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What, then, can we take away from these new teacher pay programs? What lessons are emerging that can be instructive to other districts looking to establish their own teacher compensation programs? What are the factors and conditions that contribute to developing and implementing new forms of teacher pay?

Ten lessons emerge from a review of the programs described in the preceding section of this paper. These programs:

1) Are clear about their purposes. 

Whether programs focus on increasing teachers’ knowledge and skills, meeting market demands, improving measurable student performance, increasing teachers’ career options, or a combination of these, programs are transparent about what they are trying to accomplish.

2) Are designed to meet multiple challenges.

Districts that undertake revisions of their compensation systems typically face multiple challenges, from attracting and retaining well-qualified teachers in high-need schools to closing achievement gaps. New compensation programs target these challenges and seek to use financial incentives as one way of ameliorating them.

3) Include multiple options for teachers to advance in pay. 

Most alternative teacher compensation programs offer multiple ways for teachers to advance in pay. They do not rely on a single method.

4) Represent joint union-management undertakings. 

The compensation programs described in this paper reflect cooperative ventures on the part of school districts and their local teachers’ unions. In addition to being legally required in collective bargaining states (salaries are a mandatory topic of negotiations), involving teachers at the outset helps to ensure teacher buy-in, which is a necessary prerequisite to the successful implementation of new pay programs. Designing new pay plans under joint union-management auspices recognizes the simple fact that unilateral action on the part of states or districts is destined to fail.

5) Consider means by which all teachers can participate. 

In a compensation system based solely on standardized test scores, as many as two-thirds of teachers are excluded from the opportunity to earn incentive dollars. These include teachers in subjects that are not tested, such as art, music, physical education, foreign language, pre-K to grade 2, and teachers of English language learners and of students with disabilities. Although teachers of other subjects and non-tested grades may play a significant role in improving student achievement, without special attention they are likely to be left out of alternative teacher pay plans (Prince, 2008). Comprehensive systems find ways to include all teachers through, for example, school-wide (as opposed to individual) performance bonuses, criteria other than test scores to measure non-core teachers’ eligibility for awards (e.g., observed evaluation of classroom performance), acquisition of added knowledge and skills, assumption of additional roles and responsibilities, or new student tests created to assess teacher performance in non-core subjects (e.g., high school end-of-course exams).

6) Are structured as incentives. 

The alternative compensation programs described in this paper feature carrots rather than sticks. In these programs, no one loses pay as a result of participating and there are no quotas. Everyone who is eligible for an award receives one. Additionally, many of these programs, at least at the beginning, offer teachers the option of participating rather than requiring them to do so.

7) Encompass incentives and rewards that are understandable and attainable.

Teachers must understand the program components and what it will take for them to earn bonuses. This is not to say that all teachers must earn bonuses from the beginning, but it is essential that teachers clearly understand what challenges they must meet to receive additional pay. Communication is key here. Without frequent communication, preferably in multiple formats (oral, written, and electronic), teachers (and principals) can be left with inadequate information on which to make decisions about what bonuses to pursue and how to achieve them.

8) Reflect careful planning. 

Pay plans that make a difference are the product of careful and detailed planning. In order to design and implement a new compensation system, both the district and the local union must thoroughly think through the elements of the program, how these elements will be integrated into the district’s “big picture” on improving teacher quality, and what kinds of information must be communicated to teachers, principals, and other stakeholders. The planning process must include careful consideration of how the compensation program will be financially sustained for the long-term. Implementing new teacher pay plans is not simply a matter of rearranging the current dollars on the salary schedule. New programs require the identification of new funding streams. Where new money is to come from and how the flow of funds will be sustained over time are critical program elements.

9) Emphasize school and district capacity building. 

The compensation programs described in this paper emphasize capacity building on two dimensions. First, they are about increasing the capacity of school districts to provide the requisite support structures for teachers to engage in continuous, high quality professional improvement. Second, these programs enhance districts’ ability to manage and make use of the data that are an essential foundation for the new systems. These data include accurately pinpointing where and what teachers teach, tracking teachers and their students (and their students’ achievement results) over time, matching students to teachers, and having a central payroll system that can handle new forms of pay and the kind of teacher-to-teacher pay variability that is likely to emerge with a new compensation system.

10) Use multiple means to measure teacher quality and effectiveness. 

Many new compensation programs employ multiple measures to appraise teacher effectiveness.

Multiple measures, including student test scores, evaluation results, and professional portfolios are often a byproduct of pay plans with multiple purposes.
