
WILLIS D. HAXXIEY

Designing and Implementing
Performance-Based

Career Ladder Plans
Monetary incentives and performance evaluations do 

not profoundly affect teacher motivation, but principles 
drawn from research can make them better motivators

of effective teaching.

T he currently popular proposals 
for performance-based pay in 
education arc often tied to the 

idea of a career ladder that teachers 
can climb to attain higher pav and 
higher status There is little evidence, 
however, thai relating teacher salaries 
to performance is an effective motiva 
tor. Most observers find the problems 
in implement ing merit pay virtually 
unsolvable (Johnson. 198*5), most dis 
tricts that have tried it have abandoned 
it (Porwoll, 19~"9), and where it does 
seem to work, it is largely innocuous 
(Cohen and Murnane. I98S)

Although it is too early to know 
whether the new career ladder plans 
will have the positive consequences 
(heir advocates predict, it is possible to 
draw principles from research on in 
centive systems and performance eval 
uation that could be used to design 
programs, or to estimate the probabili 
ty that current plans will enhance 
teacher effectiveness Before turning 
to these design principles, it may be 
useful to review the range of needs 
teachers may seek to satisfy through 
their work

What Teachers Want from 
Their Work
Career ladders are aimed primarily at 
motivating teachers to work harder at 
being effective. Ideally, an incentive 
plan should provide as many motiva 
tors as possible and enhance, or at 
least nol reduce, the rewards teachers 
gel from teaching without the plan

Almost even study of teacher motiva 
tion, job satisfaction, or attrition con 
cludes that the most important thing 
teachers want from their work is in 
trinsic satisfaction derived from contri 
butions made to student achievement 
Other needs teachers want to satisfy 
are similar to those valued by most 
other workers: self-esteem based on 
awareness of one's expertise, recogni 
tion by peers and relevant others of 
professional competence, economic 
benefits, opportunities for self-direc 
tion, positive social interactions with 
peers and supervisors, protection 
from the arbitrary exercise of author- 
in that might threaten job security or 
advancement possibilities, and oppor 
tunities for professional growth and 
development (Hawley and Rosenholtz. 
198-1; Rosenholt/ and Smylie. 198-4). 
Teachers neither rank pay particularly 
high as a source of motivation (Rosen 
holt/ and Smylie. 198-1) nor value up 
ward mobility as much as they used to 
(Falk and others. 1981; Roberson and 
others. 1983)

It is important to note that pay does 
not seem to compensate workers for 
the unsatisfactory aspects of their jobs 
For example, if people seek challenge 
in their jobs, a pay raise will not make 
them value challenge any less (Gupton 
and Quinn. 19"3). Thus, career ladder 
plans are not likely to neutralize the 
aspects of teaching that cause many 
teachers to leave the profession or 
invest less energy in it.

If teacher salaries, potential earn 
ings, or career advancement opportu 

nities were substantially greater than 
they have been, the rype of person 
attracted to teaching might change, 
increasing the motivational value of 
pay However, studies of other profes 
sions and jobs suggest that it is unlike 
ly that career ladders would signifi 
cantly change the relative impact of 
monetary incentives on teacher behav 
ior.

The conclusions we should draw, 
therefore, are not that teachers pay is 
adequate or that career ladders will 
not be motivating Rather, the point is 
that career ladders will have little 
long-term effect on teacher effort and 
effectiveness unless they provide 
teachers what thev want most from 
teaching: rewards for making a differ 
ence in the lives of children

Putting Teacher Effort in 
Perspective
Teachers bring 10 their work a readi 
ness to teach composed of certain 
values, qualities, knowledge and com 
petencies, and energy or effort They 
apply these predispositions and re 
sources to available technologies 
(such as curriculums, learning materi 
als, and instructional strategies) to 
produce student learning. Teachers' 
ability and willingness to use the tech 
nologies are shaped by the conditions 
under which thev must work, includ 
ing the ethos or culture of the school, 
the degree of student heterogeneity, 
the relationships among teachers and 
between teachers and principals, and
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the time available to teach.
Teaching is the product of interac 

tions among teacher characteristics 
and capabilities, available technology, 
and school conditions. Just as teachers 
have different levels of readiness, stu 
dents also come to school each day 
with different levels of readiness to 
learn (capabilities plus motivation). 
The resulting interaction between 
teaching and student readiness to 
learn produces student learning. This 
series of interactions comes full circle 
in that what students learn (at least 
what teachers believe students learn) 
significantly influences teachers' readi 
ness to teach.

