t  t he be nefits of 

teac her experience "platea u" after several year s an d ad dition al degrees sim ply do not t r a n sla te 

into en h a nced s t u de n t  perfor ma nce (e.g. Gold h ab er, 2002). Th u s , t he c ur r ent  s t r uc t u re of 

teac her co mpe n s a tio n is no t likely to move t he field forward in ter m s of enco ur aging st u de n t  

ac hieveme nt.   
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 F ur t her,  a n d per h a p s m ore proble ma tic, t here a re perverse ince n tives b uilt in to t he 

single sala ry sys te m t h a t  might well exacerb a te teac her s hor t ages in key a rea s a nd e nco ur age 

t he bes t te ac her s to exit the sys te m r a t her t h a n s t ay a ro u n d  a n d work with  high- need s t u-

de n t s.  Since t he c ur re n t sys te m includes no mo n etary reward s for effectiveness,  ma ny effec-

tive a n d experienced teacher s seek more "co mpen s a tio n" th ro ug h bet ter working co nditions,  

often choosing to leave "ch allenging" schools with  disadva n t aged s t u de n t s for more afflue n t 

sc hools serving adva n t aged s t u de n t s.   

 Within t he c ur re n t  sys tem, effective teac her s migh t  al so seek to increa se their  co mpe n-

s a tio n by exiting t he cla s s roo m for a n ad mi nis t r a t ive position. Or worse, effective teac her s 

m ay c hoose to leave t he field of ed uca tion en tirely for ot her p rofessio ns t h a t  h ave bet ter sys-

te m s of recognizing a n d rewar ding good work. Either  way, t here a re clearly a spect s of o ur  c ur-

re n t sys te m t h a t  e nco ur age good teac her s to do exactly t he wro ng t hing -- leave t he cla s s roo m! 

  Finally, t he c ur re n t sys t e m gives policyma ker s n o freedo m to addre ss key s hor t age 

a rea s (s uc h a s we h ave in  special ed uca tio n a s well a s in up per level ma th  a n d science) by 

adj u s ting sala ries u pwar d for t he se p ar tic ula r grou p s . In t he c ur re n t  s t r uc t u re,  teac her s in 

s a t u r a ted a rea s a re es sen tially overp aid, while teac her s in critical s hor t age a rea s a re u n der-

p aid. Given all of t he se p roble ms with t he c ur re n t  sys te m, per h a p s policym a ker s s ho uld give 

s t ro ng co nsider a tio n to a lter n a tive for ms of teac h er co mpe n s a tio n.  

 

Policy Levers to Improve Teaching 

 Policyma ker s co uld modify sala ry s tr uc t u re s in a few differen t ways to respo nd to t he 

afore me ntio ned p roble ms. It is import a n t  to note here t h a t,  to crea te t he n eeded ch a nges, 

policyma ker s need to ch a nge t he s t r uc t u re of pay a n d not j us t  t he mag nit u de of pay, a s a r-

gued by so me advocates for across-t he-board r aises. S uc h r aise s will not fix t he problems in-

here n t  in a u nifor m s ala ry st r uc t u re described above. Rat her,  additional ed uca tio nal re-

so urces o ug h t  to be ta rgeted to a rea s where t hey will gener a te t he grea tes t  be nefit s for o ur  

s t u de n t s. 

 One exa mple of a ta rgeted u se of fu nd s i s t he imp leme nta tion of differen tia l pay to 

teac her s who are willing a n d  able to teac h in high-need a rea s (e.g. r u r al com m u ni ties, in ner 

city sc hools, etc.) or in high- need s u bject s (e.g. high sc hool ma t h a n d science, special ed uca-

tion, e tc.). This s t r a tegy wo uld begin to addres s im por t a n t  s hor t ages in t h e teac hing corp s, 

b u t  might do little in retaining effective teac her s who teac h o u t side of t hese high- need a rea s.   

 In ad dition to differen tial p ay, policyma ker s migh t co n sider merit p ay, which co uld 

serve a s a  tool of bot h recr uit me nt  a nd rete n tion of effective teac her s.  The theory of action 

s u p porting t he co ncep t of merit p ay is s tr aightforward. Merit p ay progra m s a re in te nded to 

positively imp ac t t he teaching corp s in two ways -- t h ro ug h motivation al im p ac t s a nd co mpo-

si tional imp ac t s.  Fir s t, p ropo ne n t s co nte nd t h a t  the possibility of ear ning fina ncial reward s 

b a sed o n increa sed s t u d ent  ac hieve me nt will mot ivate c ur re n t te ac her s to focu s t heir effort s  

