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Merit pay first made its way from the business community to public schools in the 1950’s.  By the end of the 1960s, 10% of districts nationally reported some form of merit pay. The trend soon lapsed, however, and by 1978 a national study of districts with more than 300 students found that only 4% provided pay based on student performance.  By the mid 1980s, 99% of teachers were paid on a uniform salary schedule.  Where merit pay did exist, it was largely voluntary (Rethinking Schools, spring 2000).   
With this history as backdrop, Florida’s STAR Program, which provides bonuses to the “top” 25% of teachers based on student test scores, appears more as a throwback than an innovative strategy.  Troubling, too, is the fact that vexing issues faced by merit pay systems years ago are now intensified in today’s world of high stakes testing.  

Three beliefs are necessary for one to support merit pay: (1) that individual bonuses are a proven strategy to boost performance; (2) that standardized test scores are an accurate measure of teacher effectiveness; and (3) that placing a greater emphasis on standardized testing will lead to improvements in educational quality and student achievement.

Unfortunately for its advocates, merit pay systems fail on all three counts.  

Does money alone motivate teachers?

Merit pay assumes that teachers are not presently motivated—that a monetary bonus will compel already dedicated teachers to heighten their activity; or that pay will somehow make ineffective teachers suddenly become effective.  Teacher effectiveness and motivation, however, are not so simple. 

Teacher job satisfaction is a function of overall working conditions, relationships with colleagues and administration, organizational support, and professional development—not just pay alone.    

Public Agenda questioned more than 900 new teachers and college graduates who did not chose a career in education.  The report concluded that while “teachers do believe that they are underpaid . . . higher salaries would probably be of limited effectiveness in alleviating teacher shortages because considerations other than money are significantly more important to most teachers and would be teachers.” (Education Week 9/17/03)

Teacher satisfaction, in other words, is more than a function of pay. 

Research in the field of economics also suggests that individualized performance bonuses are counterproductive.  Most people believe they are working hard and doing well.  To suggest otherwise with a negative reward tends to undermine the performance of non-recipients. 
Performance measures are also subject to bias, further breeding discontent with workers who formerly tolerated or embraced management.  Who says that what management is measuring is more important than other workplace activities?
The performance of a system, moreover, generally depends upon teamwork—which is especially true for education.  Individual bonuses run counter to the sense of community and team that are needed to facilitate improvement in the overall system.  Rivalries start where none existed.  

Bonuses have another unintended consequence.  The behavior that is rewarded will receive intensified focus, to the detriment of other tasks that may be equally important (Behn, 2000). 

The premise, then, that monetary bonuses will improve the overall quality of education is far from proven in education or economic research. In this regard, the reemergence of merit pay appears to arise not from an increase in our understanding of teacher incentives, but from a conservative ideology that believes market incentives are the best cure for social problems, including those found in education.  
Markets are powerful, but they do not improve every form of human activity.  Markets, in fact, allow for the poverty, unemployment, lack of healthcare and other social conditions with which the schools must grapple.  And, when applied on an individualized basis in the workplace, market incentives can have counterproductive and undermining effects.      
Do tests really measure teacher effectiveness?

The belief that a teacher is solely or primarily responsible for student scores on a standardized test is another fundamental premise of merit pay.  Yet, the belief is contrary to everything we know about human learning.  The test score measure, in other words, does not capture what supporters of merit pay purport.  Teaching and student learning are complex human behaviors that cannot be accurately gauged by a single number.   

Student learning—and test scores—are affected by many factors outside of teaching.  Significant methodological questions remain about whether or not it is actually possible to measure the effects of a single teacher on student achievement. 

· In-school student learning is not simply the result of an individual teacher. A student’s education depends upon an entire community of professionals within the building; and the foundation upon which student achievement is built was gained from previous student experiences. 
· Studies consistently show that factors outside the control of teachers, including family education levels and the child’s socioeconomic status, affect test scores.  Variables outside the school are in fact greater predictors of outcome on standardized tests than are in-school variables.   

