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ABSTRACT
" Merit npay pzegrams are based on the s;mple idea thatgf
éducatcrs should be paid what they are worth: yet these programs  fage’ -
a host of practical problems, mostly centering oi the diffitulties of’
devalaping and administering such systems. A review of ressarch shows - -
" that money may not be the best vay to motivate teachezs, who are more
influenced by.the intrinsic rewards.of. teathing. ' a report, by the . '
‘BEducational Research Service' suggests that merit pay progfams often
prove unwvorkable. Taken as a whole, the research in the area points
most emphatically to a single conclusion about mecit pay:; its
potential rewards are uncertain and it should bhe adopted, if at all,’ .
with a geéd deal of care. Evaluations must be made by several 'persons
working with specific, :multifaceéted, and clearly articulated. .
guidelines. Merit raises should not be reserved for a few superior
teachers but must reward all who achieve a specific objective. Plans
should .be considered that -reward teachers witl praise or.recognition

- rather than money, and schools-'should help cre%te systens that foster

more satisfying work experiences for teachers. (Ruthor/JH) e
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Co " A - “merit pay,"” i that can refer to-almost any
I B arrangement in, which UEBYD!‘ reccives aédltmnal,,pay i
Lot - o _ . for doing better—opr si 5

. : R o # Basically, merit pa scmoney as an mc::nuve lcl
" h N A 2. L ,  encqurage schml persot 4 %EEHEFWDF]( Thus a merit |-
e - Ty = ¢ payprogram ré:gutres botha Workable system for identifying

¥ - ) ., N : Mmeritorious educators and adequate fmanmake ufces f‘or
SR e . o4 . ‘Tewarding them. These requirements mayseem Dmmus, but; -
R o G . - - inprdctice motivation and evaluatmn_are parncularly tbﬁrn;
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Merlt Pay &g )
. " .Merit ps.y was first mtmduued in Arnencaﬁ public
_education in 1910, yet even -today the idea of rewardjng
superior edutatﬁrs with-extra pay remains controversial,
" The theory behind merit pay is_simple: educators should be
paid what they age waﬂh sg’ﬂ\hﬂsg whc do good wark
deserve extra pay.

Despite. its 1henreucal appesl, merit pay faces a hqgt nf
pracm:al pmblems, mast ) ',hern centermg on the dlffltul-"

based on mgnt Thzsg ,p oblems’ extend bven ta d:ﬁmng

s T . ! prgblems immost merjt pay systems. Fipancing mexcit pay] .
’ o ’ ,f particularly in pdriads of high inflation ( ind thus larg’e cOst

L - oflivingpay raises), canalso be difficult.” . ;
“a The p{lnElplES of merit pay can be applied to the salarn:: .
‘ & of teachers -administrators, or school staff, Although there

- : Co ' o + . toréaspartofa systgm of management by objectives (MB

' . ) . most research to date has concerned itself with merit pay f

S e “* ‘teachers. Many of the pmblems and pcsssnbihtles of merit p: Iy
' ' are the same for all type:s of educators but Lhere may alsa ,E

& ‘ it F i ks
- o ¥ ~ has been some  discussion of using merit pay for admimstzj-

’ Lo Merit Pﬂ_y far Teachers a n:pm't prepared by Educational
R Research Service (ERS), provides a good introduction to tl‘ﬁé

' : v . . subject. The dominant theme that emerges from the'studyis .

o ’ theex’lraordmary comp]exlty of merit pay. Even determlm‘{g 1

: whether or-not a teacher is doing a good job is no simple |

v o _matter; teachers may be rated either according .to .inpit- -

o ‘fa&tgrs (how well they teadh) or output factors (the kinds of

oo _ students they produce). More generally, a bewilderingassopt- |

* o ) : . " ment of claims has been advanced both on behalf of and n
o t - ‘Qppasnmn to mem pay.

