JCTA Position Paper

Alternative Compensation

Definition 

Currently, teachers are paid using what has become known as the “Single-Salary Schedule.”  Under this system, teachers are compensated based on their years of experience and educational attainment.  Alternative Compensation is a general term for any number of teacher salary plans that depart from the single salary schedule.  Alternative Compensation Plans may take a number of different forms, including merit pay, pay for performance, career ladder, knowledge and skills, or differential pay.  Merit pay and pay for performance are terms used to describe pay systems that tie a salary bonus to student achievement.  In a career ladder design, teachers earn extra pay by taking on additional responsibilities at their school.  A knowledge and skills based pay plan depends on extensive evaluation of teachers to determine how well they are meeting professional standards.  Under a differential pay system, teachers who are certified in high need areas (middle school, special education, math and science) are paid more than other teachers.

History 

The single salary schedule was established as the predominant method of determining teacher compensation by 1950 (Protsik 1995, p. 9).  Structured in a grid whereby teachers move based on their educational attainment and years of experience, the single salary schedule rectified years of inequity and bias in teachers’ salaries.  Alternative Compensation plans, notably merit pay and career ladder programs, came about in the 1980s as attempts to recruit and retain better teachers and improve student achievement.  These reforms failed, as they were poorly implemented, led to declining teacher morale, and faced a lack of funding.  

More recently, knowledge and skills based plans have been designed as another alternative to the single salary schedule.  Cincinnati Public Schools adopted such a plan in 2000, but it was later rejected by teachers before it was system wide (Blair, 2001, p. 3).  
Even advocates of performance-based pay acknowledge that the evaluations are time-consuming and require extensive training of evaluators, diverting funds from instruction and increasing class size.  Education professor Allen Odden, who designed the Cincinnati Plan and co-directs the Consortium for Policy Research in Education at the University of Wisconsin-Madison, explains that for a knowledge and skills based play plan to work, evaluators “need to be intensively trained in how to spot quality instruction when they see it—not a strength of many current school principals” (p. 3).

In Kentucky, the Prichard Committee for Academic Excellence is an advocate for Alternative Compensation.  Prichard Committee Executive Director Bob Sexton characterizes the single-salary schedule as “outmoded” because it “discourages the talented and rewards the mediocre” (p.2).  He believes that a Performance Based Pay Model would be an effective tool for recruiting and retaining high-quality teachers.  

Effectiveness

 Few research studies have examined the success of alternative compensation plans in raising student achievement or improving teacher quality. 


The Consortium for Policy Research in Education is studying the implementation of alternative compensation plans in several districts.  None of these studies has examined what effects, if any, the move to an alternative compensation plan has had on student achievement. (These reports may be accessed from the Knowledge and Skills Based Pay Studies page on the CPRE website.) Odden admits that more research is necessary to determine the correlation between teacher skills and student achievement (Odden 2001, p. 4).

The most comprehensive study of alternative compensation was conducted by Hatry, Greiner and Ashford.  These researchers had first studied alternative compensation plans in the 1980s.  Their 1996 study examined 13 school districts that had implemented some form of compensation distinct from the single salary schedule.  In their conclusion, they state that none of the school districts saw “significant gains in student achievement” (p.235). Even in the few districts that did see improvement, these results “were short-lived and sporadic” (p. 235).The authors conclude: “When we began this research in the early 1980s, we believed that monetary incentive programs made good sense.  Now we are pessimistic that school districts can successfully implement such programs to motivate teachers to improve performance, and, in turn, improve student achievement” (p. 244).

Denver has also completed a four-year pilot of a merit pay system whereby teachers were paid bonuses for meeting objectives for student achievement.  One of the researchers who studied this pilot has concluded that “incentive-based pay tied to student achievement defeats its own purpose.  Denver’s pilot has shown once again that a system that attempts to closely measure and regulate instruction provides negative, rather than positive, incentives” (Gratz, p.580, 581).
JCTA Position 

The single salary schedule remains the fairest, most equitable method for teacher compensation.  Research does not show that alternative compensation forms positively impact student achievement or teacher performance.  Any variation from the single salary schedule should only be considered after Kentucky teachers’ base pay has been brought up to a competitive level with other states, and more importantly, other professions.  For these reasons, JCTA believes that school districts’ limited resources of time, energy, and funding would be better spent recruiting and enhancing the professional growth of its teacher staff in order to foster genuine improvement in student achievement rather than seeking implementation of any such merit, career ladder, or knowledge and skills based pay forms.
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