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Executive Summary

This module addresses the means by which states, 
districts, and schools can fairly and effectively 
measure the efficacy of the vast majority of teachers 
who teach a grade level or subject area in which 
standardized achievement tests are not administered, 
or who teach English language learners or students 
with disabilities.

Most education performance-pay plans rely to 
a large extent on student scores on standardized 
achievement tests to identify teachers who are 
highly effective at increasing student learning. These 
tests primarily measure student reading and math-
ematics achievement, although a smaller number 
also measure additional core subjects such as science 
and social studies.

Identifying highly effective teachers of subjects, 
grades, and students who are not tested with stan-
dardized achievement tests — such as teachers of 
art, music, physical education, foreign languages, 
K-2, high school, English language learners, and 
students with disabilities — necessitates a different 
approach. It is important that states and districts 
provide viable options for measuring the progress 
of these groups of students and the productivity of 
their teachers, both of which contribute to school 
performance.

Identifying a workable and equitable solution is 
critical in order to design a performance-based pay 
system that teachers will not immediately dismiss as 
unfair. This document provides a variety of specific 
options for integrating each of these groups of 
teachers more fully into systems that seek to assess 
and reward teacher performance.

Strategies for addressing concerns about perfor-
mance-based pay vary depending on the type of 
teacher. Some of these strategies are listed below.

Teachers of Nontested Subjects

• Teachers are eligible for schoolwide 
performance bonuses only.

• Teachers are eligible for some, but not all, 
of the individual performance bonuses that 
core teachers are eligible to receive.

• Student test scores are not used to determine 
noncore teachers’ eligibility for rewards. 
Instead, eligibility is based exclusively 
on nontest measures, such as observed 
evaluations of classroom performance, 
acquisition of additional knowledge and 
skills, or assumption of additional roles 
or responsibilities. All of these, and other 
nonstandardized test measures, may be 
displayed in a thoughtful portfolio.

• New student tests are created to assess 
teacher performance in noncore subjects.
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Teachers of Nontested Grades: Pre-K to Grade 2

• Create a developmentally appropriate 
rubric to assess how well teachers in pre-K 
to Grade 2 are supporting young children’s 
development on dimensions such as students’ 
cognitive development, social-emotional 
development, motor development, and 
language acquisition.

• Use student results from adaptive tests such 
as the Dynamic Indicators of Basic Early 
Literacy Skills (DIBELS) or Measures of 
Academic Progress (MAP) to assess teacher 
performance at the early grades.

• Use measures other than individual 
classroom achievement as a way to include 
teachers of pre-K to Grade 2 in the 
compensation system.

Teachers of Nontested Grades: High School

• Address nontested grades by using existing 
tests that were developed for other purposes.

• Adopt or develop new end-of-course tests.

• Base rewards for high school teachers on 
department-wide performance, rather than 
individual classroom performance.

• Supplement student test outcomes with 
schoolwide measures such as high school 
dropout and graduation rates.

Teachers of English Language Learners

• Base performance rewards for teachers of 
English language learners on schoolwide 
achievement gains or reward them by team 
when the performance of English language 
learners improves.

• Use student gains in English language 
proficiency, in addition to gains in subject 
matter knowledge, as an additional 
performance measure for teachers of English 
language learners.

• Use knowledge and skills-based pay 
structures to reward teachers of English 
language learners for their expertise.

Teachers of Students with Disabilities

• Base performance rewards for teachers of 
students with disabilities on schoolwide 
achievement gains.

• Reward teacher teams when the performance 
of students with disabilities improves.

• Develop a new “student sharing” average to 
assess the performance of special education 
teachers.
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Additionally, a few broad themes emerged for this 
research for states, districts, and schools to consider:

• Consider fairness from multiple perspectives. 
All teachers must have an opportunity to 
earn awards for their contribution to student 
performance, regardless of the grade, subject, 
or types of students they teach. However, it 
is not necessary that access to rewards be 
equal in every case.

• Think systemically and holistically. Provide 
support and professional development to 
help teachers meet growth targets and to 
ensure that the growth targets are linked 
directly to school and district goals.

• Include multiple measures and award 
types. Consider the advantages of using 
multiple measures of student performance 
and teacher effectiveness and the benefits of 
awards at the individual, team, department, 
and school levels.

• Weigh transparency against accuracy. States 
and districts will need to make difficult 
decisions regarding the inclusion of 
measures that cannot be readily explained to 
key constituents or that cannot be verified 
as valid and reliable measures of teacher 
effectiveness. These trade-offs often hinge 
on the degree to which measures exhibit a 
necessary level of technical rigor while also 
remaining understandable to those whom 
they directly affect.

• Be aware of potential unintended 
consequences. In a performance-pay system, 
the manner in which teacher effectiveness 
and student performance are measured will 
influence teacher motivation. States and 
districts should consider the manner in 
which the system influences the behavior of 
teachers at all grade levels, subject areas, and 
across the spectrum of student ability levels 
and demographic characteristics.

In all cases, states and districts should consider the 
degree to which measures used in a performance-
pay plan (1) provide indicators of teacher effective-
ness, (2) supply teachers with feedback to encourage 
their professional development, (3) are part of an 
integrated system designed to support and develop 
human capital, and (4) are sufficiently defined and 
aligned with goals for effective instruction and stu-
dent learning across the curriculum.
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The Other 69 Percent: 
Fairly Rewarding the Performance 
of Teachers of Nontested Subjects and Grades
Options for including teachers of nontested subjects and grades, English language learners, 

and students with disabilities in performance-pay systems

No matter how well designed a new teacher com-
pensation system may be and no matter how much 
support it has from policymakers and the public, it 
will not be accepted by teachers if they do not be-
lieve that it is fair. One of the criteria that teachers 
typically use to determine whether a performance-
based compensation system is fair is whether all 
teachers, regardless of grade, subject area, or stu-
dents taught, have an opportunity to earn bonus 
pay or rewards.

But views on fairness and how different teachers 
should be rewarded in an alternative teacher com-
pensation system differ. One point of view is that 
incentive systems should align teacher rewards to the 
most important instructional priorities of the school, 
generally student learning gains in the core subjects.

An alternative point of view holds that incentive sys-
tems should be designed to encourage every teach-
er, not just those who teach core academic subjects, 
to excel in his or her particular subject. In fact, only 
a very small percentage of public school teachers 
would qualify for performance awards if eligibility 
were restricted only to those who teach the subjects 
that are assessed on state-mandated achievement 
tests. During the 2004-05 school year, for example, 
only 31 percent of Florida classroom teachers taught 
reading and math.1 As another example, only 15 
percent of the staff who taught in large high schools 
in Alaska were responsible for teaching reading, writ-
ing, and mathematics during 2005-06.2

TeacherSolutions, a team of 18 highly accomplished 
teachers who support performance-based pay for 
teachers, argues that:

“Singling out only a small proportion of 
educators for special rewards will never 
produce the large workforce we need 
to staff every public school with high-
quality teachers . . .Don’t limit rewards 
only to teachers who teach tested sub-
jects, such as reading and math. If we want 
excellence across the entire school, we 
need to create incentive systems that 
encourage every teacher in every subject 
to excel.”3

But how can states and school districts measure 
the effectiveness of the vast majority of teachers 
who teach nontested subjects or who teach grades 
in which standardized achievement tests are not 
administered?
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Most performance-pay plans rely to a large extent 
on student scores on standardized achievement 
tests to identify teachers who are highly effective at 
increasing student learning. These tests primarily 
measure student reading and mathematics achieve-
ment, although a smaller number also measure 
additional core subjects such as science and so-
cial studies. Identifying highly effective teachers 
of subjects that are not tested with standardized 
achievement tests  —  such as teachers of art, mu-
sic, physical education, vocational education, and 
foreign languages   —   requires a different approach; 
however, finding a workable approach is critical in 
order to design a pay system that teachers will not 
immediately dismiss as unfair.

Related and equally important challenges are:

• assessing the performance of teachers 
in grades that are not usually tested 
(particularly in pre-kindergarten to Grade 2 
and in high school)

• assessing the performance of teachers of 
English language learners and teachers of 
students with disabilities

Although a number of researchers and education 
policy analysts acknowledge that measuring the pro-
ductivity of these groups of teachers presents enor-
mous technical and political challenges, few have 
offered workable solutions. The U.S. Department 
of Education (ED) and the Center for Educator 
Compensation Reform (CECR) addressed this need 
by convening an advisory Working Group of re-
searchers and practitioners with expertise in teacher 
compensation, performance measurement, testing, 
education policy, special education, and the educa-
tion of English language learners.i

i The members of  the CECR advisory group on teachers of  nontested subjects and grades and teachers of  English language learners and students 
with disabilities are: Chris Barr, Columbus (OH) City Schools; Andrej Beijulin, Eagle County (CO) Public Schools; James DiPerna, Pennsylvania 
State University; Lynn Malarz, National Education Association; Howard Nelson, American Federation of  Teachers; Chidi Onyia, Lynwood (CA) 
Unified School District; Gary Ritter, University of  Arkansas; Laura Snyder, North Carolina Department of  Education; and Martha Thurlow, 
University of  Minnesota.
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The charge to the assembled group was to recom-
mend ways in which states and local school districts 
might develop fair and effective measures of perfor-
mance for teachers of nontested subjects and grades, 
as well as teachers of English language learners and 
students with disabilities. This module draws from 
the ideas, recommendations, and caveats discussed 
by the group when they convened in Washington, 
DC, in May 2008. It also highlights information 
presented by staff from three school districts that 
participated in a panel discussion on this issue at 
the June 2008 meeting of Teacher Incentive Fund 
(TIF) grantees.

Readers should note that teacher opinion on this 
subject is far from uniform. As the comments 
included in this guidebook segment will show, what 
one teacher believes to be a fair way to recognize 
and reward effective teachers may be considered 
unfair by others. Valid tensions exist between com-
pensation systems that treat all teachers alike and 
those that afford teachers greater access to rewards 
if they perform jobs considered more central to the 
strategy of improving school performance or if they 
achieve outcomes that are more highly valued.

The opinions of other experts on this subject also 
vary widely, and all the Working Group members 
may not endorse all strategies discussed in this 
paper. Some of the Working Group members 
explicitly stated during the meeting that they did 
not endorse a particular strategy, but were simply 
raising it for group discussion. All of the strategies 
described in this paper have both strengths and 
weaknesses; none is an ideal solution. However, the 
ideas presented and the lessons learned from these 
early efforts are certainly worth considering when 
attempting to design a performance-pay program 
that includes all teachers.