P Apaymg teachers what they are warth and the laglc of usir g
money and evaluations to encoyrage better teaching. Presefit

Each, Research Action Er'Ef reDGHS the .pay systems treat a]l teachers—good, bad, or indifferent *
:fmdlngs of sigriificant empirical -research —almost identically; this. implicitly rewards mediocrity and
studies on a topic in educational discourages teachers from making the extra effort required
management. From.these findings Lr‘ﬂpll(:a- g to do a better than‘average “job. Merit incentives work n-
UDHS are.drawn for the c»perahcm of thay ] industrial settings; applying such methods to schools is a
'schools, thus aserving as 'a- guide fdr” * logical step that could help professionlize teaching. ‘
En']ghrened administrative action: : Arguments against merit pay stress the fact that jt
doesn’t work, since nearly every program that has been tried,
This RESEEI'C-"“I Action Brief was prepared has eventually been discontinued for one reason or another. '
by the EFHC Gleannghauée on Educatlanél Good tesi—;hing is hard to juagé objectively, some argue, :
Management . in cooperation with the because teaching is really more an art than & science.
National Schoo! Boards -Association. ) "Emphasizing the monetary rewards'of teachifg may obscurg
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mher pmﬁ:ssmnal o) jeétives and fc:szer cﬂmpelitiﬂn a nng
teachers fnrted tﬁ chmpete for rrlerit bc:rlus:s. As a re;u[l caf

‘aﬂd preﬁar salary
expeﬂence. -

methcnddlagy. have shed much lighg on ttgé lejEﬂl ERS

eyed nearly hree ‘thousand Ameﬂtan schools to deter-
* the status of ‘merit pay in ccmempg’iéry education.
, ( vepd onsnderlnggdaplmga
meru pays plarl (47 percent) tHan actually had* one 'int

K som;ﬂme in ,l \
merit plans were. prnblems relate,,
tmq (paru:ularly evaluatmg tgar:he

o pmgram adrmmstra—
- faxrly) and personnel
irld declining teacdffer
ools reported that

: desires of their -
members, ‘had neguhated mgru pay provis\ ns out of lhl:ll‘
r.'nngracls - - g

- " i _‘-jiz
Problem of Evaluatiari ~ . \-
c Two studies point up some, 'of the pmb\rms of rating teach-
ers mafalr.ﬂbjecuve way. Hmke 's work s almost hn abbrevi-

- % ated case study of the mlelcb politics and persongl relations
can play it the operation of a merit pay pFogram. The author
describes a study of auniversity department where decisions

. . about merit raises 3&2 made by the department chairper-
-"son. In the departmem “several obvious measures of €ffec-

tiveness—II cludmg frequent publishing, success in attract-

iy

tegphers. In f’at:t rnnney Eppears to be disunctly less ii xmpor-
tant ‘to teachers_than a number. of, other factors. Lortie

explains that job motivation can be divided into satisfactions
_that are intrinsic (inhetent in the work :lself’) and extrinsic

e

' ,(extemal to'the j@bﬁincludmg pay)." s

ﬁ'
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ing students and producing graduate students, and willing-

" ness to teach extension courses—were all‘ejther insigrifi-
cantly or negatwely corri:lsted wnh salary increases. 'I'he

wnh the department head lhE author repi:rts a strong rela-_
» tmnsh&“between percent of salary change in- the past five
" years and the distanice betwéen a profgssor” s.office and that
of the chairman.” Einally (and ﬂundzr the circurstances, not
surprisingly), tHe departmen chairman, ‘ranked rlumbgrgne
" op percent of salary improvément for ‘the five years.”
A second study, by Worth (as described by McDowell),

questions the desirability of using evaluations made by a
. lone administrator. Principals were asked to view a fifteen.

" minute’kinescope of a teacher in the classroom and, from that

viewing, rate her performance. The teacher in question drew .-

a wide range of ratings, varying from E,tceplmnal to dcubt-
ful, all based on viewings of the same: material. Coe
Neither of these studies, of limited sample size and
. uncertain methodology, is pagticularly significant in itself,
*  but each provides research. confirmation, however tenuous,
for the commonsense observation that performance ratings

" are not always Falr, DbjEEthE or consistent,

. Do Dollars Mallvate'?

Several studies Ehallenge the notion thét is at the heart of
- merit pay: narnzly, mcnéy is an effective way:of motivating
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mollyated‘prlmarlly by the mtrinsn: rewards of lhe pr es-
sion. In one'study, teachers listed the psychic rewards of the
Job six timesas often asany other. rewarésrm:xplammg tbglr
gﬂttrSCllQﬁ*idil.hE profession. Ar;cordmg to Lortie, "teachers
consider the classroom the major arena for the receipt of
psy:hi’: rewards " He observed that "other sources of satis-
,,,,, ", pale’ in comparison with:teachers’ exchanges with-  *
'students and the feeling that students have learned.” :
" An earlier. study, reported by Sergiovanni, sugggsted
. similar conclusions, Teachers were asked to tell stories of
. tires wheh th#y felt unusually favorableor unfavnrable i
‘toward  teaching, Their responses*indicatéd that extrinsic'-
factorg ‘(such as muney) may induce dissatisfaction, but gha! ‘.
satnsfﬂ\:tmn is produced by mtrmsi\: fagtors, '

i

Priarlty of Intrlnsit stards S

" The fulhrnphcatmns ofthis e:v:denr:e of the lmpr_srtaﬂce r.lf’
intrinsic rewards become clearer in the context of Deci's
.work. 'His findings sugggt that’ emphasizing extrinsic -

rewards-such as pay may actually be zoumerpraducuve
iedur_'mg rather than increasing intmisic motivation. -

