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Paying Teachers According To
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Abstract: In an effort to correct for perceived deficien-
cies in the No Child Left Behind Act, value-added mod-
els were proposed as a way to find out how much stu-
dents learned in schools and classrooms throughout
the school year. What has garnered much controversy
regarding the value-added model, however, is the at-
tempt to link pay and tenure to performance. In this
article, a theoretical framework is introduced that ex-
amines the likely success of using value-added assess-
ments as a pay-for-performance tool. After applying the
theory, the author suggests that caution should be used
when utilizing value-added assessments to pay teachers
for student learning.
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P ublic sector performance management can be
traced back to the 1980s, when local governments

decided to implement private sector management strate-
gies. These efforts, which were documented in a best-
selling book by Osborne and Gaebler (1992), sub-
sequently inspired President Clinton to use perfor-
mance management concepts to overhaul the federal
government (Hendrick 2000). Similar types of man-
agement reforms did not stop with Clinton. President
Bush, upon taking office, announced the adoption of
a results-oriented tool called the Performance Manage-
ment Agenda (PMA) that seemed to build on what Clin-
ton started (Milakovich and Gordon 2006). Although
PMA primarily focused on federal agencies, the No
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Child Left Behind Act of 2001 (NCLB) was, in part,
a performance management tool that established fed-
eral standards that were passed down to state and local
governments. Under NCLB, schools, local education au-
thorities, and states were held accountable for student
performance. This act literally shifted the responsibility
for schools from local governments to the states and the
federal government (Caillier 2007).

Since the passage of NCLB, state education agencies
and legislators have worked to find a better way of hold-
ing schools accountable. The reason for these efforts is
that NCLB’s entire focus is on school-level, and not
student-level, longitudinal data, and, as a result, school
and teacher contributions toward individual learning,
or the lack thereof, are masked (Misco 2008). Moreover,
the data obtained for NCLB purposes do not assist in ad-
dressing issues around curriculum and practice (Doran
and Fleischman 2005).

In an effort to correct these deficiencies, value-added
models were proposed as a way to determine how much
students learned in schools and classrooms throughout
the school year. Despite the widespread appeal of these
models, only one state—Tennessee—has embraced the
idea in its entirety. Other states, like Ohio, are currently
undertaking pilot studies to determine the effectiveness
of this approach as a means of holding schools and
teachers accountable (Misco 2008).

One issue of the value-added model that has at-
tracted much controversy, however, is the attempt to
link teacher pay and tenure to performance; that is,
the dependence of teacher pay raises and tenure on
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how well students in their classrooms perform. Thereby,
the value-added model becomes a pay-for-performance
tool, which is a mechanism in which employee pay is
fixed to output. In this instance, teacher pay is tied to
achievement scores (output).

Although similar merit pay reforms have been
deemed unsuccessful in the past (Johnson 1984), some
areas have moved toward this type of model, much to
the dismay of teachers and their unions (Podgursky and
Springer 2007). Most notably, New York City has be-
gun a pilot project consisting of 2,500 teachers that, in
the future, will connect personnel decisions (e.g., pay,
tenure) to the value that teachers add to their students.
In fact, some of the principals of participating New York
City schools have not yet informed their teachers about
these efforts (Medina 2008).

Although attempts to use the value-added model in
personnel decisions will likely increase in the future,
this article raises questions regarding perceptions of
pay-for-performance models in educational settings. In
this discussion, Bohnet and Eaton’s (2003) pay-for-
performance theoretical framework will be explained
and related to public elementary and secondary educa-
tion, despite the fact that the theory’s initial application
was to the evaluation of civil servants.

