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Abstract

Merit pay in the field of education is an ongoing option for the projected high-test score each year. This research paper evaluates the feelings and foreshadowed outcomes of merit pay if adopted at the elementary level. The information gathered for this research project was collected from three elementary school sites. Through questionnaire that included a comment section it was noted that elementary teachers do not favor a merit pay system because they feel it may lead to favoritism among administrators as well as question the integrity of teachers. 

                                  


   Introduction 

1. General Statement of the Problem

The notion of Merit Pay for teachers has become a popular issue, and yet it is one of stirring controversy.  Everyone seems to have an opinion on this topic. Politicians, policy makers, and businessmen all over the country discuss compensation for high performing teachers.  President Barack Obama for instance, recently proposed a national Merit Pay System within his current legislation, ”Race to the Top.”  In addition, the candidate for California governor, Meg Whitman, came up with some provocative ideas for implementing a Merit Pay System.  In recent years, increased interest on the topic of performance pay, has forced teacher opinion. However, elementary school teachers see Merit Pay from a perspective that may soon change the public’s understanding, and overall view. Thus, our team decided to take a closer look at the controversial issue, and survey the elementary teachers’ perspective. 

2. Review of Related Literature

Teacher Practices, Attitudes, and Beliefs, 

        Noticeably, one theme from the questionnaire held strong opinion among those surveyed.  Regarding teacher efficacy, educators have a keen desire to teach, and this one attribute affects their job performance more than a bonus or paycheck. This study on teacher effectiveness and the ramifications of Merit Pay suggested that there were three general aspects of teaching that should be considered for quality educators. Those qualities included background qualifications, attitudes, and instructional practices and trainings that create reading and math achievement gains. This particular study found that highly qualified teachers, or background qualifications alone, may be insufficient in 

qualifying teachers who are capable of raising test scores. (Palardy, Rumberger, 2008) The findings of this study verified that student background (e.g., SES, ethnicity) and the

classroom composition are predictive measures, but clearly teacher attitude has a substantial impact on student learning for achievement gains. These findings are consistent with a growing body of research showing that the characteristics of teachers and their classrooms affect student learning above and beyond the effects of their own background characteristics. Rather than the qualifications teachers bring into the classroom, it is the aspects of their teaching, such as practices, attitudes, and beliefs that are most relevant to their effectiveness in the classroom. This study was designed to look at policy, specifically the legislation of No Child Left Behind (NCLB) for highly qualified teachers. These findings suggest that teacher credentialing is not the only indicator of a highly qualified and successful teacher in elementary schools.  In fact, the data reveals that teacher practices, attitudes, and beliefs, are also strong indicators for student success, especially in our urban schools. As Merit Pay is considered as an evaluative measure, classroom composition, school and classroom size, as well as learning engagement must all be considered with credentialing as components necessary for teacher effectiveness.

Implementing Performance Management

            Teachers hold strong opinions about Merit Pay causing favoritism amongst Administrators, according to survey opinion.  Evaluating the effectiveness of various options before introducing a system of performance pay management would indeed be difficult, because there is very little research evidence that exists to support the effectiveness of Merit Pay. Still, a study that was recently conducted in England’s Primary Schools that may have practical implications for schools wanting to implement 

performance based management. An in depth study revealed that Merit Pay based upon student performance generated a considerable amount of pressure to engage in certain 

practices that may not be in the best interest of a majority of their students.  (Brown, 2005)  These practices included: Excessive time spent on coaching exam techniques, narrowing the curriculum, and because the performance test was narrowed to three subjects, a narrow scope of learning ensued. Primary scores were constructed from raw data of final exam results, so they seemed to be an unfair measure of school performance. It became apparent that considerable variation existed among primary schools with regard to how they were implementing performance management. To summarize, because of the variance with regards to demographics, class size and make-up, teachers generally viewed Merit Pay with a mixture of caution and suspicion regarding this performance initiative. Clearly, the requirements of the differing grade levels, the variance in training required of education, and the training needed for performance management varies considerably within and among the various stakeholder groups held responsible for implementing the initiative. Teachers felt that performance pay as a reward system could only be considered if it could be implemented fairly, without favoritism.

Credentials vs. Performance

Toch (October 2009) serves the field of education as the executive director of the Association of Independent Schools of Greater Washington and a former guest scholar at the Brookings Institution. As such he offers an insider’s perspective. On the other hand it could lead to some biases. Podgursky’s (2007)article offers more of a clinical outlook. Using both articles offers an opportunity to acquire a balanced perception of credentials versus performance pay.