Deci dlscuss:s mtrmsnc and extrinsic motivation atsome

iength_ Intrinsic rewards come from each individual': § feel-

. ings of competence and effectiveness, ‘whereas extrinsic .
rewards’ generally come from outside the worker. In other’
words, intrinsic rewards unlike the extrinsic variety, aré at |
least partly pnder the control of each worker. The question *

“ariseswhether the two types af rewards can work together to

" increase motivation or are essentially, ncempauble

To answer this question, Deci corfducted. a test in which
subjects were asked to work on a serits ofs pmblgm-solvmg

*puzzles that previous tests had demonstrated to be intrinsi-

-Eally lntergstmg Persons who were sfnply agked tosolve the-
puzzles or were given money for participating in the experi-,

~ ment (and were paid regardless of how well they performed)
continued, to work on fhe puzzles even aftér their time had -
.expired and they were no longer required to do.so; this will-
ingness to continue working was considered a measure of
intrinsic motivation. By contrast, when external rewards—
money ‘or the avoidance of an obnoxious buzzer—were made
contingent on doing the puzzles successfully, -subjects
showed 5|gmflc:amiy less inclination to continue working on
the puzzles voluntarily. This led Deci fo conclude that “one'
process that decreases intrinsic motivation - is {o have
mtrmsncally motivated behavior bécome dependent on
external causes.” If-this is true, merit pay blaﬁs may ar:tusﬂy

. reduce the motivation of teachers.

Iﬁteresu gly, one external.reward, feedback, could affa:t
intginsic motivation either nggatlvely or positively. Spec:fn-
cally, ‘positive feedback increased, whereas -hegative feed: .
back decreased, subjects’ .intrjnsic motivation. "This
phennmenun was observdll only- hen feedback was consid-
ered as mforrnatmrial rather than as an attempt to control

N
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‘behavior: in other cases, ;ubje:té began to work in order to

" obtain positive feedback, which then became an external
motivating fattor and ‘reduced ‘intrinsic motivation. This

. suggests’ that feedback, insofar as it provides iy rmation
about an individual's ccmpetence or effectweﬁ 55 may act
asa cgmpléme;xt to mtrmsn: rewards. . : .

"Effect on. Seﬂ Esteem o,

.. Meyer's. ‘work pcums up another pmenualﬂ:ablem area:
“a merit sala%plan is llkely’h‘: have the.effect of threatefiing

the sell.esteent of the great majorityof employees.” Thisis

true because mot workers consider themselves to be good

or outstanding at theif’ Jahs Specifically, when a variety of
blue and wh;te—ca"ar warkers were asked to compare thenr’ e

ERIC |

[

. .pay in education is neither practical nor. desira
y th:m‘y bEhmd merit péy—thgt money is the way tom

—

*® ‘ “ a - J

own job perfnrmances with th@se nf their cc:lleagues %lmnst

..~ «all rated.themselves as above average, and fully iwo-thirds |
: placed themselves'In theypper quarter. of all workers. At the

same time, 85 percent o e workers gave thcms:lvcs higher -
ralings“than their managers gavé them,
Obviously, these attitudes tan create problems -when

* ‘workers' salarids are sltered to r‘eflecl exlerrﬁ evaluations,
" “Since the salary increases most pcaple get do not reflect

supermr perfnrman:e the eﬁects of . the actuaT pay

pcsilive The majnnty feel thal management dﬁ:s not recog-

““nize their true worth,”