Organization of this Module
This module is organized in four sections to de-
scribe the challenges entailed in measuring the 
performance of teachers who teach:

1. nontested subjects (e.g., art, music, physical 
education)

2. nontested grades (e.g., pre-kindergarten to 
Grade 2 and high school)

3. English language learners

4. students with disabilities

Each section explains:

1. why it is difficult to assess the effectiveness of 
this particular group of teachers

2. potential ways to measure their productivity

3. advantages and disadvantages of each of these 
alternative approaches

We have included examples where available to illus-
trate means by which states and local school dis-
tricts have grappled with these issues and what has 
been learned from their efforts. These examples are 
not even, however. In some cases, we present several 
examples of states or districts that have implement-
ed a particular approach, while in other cases we 
discuss the merits of a potential approach but have 
no specific examples of places where it has actually 
been tried. These differences reflect the fact that the 
field itself is uneven and still evolving.

It is clear that states and districts are trying a wide 
range of experiments to identify fair and effective 
ways to assess the performance of all teachers, not 
just those who teach core subjects. Eventually, with 
careful documentation and evaluation of these 

attempts to implement performance pay, we hope 
to reach consensus about optimal approaches. At 
present, however, there is no best solution. Each po-
tential approach entails some difficulties, and teach-
ers and other experts simply do not agree about 
many of the solutions presented. Nevertheless, we 
are inclined to discount some objections, accept 
certain problems, and advocate for certain solu-
tions  —  such as state-led development of end-of-
course tests to measure the performance of high 
school teachers and English language development 
tests to measure the performance of English lan-
guage learner instructors. Until these types of mea-
sures are available, we should reward those teach-
ers that we can based on individual measures and 
others via school rewards, because getting incentives 
in, even imperfectly, is needed to change outdated 
teacher compensation systems that do not reward 
outcomes and results.

Teachers of Nontested Subjects

Why is it difficult to measure the effectiveness of 
teachers of nontested subjects?

As members of the Working Group specified, it is 
easy to believe that we can assess whether students 
read well or solve math problems well or under-
stand social studies or science, but it is much more 
difficult to imagine how to assess whether students 
properly understand a subject such as art. Until 
we can agree on what constitutes effective teacher 
performance, it will be difficult to measure it and 
reward it.

Relatively little research has been conducted 
on teacher effects on student achievement and 
other educational outcomes in noncore subjects. 
Researchers have been largely restricted by the 
types of achievement test data that are available to 
them. Consequently, studies that have examined 
the effects of teacher performance-pay programs 
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on student achievement are primarily limited 
to mathematics and reading/language arts (e.g., 
Boozer; Cooper & Cohn; Koedel; Muralidaran 
& Sundararaman; Ritter et al.) or to mathematics 
alone (e.g., Aaronson et al.; Barnett et al.; Winters 
et al.).4 Only a few studies have analyzed student 
test scores in other core subjects, such as science 
(e.g., Atkinson et al.) or science and history (e.g., 
Figlio & Kenny).5 Virtually no empirical evidence 
exists on teacher effects on student achievement in 
other subject areas.

Another complicating factor is that studies that 
have used student achievement test scores to mea-
sure teacher effectiveness often find substantial 
differences in teacher effects by subject area. Ballou 
proposes as an explanation that students’ prior 
school experiences may influence their performance 
in some content areas more than in others. As a re-
sult, he argues, it is more difficult in some subjects 
than in others to obtain reliable estimates of teach-
ers’ contributions to their students’ performance:

“For reasons probably due to the home 
environment, more of the variation in 
student reading performance is indepen-
dent of school quality than is the case 
in math performance. As a result, it is 

harder to detect particularly strong (or 
weak) performance by reading instruc-
tors than by math teachers. . . . A recent 
investigation of achievement in one large 
Tennessee school district . . . has found 
that 20 percent of math teachers are 
recognizably better or worse than aver-
age by a conventional statistical criterion. 
By the same criterion, the percentage 
falls to 10 percent in language arts in-
struction and to about 5 percent among 
reading teachers.”6

Finally, it is particularly difficult to measure the pro-
ductivity of teachers of nontested subjects because 
we do not yet know with any degree of certainty 
the extent to which teachers of noncore subjects 
contribute to gains in student achievement in other 
content areas. Koedel has noted that,

“Although the teacher-quality literature 
has generally assumed that same-subject 
teacher quality affects student perfor-
mance (i.e., math teachers affect math 
performance and English teachers affect 
reading performance), it has also been 
implicitly assumed that off-subject teacher 
quality does not (i.e., math teachers do 
not affect reading performance).”7



But there is little empirical support for this assump-
tion, as Koedel points out:

“. . .there has not been any research to 
identify which teacher types (i.e., math, 
English, science, etc.) affect which edu-
cational outputs in secondary school. 
Similarly, the extent to which teachers 
across subjects are complements or 
substitutes in the production function 
is also unknown. . . . For example, teacher 
quality in some subjects may spill over into 
student performance in others. These spill-
over effects should perhaps be incorpo-
rated into teacher evaluations, but only for 
relevant teacher-subject matches and only 
if they are properly weighted. Otherwise, 
teachers’ incentives would be poorly 
aligned with performance and free-riding 
opportunities could be enhanced.”8

Koedel’s own study is one of the first to produce 
empirical evidence on the extent to which teach-
ers contribute to gains in student achievement in 
other content areas. Koedel analyzed Stanford 9 test 
scores for high school students in the San Diego 
Unified School District from 1997-98 through 
2001-02 to examine the effects of multiple teacher 
inputs on student achievement gains in reading and 
mathematics. He found that social studies teach-
ers — not just math teachers — contributed to stu-
dent gains in mathematics achievement. In addition, 
he found that math teachers — not just English 
teachers — contributed to student gains in reading. 
This suggests that rewarding only the math teachers 
when math scores improve, or rewarding only the 
reading/English language arts teachers when reading 
scores improve, may unfairly penalize other teachers 
who also contribute to student academic growth.9

What are some potential ways to measure the 
productivity of this group of teachers, and what are 
the advantages and disadvantages of each of these 
approaches?

OPTION 1  Both core and noncore teachers are eligible 
for schoolwide performance awards only. 

A recent analysis of state-supported teacher pay-for-
performance programs found that an element com-
mon across the nine programs examined was that 
all classroom teachers were eligible for some type of 
performance awards.10

However, examination of a broad array of state and 
local performance-pay programs indicates that there 
is wide variation among programs with regard to 
the type of rewards that teachers of core and non-
core subjects can earn (e.g., individual vs. group), 
the maximum size of the rewards that the two 
groups of teachers can earn, and the measures that 
states and districts use to determine the effective-
ness of core and noncore teachers.

This section describes four different options that are 
currently in use across the United States. The op-
tions presented are as follows:

1. Both core and noncore teachers are eligible 
for schoolwide performance awards only.

2. Noncore teachers are eligible for some, 
but not all, of the individual performance 
incentives that teachers of core subjects can earn.

3. No student test scores are used to determine 
noncore teachers’ eligibility for rewards. 
Instead, eligibility is based exclusively 
on nontest measures, such as observed 
evaluations of classroom performance, 
acquisition of additional knowledge and 
skills, or assumption of additional roles or 
responsibilities.

4. States or school districts adopt or create new 
student tests to assess teacher performance in 
the noncore subjects.
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Examples of state-supported performance-pay 
programs that offer teacher bonuses based on 
schoolwide performance only are Alaska and North 
Carolina. In each case, the state sets performance 
improvement targets for individual schools and pro-
vides bonuses to all teachers when the school meets 
or exceeds those targets.

In Alaska, for example, the state’s Public School 
Performance Incentive Program (PSPIP) rewards all 
teachers and support staff in schools that maintain 
current high levels of student performance in read-
ing, writing, and math and in schools that make 
greater than expected student achievement gains 
on the state achievement test in these core subjects. 
Schools with any combination of grades except 
those that enroll 11th and 12th graders only are 
eligible to earn incentive pay.

Each student’s standardized test scores in reading, 
writing, and mathematics are placed in one of seven 
performance categories. Students earn points for 
the progress that they make on the test from year 
to year and for moving to a higher performance 
category. A growth index developed by the state de-
partment of education assigns the school’s improve-
ment score to one of four levels.

The index was designed so that a score of 100 is 
considered 1 year of growth, the amount of im-
provement that all students are expected to make 
in 1 year. Schools that earn average scores of 100 or 
less receive no bonuses. However, all instructional 
and support staff in schools with average scores that 
exceed 100 on the growth index receive bonuses; 
the higher the score, the bigger the bonus. Certified 
staff, which include teachers, administrators, coun-
selors, librarians, and nurses, receive bonuses rang-
ing from $2,500 to $5,500. Noncertified staff, such 
as paraprofessionals, administrative support staff, 
and custodians, receive bonuses as well, although 
the size of the bonuses is smaller, ranging from 
$1,000 to $2,500:

Bonus

School’s level of improvement
Certified 
staff

Noncertified 
staff

Strong (107 – 108.99 point increase) $2,500 $1,000

High (109 – 111.99 point increase) $3,500 $1,500

Excellent (112 – 114.99 point increase) $4,500 $2,000

Outstanding (115 point increase or higher) $5,500 $2,500

   

Basing the bonuses of noncore teachers on school-
wide performance in the core subjects does have 
a number of distinct advantages. First, the reward 
structure emphasizes that all teachers in the school 
contribute to student achievement gains in read-
ing, writing, and mathematics. Second, it ensures 
that performance awards are aligned with one of 
the state’s highest priorities — improvement in core 
academic subjects. Third, many teachers view this 
type of performance-pay program as a fair and col-
legial way to compensate teachers because all benefit 
when student performance improves. This approach 
may also be more in line with the cultural prefer-
ences of the community, particularly American 
Indian/Alaska Native communities. This approach 
also avoids the expense of creating new evaluation 
instruments or tests in nontested subjects.

States and districts must weigh these advantages 
against several potential disadvantages, however. 
Goldhaber notes that one of the biggest disadvan-
tages of schoolwide awards is that there may be 
little incentive for the least effective teachers to im-
prove their performance if they are already assured 
of receiving the same rewards as the top-performing 
teachers in the school.11

Another potential disadvantage to consider is that 
some research suggests that workers emphasize the 
parts of their jobs that are most highly rewarded.12 
If noncore teachers’ bonuses depend heavily or 
exclusively on student gains in math or reading, 
the reward structure could encourage them to 
spend less time on their own subject and more 
time on the subjects in which student achievement 
gains are financially rewarded. In one review of the 
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VARIATION ON OPTION 1

Noncore teachers decide whether they will emphasize math or reading skills in their classes and 
thereby choose whether their rewards will be based on schoolwide math or reading score gains.

