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Merit Rating:
Have the Issues Changed?

IT IS possible to point to school 
districts, including my own, in which 
merit rating works. We can devise rat 
ing scales and use them. We can devise 
a team approach to supervise the evalu 
ation of teachers. Within this system we 
can select our "superior" and our "infe 
rior" teachers with some degree of ac 
curacy; and we can feel reasonably com 
fortable that careful supervision and the 
independent judgments of principal and 
supervisor concur. This is what we mean 
when we say "it works."

However, there is an accompanying 
phenomenon. Teachers begin to per 
ceive themselves, each other, and their 
supervisors in new ways. As a super 
visor, I hear teachers developing a clas 
sification system somewhat as follows:

One type says, "Why should I lose money 
because of a limiting factor? 1 I received 
'merit,' so I'm not eligible for three more 
years that doesn't make sense. Why can't 
I get a merit raise every year?" This is the 
"I want merit every year" teacher. "If I'm 
good this year," she says, "I'll be the same, 
next year. Why should I lose money be 
cause of a limitation factor?"

1 The Cheltenham plan makes a teacher eli 
gible for a merit increment, once every three 
years. Four hundred dollars is added to the 
normal increment.

Another type says, "I did not receive 
merit; perhaps I should leave the profes 
sion." He may add, "I received 'good' super 
visory reports. I felt certain I was a merit 
teacher. Why didn't I get a merit rating? I 
don't care about the money; I feel I'm a 
failure." He asks the supervisor, "Do you 
think I should stay in teaching?" He is not 
asking how to improve his professional 
competence; rather, he is feeling failure to 
the point of considering leaving his chosen 
career. He asks for advice but he wants ego 
restoration.

Still another type says, "You don't have 
to visit my classes, I'm not interested in 
merit." This teacher has adopted a limited 
concept of the purposes of supervision. This 
creates a chain reaction. The supervisor 
visits his classes feeling unwanted and 
struggb'ng to know how to help the teacher 
grow professionally. The teacher, the super 
visor feels, has equated improvement of 
instruction with merit rating. The supervisor 
wonders whether the teacher really wants to 
grow professionally and a chain of negative 
feelings interferes with the supervisory act.

In 1950, the Commission on Teacher 
Education of the Association for Super 
vision and Curriculum Development 
conducted a study that resulted in a
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pamphlet entitled, Better Than Rating. 2 
In this most provocative work, written 
for the Commission by Robert R. 
Leeper, new approaches to the appraisal 
of teaching services are presented. In 
the section concerned with "How Rat 
ing Affects the School Program," the 
following statement appears.

The teacher, knowing he has been rated, 
usually says, "But I can't find any trace of 
myself or of my work in these results!" He 
feels his work has been compared, almost 
always unfavorably, with the ideal practices 
of a teacher who never existed in reality. 3

The "Elusive Ideal Teacher"

Most school rating schemes have 
evolved as descriptions of so-called ideal 
practices which have little or no basis 
in instructional theory or research. Most 
merit rating schemes would never have 
evolved in schools without the pressure 
from School Boards or some force out 
side the profession. It is not surprising 
that the teaching profession and school 
systems, not ready to develop merit rat 
ing, have selected models for rating 
schemes from outside the profession.

Merit rating models have come, in 
the main, from business and industry, 
and the pressure to institute them has 
come largely from School Board mem 
bers associated with such merit pro 
grams in their own work.

Many school systems have abandoned 
merit rating programs after several 
years of trial. In systems where it con 
tinues, I am convinced that it "works" 
only because those who administer it 
admit to the limitations of the system

a Association for Supervision and Curriculum 
Development. Better Than Rating: New Ap 
proaches to Appraisal of Teaching Services. 
Washington, D. C.: the Association, 1950. 83 p.

' Ibid. p . 55.

and that the teachers involved basically 
trust their supervisors. I am also con 
vinced that school morale is affected by 
merit rating to a lesser degree than we 
thought, but that the subtle and persist 
ent pressure felt by some individual 
teachers serves to inhibit their personal 
development and their teaching per 
formance.

Better Than Rating makes a strong 
case for the profession's concern for re 
spect for the individual teacher.

School people in modern times have come 
more and more to base the educational pro 
gram upon the premise of respect for the 
individual. In order to guide his develop 
ment, they must start with the individual 
child, accept him where he is, as he is. 
Beginning with this acceptance and under 
standing, they can guide his development in 
accordance with his own rate of growth. The 
child is thus not always unfavorably com 
pared with an ideal child who never really 
existed. His achievements and shortcomings 
are interpreted, for the most part, in the 
light of his own rate of growth and develop 
ment.

This acceptance of the individual person 
where he is and as he is accords with the 
basic democratic principle of respect for 
individual personality. This applies to adults 
as well as to children.