· Personal motivation has a significant influence on standardized test scores.  Students may care less about a test that is high stakes for teachers, while caring deeply about another test necessary for college.    

· Value added testing, which attempts to measure gains in student performance, also is rife with methodological problems.  Mobility rates, or classroom turnover, complicate findings when different students are in the classroom at the end of the year than were present at the beginning. Value added assessment results are influenced by the way the researcher manages missing data (e.g., not having a complete set of test scores for a student). Incomplete data can skew or bias results (Rand 2003).
Because of the complex ways that social and economic conditions affect test scores, differences in student motivation, and methodological problems in assessment, tests are imperfect measures of teacher effectiveness.   
Is testing the primary value of education?

The belief that testing is the primary value of education is highly contested.  Many individuals believe education should teach important values well beyond standardized achievement scores, including citizenship in a democratic society, reward for hard work, and the ability to get along with others. Instead of being the “end” or purpose of education, testing should be a diagnostic tool by which to further remediate and direct students.  
Research shows, moreover, that high stakes testing can actually serve to undermine educational quality in unintended ways.     

· High stakes testing affects quality as educators are forced to teach to the test.  The curriculum becomes narrowed, student interest is ignored, and student experiences are restricted as test taking skills and test preparation become the primary educational objective.  Educational opportunities and experiences, in short, are diminished. 
· When testing becomes the primary focus, teachers tend to have less incentive to enrich their curriculum and provide unique learning experiences.  

· An over reliance on test scores can also lead to cheating, and it increases the consequences of mistakes made by testing companies.      

· Tests measure only a fraction of a school’s total educational mission.  They do not measure complex problem solving skills, creativity, artistic or musical aptitude, performance, projects, or rhetorical skills.    
· For these reasons, high stakes testing programs can have significant negative and unintended consequences (Amrein and Berliner, 2003).
Conclusion

In related research, a recent survey found that 73% of superintendents in Wisconsin believe that the No Child Left Behind law (NCLB), which greatly increased standardized testing, has not improved the overall quality of education in their district

A full 93% believe that school success should be based on multiple measures instead of just test scores; and 91% believe the NCLB law should be modified so that schools are credited for maintaining high levels of achievement instead of demanding continuous growth, which becomes impossible through time. 
Also, 69% hold that students are spending too much time preparing for and taking standardized exams; and 60% state that the law is narrowing the curriculum in their district.

These frontline practitioners suggest that an increased emphasis on testing alone is not sufficient to improve educational quality.  In fact, their findings confirm other research documenting the deleterious effects of high stakes testing on curricular offerings.  

Overwhelmingly, Wisconsin’s superintendents want multiple measures of success that more accurately reflect student learning, not just one measure that indicates how well a student scored on one test on one day.   

Test based models of merit pay reinforce all that is wrong with NCLB.  By tying bonuses to test scores, policy makers are giving undue weight to a mis-measure of quality.  Schools and teaching cannot and should not be judged by test scores alone.  

In so doing, policy makers are undermining the vast array of educational goals and values that fall outside of standardized testing.  The whole ideal of a comprehensive education that prepares children for citizenship is at risk when the only value society places on education is a test score. 

A system that rewards drill and kill pedagogy, moreover, will turn off kids and restrict the curriculum to tested subjects.  As experiences and opportunities diminish for children, along with their interest in education, one must ask just what kind of quality standardized test scores measure and if that is the kind of quality we want for our children—especially all those that don’t score in the top 25%.  
Are we saying to these children that they are underachievers and not worthwhile citizens, just as Florida’s system of merit pay suggests to those teachers who don’t make the top 25%, no matter how difficult their class load or working conditions? 
In reality, individual bonuses can serve to undermine instead of boost the performance of systems, test scores are not an accurate measure of teacher effectiveness, and the nation’s increasing emphasis on standardized testing is distorting the educational process.  Schoolmen and women must more forcefully articulate the idea that testing is a diagnostic tool and not the final purpose of education.   