on s t u de n t  ac hieveme nt in t he mea s u red s u bjects  t h ro ug h in novatio n a n d ad dition al effort.  
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Seco nd, p ropo ne n t s of t h is s t r a tegy hypot hesize th a t  merit p ay progra m s wo uld d r aw a 

more t alented pool of can did a tes in to t he p rofess ion. If t he p rofessio n were to reward effective-

ne s s t h ro ug h fina ncial incentives,  individ u als co nfident t h a t  t hey wo uld do well u n der a p ay 

for perfor ma nce sc he me wo uld be more likely to en te r t he profession. In su c h a  merit-b a sed 

sc he me, t he mo st effective teac her s wo uld co nsis te n tly ear n large bo n u ses a n d ineffective 

teac her s wo uld ear n s m a ller bo n u se s; t he res ul t wo uld be a n a t u r al selection whereby more 

effective teac her s re m ain  a n d t heir  les s effective peer s leave. This p rocess co uld lead to a sys-

te m a tic ch a nge of t he teac her workforce. 

 

How Might "Merit" be Determined? 

 With t he se two t heoretical adva n t ages in mind, policymaker s a nd ed uca tion officials 

m u s t  crea te a sys te m t h a t  defines "merit", mea ning whe n a n d to who m b on u ses s ho uld be 

p rovided. To be clear, t h ere is no single merit p ay pla n. Ra t her, merit p ay pla n s  ca n a n d 

s ho uld be t ailored to each  individ u al sit u a tio n. In  crea ting merit p rogra m s , a variety of inp u t s 

or o u tp u t s ca n be rewarded, including teac her ch a r acteristics, teac her beh aviors,  a n d / o r  s t u-

de n t ac hieveme nt.  In fact, existi ng merit p ay pla n s,  t h a t  h ave been designed a n d imple me nted 

in vario u s ways, h ave been s u bject to evalu a tio n.  While t he researc h b a se  in t his a rea is s m all 

a n d  growing, t he evidence does s ugges t t h a t  co mpe n s a tio n pla n s  which reward teac her s for 

s t u de n t  perfor ma nce do ap pear  to lead to improved perfor ma nce for s t u den t s .  However, t he 

researc h liter a t u re also highlight s t he opposition  the se pla n s  often meet an d t he nega tive feel-

ings t h a t  te ac her s so met imes s h a re abo u t  merit p ay.  

 So, how might a  sc hool leader b uild a pla n t h a t  capitalizes o n t he pote ntial be nefit s of 

merit p ay in ter ms of enh a nced s t u de n t  ac hieveme nt,  while sim ult a neo u sly mini mizing t he 

poten tial negative co nseq ue nces of teac her discord? Here, we dr aw fro m o ur  experience over 

t he las t  several year s a s evalu a tors of t he Achieveme nt C h allenge Pilot Project (ACPP) merit 

p ay progra m in Little Rock, Arka n s a s a n d a s advisors to several sc hool dis t rict s  a n d policy-

m a ker s co n sidering t he im ple me nt a tion of merit-b a sed co mpe n s a tio n refor ms.   

 

Achievement Challenge Pilot Project: Details and Results  

 The Achieveme nt C h allenge Pilot Project was imp leme nted a t several elementa ry 

sc hools in Little Rock, s ta r ti ng in t he 20 04-05 school year.  Teacher merit,  in t his pla n, was 

deter mined exclu sively by s t u de n t  ac hieve me nt gain s b a sed o n t he ac hieve me nt exa m s (the 

n a tio nally-nor med Sta nford Achieveme nt Tes t) take n d u ring t he fir st mo n t h a n d la s t  mo nt h of 

t he sc hool year. T he "lear ning gain" for eac h s t u d ent  was b a sed o n t he difference in nor mal 

c urve eq uivalent  (NCE) scores fro m t he fall exa m a n d  t he sp ring exa m; merit bo n u ses for 

clas s roo m teac her s were b a sed o n t he se lear ning gain s for all s t u de n t s in t heir clas sroo ms. 

Merit bo n u ses for ad mi n istr a tion, s u p ple me nt a ry teac her s,  a n d ot her s t aff were b a sed o n t he 

lear ning gain s of t he sc h ool a s a whole (see Bar n et t, Ritter, Winter s,  & Greene, 200 7 for more 

det ails o n t he progra m a n d t he p ayo u t s). 
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 After two year s of evalu a ting t he ACPP, we fo u n d t h a t  t he progra m led to gain s of ap-

proxima tely seven percen tile point s  for st u de n t s in ma t he m a tics,  reading, a n d la ng u age. We 

also fo u n d t h a t  teac her s reported increa sed s a ti sfactio n with t heir s ala ries  witho u t  increa sed 

nega tive co mpetition. Per h a p s mo st import a n tly, s u rvey respo nde n t s indica ted t h a t  s t u de n t  

