
The many current proposals regarding pay for perform-
ance address different problems and are built on different as-
sumptions. As the debate proceeds, both proponents and op-
ponents of the various schemes must answer three big ques-
tions: What is the definition of teacher performance? What
is the definition of student performance? and What
are the goals of schooling?

DEFINING TEACHER PERFORMANCE

Performance-based compensation requires
a definition of teacher performance. What is
the organizational bottom line, and how do
teachers help achieve it? Some incentives are directed at specific
teacher behaviors, such as participating in training, teaching in un-
derperforming schools, mentoring younger teachers, or earning Na-
tional Board certification. These may relate to school or district goals,
be research-driven, or be generally believed to support better student
outcomes. 

The federal government’s plan, in contrast, judges teacher performance on
student test scores, which teachers can influence but not control. This approach
has been historically unsuccessful, is based on questionable assumptions, and often leads to significant neg-
ative consequences. Defining teacher performance is not easy; measuring it is even harder. But failing to de-
fine teacher performance completely or rewarding only a narrow slice will ill serve students and teachers
and will undermine public support.

DEFINING STUDENT PERFORMANCE

A system that bases teacher compensation on student performance also requires a definition of student
performance. The proposal championed by government leaders focuses on students’ standardized test
scores. Although the current Administration promotes measures of student growth, rather than the simple
cut scores of its predecessor, problems with standardized tests remain:

• More than half of America’s teaching force is not covered by standardized tests, including specialists
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in media, art, gym, and special education;
nurses and counselors; teachers of young
children; and teachers of many secondary
courses.

• Most testing programs cover only a few
subjects — reading, math, and sometimes
science — encouraging a dramatic narrowing
of the academic curriculum.

• Student outcomes — such as critical thinking,
communication, teamwork, creativity, and
healthy social, emotional, and physical growth
— are pushed aside.

• The time and resources devoted to this limited
range of tests are already substantial. As more
tests are added, the cost in dollars and time
will increase, further reducing resources
available for other activities.

• Most important, test scores are weak
indicators of student success, and the pursuit
of higher scores undercuts the educational
process in other areas.

At best, over-reliance on standardized tests pro-
vides a limited description of any student’s ability; at
worst, it corrupts the educational process. “Our re-
search informs us that high-stakes testing is hurting
students, teachers, and schools,” say Berliner and
Nichols. “By restricting the education of our young
people and substituting for it training for perform-
ing well on high-stakes examinations, we are turn-
ing America into a nation of test takers, abandoning
our heritage as a nation of thinkers, dreamers and
doers”  (2007: 48).

Teachers and parents support standardized tests,
but not to the exclusion of other measures and other
topics (Bushaw and Gallup 2008). Assessment ex-
perts support their use only as one tool among many.
As the National Research Council cautions, “Tests
are not perfect. Test questions are a sample of pos-
sible questions that could be asked in a given area.”
A test score “is not an exact measure. . . no single test
score can be considered a definitive measure of a stu-
dent’s knowledge.” Furthermore, educational deci-
sions “should not be made solely or automatically on
the basis of a single test score. Other relevant infor-
mation about the student’s knowledge and skills
should also be taken into account” (Heubert and
Hauser 1999: 3). Still, the practice enjoys consider-
able support among policy makers, economists, and
the press, for whom simplicity and ease of explana-
tion appear to trump actual results.

But if not standardized tests, then what? If stu-
dent results drive teacher results, what student re-
sults should be considered? Student results should
be based on school goals, as discussed below. My
recommendation: Start the discussion by broadly

defining student success, as determined by school
goals, not student achievement or performance.

THE GOALS OF SCHOOLING

Most organizations link employee performance
to organizational goals. If our goal for schools is
high test scores, that’s what we should measure. But
if our goals include art, music, history, citizenship,
critical thinking, communication skills, the ability to
work with others, and lifelong learning, these must
also be included. Do schools address just the intel-
lectual domain, or should they seek to
encourage children to grow socially,
emotionally, and physically as well?
Whatever we decide, it is hypocritical
to claim a range of goals but to provide
incentives for achieving only a few. 