Eagle County, Colorado, Public Schools reward teacher performance using the Teacher Advancement 
Program (TAP) model, basing 25 percent of a teacher’s performance award on individual classroom 
achievement, 25 percent on schoolwide achievement, and 50 percent on the teacher’s evaluation. If a 
teacher does not teach reading, writing, or math, the proportion of the teacher’s performance award that 
is based on schoolwide gains in the core subjects increases to 50 percent. The other half is still based on 
observed evaluations of his/her classroom performance.

An unusual variation of Option 1 is found in South Carolina schools that participate in the TAP, a 
teacher development strategy that includes performance-based compensation. As a general rule, TAPs 
programs use three criteria to assess teacher performance: the classroom achievement gains of the teach-
er’s own students; schoolwide achievement gains; and periodic classroom observations by trained evalua-
tors who use TAP evaluation rubrics to assess the teacher’s skills, knowledge, and responsibilities.

Rather than rewarding all teachers in a school when schoolwide performance in core academic subjects 
improves, Chait notes that in South Carolina, “specialists are given the option to reinforce either math or 
reading and be evaluated based on student gains in one of those subject areas. . . .”16 Teachers still have the 
option of being evaluated based on a 50/50 split of teacher observations and schoolwide growth.

Similarly, teachers of nontested subjects in Orange County, Florida can opt to earn performance rewards 
by linking themselves to teachers of tested subjects who have set student achievement goals. Both groups 
of teachers earn bonuses if the teachers of tested subjects meet their targets. According to Milanowski, 
“The district believes this will encourage teachers in nontested subjects to support the efforts of their col-
leagues, as well as provide a way for these teachers to earn the bonus.”17

An advantage of these variations is that they give teachers more choice and control over the alignment 
between their pay and their performance. Yet as previously noted, very limited research has been con-
ducted on the extent to which noncore teachers contribute to gains in student achievement in other 
content areas. Koedel found that only some groups of teachers contributed to student gains in math-
ematics (i.e., math and social studies, but not science or reading/English language arts), and only some 
groups of teachers contributed to student gains in reading (i.e., reading/English language arts and math, 
but not science or social studies).18 Although allowing teachers to tie part of their pay to student gains in 
another academic subject of their choice is an interesting idea, states and districts are advised to proceed 
with caution, given the limited evidence that is currently available on the effectiveness of this practice 
and the relative merits of an approach that is decidedly more complicated to administer than rewarding 
all teachers when schoolwide math or reading performance improves.
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literature, Koretz cites multiple studies document-
ing that teachers tend to reallocate instructional 
resources and deemphasize materials from the same 
subject or a different one in response to high-stakes 
testing demands.13

TeacherSolutions particularly dislikes basing bo-
nuses for teachers of noncore subjects on school-
wide performance in more easily measured subjects, 
stating that “we also question the wisdom of tying 
student performance in reading to teacher rewards 
in all nontested content areas, as some districts have 
proposed.”14 Although a performance-pay system 
of this type is convenient to administer, it does not 
encourage all teachers to demonstrate excellence in 
their area of specialization, nor does it reward teach-
ers for their own knowledge, skills, and abilities. As 
one teacher argued,

“How would you like it if  YOUR bonus 
was based ONLY on what other teach-
ers did or did not do? Put yourself in 
the shoes of someone who benefited 
just because of the efforts of others. 
That doesn’t even make sense! What a 
meaningless reward. I want to be valued 
because of what I do, not what some-
one else does.”15

OPTION 2  Noncore teachers are eligible for some, 
but not all, of the individual performance 
incentives that teachers of core subjects 
can earn.

An example of a district that has tried several dif-
ferent versions of this option is Houston. In 2000, 
the Houston Independent School District adopted 
a performance-pay system based on schoolwide 
improvement in reading and mathematics on the 
state achievement test. In 2006, the district began 
awarding individual as well as schoolwide bonuses, 
in part because the previous compensation system 
failed to reward highly effective teachers who taught 
at low-performing schools.

The new performance-pay system that the district 
adopted enabled teachers of core academic subjects 
in all schools, not just high-performing ones, to 
earn bonuses based on the learning gains made by 
students in their own classrooms. At the same time, 
all teachers and staff qualified for bonuses if school-
wide performance improved. During the first year 
of implementation, core teachers could earn up to 
$6,000 in bonuses, and noncore teachers could earn 
up to $3,000 in bonuses under three strands:

• Strand 1: Bonuses were based on schoolwide 
improvement in reading and math on the 
state’s criterion-referenced achievement test, 
the Texas Assessment of Knowledge and 
Skills (TAKS), when compared to similar 
schools across the state. All faculty and staff 
in the school were eligible for bonuses.

• Strand 2: Bonuses were based on individual 
student progress in the core subjects assessed 
on the norm-referenced Stanford (English) 
and Aprenda (Spanish) achievement 
tests. Core teachers received performance 
awards under this strand if their students 
made greater learning gains than students 
in other schools across the district with 
similar demographics. Teachers of noncore 
subjects were also eligible for bonuses, but 
the maximum amount that they could earn 
under this strand was half the amount that 
core teachers could potentially earn.

• Strand 3: Bonuses were based on year-to-
year student progress in reading and math 
on the state TAKS test. Only core teachers 
were eligible to earn this type of bonus.19
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Many features of the new reward system were con-
troversial, but differences in the amounts that core 
teachers could earn, compared to those who taught 
nontested subjects or grades, generated some of 
the harshest criticism from teachers when Houston 
made its first payout in 2007. Comments made 
by some Houston teachers indicate that the new 
reward structure presented a major shift in culture 
for many educators in the district:

“My problem with this system is that noncore 
teachers received more money than some classroom 
teachers. I agree that they help us with our kids but 
they only spend 45 minutes a week with them. We 
have them at least 30 hours a week. Why did we 
not get at least the same amount as them?”20

“. . .I am an ART teacher and did not get 
one cent. I only qualified for Strand 1, 
and because I don’t teach standardized 
tests I don’t even get considered for the 
other money, so I don’t really know how 
many other “ancillary staff ” made much 
money at all with this.”21

“. . .the distribution of the large bonuses to 
only those teachers who teach a TAKS-
related class is an injustice. Example: an 
8th-grade history teacher could receive 
a large bonus for his or her work, but 
the 7th- and 6th-grade history teachers 
would never receive comparable sums. 
This fails to acknowledge these teachers’ 
efforts. Teaching is a community affair — 
no one teacher does it alone.”22

One of the ways in which Houston responded to 
this type of feedback was to hire a communications 
firm to help develop a districtwide communication 
plan so that all teachers and staff understood which 
teachers qualified for rewards under the different 
strands. Houston also made some changes to the 
reward structure itself, such as redesigning Strand 
3 so that core and noncore teachers alike earn the 

same awards for improvements in schoolwide 
performance. Strand 2 teacher awards, which are 
based on individual student progress only in core 
academic subjects, are now restricted to teachers of 
those subjects. According to district staff, separating 
the groups and clarifying eligibility requirements 
has reduced criticism and concerns about the reward 
structure that surfaced after the first payout.23

Dallas is another example of a district that restricts 
some bonuses to teachers of core subjects only. All 
professional staff and support staff in Dallas are 
eligible to earn school-based awards based on the 
amount of gain that students make compared to 
students in schools with similar demographics.24 
These school-based awards range from $1,250 to 
$2,000 for professional staff and from $625 to 
$1,000 for support staff. However, only teachers of 
tested subjects (i.e., English/language arts, mathe-
matics, social studies, science, world languages, and 
computer science) are eligible to earn classroom-
level awards. If student gains in their classrooms ex-
ceed the amount of gain that similar students make 
in other classes, these teachers can earn additional 
bonuses ranging from $2,000 to $8,000.
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Like Houston and Dallas, the Guilford County, 
North Carolina, Public Schools created a perfor-
mance-pay system that targets some bonuses and 
performance awards to teachers of core subjects only, 
though the two Texas districts and Guilford County 
have very different goals.25 Houston and Dallas cre-
ated performance-pay programs to reward teachers 
for improved student performance, while Guilford 
County originally designed its Mission Possible 
program to recruit and retain highly qualified teach-
ers and effective school leaders in the district’s most 
difficult-to-staff schools. Within those schools, the 
district targeted its financial incentive program to 
teachers of hard-to-fill subjects, especially middle and 
high school mathematics teachers. The district offers 
recruitment/retention incentives to teachers in these 
schools, as well as performance incentives based on 
student gains on the state achievement test.

Guilford County’s recruitment/retention incentives 
are structured so that teachers in highest demand, 
such as algebra teachers, are eligible for the biggest 
incentives:

Grade    level Subject Incentive

K-5 Elementary education $2,500

6-8 Language arts, reading, or math $2,500

6-8 Math $9,000

9-12 Math $9,000

(any grade) Algebra I $10,000

(secondary) English I $2,500

   

In order to receive a performance award, teachers 
must teach a tested course in a Mission Possible 
school. The courses must be tested either at the end 
of the grade (e.g., reading or math in Grades 3 to 
8), or at the end of the course (e.g., algebra). Core 
subject teachers can receive a performance incentive 
of up to $2,500 for a class that has a value-added 
score between 1 and 1.5 years of growth and up 
to $4,000 if the class has a value-added score that 
exceeds 1.5 years of growth. Teachers of nontested 
subjects, such as fine arts and foreign languages, 
cannot receive either the district recruitment/reten-
tion or performance incentives. However, they can 
still receive schoolwide performance awards through 
North Carolina’s state-sponsored incentive program 
if the entire school meets its academic performance 
targets in reading and math.

According to district staff, the recruitment/reten-
tion incentives seem to be attracting a larger pool 
of highly qualified applicants to high-need Mission 
Possible schools. Staff note that the main problems 
that they have encountered have been low teacher 
morale in some of the schools and some teacher 
complaints about the substantially higher incentive 
offered to algebra teachers. Like Houston, Guilford 
County has responded by improving communica-
tions with teachers.26

As these examples show, creating a pay system 
in which some groups of teachers are eligible for 
rewards that others are not can be risky, and poli-
cymakers who choose this option should anticipate 
that teachers may have strong objections to it. 
Lessons learned in Houston and Guilford County 
suggest that these risks can be minimized by estab-
lishing clear and consistent communications with 
teachers and by designing a reward structure that 
places core and noncore in separate eligibility cat-
egories. It is important to note that both Houston 
and Guilford County have educators associations, 
but neither has a teachers union. It is not clear that 
performance-pay systems that differentiate teacher 

Guide to Implementation: The Other 69 Percent 13



VARIATION ON OPTION 3

Noncore teachers design their own performance goals in their own area of specialization, and 
their rewards are based on attainment of these goals.