perfor ma nce improved, which indica te s t h a t  teacher s witne s sed mea s u r a ble acade mic im-

proveme nt for t heir  s t u d ent s before k nowing tes t res ul t s . While t he ACPP was not de signed 

perfectly, t he p rogra m exhibited several ch ar ac ter istics t h a t  we believe will foster s uccess i n a  

perfor ma nce-b a sed bo n u s p rogra m. T h u s , b a sed on o ur  work with t he ACPP a n d o ur  reading 

of t he liter a t u re in t his a rea,  we co nclude by pre senting o ur t ho ug ht s o n the co mpo ne n t s of a 

perfor ma nce-b a sed p ay syste m t h a t  h a s  t he poten tial to be effective.  

 

Characteristics of a Successful Program 

 While t here is clearly no single correct way to devise a n effective perfor ma nce p ay 

sc he me, t here a re definitely bad c hoices t h a t  p rogr a m developers might  m a ke a n d c h a r acter-

istics of progra m s t h a t  a re more likely to crea te good incen tives for teac her s a n d sc hool lead-

ers.  Indeed, not all merit  p ay pla n s a re crea ted equ al a n d t he devil is, in fact, in t he det ails. 

So, how s ho uld merit p ay pla n s  be de signed to enco ur age excellence in s tu d e n t  perfor ma nce 

by recr ui ting a nd ret aining effective teac her s. We s ugges t t he fo ur  following ch a r acteristics a s 

a  s t a r ti ng point in developing a perfor ma nce p ay pla n.  

 

 

1.  Merit Pay Plans Should be Straightforward 

 One of t he key criticis ms  of merit p ay pla n s  is t h a t teac her s often view t hem a s b a sed 

on "secret for m ula s" a nd  have no idea why t hey were awarded or not. If this  in terventio n in-

te nd s to influe nce t he m otivation of clas s roo m teac her s, i t cer t ainly m u s t  be clear wh a t  t he 

teac her s a re motivated to do! Th u s , for a merit pay pla n to be s uccessful,  it m u s t  be b a sed o n 

a  p ayo u t  sc he me t h a t  can  be u n der s tood by teacher s so t h a t  t hey ca n figu re o u t  wh a t  types of 

be h aviors a n d o u tco mes will be rewarded.  

 

2.  Merit Pay Plans Should be Based On Student Improvement, not Attainment 

 As is eviden t  by t he recen t  move a t t he U.S. Depa r t me nt  of Ed uca tio n to allow s t a tes 

t he flexibility to e mploy "growt h" models in average yearly progress calc ula tio ns,  t here is a 

growing co nse n s u s  t h a t  a ny indica tor s of sc hool or teac her effectiveness sho uld be b a sed o n 

s t u de n t  growt h r a t her t h a n o n ab solu te levels of s t u de n t  perfor ma nce. It see m s obvio u s t h a n 

a ny pla n t h a t  deter mines merit by ab solute ac hieveme nt levels will crea te t he perverse ince n-

tive for teac her s to leave be hind s t u de n t s i n low-perfor ming sc hools or cla s s roo ms a n d seek 

place me nt i n high-performi ng sc hools or cla s s room s.  T his is o ne of t he key co ncer n s r aised by 

oppo ne n t s of merit p ay, b u t  it ca n ea sily be addr essed by rewarding ed uca tor s for improve-

me nt. 
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3. Merit Pay Plans Should Intentionally Foster Collaboration in Schools 

 Another fairly co m mo n criticis m is t h a t  poorly-designed merit p ay pla n s migh t  crea te 

u n he alt hy co mpetition amo ng teac her s within a  sc hool. Indeed, t his is a legitimate co ncer n 

with a ny pla n t h a t  divides a  "fixed" a mo u n t of rewar d dollar s  to a set n u m ber of teac her s 

dee med meritorio u s.  T his is problema tic, of co ur se, beca u se t he receipt of a n award by o ne 

teac her necess a rily les sen s  t he likelihood of his or her peers ear ning a n award. It is clear t h a t  

a  "zero-s u m" ga me s uc h a s t his ca n disco ur age collabora tio n.  

 Therefore, we reco m me n d t h a t  merit p ay pla n s  addre ss t his co ncer n for collabora tio n 

in two ways. Fir s t, pla n s  s ho uld alloca te award s to teac her s b a sed o n t he exten t to which t hey 

meet t heir  goals, regardles s of how t heir peer teacher s perfor m. T his will be a ch allenge for 

sc hool acco u n t a n t s,  who m u s t  b u dget for t he possibility t h a t  all teac her s ear n  t he maxim u m 

awar d. Nonet heles s, t his  sit u a tio n is far bet ter t h a n o ne t h a t  pit s te ac her s  again s t  eac h ot her.   