This picture of teachers' roles in 
producing student learning has at least 
three implications for any effort to link 
incentives to teacher effectiveness:

1. Many factors affect student 
achievement, and teachers can control 
few of them.

2. Teachers motivation is only one 
factor in their contribution to student 
learning.

3 Motivating teachers without 
changing other conditions that affect 
teaching will not only limit the effect 
of incentives, but may cause frustra 
tion and alienation.

Principles for Designing 
Career Ladder Plans
From the idea that teachers have many 
needs to which incentive plans should 
be responsive and from the proposi 
tion that teacher effort is a small part of 
effective teaching follows the notion 
that career ladder plans should be 
designed to meet as many different 
needs as possible, increase teacher 
competence, and facilitate effective in 
struction. The 11 principles outlined 
below should lead to these three types 
of outcome

Principle 7 Economic reuwrds for 
high performance should he signifi 
cant. A common criticism of many- 
merit pay plans is that the monetary 
rewards they give for superior per 
formance are trifling (Porwoll, 1979) 
Small awards provide limited incen 
tives to undertake risks and expend 
the energy to achieve new levels of 
competence, but how large an award 
needs to be to motivate cannot be 
determined from available research

Principle 2 Teachers should he re 
quired to continuously demonstrate 
high performance to retain higher lei'- 
els of pay and status The most influ 
ential theorist of motivation is proba 
bly Abraham Maslow, who believed 
that a need that is met ceases to moti 
vate or, at least, is superseded by other 
needs Thus, once a teacher (or any 
worker) has derived money and status 
from a given increase in pay, this 
incentive diminishes in importance as
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a motivator. Further, resources to fund 
an incentive will always he limited, 
and if those who receive the incentive 
do not have much chance of losing it. 
its access hv others will he con 
strained

Principle .i Auiirds slxnild not be 
based on competition among teachers 
A basic element of motivation theory is 
that incentives must he considered 
attainable (Vroom. 1966) Awards 
based on comparisons among individ 
uals or limited in number will be 
viewed by many workers, especially 
those needing the most improvement, 
as beyond their reach Moreover, com 
petitive awards will discourage peer 
interaction and social approval, both 
important to effective leaching ( Rosen- 
holtz and Smylie, 1984) This does not 
mean that teachers should not "com 
pete" against set criteria. The distinc 
tion here is akin to the difference 
between a goiter's effort to beat par, a 
standard set by agreed-upon conven 
tions, and match play, in which a golf 
er competes directly with another in 
dividual

Principle 4 I'redetermined quotas 
slxmld not constrain tbe probability 1 of 
receiiing perfonnance-hased pay I t 
follows from Principle 3 that quota 
systems would discourage cooper 
ation among teachers As Thompson 
and Dulton ( 19""(). p. ISO) have argued, 
closed rewards systems focus on com 
petition, and a high proportion of 
workers may believe that their pros 
pects of receiving an award are remote 
no matter how hard they try to im 
prove their performance. Another 
likely consequence of closed rewards 
systems, or quotas, is that they may 
force meaningless distinctions in the 
performance of winners and near win 
ners, thus undermining the credibility 
of the evaluation system

I'rincipk' 5 n>e criteria against 
it'bicb performance is measured, and 
tbe goc4ls tbiy manifest, slx>nld IK' 
clear This principle seems obvious, 
but it is not easy to implement 
Schools typically have multiple and 
diffuse goals These goals may van.' 
from school to school and from dis 
trict to district, thus districnvide or 
statewide assessment svstems mav not

tit some school or district priorities 
Even within schools, different educa 
tors have different goals and achieve 
them in different ways (special educa 
tors, vocational specialists, and science 
teachers, for example).

The solution to these problems 
seems to be some mix of general and 
situational criteria against which teach 
ers are measured. This will cause a 
vexing but not unproductive tension 
between the desire to localize and 
contextualize decision criteria and the 
desire to centralize and standardize 
them to permit comparisons, avoid 
subjectivity, and invoke accountability.