This variation on Option 3 can be found in Denver, as well as in Orange County, Florida. One of the 
multiple ways in which teachers can earn performance pay under Denver’s ProComp system is by meet-
ing their own individual performance goals. Teachers work in collaboration with administrators to set 
these performance goals, which are linked to student learning outcomes. This approach may be particu-
larly appealing to teachers of nontested subjects because they can design performance targets specific 
to their subject area and earn rewards for achieving them. TeacherSolutions supports this option as a 
reasonable way to assess the performance of other educators in a school, such as guidance counselors, 
librarians, and teacher specialists who work with students in other teachers’ classrooms, whose contribu-
tions to student achievement are difficult to measure with standardized achievement tests.32

Similarly, middle and high school teachers in 10 Orange County, Florida, schools can choose to set 
student achievement goals for subjects tested on the statewide Florida Comprehensive Achievement Test 
(FCAT).33 Participating teachers work with their principals to set goals for improvement in student pro-
ficiency levels in reading, writing, mathematics, and/or science, based on their students’ test scores the 
previous year. Successful participants can earn bonuses ranging from $1,000 to $4,000, depending on 
the percentages of their students who make the required amount of gain. Participants must also receive 
satisfactory evaluations and complete required subject-specific professional development.

One of the strengths of allowing teachers to earn rewards by setting and meeting individual performance 
goals is that it gives teachers a choice in how their performance is to be assessed, and it is clear to teach-
ers what they must do to earn an award. This approach also encourages all teachers to excel in their own 
area of specialization. It avoids the free-rider problem because only the individual teacher is responsible 
for meeting the goals, and it also avoids the need to develop new assessments in nontested subjects. 
However, this approach will require thoughtful planning and clear direction to teachers and administra-
tors so that performance goals are set at appropriate levels of difficulty and are measurable.
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pay by core and noncore subjects, or that require 
teachers to switch schools if students do not make 
adequate achievement gains, would be accepted in 
districts that require collective bargaining.

An example of a school district that tried this 
approach is the Colonial School District in 
suburban Philadelphia. During the 1999-2000 
school year, Colonial implemented a mandatory 
performance-based pay system for all of its 
classroom teachers, as well as some groups of 

nonteaching staff. The district budgeted $200,000 
for bonuses, half of which would be used to 
reward groups or teams of teachers. The other 
half would be used to reward the top-ranked 
10 to 20 percent of individual teachers whose 
students scored well on standardized achievement 
tests.27 Teachers could receive up to $2,500 
for an individual bonus, as well as a group or 
department bonus of up to $2,500.



OPTION 3  Student test scores are not used to 
determine noncore teachers’ eligibility 
for rewards. Instead, eligibility is based 
exclusively on nontest measures, such 
as observed evaluations of classroom 
performance, acquisition of additional 
knowledge and skills, or assumption of 
additional roles or responsibilities. All 
of these, and other nonstandardized 
test measures, may be displayed in a 
thoughtful portfolio.

Individual rewards for reading and math teach-
ers were based only on their students’ scores on 
either the statewide assessment, administered in 
Grades 5, 8, and 11, or the Terra Nova, which 
was administered in Grades 3, 4, 6, and 7. No test 
scores were used to determine teacher eligibility for 
bonuses in other subject areas. Instead, the district 
hired a consultant to identify appropriate criteria 
and alternative sources of input to judge individual 
teacher performance. The district also developed 
a separate evaluation system to assess the perfor-
mance of teacher groups by grade level, team, and 
department at the elementary, middle school, and 
high school levels.28 In the case of nonteaching staff, 
such as librarians, guidance counselors, and school 
nurses, the district based performance rewards on 
student and parent surveys.29
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A thoughtful portfolio approach is another po-
tential way to measure teacher performance in 
nontested subjects. Portfolios could contain any 
number of artifacts that would be useful for as-
sessing performance in a teacher’s area of special-
ization, such as lesson plans, videotaped lessons, 
and examples of student work. States and districts 
might also consider incorporating some elements 
of the National Board for Professional Teaching 
Standards’ national certification process. The 
National Board has developed detailed rubrics for 
assessing teacher performance in 16 subjects and 
at different grade levels. In South Dakota, for ex-
ample, teachers select one of the nine elements of 
National Board Certification and receive a bonus 
based on successful demonstration of competencies 
included in that element.

A clear advantage of using nontest measures to 
judge individual teacher performance in nontested 
subjects is that it encourages all teachers to dem-
onstrate excellence in their area of specialization. 
Another advantage is that it avoids the time and 
expense required to develop, administer, and score 
new student assessment instruments in subjects that 
are not currently tested. However, developing new 
evaluation rubrics or other nontest measures and 
training principals and other evaluators to use them 
may be just as expensive and labor-intensive, possi-
bly even more so, than designing new tests.

Policymakers should also bear in mind that nontest 
measures are also imperfect measures of teacher 
performance. For example, research suggests that 
principals are quite accurate at identifying very 
high and very low performers, but not as accurate 
at assessing teacher performance in the middle of 
the range.30 Research also suggests that there is a 
tendency for principals to be overly lenient with 
their ratings and to give higher than deserved per-
formance evaluations, which will fail to differentiate 
pay over time.31 These results reinforce the need to 
use multiple measures of teacher effectiveness when 
making high-stakes compensation decisions.



OPTION 4  Create new student tests to assess teacher 
performance in noncore subjects.

Florida is the best-known example of a state that 
has opted to develop new assessments as a way to 
measure teacher effectiveness in noncore sub-
jects. Florida has used this approach since 2006, 
when it adopted Effectiveness Compensation, 
or E-Comp, the first of three consecutive state 
performance-pay plans.34

E-Comp required districts to pay bonuses of at 
least 5 percent to teachers who had satisfactory 
evaluations and ranked among the top 10 percent 
of teachers in the state, based on annual student 
achievement gains. Districts judged reading and 
math teachers exclusively on student improvement 
on the FCAT (Florida Comprehensive Assessment 
Test). For teachers of other subjects, the state 
required districts to develop or adopt standardized 
measures of performance based on student learn-
ing gains, though not necessarily paper-and-pencil 
tests.35 The state used the new assessments to track 
student progress and determine teacher bonuses, 
but the assessments DID not affect high school 
graduation or the annual letter grade ratings that 
Florida assigns to each school, based on state ac-
countability measures.36

This directive from the state presented a host of 
challenges for school districts. When Florida 
adopted E-Comp in February 2006, less than one-
third of Florida’s teachers (31 percent) taught read-
ing and math. The state gave districts a deadline 
of June 15th to submit proposals describing how 
they planned to evaluate the remainder of their 
teachers who taught non-FCAT-tested subjects. 
New compensation plans were to be ready and 
in place in fall at the beginning of the 2006-07 
school year. 37 District superintendents argued that 
this was an unrealistically short amount of time to 
prepare a thoughtful and feasible plan, let alone 
develop new assessments and overhaul existing 
compensation systems.38

Until districts could develop new assessments in 
other content areas, the state department of educa-
tion directed districts to use annual performance 
evaluations to identify top-performing teachers of 
nontested subjects. A problem with this interim 
solution was that districts used different evaluation 
scales, which made it difficult to judge the top-per-
forming 10 percent of teachers across the state in a 
fair way.39 Moreover, districts such as Miami-Dade 
simply rated teachers as “satisfactory” or “unsatis-
factory,” and any changes to the evaluation system 
were subject to lengthy negotiations with the teach-
ers union.40

In April 2006, the Florida legislature replaced 
E-Comp with the Special Teachers Are Rewarded, 
or STAR, compensation system. STAR gave 
districts additional time to develop their teacher 
evaluation plans and increased the proportion 
of teachers eligible for rewards from the top 10 
percent to the top 25 percent. Instead of relying 
exclusively on achievement test scores to evaluate 
teachers, districts could base up to 50 percent of a 
teacher’s evaluation on principal observations. In 
addition, STAR allowed districts to use standard-
ized tests other than the FCAT to assess the per-
formance of reading and math teachers. Because 
few districts had secondary-level tests in science 
and social studies, STAR allowed districts to base 
performance incentives for secondary science and 
social studies teachers on FCAT reading scores, 
rather than on content-area assessments.

For teachers of noncore subjects, districts were to 
use a districtwide assessment based on state stan-
dards in the subject that the teacher taught. Very 
few districts had tests that met these criteria, how-
ever. Fortunately, Hillsborough County had already 
developed several hundred end-of-course examina-
tions and agreed to host a clearinghouse established 
by the state department of education to share these 
tests with other districts and schools across the 
state.41 The Florida Virtual School also agreed to 
contribute exams to the clearinghouse. According 
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to Hillsborough County officials, school districts 
and individual public schools used the clearing-
house website more than 16,000 times by February 
2007 to download the exams.42 But some school 
systems were reluctant to use other districts’ tests 
to evaluate their own teachers. In Pasco County, 
for example, “school Board members particularly 
balked at the idea of borrowing tests from other 
districts so they could determine how Pasco teach-
ers’ classes were doing.”43

Even when districts were willing to use existing 
tests, they often had no pretests to measure stu-
dent learning gains over time, as prescribed by the 
state. The state proposed that districts award points 
to teachers when student performance reached 
higher proficiency levels on the FCAT, and the state 
developed a formula to determine how to award 
points for student growth in reading and math at 
more difficult and less difficult levels. But without 
pretests in other subjects to measure student growth, 
districts could not assess the performance of the 
vast majority of their teachers who taught subjects 
other than reading and math. By November 2006, 
the state was still developing non-FCAT assess-
ment instruments.44 Therefore, the state proposed a 
highly unusual — and difficult to defend — solution 
for the first year only (2006-07), which was to allow 
districts to use the FCAT reading test as the pretest 
measure for noncore subjects, such as a Grade 11 
state government course.45

In March 2007, the state legislature replaced the 
STAR compensation system with the current Merit 
Award Program, or MAP. MAP places even greater 
emphasis on student achievement as the primary 
criterion for earning performance pay, but in many 
ways gives districts more local control. Unlike 
STAR, district participation in MAP is voluntary. 
MAP also allows districts to base teacher perfor-
mance awards on either student learning gains or 
proficiency levels and to reward teacher teams, not 
just individuals. Moreover, districts can increase 
the size of the awards and decide the proportion 

of teachers to be rewarded.46 But districts can no 
longer use the FCAT reading test to measure the 
performance of teachers of non-FCAT subjects 
and grades. Instead, participating districts have to 
develop or adopt districtwide assessments in each 
content area.