Both articles agree that an effective merit pay system has not yet been established. The subjective report suggests that more effort be put into methods we already have information on (teachers prefer supportive administrators to pay increases). While the clinical data places merit pays success on more emphasis being placed on the appropriate targets. 

Toch (October 2009) reviews America’s past attempts to implement merit pay. According to him success has been hard to find in the implementation of such performance based pay plans. He says that “The absence of credible systems of evaluating teachers’ performance remains a barrier to performance today, no less of a barrier than continued union resistance to tying pay to performance. The typical teacher evaluation in public education consists of a single, fleeting visit by a harried principal untrained in evaluation who is often more interested in classroom comportment than the quality of instruction” (p. 99). He discusses reasons test scores should only be part of the consideration given for merit pay. He further suggests that other considerations should be made off of what is already known. Current data from surveys suggests that most teachers would rather work with a supportive administrator than be given higher pay. While he admits that more studies need to be done, he also concludes that we should use the data we already have in place as well. “Supportive pay may be one tool with which to create a more professional culture in public school teaching but it is no more than that” (Toch, 2009, p. 100).

Podgursky (2007) reviews the current pay scale used for teachers in light of their performance on an economic basis. Currently, teachers are paid based on the number of units or the credentials that they hold. While it may bar discriminatory pay practices, such a pay scale does not seem to be linked to teacher performance. He asserts that more effective teachers are not necessarily those with credentials. While Podgursky (2007) is aware that more research needs to be done, he also asserts that it may be possible to develop an effective merit pay system once rewards are geared towards the correct expectations. However, he also notes that not enough studies have been conducted on incentives versus the motivation of teachers.

It has been argued that performance based pay leads to less collaboration which could lead to less successful educators. However, the research also points out that other types of organizations continue to succeed while using performance based pay. He also points out how such systems have been used to attract those good at such jobs while it

discourages those less effective at their jobs. After researching the effects of several schools which implemented performance based pay, the author summarizes that “…in every case, the evidence suggest that teachers responded to the incentives. That and the fact that spillover behaviors may not have improved suggest that the incentive schemes were not well targeted. Indeed, the lesson noted by Courty and Marschke (2003) is that given gaming and multitasking, trial and error are probably required to get the right set of performance incentives” (Podgursky, 2007, p. 567).  

What Will Keep Teacher’s Teaching?


It seems as though every year the stress teachers face becomes more and more intense. Some people may wonder ‘what will keep today’s teachers teaching?’ In Jason Margolis’ What Will Keep Today’s Teachers Teaching? Looking for a Hook as a New Career Cycle Emerges the very question is answered by teachers, ‘what will keep today’s teachers teaching? In the study reported by Margolis, teachers at one particular school were interviewed throughout the school year and were asked questions pertaining to what they would like imbedded (at the professional level) which would develop a positive outlook on their jobs. As a part of the process, teachers attended seminars and participated in activities that were designed to support their development as teachers (Margolis 2008).


In this qualitative study which included data from field notes, website and e-mail artifacts, and interview transcripts it was found that teachers with 4-6 years of experience 

are searching for roles/activities that continue to keep them learning and excited about their teaching. Teachers are also looking for ways to widen their bubble of influence and sharing ideas within the profession (Margolis 2008). The research is concluded with three potential areas to consider when asking ‘what will keep today’s teachers teaching?’ The areas are: merit pay, differentiated jobs, and university-school partnership (Margolis 2008).

Stress Among Government Employees
Time-pressure, stress, and an unknown job future does not only affect educators. In Tobin Im’s, An Explorartory Study of Time Stress and Its Causes among Governement Employees it is noticed that there is a high level of stress experienced by government employees when under time-pressure. The study was conducted with public employees in the state of Indiana. The respondents came from government agencies: two city agencies, state agencies, and a federal agency. The participants in this study were asked questions through a diary, questionnaire, as well as interviews (Im 2009).