Three Necessary Conditions for
Pay-For-Performance Success

Bohnet and Eaton (2003) provide a useful the-
oretical framework to illustrate the likelihood that
a pay-for-performance system will be a success.
Although success is a subjective term, it is defined here
as motivating teachers to improve learning and ade-
quately linking instruction to student learning, so that
teachers can be financially rewarded accordingly. This
model, which is depicted in figure 1, illustrates that three
independent and distinct conditions determine the suc-
cess of pay-for-performance systems. The first condi-
tion, the kind of output, specifies that outputs must
be quantifiable and linked to a single employee and
a single task. Second, the line staff, or those workers
who produce the output, need to be motivated by pay.
Last, the organizational setting in which the output is
produced assumes that the workers are under one su-
pervisor, and that they know exactly what they are sup-
posed to produce. Each condition directly affects the
success of the pay-for-performance system—meaning
that deficiencies in these areas will hinder the system’s
effectiveness.

The Kind of Output Teachers Produce
When establishing a pay-for-performance system, the

best results are produced when outputs are quantifi-
able and linked to a single assignment, and can be di-
vided among employees (Bohnet and Eaton 2003). For
the most part, teachers’ primary responsibility is to in-

FIGURE 1. Conditions that influence the success
of pay-for-performance systems.
Note. Adopted from Bohnet and Eaton 2003.

struct students. However, this instruction can encom-
pass multiple subjects or assignments. For example, el-
ementary teachers provide instruction in math, English,
science, and social studies, with each of these classes
being represented by student achievement. Therefore,
elementary teachers have to be able to navigate from
one subject to the next and to show improvement in
at least two outputs (math and English), and possi-
bly four in some states. Moreover, excellent teachers
in one subject may not necessarily be excellent in an-
other subject, and what is appropriate teaching for one
student may not be appropriate for teaching another
(Shulman 1986). Thus, it is quite possible for students
to learn more in English and math than they do in sci-
ence and social studies. It is possible that elementary
teachers and schools will concentrate on certain sub-
jects when their students are deficient in those areas.
Middle and high school teachers, on the other hand,
typically specialize in subjects. Nonetheless, elemen-
tary, middle, and high school teachers are more than
instructors; they are also disciplinarians, counselors,
and so forth, and they have to multitask when man-
aging the classroom. Therefore, teachers perform many
roles.

Achievement tests are aggregated based on achieve-
ment levels, percentages, or percentiles. Therefore, these
tests are quantified and can be easily used to measure
outputs. Achievement tests can also be linked back to
the classroom teachers who deliver the instruction, pro-
vided that the appropriate student-level data is collected.
Linking achievement results solely to a teacher’s in-
struction, however, is an entirely different matter. Al-
though research indicates that teachers make a substan-
tial difference in learning (Rivkin, Hanushek, and Kain
2005; Sanders, Wright, and Horn 1997), studies also
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show that class size (Nye, Hedges, and Konstantopou-
los 2000; Smith, Molnar, and Zahorik 2003), peers
(Coleman, et al. 1966), and socioeconomic status
(Tajalli and Opheim 2005) may contribute as well.
For example, affluent students may achieve gains when
teachers are inadequate, and less affluent students may
not realize targeted gains when teachers are excellent
instructors. Just as the former results could be due to
an educated parent who provides supplemental instruc-
tion, the latter could be caused by lack of support at
home. Schools cannot do anything about a student’s
socioeconomic status, but they can seek to maximize
or minimize factors such as class size that are under
their control. There is also the possibility that class-
room learning will result from pure chance. Addition-
ally, to further complicate the value-added model, one
specialized teacher can help another. For example, ex-
cellent teaching in English can lead to elevated math
and science scores, because an improved command
of the English language helps a student understand a
text. For these reasons, research has found it difficult to
quantify how much value a teacher adds to a student’s
learning (Podgursky and Springer 2007). Therefore, it
is not enough for teachers to provide sound instruc-
tion; other factors need to be in place for the student to
learn.

Additional questions surround the utility of achieve-
ment tests in measuring teacher effectiveness. For in-
stance, value-added systems typically measure students’
improvement from one year to the next via achievement
tests. The idea is to employ sophisticated statistical tech-
niques to determine the amount of value that a teacher
adds. However, many factors, such as teaching to the
test or the factors mentioned previously, can damage the
linkage between these tests and effective teaching. For
these reasons, some research questions the validity of
value-added assessments in measuring teacher quality
(Bracey 2004; Doran and Fleischman 2005; Martineau
2006).