Teacher-rating plans, whether they rank 
teachers in a certain arbitrary order, give 
an overall score or mark on performance, or 
judge teachers according to a listing of ideal 
qualities, are administrative plans which do 
not basically respect individual personality. 
These plans do not provide for acceptance 
of the individual as a competent professional 
person, where he is and as he is. Neither do 
they encourage an attitude of acceptance on 
the part of the rater that would cause him 
to point out any change and growth which 
may have been achieved by the individual, 
or what the direction of change should be 
to further his professional growth.4

' Ibid. p . 55-56.
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Much of what is quoted here is re 
flected in the feelings of teachers who 
attempt to exclude the supervisor from 
the classroom because they are not in 
terested in merit rating. Many super 
visors have tried to separate improve 
ment of instruction programs from merit 
rating. This is possible and perhaps even 
desirable, for until we can more pre 
cisely describe the act of teaching, how 
can we really place a value judgment 
on it?

Better Than Rating makes an impor 
tant statement on rating scales.

If teachers know that their teaching is 
going to be judged in certain predetermined 
ways, it is only natural that they will plan 
their teaching in such a way that they will 
show up well in the judging. Educators, 
for example, have long recognized that if 
teachers knew in advance that the growth 
and development of their pupils was to be 
measured by the. use of standard achieve 
ment tests or regents or college board exam 
inations, they would plan their teaching so 
that pupils would have as adequate as pos 
sible a mastery of the facts to be measured. 
In like manner, teachers who know that 
their efficiency as a teacher is to be judged 
in terms of predetermined items listed on a 
rating scale or in a personnel record, will 
plan their teaching so that they will make 
as good a showing as possible when the 
scale is applied to their work. 5

In practice, this is indeed true. As a 
matter of experience, the inadequacy of 
the rating scale looms large as teachers 
work to fit the scale. We have experi 
enced some difficulty in trying to guide 
a teacher out of the profession because 
she or he can be rated satisfactorily on 
most single items on the teacher rating 
scale. The ASCD Commission on 
Teacher Evaluation found very few 
teacher rating scales which provided for 
weighing the component traits to be

6 Ibid., p . 58.

rated, and they state that "the impossi 
bility of assigning weights is obvious, 
since the matrix of factors that makes 
one teacher eminently successful may 
not be the same combination of quali 
ties that account for the success of 
another." 6

Rethinking the Issues

Firsthand experience with merit rat 
ing had led the writer to reexamine the 
literature and rethink with colleagues 
the issues involved in merit rating. Four 
significant issues were identified 14 
years ago by the ASCD Commission on 
Teacher Evaluation in the pamphlet, 
Better Than Rating.

The first of these issues has to do with 
motives which underlie efforts of indi 
viduals toward self-improvement. Does 
the reward-or-punishment provision im 
plicit in most rating plans help the indi 
vidual to make his greatest effort toward 
professional growth? Does fear of de 
motion or of reduction in pay cause the 
teacher to strive consciously and intelli 
gently to "mend his ways" even though 
he has to go in the direction prescribed 
by the rating plan or by the person who 
does the rating? Or has modern psychol 
ogy not found sounder principles upon 
which to base a program for encourag 
ing teachers' efforts to accomplish best 
results in working with children?

A second issue involved in teacher 
rating has to do more directly with the 
process of evaluation. What is the pur 
pose of evaluation? If evaluation is part 
of the means by which people judge 
and guide the direction of their growth, 
then this process should be thoroughly 
understood and participated in by all 
concerned. The question involved is 
whether we, in a democracy, want a

" Ibid., p . 64-65.
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type of authoritarian evaluation which 
guides individuals into unquestioning 
obedience and submissiveness to per 
sons superior in status. On the other 
hand, would it not be preferable to de 
velop a type of democratic organization 
in which qualities of cooperative evalu 
ation would be explored; understood, 
and used continuously, freely and crea 
tively by all concerned in the process?

A third issue has to do with the effect 
of current teacher-rating practices upon 
professional growth. Just what are the 
characteristics of the main types of rat 
ing plans currently in use? Do these 
plans actually help the teacher see his 
"points of weakness," and thus automat 
ically encourage him toward greater ef 
forts to overcome these faults? Or do 
the plans, because of their very nature, 
cause greater tension and anxiety, and 
thus have an undesirable, and some 
times disastrous effect upon the profes 
sional development of the individual?

A fourth issue relates to the kind of 
organization which will best foster and 
encourage professional growth on the 
part of individuals and groups. Is the 
school, or the superintendent, alone 
concerned in evaluation of the school's 
program, of results of instruction? Or is 
evaluation the privilege and responsi 
bility of every person affected by the 
school's program? An organization is 
shaped by people, and yet an organiza 
tion also shapes people. The important 
thing in evolving an organization to 
foster professional growth in demo 
cratic schools is that it faithfully exem 
plify the soundest principles of democ 
racy and thus make possible effective 
working of cooperative evaluation pro 
cedures.

These four issues, fourteen years later, 
are still crucial. An issue which be 
comes increasingly sensitive as one ex 

periences merit rating is how an organi 
zation is shaped by people and how an 
organization also shapes people. A rat 
ing scale becomes a shaping device no 
matter how supportive the supervisor, 
the principal or the system may be. 
With "merit rating" the classroom visit 
is "different," no matter what the rela 
tionship has been with the supervisors. 
Staff relationships, which shape the 
school atmosphere, become difficult to 
assess and often guarded. Parents in 
advertently shape a new problem by 
saying to a teacher, "Of course you got 
a merit raise, didn't you?"