Not all goals are quantifiable, but
no important goal should be ignored.
Quantifiable goals often distort the as-
sessment process, but performances,
demonstrations, portfolios, and be-
havior scales can approximate many
goals, as they do in other spheres
(Gratz 2009). Such measures work if
all parties agree that they reasonably
address stated goals — for example, in-
centives to teach in inner-city schools.
Although a national discussion around
school goals is needed, school and dis-
trict goals should be set at the local
level, so parents, teachers, and citizens
can be involved.

WHY PERFORMANCE PAY?

The reason usually given for reforming teacher
pay is that U.S. schools are in a crisis. This case for
crisis is most often presented in economic terms:

• Productivity: Schools aren’t graduating
workers with the skills to be productive. This
lack of productivity will harm the workers
themselves and may lead to economic collapse.

• Undereducation: Undereducated workers pay
less in taxes and consume more in resources
than workers with college degrees. The cost to
the country in services and lost taxes is a
significant drag on our economy.

• International Tests: American students
underperform on international tests,
particularly in math and science. This may
cause economic decline, as American
companies move overseas, outsource, or hire
foreigners to fill important jobs.

Productivity: Predictions of disaster based on low
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productivity have been sounded since A Nation at
Risk in 1983, but American workers have actually
been more productive since the 1990s than in any
period in history. Unfortunately, this productivity
hasn’t increased their economic success. Instead,
most of the gains have accrued to the wealthiest few,
and the income gap between rich and poor has in-
creased (Mishel and Rothstein 2007). Even though
American schools produce workers capable of high
productivity, this no longer guarantees economi-
cally successful workers. Our economic system is the
source of this problem, not our education system.

The Cost of Undereducation: Undereducated work-
ers pay less in taxes and cost more in services, so some

critics blame the achievement gap for
U.S. economic weakness. A recent
McKinsey report claims that, “If the
United States had closed the racial
achievement gap. . . by 1998, GDP in
2008 would have been between $310
billion and $525 billion higher, or
roughly 2 to 4% of GDP” (McKinsey
& Co. 2009: 17). But high school
dropouts pay lower taxes because they
earn less, and they earn less because of
the jobs they hold. If the gap had been
closed, and if all of today’s high school
dropouts and graduates had college
degrees, there wouldn’t be nearly
enough good jobs for them. Instead, if
we had closed the achievement gap in
1998, huge numbers of college-edu-
cated workers would be un- or under-
employed today. 

In fact, if more college-educated
workers glutted the labor market, their
earning power would likely drop.
Skilled jobs would pay less than now,
and skilled workers who couldn’t find
good jobs would take the lower-paying
jobs now filled by unskilled workers.

Individuals who complete college usually earn more
than high school graduates. But without a large in-
crease in high-paying jobs, there would be no change
in the economy. 

International Tests: Finally, American students
compare well on international tests with students
from other industrialized nations. These nations
score well but aren’t often first, in part because of
their broad diversity. However, the more important
point is that, for countries in the top 50% of the eco-
nomic scale — including all the industrialized na-
tions — there is simply no correlation between test
scores and the country’s economic success. The
countries with the highest scores don’t have the
strongest economies, and doing well on tests doesn’t

predict economic strength (Tienken 2008). As for
outsourcing, companies hire foreign workers be-
cause they can pay them less, not because American
workers aren’t available (Rotberg 2008). 

Accurate predictors of national economic strength,
such as the World Economic Forum in Switzerland,
measure a broad range of factors — including, for
example, creativity and innovation, in which the
United States excels (Tienken 2008; Bracey 2008).
If we want to promote economic success, we should
focus on factors that actually correlate with that suc-
cess, not tests.

Teacher Motivation: Policy makers appear to be-
lieve that the primary causes of low test scores are
weak school and district leadership, a weak curricu-
lum, and poor teaching. To address a weak curricu-
lum, they propose higher standards and high-stakes
tests. To address leadership and teaching, they pro-
pose sanctions for poor results and performance-
based compensation.