As a result, other alternatives to measuring teacher
effectiveness, including the benchmarks used by the
National Board for Professional Teaching Standards
(NBPTS), have been proposed to address these short-
comings. According to NBPTS, teachers should be able
to “employ multiple measures of measuring student
growth and understanding” and to “clearly explain
student performance to parents” (National Board For
Professional Teaching Standards 2002, 4). In essence,
this process mandates that teachers must complete
rigorous self-reflection exercises designed to demon-
strate the effectiveness of their instruction. In at least
one study, teachers with NBPTS certifications were
shown to be more effective in raising student outcomes
(Goldhaber and Anthony 2004). Therefore, schools
should seek to use those models that best identify ef-
fective teachers.

The Teachers Producing the Output
Organizational literature is replete with approaches

to motivation. These studies have found that private
sector employees are motivated differently than those
who work in public organizations (Crewson 1997;
Perry 1996; Perry and Wise 1990). For example, civil
servants were found to be more motivated by public
service, or a desire to serve citizens, than their private
sector counterparts. Studies have also documented that
public sector employees are more motivated by non-
monetary rewards (Borzaga and Tortia 2006; Ellickson
2002). More specifically, results from surveys have sug-
gested that public school teachers are more motivated
by work-related conditions than money (Hanushek and
Rivken 2007). Furthermore, paperwork, student atti-
tudes, lack of parental support, an unresponsive ad-
ministration, and the low status of teachers were as-
sociated with teachers leaving the profession altogether
(Tye and O’Brien 2002) or moving to a suburban school
(Hanushek and Rivken 2007).

Conclusions like these limit the applicability of
pay-for-performance mechanisms, which assume that
money is the only motivator, and that it will inspire im-
proved teaching. There are other reasons, however, why
this model is supported: it makes it easier to provide
professional development to deficient teachers, and to
provide an alternative to NCLB. Nonetheless, if other
factors serve to motivate teachers more, then monetary
inducements alone will not maximize each teacher’s in-
structional potential.

The Organizational Setting in which the
Output is Produced

Leonard White advocated in 1929 that organizations
should be structured so that every worker answers to
a single individual at each level of the organization’s
structure (Milakovich and Gordon 2007). According to
this theory, teachers should receive tasks, goals, and
objectives from one individual, instead of several. For
the most part, teachers do have a clear chain of com-
mand, and they know that they are under the au-
thority of one principal. Specifically, a school’s orga-
nizational chart is headed by the principal (the chief
executive), and then followed by assistant principals
(one of whom is the instructional leader), and finally
teachers.

Even though schools have clear chains of command,
teachers’ clarity regarding goals and objectives may dif-
fer. This “can be attributed to multiple and/or changing
leaders or managers with different objectives” (Bohnet
and Eaton 2003, 18). Furthermore, additional policies
addressing education are bound to be enacted by the
government. This legislation will have an impact on
organizational settings, because superintendents and
principals will be mandated to implement different



Pay-for-Performance Models 61

policies. Therefore, school systems should constantly
seek to clarify teachers’ goals and objectives.

Conclusion
Value-added models have been recommended as a

way to find out how much students have learned in
classrooms throughout the school year. For that reason,
this model will likely be adopted in the future. However,
this system has several shortcomings that educators
need to consider when linking the pay-for-performance
of teachers to value-added assessments. First, many
alternatives, besides value-added assessments, can be
used to judge teacher effectiveness, and schools should
employ those models that best identify good teaching.
Moreover, additional school factors (class size, teacher
quality, and so forth) can be used to increase learn-
ing outcomes, and schools should seek to adopt them.
Second, factors other than pay (such as working con-
ditions) serve to motivate teachers. Therefore, schools
should use the motivational factors that will achieve
the best results. Last, in changing organizational envi-
ronments, teachers’ understanding of goals and objec-
tives is not a given. Thus, school systems should seek to
clarify these expectations. In short, caution should be
used when adopting the value-added model to pay-for-
performance.
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