I'rincipie 6 Assessment measures 
and processes sliould be seen as fair 
and predictable Teachers who have 
experienced performance-based pay 
often feel that the plan was adminis 
tered unfairly (Porwoll. 19"9). No 
doubt many evaluation systems have 
been primitive and subjectively ap 
plied. Moreover, fair or not. teachers 
who do not receive the incentive are 
likely to seek explanations outside 
their own performance This human 
propensity is the inevitable conse 
quence of the fact that most workers, 
especially professionals, have higher 
estimates of their abilities than do 
their supervisors (Mever. 19^).

There is no way to satisfy everyone 
that teacher performance measures 
and their administration are fair and 
predictable Some guidelines likely to 
increase the perceived legitimacy and 
reliability of performance evaluations 
are:

1 The behavior assessed should in 
clude all of the behavior to be influ 
enced In other words, what gets mea 
sured gets done

2 Multiple ways of assessing the 
same phenomena help validate per 
formance measures and deal with the 
potential frailties of evaluators

3 The measures of the behavior or 
outcome assessed should reflect the 
period tor which the rewards are 
made, past performance and future 
promise should be discounted entire
iy

4 Several checks within the assess 
ment period are better than |ust one 
or two measurements

"Pay does not seem 
to compensate 
workers for the 
unsatisfactory 
aspects of their jobs. 
... Thus, career 

ladder plans are not 
likely to neutralize 
the aspects of 
teaching that cause 
many teachers to 
leave the profession 
or invest less 
energy in it."
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"Motivating teachers 
without changing 
other conditions 
that affect teaching 
will not only limit 
the effect of 
incentives, but may 
cause frustration 
and alienation."

5 Evaluators should be allowed 
some discretion in the weight they 
assign to different measures when ag 
gregating the information collected. 
Such discretion may be considered 
arbitrary, but imperfect measures (all 
we presently have) do not deserve 
excessive respect.

6 Teacher performance measures 
should focus on teaching processes 
rather than teaching outcomes

The last point has caused consider 
able controversy Many legislators and 
citizens define teachers' competence 
by their ability to increase student test 
scores Student gain scores have sever 
al limitations as measures of teacher 
competence (see Soar and Soar, 
1984) The standardized tests seldom 
match the content of the curriculum. 
Student gain scores are affected by 
factors over which teachers have no 
control (including previous teachers, 
home environment, and peer values), 
and there is no reliable formula we 
can use to statistically adjust these 
factors. Focusing on student gain 
scores will not only cause teachers to 
teach to the test (inevitably narrowing 
and diluting the substance of what is 
taught), but it will also encourage em 
phasis on test-taking itself as a higher- 
order skill Further, knowing that 
Teacher A 'produces' higher gain 
scores than Teacher B tells us nothing 
about the two teachers strengths and 
weaknesses and gives us no indication 
of how to improve Teacher B s per 
formance.

Enough knowledge is now available 
on effective teaching to develop tenta 
tive process criteria for evaluating 
teacher performance; several states 
and localities already have done this 
or are doing it now. These measures 
can and should be assessed against 
student gain scores by independently 
sampling teachers and classrooms.

Principle 7 Evaluation, monitor- 
ing, and feedback should be frequent 
Teachers value knowing that they can 
help students learn and develop, but 
they cannot acquire such knowledge 
without evidence that what they do 
makes a difference In their review of 
research on teacher motivation, Ro- 
senholtz and Smylie (1984) concluded 
that the frequency with which teachers

are evaluated and feedback provided 
is correlated with teachers' confidence 
in their supervisors evaluation, their 
satisfaction with their work, and stu 
dent achievement. However, not all of 
the evaluations and feedback are nec 
essary for the formal summative evalu 
ation to implement career ladders

Principle 8 Summalife and forma 
tive evaluations slwuld embody the 
same criteria and standards, but 
should be administered independent 
ly Some merit pay experiments fail 
because of tension between teachers 
and principals over evaluations Simi 
larly, performance appraisals by other 
teachers with whom teachers work 
regularly often cause conflict and com 
petition (Porwoll, 1979) Yet, perform 
ance evaluations provide opportuni 
ties for feedback that can motivate and 
direct efforts to improve professional 
skills Many observers believe that per 
formance evaluators who decide 
about monetary rewards, advance 
ment, or retention cannot also provide 
support for professional growth be 
cause the employee whose work is 
being |udged will not disclose person 
al weaknesses and will resent negative 
evaluations Under these circum 
stances, the supervisor may avoid 
more negative ratings and, at the same 
time, be concerned about whether a 
supportive relationship with an ern 
ployee who needs help will jeopardize 
objectivity and cause employees who 
need less help to think that the super 
visor is playing favorites To imple 
ment this principle, evaluations for 
rewards and status should be per 
formed by outside observers and 
judges.