 Seco nd, s uccessful merit  p ay pla n s s ho uld includ e a rewar d co mpo ne n t  ba sed o n 

sc hool-wide s t u de n t  imp roveme nt.  Tha t  is to say, t he p rincipal, aides, co u n selors,  a n d s u p-

port s t aff all co nt rib u te in  varying degrees of resp onsibility to t he ed uca tion  of st u de n t s even 

t ho ug h t hey may not h ave s t u de n t s directly in t he ir ch a rge. It ma kes se n se  th a t  t he reward s 

for t he se individ u als s hould be b a sed o n sc hool-wide mea s u re s of improve me nt in s t u de n t  

ac hieveme nt.  Moreover, the merit "score" for cla s s roo m teac her s with tes ted s t u de n t s s ho uld 

be b a sed, in p ar t,  o n sc h ool-wide st u de n t  ac hieveme nt growt h. In t his type of pla n, a clas s-

roo m teac her not o nly ha s a n ince n tive to improve the ac hieveme nt of stu d e n t s in her cla s s-

roo m, b u t  also to improve t he ac hieve me nt of all s t u de n t s in t he sc hool. Th u s , nega tive co m-

petition is avoided a nd p ositive collabor a tio n is enco ur aged. 

 

4.  Merit Pay Plans Should Incorporate Substantial Financial Awards 

 Fin ally, s ucces sful merit p ay pla n s  s ho uld a t t ac h significa n t  bo n u ses for acco mplis h-

ing goals. As s uc h, ed uca tio n officials ca n no t expect teac her s to ch a nge their  be h avior for t he 

p roverbial pea n u t  bo n u s . The pri mary failure of low-paying pla n s  is t h a t  teac her s si mply do 

no t believe the perceived additional work is wort h  the pote ntial pay. Th u s ,  pla n s  witho u t  sig-

nifica n t  bo n u se s a re u nlikely to provide t he necess a ry motivatio n.  

 

Concluding Thoughts  

As policyma ker s a n d edu c a tio n officials co nsider  ways to recr uit, re t ain,  a n d  reward 

effective p ublic sc hool teac her s, t hey may well con sider t he imple me nt a tion  of a merit p ay 

p rogra m. In t he p a s t ,  school leader s may h ave not even co nsidered t he u se of merit p ay be-

ca u se of a belief t h a t  t here is no way to do t his refor m well. In fact, o ur  experience s ugges t s  

t h a t  policymaker s ca n devise pla n s  t h a t  a re accep table a nd indeed a t t r ac tive to teac her s. 

Most import a n tly, it is possible to devise pla n s  t h a t  crea te t he appropria te  incen tives for 

teac her s to focu s o n s t u de n t lea r ning growt h.  
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It is import a n t  here for u s to ma ke explicit a n  u n s t a ted b u t  critical pre mise of o ur  a r-

gu me nt: t he objective of a  perfor ma nce-b a sed p ay progra m is to improve teac her foc u s o n s t u-

de n t ac hieveme nt a n d t h u s  e n h a nce s t u de n t  ac hieveme nt.  The goal is not to crea te a sala ry 

scale t h a t is "fair" to all teac her s.  In fact, i t is nea rly cer t ain t h a t  a ny sys tem we wo uld devise 

wo uld be imperfect a n d wo uld so metimes p rovide higher bo n u se s to les s effective teac her s 

a n d  lower bo n u ses to more effective teac her s. Ultim a tely, t he key q ues tion  is: does t he sys te m 

enco ur age teac her s to foc u s o n increa sing s t u den t  ac hieveme nt in key area s a n d e nco ur age 

t ho se teac her s who are effective to re main in t he field? If so, t his is t he type of sys te m we 

wo uld wa nt ,  even if it is no t perfectly fair (however defined) to all teac her s.  We m u s t  re me mber 

t h a t  sc hools a re in t he bu si nes s of fairly serving s t u de n t s,  not eq u ally paying teac her s!  

F ur t her more, it is not a t all clear t h a t  t he c ur re n t  u nifor m p ay scale is fair  or j u s t ,  to 

teac her s or to s t u de n t s.  Indeed, t here a re good rea so n s to believe t h a t t he c ur re nt  sys te m u n-

fairly u n derp ays effective teac her s a nd (more imp orta n tly) u nfairly t rea t s  disadva n t aged s t u-

de n t s by placing les s effective teac her s in t heir cla s s roo ms. For all of t he s e rea so n s, ed uca-

tion al leader s s ho uld immediately seek policies th a t  addre ss t he se critica lly import a n t  p rob-

lems, a nd we believe th a t merit p ay is o ne s uc h s olutio n.  
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