It is not surprising that a number of serious testing 
errors were discovered during the transition from 
STAR to MAP, given the pressure that districts were 
under to develop and administer new instruments 
quickly. The local medial criticized Orange County, 
in particular, for producing hastily constructed 
tests that contained hundreds of errors, including 
a German test partially written in French.47 High 
school elective courses accounted for most of the 
flawed tests, and teachers of these courses were 
disproportionately less likely than other teachers in 
the district to win performance awards. Though they 
made up 35 percent of the teachers who were eli-
gible to win awards, only 7 percent earned bonuses.

Several other Florida school districts chose to opt 
out of MAP after discovering that it would cost 
several hundreds of thousands of dollars in local 
funds to develop the content-area exams that 
they would need to comply with state require-
ments. Hernando County officials, for example, 
estimated that designing new tests and teacher 
evaluation systems for MAP would cost the dis-
trict almost $400,000.48 Seminole County officials 
estimated that they would need to spend at least 
$300,000 to develop more than 500 tests, and 
Volusia County estimated that its costs could be 
$600,000 or higher.49

One of the key lessons learned in Florida is that 
to maximize acceptance, designers of alternative 
compensation systems need to pay close atten-
tion to teacher perceptions of fairness. In Orange 
County, flawed and hastily constructed tests re-
ceived much of the blame for the fact that teachers 
of high school electives were disproportionately 
less likely than other teachers to earn performance 

Guide to Implementation: The Other 69 Percent 17



pay. Moreover, research cited previously suggests 
that it is easier to identify top-performing teach-
ers in some subjects (e.g., math) than in others 
(e.g., reading and language arts). As members of 
the Working Group noted, this would suggest that 
mixing math and reading teachers together would 
likely lead to a disproportionate share of math 
teachers identified as the top performers. Under 
E-Comp, Florida districts did rank the top 10 per-
cent of math teachers separately from the top 10 
percent of reading teachers, but the state directed 
then to pool the rest of their teachers together to 
determine the top 10 percent of non-FCAT teach-
ers across the state. One of the changes made under 
the subsequent STAR plan was to allow districts 
either to compare teacher performance across 
subjects or to select the top 25 percent of teachers 
within each subject.50

The most important lesson learned from Florida is 
that creating new tests to assess teacher performance 
in all noncore subjects is a very complicated, time-
consuming, and expensive task. As these examples 
from Florida show, unrealistic timelines are likely 
to lead to indefensible strategies, such as tying 
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teacher pay to “growth” between a reading pretest 
and a posttest in an entirely different subject area. 
Examples from Florida also show that unanticipated 
costs of developing and administering new tests 
can, and do, prompt districts to opt out of state 
performance-pay programs. Good quality testing is 
always costly, whether in development of end-of-
course tests or large-scale assessments, but one way 
to hold down costs would be to limit the number 
of new tests to the most critical subjects. Another 
way would be to establish a state clearinghouse, as 
Florida did, so that districts and schools can share 
assessments and avoid duplication of effort.

Taken together, the options presented above provide 
viable ways for teachers of nontested subjects to be 
more fully integrated into a performance measure-
ment and award system. It is important to note that 
states and districts interested in designing a perfor-
mance-based pay system that includes all teachers 
must consider not only how they will evaluate the 
performance of teachers of nontested subjects, but 
how they will evaluate the performance of teachers 
of nontested grades. This issue is addressed in the 
following section.



Teachers of Nontested Grades

Why is it difficult to measure the effectiveness of 
teachers of nontested grades?

Teachers of pre-kindergarten to Grade 2 and high 
school teachers are two groups that pose specific mea-
surement challenges when designing a performance-
based compensation plan that includes all teachers. 
One of these challenges is a lack of test score data at 
both ends of the continuum. In the early grades, lack 
of test score data precludes the use of value-added 
measurement as a way to assess teacher productiv-
ity because value-added measurement experts rec-
ommend analyzing at least 3 years of standardized 
achievement test data to determine expected gain. 
However, most districts do not administer standard-
ized achievement tests before Grade 3.

Administering standardized achievement tests in the 
earlier grades could be done, but early childhood 
education experts strongly caution policymakers 
not to use these types of paper-and-pencil-type 
tests to assess what young children know and can 
do.51 Existing achievement tests, they argue, are not 
developmentally appropriate for use with children 
below Grade 3. Though technically feasible, it 
would be unwise to use such tests as a measure of 
teacher effectiveness in pre-kindergarten to Grade 2 
for purposes of teacher compensation.

Although assessment instruments that are appro-
priate for the early grades do exist, they tend to 
be adaptive tests designed to provide diagnostic 
feedback for instructional purposes, such as iden-
tifying children for early intervention or special 
education services, not to assess academic content 
mastery. Examples of assessments that are common-
ly used for this purpose are the DIBELS (Dynamic 
Indicators of Basic Early Literacy Skills) and the 
MAP (Measures of Academic Progress). Whether it 

is appropriate to use these tests to measure teacher 
productivity is not yet known because there is no 
solid research on the technical adequacy of using 
diagnostic tests for this purpose. Moreover, the po-
tential for measurement error is high because these 
assessments rely on very few observations.

High school presents a different set of measurement 
issues. One of the main challenges is that many of 
the tests that are administered in high school, such 
as high school exit exams or minimum competency 
exams, are not particularly helpful measures of how 
effective teachers were at increasing student learning 
in their particular classes:

“The main problem is that student out-
comes cannot be attributed to the per-
formance of particular teachers because 
the material covered on such tests goes 
well beyond that covered in a specific 
course. In addition, such tests can shed 
little light on how effectively teachers 
succeed in conveying high school-level 
material because the material covered 
is often at a relatively low level — one 
more appropriate to the middle school 
than to the high school. What is needed, 
instead, are tests that are external to the 
school, that relate to the material that 
teachers are hired to teach, and that the 
students are likely to take seriously.”52

Another measurement challenge is that there is no 
defined scope and sequence of curriculum at the 
high school level as there is at the elementary level. 
For example, there is no secondary “science” test 
that adequately covers all topics in science. In one 
school, earth science may be required in 9th grade, 
followed by biology in 10th grade, chemistry in 
11th grade, and physics in 12th grade. In other 
schools, students may opt out of these courses, take 
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them in different sequence, or take courses in core 
subjects in alternating years. One researcher noted 
that in the district that he studied, “the typical stu-
dent...alternates between taking science and social 
studies in the 9th and 10th grades and, generally 
speaking, only takes these subjects concurrently in 
the 11th grade.”53 When such radical differences 
exist in the delivered curriculum, it is difficult to 
interpret standardized test results to measure and 
reward teacher performance. As Koretz points out, 
the peculiarities of the high school curriculum 
make it particularly difficult to use a value-added 
approach, because value-added measurement sys-
tems require

“at least annual testing using assessments 
with content that overlaps substantially 
from grade to grade. If testing is done 
only annually, this approach is useful 
only when the curriculum is cumula-
tive across grades. For example, it could 
be useful in reading and probably in 
elementary school mathematics, but its 
applicability to secondary school science 
is arguable.”54

An additional measurement challenge is that 
selection effects are more pronounced at the high 
school level because students are not randomly 
assigned to teachers. The most effective teachers 
may opt to teach the most advanced classes, or 
principals may decide to assign the most effective 
teachers to low-performing students who are most 
in need of an effective teacher. Some high school 
teachers, for example, may teach only in grades 
that do not administer statewide achievement 
tests, such as 11th and 12th grade calculus. An 
individual teacher reward system would exclude 
these teachers, who may very well be some of the 
top teachers in the school.
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Finally, administration and scoring of any instru-
ment intended to evaluate teacher effectiveness, 
whether it is a test, rubric, or principal evaluation, 
is subject to corruptibility. It is important to keep 
in mind that the incentive for a teacher to corrupt 
the administration or scoring of teacher evaluation 
instruments is quite high if the results are tied to 
pay. This is not to imply that teachers will neces-
sarily cheat or otherwise attempt to alter evalua-
tion results in their favor. Rather, the point is that 
the person who is being evaluated should not be 
charged with the responsibility of administering or 
scoring the instrument, whether it is the DIBELS, 
an end-of-course test, or any other measure, for 
purposes of determining compensation.



What are some potential ways to measure the 
productivity of teachers in pre-kindergarten to Grade 
2, and what are the advantages and disadvantages 
of each of these approaches?

States and districts that wish to include teachers in 
the lower elementary grades in their compensation 
plan tend to choose among three options:

OPTION 1  Create a developmentally appropriate 
rubric to assess how well teachers in pre-K 
to Grade 2 are supporting young children’s 
development on dimensions such as their 
cognitive development, social-emotional 
development, motor development, and 
language acquisition.

The Colonial School District in suburban 
Philadelphia used this approach in 1999-2000. 
Beginning in Grade 3, teacher performance was 
assessed on the basis of students’ standardized test 
scores, but “pupils in lower grades were measured 
based on more subjective criteria, including “com-
petence in the social/emotional domain,” “mastery 
in academic areas,” and “competence in the psycho-
motor domain.”55

As another example, researchers at the Center for 
Advanced Study of Teaching and Learning at the 

University of Virginia developed the Classroom 
Assessment Scoring System (CLASS) as a tool to 
evaluate teachers of students in pre-kindergarten 
and the lower elementary grades.56 It includes 
observations of classrooms by trained evaluators 
who measure teachers’ performance in three areas: 
emotional support (including classroom climate, 
teacher sensitivity, and student perspectives), 
classroom organization, and instructional support 
(including quality of feedback and language model-
ing). Massachusetts and Wyoming currently use 
CLASS to assess and provide support for preschool 
teachers in and as part of a web-based professional 
development system called MyTeachingPartner. 
The American Board for Certification of Teaching 
Excellence is using the system in a pilot program to 
recognize distinguished teachers.
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OPTION 2  Use student results from adaptive tests 
such as the DIBELS or MAP to assess 
teacher performance at the early grades.