Styles of Teaching

If we could effectively deal with the 
issues stated above, the issues to be pro 
posed might not be forthcoming. One 
"new" issue relates to the research and 
knowledge being developed about the 
styles of teaching, theories of instruc 
tion, the nature of classroom interaction, 
and the relationship of personal mental 
health to professional growth. Some ed 
ucators who have been doing research 
in the area of teaching and classroom 
interaction have stated that their work 
is not to be used to evaluate teachers. 
Perhaps this should be true in the initial 
stages of research. The issue seems to 
be, however, what will be the effect of 
current research on teacher education, 
instructional theory, and "styles of 
teaching" on the evaluation of teacher 
performance. There is a need to bring 
together new knowledge and research 
from a variety of disciplines in order to 
rethink the nature of teaching and the 
structure of better teacher evaluation 
procedures.

Rating or evaluation of one's work as 
a teacher is not an issue in most school 
systems today. Whether it be formal or
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informal, rating exists. Will we be able 
to resolve old issues and professionalize 
our task of rating teachers when we use 
what we know from both experience 
and research about the phenomena of 
teaching and learning? This leads to the 
related issue of the nature of teacher 
preparation. The work in curriculum 
development and even school building 
design for future needs has already sur 
passed efforts to study and improve 
teacher preparation. Teacher education 
has many dimensions, some of which 
will have a powerful influence on 
teacher education in the future. These 
are defined in The Education of the 
American Teacher by James B. Conant 
and The Miseducation of American 
Teachers by James D. Koerner.

The writings of these men will no 
doubt have an immediate influence, but 
whether or not their recommendations 
will improve the quality of teaching is 
central to the issue of teacher perform 
ance and ultimately teacher evaluation. 
My hunch is that we will find more ef 
fective guides for understanding teach 
ing in the research on teacher education 
conducted at San Francisco State Col 
lege by Fred Wilhelms and others and 
in the work of Ned Flanders, N. A. 
Fattu, Amo Bellack, B. O. Smith, Hilda 
Taba, Elizabeth S. Maccia and others 
who have been engaged in developing 
"models" of instructional theory and 
classroom interaction. Once we know 
who should teach and what teachers do 
that results in learning, then we will be 
gin to know what to value and reward 
in teaching.

References and Readings

Association for Supervision and Curriculum 
Development. Better Than Rating: New Ap 
proaches to Appraisal of Teaching Services. 
Washington, D. C.: the Association, 1950.

Arno A. Bellack, Joel R. Davitz, in collabora 
tion with Herbert M. Kliebard and Ronald T. ' 
Hyman. The Language of the Classroom: Mean 
ings Communicated in High School Teaching. 
New York: Institute of Psychological Research, 
Teachers College, Columbia University, 1963. 
(The research was supported through The 
Cooperative Research Program of the Office 
of Education, U.S. Department of Health, 
Education, and Welfare. Cooperative Research 
Project No. 1497.)

Harry S. Broudy, B. Odianel Smith and Joe 
R. Burnett. Democracy and Excellence in Amer 
ican Secondary Education: A Study in Curricu 
lum Theory. Chicago, Illinois: Rand McNally 
& Company, Education Division, Box 7600, 
1964.

David G. Ryans. "Assessment of Teacher Be 
havior and Instruction." Review of Educational 
Research 33: 415-41; October 1963. Washing 
ton, D. C.: American Educational Research 
Association, 1201 Sixteenth Street, N. W.

David G. Ryans. Characteristics of Teachers, 
Their Description, Comparison and Appraisal: 
A Research Study. Washington, D. C.: Ameri 
can Council on Education, 1960.

B. Othanel Smith. "Toward A Theory of 
Teaching." Theory and Research in Teaching. 
Arno A. Bellack, editor. New York: Bureau of 
Publications, Teachers College, Columbia Uni 
versity, 1963.

Hilda Taba. "Teaching Strategy and Learn 
ing." The California Journal for Instructional 
Improvement. Burlingame, California: Califor 
nia Association for Supervision and Curriculum 
Development, 1705 Murchison Drive. December 
1963.

Asahel D. Woodruff. "The Use of Concepts 
in Teaching and Learning." The Journal of 
Teacher Education. Washington, D. C.: Na 
tional Commission on Teacher Education and 
Professional Standards. March 1964.

Changing jour address? 
Don't forget Educational Leadcrghip!

The Post Office will not forward copies 
and we cannot always send duplicates of 
copies that go astray. SO PLEASE . . . 
at least one month before the first issue 
to go to the new address send us your 
new address and, if possible, an address 
label from a back copy. If label isn't 
available, send new and old address to:

Educational Leadership
1201 16th St., N.W., Washington, D.C.

20036

326 Educational Leadership



 
 
 
Copyright © 1965 by the Association for Supervision and Curriculum 
Development.  All rights reserved.  
 
 