If poor teaching causes low student test scores,
what causes poor teaching? Test-based compensa-
tion plans suggest that teacher motivation is the pri-
mary cause, and financial incentives are the primary
solution. The assumptions implied in this reasoning
are troubling:

• Many teachers aren’t trying hard enough
because they aren’t motivated.

• These teachers know what to do, but they
don’t do it because they lack a financial
incentive.

• Financial incentives are more important to
teachers than student success.

These are unlikely conclusions. While teachers
want to be paid professionally, the evidence suggests
that they aren’t motivated primarily by financial re-
wards. If they were, why would they enter teaching?

Studies of workplace motivation consistently down-
play the value of financial incentives. Indeed, man-
agement consultants put such incentives last on their
lists of effective tools for organizational improve-
ment, after “approval; trust, respect, and high expec-
tations; loyalty, given that it may be received; job en-
richment; and good communications” (Grimes 2006:
56). Professionals are motivated by positive working
environments, the respect of their colleagues, the
ability to apply their professional knowledge and
skills in solving problems, and the opportunity to
contribute to their immediate and larger communi-
ties.

Thus the constant barrage of criticism and the
demeaning assumptions hardly seem motivational.
Potential unintended consequences of this approach
include reducing teacher motivation, driving creative
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teachers from the field, and turning away potential
new teachers.

The Achievement Gap: Another reason frequently
cited for reforming teacher pay is the achievement
gap between middle-class and poor children. This
problem is one on which schools can and should take
positive action. This problem, not international test
scores, is worthy of concern.

But the problem is much broader than the schools.
As unemployment skyrocketed, the income gap
grew. In 2009, one in four American children was el-
igible for food stamps (DeParle and Gebeloff 2009).
The causes of the achievement gap are too complex
to explore in this brief essay, but schools alone can’t
eliminate it. Indeed, student achievement tracks
family income more closely than any other factor.

Beware of solutions that blame schools alone for
this gap; such accusations divert attention from the
more serious and intractable issues in our health, hu-
man service, and economic systems. America’s aver-
age earnings are similar to those in European coun-
tries, but we do far less to redistribute income equi-
tably and provide far fewer social supports (Sawhill
2006). The United States also lags behind other
countries in supporting children and families. In
UNICEF’s 2007 survey of child well-being, for ex-
ample, we ranked next to last (Hargreaves and
Shirley 2008). These kinds of factors must be ad-
dressed in any serious effort to eliminate the
achievement gap.

Why are these points important? Few will dis-
pute that improvements are needed in many schools
or that some are truly in crisis. But if the problem is
misdiagnosed, the solution is unlikely to work. And
if we fear an epidemic when the problem is more iso-
lated, time and resources will be drawn from other
significant issues. We need to avoid the rush to judg-
ment and do the job right. We must base our efforts
on accurate assumptions and appropriate goals. 

IMPLEMENTATION ISSUES

Implementation issues are huge in organizational
change, especially in large and complex organiza-
tions. There are far too many to address here, but a
few less often discussed issues are worth noting:

Assessment for Accountability or for Improvement:
Assessments can be used either to compare students,
teachers, and schools to one another or to help stu-
dents learn. The difference matters.  Portfolios, pre-
sentations, and rubric-driven assessments are good
measures of student success and help promote learn-
ing, but they’re impractical for comparison and ac-
countability. Standardized tests compare students,
teachers, and schools easily (if not always accu-
rately), but they’re too slow and not specific enough
to use in helping students learn. Standardized tests

may have their place, but too much attention di-
verted to comparison draws resources, attention,
and time from student learning

Complex Implementation: Linking multiple stu-
dent results on multiple tests to multiple teachers is
a daunting task. The many systems needed to sup-
port a performance pay plan are difficult to assem-
ble. In addition, organizations don’t build substan-
tive change simply by announcing something new or
adopting the practices of another. Successful change
agents understand the need to build a constituency
for change within the organization.