Using student results from the DIBELS, the MAP 
test, or a similar assessment is one potential way to 
measure the performance of teachers of pre-K to 
Grade 2, but it is risky because of current limita-
tions of research on the technical adequacy of using 



such tests to measure teacher performance. One 
caution that members of the Working Group had 
about the use of adaptive tests pertained specifi-
cally to students with disabilities. Working Group 
members pointed out that students with disabilities 
often have splintered skills, so that they may be 
quite competent at some higher level skills that 
are tested on adaptive tests but not the lower level 
skills. Because of the adaptive nature of the test, the 
students never get to show the full range of their 
competence. If they cannot answer some of the 
basic questions, they are directed to easier items. 
In such a case, the test may underestimate teacher 
productivity and decrease the teacher’s chances of 
earning a performance award.

OPTION 3  Use measures other than individual 
classroom achievement as a way to include 
teachers of pre-K to Grade 2 in the 
compensation system.

An example of this strategy can be found in 
Guilford County, North Carolina. Teachers of kin-
dergarten to Grade 2 classes in the district’s Mission 
Possible schools are not eligible to earn the same 
performance incentives as other teachers because 
the state prohibits testing below Grade 3. After the 
district made its first payout in fall 2007, school 
board members pressed district staff to find a way 
to reward early elementary teachers as well. 57

Guilford County’s solution is to include K-2 teach-
ers in its recruitment/retention incentive program, 
which allows them to earn $2,500 each year for 
teaching Grades K-2 in a Mission Possible school.58 
The district also offers a nonfinancial incentive to 
these early elementary teachers — a smaller than 
average class size of 15 students per teacher.59 In 
addition, the teachers can qualify for schoolwide 
bonuses through North Carolina’s state-sponsored 
incentive program. If the school meets its student 
achievement performance targets, every teacher in 
the school, including those at the early elementary 
grades, earns a bonus.

What are some potential ways to measure the 
productivity of high school teachers, and what are 
the advantages and disadvantages of each of these 
approaches?

States and districts that include high school teachers 
in performance-based compensation systems tend 
to choose one or more of the following strategies: 
use existing tests that were intended for other pur-
poses; buy or develop new tests; move to a group re-
ward structure at the high school level, rather than 
offering individual teacher rewards; or supplement 
student test outcomes with schoolwide measures 
such as high school dropout and graduation rates.

OPTION 1  Fill in nontested grades by using existing 
tests that were developed for other purposes.

One way to fill in data for the high school grades 
that do not administer a statewide achievement test 
is to purchase off-grade tests from the same vendor 
that the district uses to test Grades 3-8. This op-
tion solves problems of scalability. That is, it allows 
valid measurement of annual student learning gains 
because a different version of the same test is given 
in successive years. Another option is to use the 
MAP test to fill in nontested grades, but we do 
not yet know whether this is an appropriate use 
of this test instrument, particularly in Grades 11 
and 12. The test developers themselves report that 

“in general, students in grades 2 through 10 take 
MAP tests,” but they are cautious about recom-
mending the use of the MAP above or below this 
grade range.60

Student performance on college entrance exami-
nations such as the ACT and the SAT is another 
source of information that states and districts 
often consider using as a measure of high school 
teacher effectiveness. But both the ACT and the 
SAT were designed to measure student prepared-
ness for college, and the test makers themselves 
acknowledge that the tests are not appropriate 
measures of teacher productivity. The tests are not 
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curriculum-sensitive because they are not aligned to 
state standards, and the content covered on the tests 
extends well beyond what is taught in a single high 
school course. This makes it difficult, if not impos-
sible, to attribute student outcomes to individual 
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teachers.

OPTION 2  Adopt or develop new end-of-course tests.

Some states, such as North Carolina, have devel-
oped statewide end-of-course examinations in key 
subjects such as algebra that students must pass to 
receive credit toward high school graduation. As 
previously discussed, Florida has also instituted 
policies that require districts to adopt or develop 
districtwide tests in subjects that are not already 
tested on the state assessment.

States and districts that choose to adopt a similar 
approach should consider limiting the number of 
tests that are developed and to allow sufficient time 
for test development. A number of Florida districts 
chose to opt out of the state performance-pay pro-
gram when the cost of developing hundreds of new 
examinations in a very short amount of time came 
to light. Of course, one could argue that while 
developing local assessments is more costly than 
purchasing off-the-shelf tests, local assessments are 

also a better fit for local standards. Local tests can 
also deliver substantial curricular alignment and ar-
ticulation benefits, which help to offset the develop-
ment costs. A state that does decide to develop new 
tests should consider establishing a clearinghouse, 
as Florida did, to enable districts to share their work 
with each other, reduce costs, and prevent duplica-
tion of effort.

Whether states and districts decide to purchase 
off-grade tests from the same vendor, administer the 
MAP, or develop new end-of-course tests to assess 
student learning, they should carefully consider 
whether the results will count toward high school 
promotion or graduation or some other outcome 
that also matters to students if they plan to tie the 
test results to teacher compensation. States and 
districts should also carefully consider the degree to 
which the tests are aligned to the school’s curricular 
scope and sequence and to state standards in order 
to judge whether the tests are accurate measures of 
teacher productivity.

OPTION 3  Base rewards of high school teachers on 
department-wide performance, rather than 
on individual classroom performance.

Instead of adopting or creating new tests to assess 
individual high school teacher performance, states 
and districts could opt to change the reward struc-
ture instead. As previously explained, the lack of a 
defined curricular scope and sequence at the high 
school level, infrequent testing, and selection ef-
fects make it difficult to determine which teachers 
to credit when student test performance improves. 
One way to solve this problem is to base rewards of 
high school teachers on department-wide perfor-
mance, rather than on individual classroom per-
formance. A reward structure that bases a portion 
of teacher awards on group or schoolwide gain is 
more likely to encourage all teachers in a school to 
assume responsibility for all students, as opposed to 
a reward structure that bases teacher awards only on 
the amount of gain made by their own students.



Houston, for example, decided to move to depart-
ment-level awards after the district administered its 
first round of individual teacher payouts in January 
2007. Teachers in Grades 9 through 12 are all 
rewarded in the same manner now. They can earn 
up to $5,000 in bonuses for department progress, 
based on the department-level score in the subject 
taught. According to district staff, two of the advan-
tages of this approach are that it encourages teach-
ers to work together as a department to improve 
student achievement, and it allows the district to 
reward 12th-grade teachers even though 12th-grade 
students do not participate in state testing.61

OPTION 4  Supplement student test outcomes with 
schoolwide measures such as high school 
dropout and graduation rates.

Basing a portion of teacher pay on schoolwide drop-
out and graduation rates aligns teacher performance 
with two of the highest priorities of secondary 
school. States and districts that choose to incor-
porate these kinds of outcome measures in their 
compensation system should consider a model that 
rewards teachers for closing gaps in dropout and 
graduation rates for poor and minority students, for 
English language learners, and for students with 
disabilities. Attainment models that simply reward 
teachers in schools that have the lowest dropout 
rates and/or the highest graduation rates would 
likely favor schools in more affluent communities 
and could encourage teachers to move away from 
high-poverty, low-performing schools.

Post-high-school outcomes could conceivably be 
other useful schoolwide measures of high school 
teacher effectiveness, such as the percentage of 
high school graduates who enrolled in college but 
had to take remedial coursework. The Working 
Group cautioned, however, that post-high-school 
outcomes present formidable data collection chal-
lenges. Moreover, they cautioned that compensation 
systems should not be designed to pay teachers for 

some measure of their high school that was deter-
mined by its performance 6 or 7 years ago, par-
ticularly in schools with high rates of teacher and 
administrator turnover.

Although each of the approaches presented has 
distinct advantages, the preferred way to assess what 
an individual high school teacher contributes to 
student learning is to measure student performance 
at the beginning and at the end of a course. It is im-
portant that states, rather than individual districts, 
do the bulk of the work required to develop end-of-
course assessments if incentive pay is going to work 
for high schools. Some nationwide tests from ven-
dors are available that might also be considered, but 
only the state can develop a comprehensive suite of 
tests that will apply to most subjects because it is 
time-consuming and expensive to do this well.

Restricting the development of end-of-course assess-
ments to a select number of key subjects seems to be 
a reasonable and cost-efficient way to go about doing 
this (e.g., algebra, geometry, chemistry, U.S. history, 
etc.). Teachers of these key subjects could be rewarded 
for improved performance at the individual classroom 
level, while teachers of other high school subjects 
could be rewarded for improved performance based 
on schoolwide or department-wide measures.
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The next sections examine the challenges of design-
ing and implementing a performance-based com-
pensation system that includes teachers of two rap-
idly growing student subgroups, English language 
learners and students with disabilities. Teachers in 
these categories include not only teachers of bilin-
gual education, English as a second language, and 
special education, but also mainstream classroom 
teachers who have English language learners or stu-
dents with disabilities enrolled in their classes.

Teachers of English Language Learners

Why is it difficult to measure the effectiveness of 
teachers of English language learners?

The extreme diversity among English language learn-
ers makes measurement difficult because language is 
only one of the educationally relevant characteristics 
of this student population. English language learn-
ers differ with respect to home language, language 
of instruction, native language proficiency, English 
language proficiency, prior schooling, and academic 
content knowledge in English and in the native 
language. Students with different prior knowledge 
and different levels of English language proficiency 
are likely to learn academic content in English at 
very different rates, even when taught by the same 
instructor.
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English language learners, particularly new im-
migrants, also tend to have high rates of mobility. 
There is a strong probability that they will be miss-
ing achievement test scores and other demographic 
data that schools need to calculate year-to-year 
learning gains. There is also a strong probability 
that English language learners will attend more 
than one school within the same year. Comparing 
annual schoolwide averages in schools with high 
rates of student turnover is problematic because 

“the school’s growth targets are based on student per-
formance from the year before, even though many 
of those students are no longer at the school and 
different students with different achievement levels 
have taken their place.”62

A value-added approach is a preferred way to 
measure student growth, particularly for teacher 
compensation purposes, because it can distinguish 
among multiple teachers and schools and pro-rate 
achievement gains based on dosage. However, ex-
pected gain is based on the assumption that stu-
dents will perform similarly from year to year. We 
do not know whether this assumption applies to 
students who are acquiring content knowledge at 
the same time that they are acquiring proficiency in 
a second language. Even three years of value-added 
data may not be sufficient to predict one year of 
expected growth accurately for an English language 
learner who is tested in English, because we do not 
know how stable academic achievement gains are 
from year to year for English language learners.
Some states require English language learners to 
take academic achievement tests in English after 
only a brief period of English academic instruction. 
Research suggests that English language learners 
typically acquire conversational fluency in English 
in three to five years, but it takes an average of 
four to seven years to develop the level of academic 
language proficiency required to perform school-
work successfully.63 Achievement tests administered 
in English will likely underestimate what students 
early in the process of learning English know about 



reading, math, science, and other subjects and will 
likely yield inaccurate information about teacher 
performance. As emphasized by the National 
Academy of Sciences:

“when students are not proficient in the 
language of the assessment (English), 
their scores on a test in English will not 
accurately reflect their knowledge of the 
subject being assessed” (NRC, 1999, p. 
214). Therefore such assessments provide 
neither accurate data for accountability 
purposes, nor do they help teachers to 
enhance their instruction. As the National 
Research Council noted, “ if a student is 
not proficient in the language of the test, 
her performance is likely to be affected 
by construct-irrelevant variance – that 
is, her test score is likely to underesti-
mate her knowledge of the subject being 
tested (NRC, 1999, p. 225).”64

A more accurate assessment of teacher performance 
is usually obtained by supplementing student 
achievement measures with observed evaluations 
of teaching performance. Many districts have also 
adopted alternative assessment systems such as 
long-term projects and portfolio-based assessments 
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as methods of documenting and measuring the 
progress of English language learners.65 The chal-
lenge with this approach is standardization of the 
assessment tool and measurement of results. Any 
attempt to attach financial incentives to these mea-
sures should take these challenges into account.