_ Giving workers a less favorable, but more reshsm:,'
- ‘assessment of their nmthe-_mb performances may seem like a
good idea, but high self-esteem is, itself: an important moti:
_vating faclor Indeed, Meyer notes, "persons with high self-
$team will ccmsnstgmly aﬁd sngmf:caﬁtly outperform per-

o sons “with low sglf esteem I

lmplicaﬂons
- These fmdmgs appear to raise th; possnblhly tl

teachers to improve—is simply . not supported by tke
“research. On the contrary, teachers are less motivaté .
money than by the intrinsic rewards-of teaching. Worsg .
paymg teachers on the basis of performance may actually pe
""" terproductive, reducing the motivation of all teachfrs
glthreatemng the se!fsesteem c:f those passed over for
merlt bonuses. ' :
The empirical ewdence cﬁncernmg merit pay appears to
- be consfstent with some of the survey information that has
been collected on the subject, The Edycatlonal Research--
ief‘?ﬁ;e 's survey,. fﬁr example, found that merit pay often
s Pproves unworkable; more *schools reported that they had

+ tried merit paypd then abandoned it than indicated they

acmally had prognams in operdtion. The areas where most
schools reported problems with merit payeprogram’
administration ‘(particularly evaluation) and teacher atti-

' tudes—were very similar to those- areas hlghhghted by the

Emplrn:al evidence. . U

The cast against merit pay, however, is not qune as
Eoncluswe as it might’ appear to be. The apparent failure of
'merit pay might partially be the result of poorly desngned or’
administered programs. Also, it is lmportam to note that,
although over 6 percent of the schools in the ERS: survey
- reported having discarded programs, nearly 90 percent of
the schools indicated no experlgncc: at- all—good or
bad—with meri{'pay.

Taken as a whole, the research points most emphaucally :
to zsingle cnﬂclusmn about merit pay; ijs potential rewards _
are uncertdin and it should be adopted/if at all, with a good
- deal of care. The procedures, goalsCand objectives of the
programy’ must be clearly defined, widely accepted, and -
universally understood. One way of assuring this result is to
have broad participation in developing the program.

\Teachers, .in particular, ‘may feel less threaiehed by, and

_mhqre zom(mtted to, the suecess of a program th,gy hadalﬁﬁd
“in's aping.
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; K The Hmker and;-WDrth studies pel;n up the jtical need
- for care+in the evaluation progess. Specifically, valuations

should be made by several persons, working cooperatively,
Evaluation guidelines should be specific, multifaceted, end
clearly emeuleted so that each evaluele[ essesses he same-
things.

‘Meyer's work suggests merit pay plans sheu]d teke into -

-account teachers’ (like most workers’) high regard for their

own abilities; such high. regard can act as a self-fulfilling = ~

prophecy and eetually make teachers more effective. Conse- *
quemly. merit raises should not be reserved for only a few
“superior™ teachers. Instead,' Meyer recommends a merit *
system that rewards all wurkers whe achieve certain speel-
fled objectives. '
. These techniques for developing werkeble merit pay
plens may, however, miss a rather crucial pemt Deci's
findings point to the possibilities that merit pay for teachers®
is mherem]y unwerkable end thet any pregrem usmg money

;desxgned is llkelv to fail. -

‘Deci's fmdmg that positive feedback een.ﬁundef certain -

. circumstances, increase intrinsic motivation does, however,

~ with various, types of praises

S

sugiest one averiue for motivating teachers more effectively.

Schools-might adopt merit praise plans, based on recognition °

the! 'inmnsxe sdtisfactions cangot be manipulated by
ewards, but can be complemented by the rightkind -
.of informatioh. .
In such a program, superior teeehers could be rewarded
ecognitign, given in ways
‘that do not demage the self-es of chej teachers. Evalu-
ations should be descriptivefdrather than judgmental,
focusing on what. teachers do rather\than how one teacher’s

- performance compares with that of, another. All teachers *
should be _provided with honest, pesmve feedback about -

their: eeenmpllshmems in the elessre-em, if thls 'is done

' properly, it can increase ¢ach teacher’s sense of sensfecuen
- about the kind of job he or she is doing. \

IﬁfeﬁnatmneL positive feedback emphes:ees (and may
even increase) the intrinsic rewargs of teaching and, thus,
.appears to offer a preferable al#rnative to merit pay. Of
-cours¢, any program designed pnmerlly 10, manipulate
teachers—with praise ormoney—is unlikely to ‘be effective.
~ Ultimately, the idea of rewarding merit is a sound one;
the problem with merit pay is its-assumption that money is
the most meaningful reward available, For teachers, the

‘satisfactions of the profession are ultimately more

meaningful than are the financial rewards. The most sehnel
systems. can 'do’ is help create situations that foster more
satisfying work experiences for their teachers,
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