Systemic Approach: Changes in
compensation are systemic reforms.
To support ProComp, Denver re-
aligned district operations, includ-
ing curriculum, instruction, assess-
ment, professional development,
and personnel. Furthermore, school
practices were tightly linked to dis-
trict practices. Changes in school
operations without related changes
in district operations are often un-
sustainable. The system, not just
some parts, needs to change.

CAMPBELL’S LAW

Public policy approaches built on incentives are
not new, and they have often produced serious un-
intended consequences. Consider Campbell’s Law,
which states that, “the more any quantitative social
indicator is used for social decision making, the
more subject it will be to corruption pressures and
the more apt it will be to distort and corrupt the so-
cial processes it was intended to monitor” (Nichols
and Berliner 2007: 25-26). Attempts to measure
such results as hospital mortality rates and to estab-
lish crime quotas for police have yielded distorted
and sometimes dangerous results (Rothstein 2009).
In education, cheating, teaching to the test, encour-
aging poor students to stay home, eliminating re-
cess, and other inappropriate activities escalate
when test scores are emphasized.

Contrary to popular belief, many businesses issue
merit raises based on supervisor or peer evaluations,
but few rely on quantitative measures alone. Most
jobs are too complex and multifaceted to reduce
solely to numbers.

Quantitative measures of performance may im-
prove the particular result targeted, such as raising
test scores, but the unintended consequences can be
significant. “How much gain in reading and math
scores is necessary to offset the goal distortion — less
art, music, physical education, science, history, char-
acter building — that inevitably results from reward-
ing teachers or schools for score gains only in math
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gage stakeholders in the entire process.
Many forms of teacher compensation are under

discussion, including incentives to teach in hard-to-
serve schools and hard-to-fill positions and incen-
tives to earn National Board certification. Some dis-
tricts are experimenting with mentor teachers, mas-
ter teachers, and curriculum specialists, rewarding
experienced teachers for sharing their expertise.
Denver’s ProComp includes several of these ap-
proaches and also rewards teachers for meeting
classroom objectives that they set themselves (with
principal approval), thus engaging teacher interest
and expertise.

The danger is that the concept of school im-
provement will be hijacked by a federal education
department awash in money but distant from local
aspirations and realities. The good news is that all
parties are discussing the value of education and fo-
cusing on improving the teaching and learning
process. The potentially positive steps include:

• Developing voluntary national standards by
expert groups in specific disciplines —
supported by but apart from the government
— and including skills needed in the 21st
century;

• Discussing goals for students, which may, in
time, return us to a more balanced view of
how different students can achieve success —
the educational “bottom line”;

• Considering how educators add to this
educational bottom line and how
differentiated compensation might enhance
the profession; and

• Beginning to move away from standardized
tests (some major policy initiatives to the
contrary).

However, as long as policy makers and the press
confuse student achievement with standardized test
scores, we won’t improve the education of our chil-
dren — even if test scores rise. When we decide to
pursue a broader view of success, when we engage
parents, citizens, and educators in shaping the vi-
sions and strategies in their own districts, there is the
possibility of real improvement. Alternative forms
of compensation may be a part — but only a part —
of that change. K
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WHAT TO DO

In a normal planning process, plan-
ners identify problems based on evi-
dence and analysis, consider the poten-
tial causes, and design interventions to
address these causes. They try to pre-
dict and avoid obstacles, monitor the
results of intervention — both in-
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needed adjustments. In such planning,
there is clear alignment between goals,
main problems, identified causes, and
proposed solutions.

In addition to alignment, broad in-
volvement is critical. Solutions that
don’t address the underlying problems
won’t succeed, and solutions that don’t
engage workers who must implement
them won’t be fully implemented.
Change agents understand this need to
build a constituency for change from
the start (Kotter 1996; Pfeffer and Sut-
ton 2006).
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often fail when they’re simply adopted from other
districts. Those who try to implement performance
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