Which teachers to reward becomes a very impor-
tant question if it takes several years for students 
who are in the process of acquiring English to 
show marked improvement on English achieve-
ment tests. Though English language learners may 
have the content knowledge and ability to perform 
assessment tasks successfully, lack of proficiency in 
English limits their ability to demonstrate the full 
extent of what they know and are able to do.66 At 
some point, students may appear to make huge 
gains in subject matter knowledge in one year’s 
time, when in fact they may have simply reached 
a level of proficiency in English that enables them 
to demonstrate their cumulative knowledge on an 
English achievement test. An individual teacher 
reward system might credit only the current year’s 
teacher-of-record for learning gains, whereas a 
team-based approach would reward all of the teach-
ers who had worked with the student. The preva-
lence of nontraditional instructional arrangements 
for English language learners also argues for team-
based rewards (e.g., pull-out instruction, assistance 
from an instructional aide, native language teacher 
paired with an English-speaking teacher, English 
as a Second Language (ESL) teacher teamed with 
teachers of core academic subjects).

In some districts it may be difficult to develop a 
uniform district-wide teacher compensation system 
due to variability in the concentration of English 
language learners across schools. In such cases, 
districts may have to develop a fair set of subsys-
tems. For example, a district could assess the level 
of teaming in each school and then allocate some 
schools to team rewards and others to nonteam 
rewards. At the same time, it would need to ensure 
that the target bonus amounts were similar.



A different type of measurement challenge arises in 
states that allow districts to provide initial academic 
instruction and tests in students’ native languages. 
Over time, students transition to increasing 
amounts of English instruction and all-English 
achievement tests as their proficiency improves. 
But it is difficult to use value-added measures to 
calculate expected gain when the language of the 
test (and the test form itself ) changes as students 
become increasingly proficient in English. That is, 
it is hard to say if we are getting a true measure of 
improvement by calculating gain from a 5th-grade 
math test given in Spanish to the 6th-grade math 
test given in English.

What are some potential ways to measure the 
productivity of this group of teachers, and what are 
the advantages and disadvantages of each of these 
approaches?

It may be tempting simply to exclude English lan-
guage learners from accountability systems and their 
teachers from performance-based compensation 
systems, given the formidable measurement and 
implementation challenges that have been described. 
However, it is very important to include English 
language learners in the assessments and include 
their teachers in reward systems so that all are held 
accountable for increasing students’ language pro-
ficiency and subject matter knowledge. The perfor-
mance of all students, including English language 
learners and students with disabilities, should be 
assessed and reflected in how teachers are motivated 
and rewarded. Three of the ways in which this can 
be done for teachers of English language learners 
are as follows.

OPTION 1  Base performance rewards for teachers of 
English language learners on schoolwide 
achievement gains or reward them by team 
when English language learner student 
performance improves.

One of the points made repeatedly by the Working 
Group was not to give a false sense of precision in 
cases where we lack precise measurements. In the 
case of English language learners, it is probably 
more appropriate to offer group rewards rather 
than to reward individual teachers. This is because 
multiple teachers and instructional staff contribute 
to an English language learner’s learning gains, but 
these gains may not show up for several years. This 
strategy has the added advantage of emphasizing 
that the education of English language learners is 
a responsibility shared by all teachers in the school. 
Districts might consider rewarding entire teams 
when academic performance improves, includ-
ing bilingual and ESL teachers, specialists, and 
mainstream classroom teachers who work with 
the school’s English language learner students. 
Milanowski reports, for example, that

“in one of the Teacher Incentive Fund 
districts, the performance of each el-
ementary grade English language learner 
is considered the responsibility of 3-5 
educators, rather than just the class-
room teacher of record. In this situation, 
the district is working on team level 
incentives, recognizing that an individual 
incentive would not reinforce the team 
concept. Individual incentives would also 
create a measurement headache when 
trying to apportion credit for student 
achievement among team teachers.”67
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OPTION 2  Use student gains in English language 
proficiency, in addition to gains in subject 
matter knowledge, as an additional 
performance measure for teachers of 
English language learners.

Though student gains in academic subjects are 
widely used to identify top-performing teachers, 
improvements in English language proficiency are 
less likely to be factored into performance-based 
teacher pay. Part of the reason for this is that states 
have only recently been developing statewide tests 
of English language development. According to the 
U.S. Government Accountability Office, for exam-
ple, many states administered new English language 
development tests for the first time in spring 2006 
to meet new assessment requirements specified in 
the No Child Left Behind Act.68 During 2005-06, 
14 states reported using an off-the-shelf test, 7 states 
reported creating their own assessments, 8 states re-
ported working with a test developer to revise an ex-
isting test to incorporate their state standards, and 
22 reported using a test developed by one of four 
state consortia. The Working Group recommended 
that states and districts consider incorporating these 
kinds of assessments into performance-based pay 
formulas to measure the performance of teachers of 
English language learners.

OPTION 3  Use knowledge and skills-based pay 
structures to reward teachers of English 
language learners for their expertise.

An example of a school that has implemented this 
strategy is the Vaughn Next Century Learning 
Center, a charter school in Los Angeles that ad-
opted a performance-based pay plan for its teach-
ers in 1998.69 The pay plan included a schoolwide 
performance award that all teachers were eligible to 
earn, as well as several rewards based on individual 
teachers’ knowledge and skills.

Teachers could earn knowledge and skills-based pay 
for literacy expertise, ESL or language-development 
skills, technology skills, special-education inclusion 
experience, and classroom-management and lesson-
planning skills. An administrator, a peer evaluator, 
and the individual teacher used a four-point scale 
to assess teacher performance in each area. Ratings 
were averaged to determine whether the teacher met 
the performance target and qualified for various 
knowledge and skills-based salary increases rang-
ing from $100 to $2,500. Teachers with specific 
expertise supporting English language learners were 
eligible for salary increases of $1,300 to $2,500. 
Those who met minimum thresholds for all areas 
advanced to a higher tier, where they were eligible 
for bigger rewards. Teachers who reached the top 
tier and performed well in all areas could earn up to 
$13,100 in additional pay. One potential criticism 
of this type of reward, of course, is that it is not tied 
to actual student outcomes.
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The following section examines similar measure-
ment challenges and options for rewarding effective 
teachers of students with disabilities.

Teachers of Students with Disabilities

Why is it difficult to measure the effectiveness of 
teachers of students with disabilities?

There are numerous reasons why it is difficult to 
measure the effectiveness of teachers of students 
with disabilities, regardless of whether the teacher 
is certified as a special education teacher or is a 
mainstream classroom teacher who happens to have 
students with disabilities in his or her classes. In the 
case of a teacher who works exclusively with spe-
cial education students, the teacher may not have 
enough tested students to allow a reliable perfor-
mance measure to be calculated. Another issue for 
these teachers is that some or all of their students 
may take an alternate version of the achievement 
test. In most states, these students make up less 
than 1 percent of student enrollment. The challenge 
for school district officials is how to include these 
students in analyses to determine how much their 
teachers contributed to student learning.
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In the case of regular education teachers who have 
special education students included in their classes, 
the issue is that most of these students who receive 
special education services take district-wide tests, 
but they do so with accommodations. Whenever ac-
commodations are made to a test, the test is altered, 
and we cannot assert that the results are on the 
same scale as the results of those who took the dis-
trict-wide test without accommodations. This may 
seem like a fine point, but it is an important one, 
particularly if the district’s compensation system 
ranks teachers and awards incentive pay only to a 
set percentage of the top performers. In such a case, 
teachers who have a lot of accommodated students 
might be perceived to have an unfair advantage over 
other teachers.

In both cases, the use of nontraditional instruction-
al arrangements for students with disabilities creates 
a challenge. The achievement of these students is 
often the responsibility of a team of teachers, with 
speech and language therapists, occupational thera-
pists, physical therapists, instructional aides, and 
others working together on the team.

Finally, we do not know how stable academic 
achievement gains are from year to year for stu-
dents with disabilities. As explained in the section 
on teachers of English language learners, expected 
gain is based on the assumption that students will 
perform similarly from year to year. Yet year-to-
year learning gains may be highly idiosyncratic for 
students with disabilities, which is precisely why 
these students have individualized education pro-
grams. As one special education teacher explained:

“While I wouldn’t mind being held 
accountable for progress, I would have 
some angst about being held to a year’s 
worth of “normal” growth for an SLD 
student with a 70 IQ or for a mentally 
handicapped child. . . . If there were some 
way to define reasonable expectations 
and measure against the “expected,” 
then that would be fine.”70



What are some potential ways to measure the 
productivity of this group of teachers, and what are 
the advantages and disadvantages of each of these 
approaches?

OPTION 1  Base performance rewards for teachers of 
students with disabilities on schoolwide 
achievement gains.

As was the case for English language learners, it is 
probably more appropriate to offer group rewards 
to teachers of students with disabilities, rather than 
to reward individual teachers because multiple 
teachers and instructional staff contribute to the 
learning gains of a student with disabilities. The 
easiest way to reward groups of teachers of students 
with disabilities is to compensate all when school-
wide performance increases, in light of the broad 
range of student ability and the wide variety of 
individualized education programs, test accommo-
dations, staffing arrangements, and support services 
provided in special education programs.