Principle 9 Insenice training or 
staff dei'elopment should be an inte 
gral part of the career ladder system 
and should be focused tou<ard improi '- 
ing teachers' d)ances to earn higher 
pay and status Providing teachers 
with information that they are falling 
short of performance goals without 
the support they need to reach those 
goals invites alienation and frustration. 
Unfortunately, most school systems in 
vest little in inservice training, and 
what they do invest usually is not well- 
spent
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Career ladder plans could provide 
the impetus for improving inservice 
training. The evaluation system neces 
sary for their implementation should 
provide evidence of teacher needs and 
motivate teachers to improve Further, 
it should identify teachers who can 
serve as models and peer tutors, thus 
enriching a schixjl or district's profes 
sional development resources.

Principle 10 Differences in reu<ards 
allocated sljould sometimes lead to 
differences in roles and responsibil 
Hies Studies of performance-based 
pay in private industry- often reveal 
that the rewards place social pressures 
on high achievers because their high 
performance is seen as increasing the 
expectations management has of oth 
ers One way to address this is by 
creating different roles for each rank, 
but it is unclear whether differentia 
tion of responsibilities and functions is 
essential to a career ladder's success. 
(Colleges and universities do not cre 
ate different roles for different ranks, 
and great differences in pay are found 
within professional ranks ) In any case, 
the roles to be filled by those who 
move up the career ladder should be 
well-defined, and the implications of 
serving the needs now served by those 
who will become master teachers" 
should receive more attention

I'rinciple 11 Teachers slx>uld help 
design and assess the plan Career 
ladders, like any innovation, are likely 
to be most effective if those they affect 
understand them and believe in their 
benefits Career ladder plans will find 
greater acceptance among teachers if 
teachers can help design and redesign 
them (Cohen and Murnane, 1985)

A New Incentive for 
Improvement
Increasing the qualify of teaching is 
the most promising strategy for educa 
tional reform, but there are ways other 
than performance-based pay to im 
prove schools, many of which will 
help teachers succeed It follows that a 
career ladder plan, by itself, i s a limited 
strategy for school improvement On 
the other hand, career ladders may 
reduce teacher dissatisfaction with 
merit pay, and advancement opportu 
nities through career ladders are an

incentive school systems have not pre 
viously had available. As Lortie (19~"5) 
has pointed out. teaching traditionally 
has offered little opportunity for up 
ward mobility, which may create more 
concern for one's present condition 
than for future development Most 
teachers apparently are dissatisfied 
with this absence of opportunity for 
promotion and changes in duties 
(Lowther and others. 1984)

To successfully implement career 
ladders, we must employ other mech 
anisms that will increase teachers' 
competence and motivation and cre 
ate conditions that will facilitate effec 
tive teaching These conditions, cou 
pled with performance-based pay's 
economic and advancement incen 
lives, may significantly enhance the 
prospects for improving the educa 
tional productivity of schools Gaining 
approval for and implementing such a 
comprehensive approach to educa 
tional reform is, of course, no small 
matter.

While properly implemented career 
ladders are a promising reform, there 
are land mines buried all around, and 
the outcome could be explosive One 
problem we have not yet discussed 
may be critical: To minimize subjectiv 
ity and ensure reliablity in evaluations, 
most career ladder plans measure 
teacher performance of specified be 
haviors To avoid arbitrary assess 
ments, teachers are insisting on great 
er specificity, which may result in the 
routinization and mechanization of 
teaching If teachers are divested of 
opportunities to be adaptive and in 
ventive, not only will talented people 
leave or refuse to enter the profession, 
but teaching will not be responsive to 
the enormous variety of student needs 
and talents The way out of this conun 
drum for teachers and policy-makers is 
to trust peer review and discretionary- 
evaluation Although the process is 
fraught with the probability' of error, 
the alternative is bureaucratization 
and banality.D
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