OPTION 2  Reward teacher teams when the 
performance of students with disabilities 
improves.

Instead of offering bonuses to special education 
teachers only when the entire school’s performance 
on standardized tests improves, school officials 
could structure compensation systems so that spe-
cial education teachers earn team rewards when the 
performance of students with disabilities improves. 
Making the target bonus equal is key. Reward 
systems should not be structured so that special 
education teachers earn less than other teachers in 
their schools simply because their particular stu-
dents are not able to take the standardized tests that 
the district uses to determine teacher bonuses, as in 
the following example:
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“I teach Special Ed and worked with 
preschool students last year who have a 
variety of disabilities. The students cannot 
be tracked based on test scores – they 
are unable to take standardized tests. I 
will only get money if the scores were 
raised as a whole in the entire school. I 
will not get as much money as I deserve 
just because I happened to teach stu-
dents that could not take the TAKS and 
Stanford test.”71

OPTION 3  Develop a new “student sharing” average 
to assess the performance of special 
education teachers.

As members of the Working Group pointed out, 
special education teachers are rarely in just one 
classroom. Some special education teachers serve as 
a resource to mainstream classroom teachers, rather 
than serving as the teacher-of-record. These teach-
ers may be in and out of the classroom and may 
not work solely with students who receive special 
education services.

The idea behind a student sharing average is that 
it should be possible to identify the proportion of 
time that special education teachers spend with the 
various students that are assigned to them. Each 
student would count as a proportional share. If, 
for example, the special education teacher spends 
one-third of his/her time with a particular student, 
then the classroom effect of that student’s teacher-
of-record would make up one-third of the special 
education teacher’s value-added score. This type of 
student sharing average could also be applied to 
other support teachers who are helping the whole 
school. This approach would allow special educa-
tion teachers to receive credit for the general edu-
cation students whom they teach when they work 
in groups, though it would require identification 
of the percentage of time that the special educa-
tion teacher spends with each general education 
teacher’s students. It would also address some of the 



concerns raised by special education teachers whose 
efforts enable general education teachers to receive 
awards for raising test scores, yet they receive no 
bonuses:

“We work with general education teach-
ers in inclusive settings; however, we 
did not share in the bonus. . . .I know 
for a fact that without our assistance 
some of those teachers on my campus 
would have not been rewarded.”72“I do 
tutor for TAKS and I know of at least 
one teacher that wouldn’t have got-
ten a large bonus without the Special 
Education resource teacher helping the 
students in that class pass TAKS.”73

OPTION 4  Use knowledge and skills-based pay 
structures to reward teachers of students 
with disabilities for their expertise.

As previously noted, the Vaughn Next Century 
Learning Center in Los Angeles developed an 
alternative compensation system for teachers that 
included both a schoolwide performance-pay com-
ponent and a variety of rewards based on individual 
teachers’ knowledge and skills. One of these knowl-
edge and skills-based rewards was extra pay for 
special education inclusion experience. Teachers in 
the lowest tier could earn an additional $300 if they 
received a strong evaluation of their expertise in this 
area. A potential drawback of this option, as men-
tioned in the discussion of English language learn-
ers, is that it does not link teacher compensation to 
student outcomes.
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Measuring the productivity of teachers of students 
with disabilities is perhaps the single most difficult 
challenge of designing a performance-pay system 
that includes all teachers. A limited number of op-
tions do exist, but members of the Working Group 
stressed that states and districts should weigh the 
merits of more complicated approaches such as 
the student sharing average against the likelihood 
that the results would be significantly better, fairer, 
or more precise than a less complicated approach, 
such as basing a portion of special educators’ pay 
on schoolwide gains and a portion on principal 
evaluation. Of the options presented in this section, 
rewarding teams of teachers when the performance 
of students with disabilities improves is likely to be 
the most viable approach.



 Summary
As this module has illustrated, the inclusion of the 
other 69 percent of teachers into performance-
pay systems, while daunting, is not impossible. 
Evidence is clear that the majority of student time is 
spent in classrooms that are currently not subject to 
annual testing required by accountability standards. 
It is important that viable options are provided for 
measuring the progress of these groups of students 
and the productivity of their teachers, all of which 
contribute to school performance.

One way to assess the efficacy of the options that 
have been presented is the extent to which each 
suggestion possesses a degree of “policy validity.”74 
According to Harris, policy validity is the degree to 
which measures exhibit a high degree of statistical 
validity, while considering the functions that a mea-
sure serves and the costs of producing the measure.

The two primary functions that a measure serves 
include serving as a signal of those teachers most 
likely to be effective and as a tool to increase teacher 
quality by providing formative and summative 
feedback to teachers. It is important to consider 
both functions because not every measure that is a 
good signal of teacher effectiveness provides help-
ful formative or summative feedback to teachers to 
facilitate and encourage improvement. This under-
scores the importance of using multiple measures 
of student performance and teacher effectiveness in 
performance pay plans.

When held against the standard of policy validity, 
no single strategy that has been described is an ideal 
solution. However, the strength of a performance 
pay system rests substantially upon the use of mul-
tiple measures and supports that form a comprehen-
sive, strategic approach to human capital develop-
ment. Within such a system, each of the suggestions 
offered in this paper merits consideration as a 
worthwhile way to include noncore teachers in per-
formance measurement systems. The inclusion of a 
broader base of teachers in performance-pay systems, 
by using more appropriate and meaningful measures, 
endorses several key assumptions of the movement:

1. The performance of all students, including 
English language learners and students with 
disabilities, should be assessed and reflected in 
how teachers are motivated and rewarded.

2.  A primary goal of a performance-based 
compensation system is increased teacher 
quality and student learning in all grades and 
subject areas.

3.  A reward structure that bases a portion of 
awards on team or schoolwide growth is likely 
to encourage collaboration and collective 
responsibility for all students.

4. Multiple measures and supports should 
be used to evaluate and encourage teacher 
performance.

5. Reward structures should not promote 
adverse effects, such as discouraging teachers 
from teaching English language learners or 
students with disabilities.
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Table 1 summarizes the options presented in this 
paper for including teachers of nontested subjects 
and grades, English language learners, and students 
with disabilities in performance-pay programs. The 
table makes it apparent that some of the options 
have broad applicability and are worthwhile for 
consideration with all four groups of teachers. 
Others have more specific relevance to individual 
groups of teachers. What the table provides is an 
overview of the options available to those charged 
with designing and implementing performance-pay 
plans so that they can include the other 69 percent 
of teachers in the compensation system.

The incorporation of any of these options will 
necessitate additional work done by schools or 
districts to ensure that teachers of nontested sub-
jects and grades, English language learners, and 
students with disabilities have the necessary support 
structures and targeted professional development to 
meet the measurement goals successfully. In some 
instances, the options could substantially alter the 
motivation and reward structure of teachers. In 
these cases, care must be given to the possibility 
of goal displacement and of unintended conse-
quences associated with additional measures of 
teacher performance. 

Table 1: Summary of options for including teachers of nontested subjects and grades, English language learners, and 
students with disabilities in performance-based compensation systems

Option
Applicable to teachers of:

Nontested 
subjects

Nontested 
grades

English language 
learners

Students with 
disabilities

 1. Core and noncore teachers are eligible for schoolwide 
bonuses only

 2. Noncore teachers are eligible for some, but not all, of the 
individual performance incentives that teachers of core 
subjects can earn

 3. Student test scores are not used to determine noncore 
teachers’ eligibility for rewards. Instead, eligibility is based 
exclusively on nontest measures, such as observed evalua-
tions of classroom performance, portfolios, acquisition of 
additional knowledge and skills, or assumption of additional 
roles or responsibilities

 4. Create new student tests to assess teacher performance in 
noncore subjects

 5. Create a developmentally appropriate rubric to assess how 
well teachers in pre-K to Grade 2 are supporting young 
children’s development on dimensions such as their cognitive 
development, social-emotional development, motor develop-
ment, and language acquisition

 6. Buy off-grade tests from the same vendor that tests 
Grades 3-8

 7. Use student results from adaptive tests such as the DIBELS 
or MAP to assess teacher performance at the early grades

 8. Base rewards of high school teachers on department-
wide performance, rather than on individual classroom 
performance

 9. Supplement student test outcomes with schoolwide mea-
sures such as high school dropout and graduation rates

 10. Reward teacher teams when the performance of English 
language learners or students with disabilities improves.

 11. Use student gains in English language proficiency, in addition 
to gains in subject matter knowledge, as an additional perfor-
mance measure for teachers of English language learners

 12. Develop a new “student sharing” average to assess the 
performance of special education teachers
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In all cases, states and districts should consider 
the degree to which the measures used in a perfor-
mance-pay plan:

• provide indicators of teacher effectiveness 
and provide teachers with feedback to 
encourage their ongoing development;

• are part of an integrated system designed 
to support and develop human capital; and

• are clearly defined and aligned with goals 
for effective instruction and student learning 
across the curriculum.

We conclude by offering the following recommen-
dations to help states, districts, and schools consider 
how to include the other 69 percent of teachers in 
performance-pay plans:

• Consider fairness from multiple perspectives. 
All teachers must have an opportunity to 
earn awards for their contribution to student 
performance, regardless of the grade, subject, 
and types of students they teach. However, 
it is not necessary that access to rewards 
be even.

• Think systemically and holistically. It is 
important that ongoing support and profes-
sional development are provided to help 
teachers meet growth targets and to ensure 
that growth targets are directly linked to 
school and district goals.Include multiple 
measures and award types. Consider the ad-
vantages of using multiple measures of stu-
dent performance and teacher effectiveness 
and the benefits of awards at the individual, 
team, department, and school levels.

• Weigh transparency versus accuracy. States 
and districts need to make difficult decisions 
regarding the inclusion of measures that 
cannot be readily explained to key constitu-
ents or that cannot be verified as valid and 
reliable measures of teacher effectiveness. 
These trade-offs often hinge on the degree to 
which measures exhibit a necessary level of 
technical rigor while also remaining under-
standable to those whom they directly affect.

• Be aware of potential unintended conse-
quences. Within a performance-pay system, 
the manner in which teacher effectiveness 
and student performance are measured will 
influence teacher motivation. States and dis-
tricts should consider how the system affects 
teachers at all grade levels, subject areas, and 
across the spectrum of student ability levels 
and demographic characteristics.
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