The information taken from the diary, questionnaire, and interviews concluded that city employees feel more stressed with timeline pressures than both state and federal employees (Im 2009). Tobin Im also concludes his research study with five variables that affect time stress. These variables are: level of government, goal awareness, time pressure, political sensitivity, and time spent in meetings (Im 2009). 
3. Assumptions
 From the related literature, we can conclude that indeed, there is a significant divide on the issue of Merit Pay. There are politicians backed by the general public that 

support compensation for high performing teachers.  On the other hand, there are educators that reject this proposal. Why? Politicians, as well as the general public are only able to see the theoretical aspect of Merit Pay. The idea of Merit Pay sounds great from the pulpit, or even on paper. Educators, on the other hand, are practitioners who understand perfectly that fair and honest implementation of Merit Pay might be impossible to apply. Since our research was conducted among elementary teachers, who represent a significant part of the educational influence of our society, we expected them to reject the idea of Merit Pay. In addition, we assumed that there would be a negative response to compensation for high performing teachers.  Nevertheless, we wanted our research questionnaire to   have open-ended questions for teacher response. In essence, we felt the comments would provide some insight regarding the educators’ perspective on Merit Pay.

4. Research Questions and Foreshadowed Problems

To conduct this study, we adapted some questions from, Should Teaching Be Based on Merit Pay? (Escamilla et al., 2008) 

Our survey participants responded to the following questions and statements:

- How likely are you to support a merit pay system?

- If students’ scores improve it means students were well educated.

- Merit paid teachers will work harder and produce better results, (i.e. higher test scores,

   graduation rates?)

- How well do you feel you prepare your students for state testing?

- Merit Pay will cause favoritism amongst administrators.

- Merit Pay changes the integrity of teacher, i.e. dishonesty, cheating.

- Merit Pay would be more beneficial to the students.

- How strongly do you feel that the number of students per teacher should be a factor?

  When determining if a teacher has earned or qualified for merit pay?

-If student scores improve, it means that students were well educated.

-Teachers should qualify for Merit Pay as long as student academic performance is   incrementally increasing.

-Do you favor an evaluation that is based solely on student performance?

 Furthermore, after meeting with a small group of teachers to discuss Merit Pay and the issues as hand, we have concluded that the survey questions and statements are well designed for our research. They will be used to extract the necessary information, from which we will draw our conclusions. 
5. Definitions of Terms

Merit Pay is a proposed system of teacher compensation that rewards enhanced job performance and is viewed as a potential solution for the constant issue of how to improve student test scores. 

California Standards Test (CST): The CST is a major component of the STAR program. California educators and test developers specifically for California developed the CST. They measure students' progress toward achieving California's state-adopted academic content standards. This test describes what students should know and be able to do in each grade and in each subject tested.
6. Significance of the Proposed Study 

Since the idea of Merit Pay is so popular and controversial, it is important to establish a clear educators’ perspective on this key issue now, before it is too late. The general public, and politicians as well, simply cannot ignore the voice of educators when 

legislation pertaining to this system of performance pay could ultimately be applied to teachers across the country. Just as businessmen and conservative politicians around the country rave, “laissez faire” when they talk about their business concerns, the same idea should apply to education. Educators must have a voice of their own. In addition, their voice should be heard and respected by politicians, businessmen, and the general public. Theoretical research and application should combine with teacher experience, as well as with all stakeholders involved, when it comes to decision-making regarding education.

    
Our team hopes that our research can provide insight on  the elementary teachers’ perspective concerning Merit Pay. The current proposal on Merit Pay may discourage new people from joining the teaching profession. It may reward only teachers who   obtain high performing students for their classrooms, and clearly, it will encourage cheating and backstabbing on all levels. If the general public and politicians want to encourage high results, funding education appropriately, and showing high regard for the teaching profession would certainly boost morale, and enable teachers to be highly effective in achieving student success.  Finally, our team hopes that our study will be useful in today’s political and educational environment, and encourage future research of this issue.   
8. Instrumentation/Data Collection

     Considering the scope and timeline of our study, we decided to narrow the population of educators to include only elementary public school teachers of Kindergarten through Sixth grades. In this way, our study would involve either educators that teach curriculum-based measures, or educators that prepare students for the California State Test (CST) given at the end of a school year. Granted, Kindergarten and First Grade Teachers do not administer the CST. However, all educators K-6 teach California State Grade Level 

Standards in order to meet benchmarks set for successful achievement at the end of a school year.

     In order to identify the attitudes, beliefs, and opinions of a Merit Pay system of remuneration, our group chose to conduct a purposeful sampling of elementary school teachers from three different districts, using a survey questionnaire. This survey was taken from a previous study on Merit Pay, and adapted specifically for our population of highly qualified elementary school teachers according to district “No Child Left Behind” Standards. 

To conduct our questionnaire survey, our group chose to share our survey through school email using a “free survey results” program found on the Internet entitled, SurveyMonkey.com. In this way, we would be able to access teachers known and/or unknown from our perspective schools in a systematic fashion. School email address lists were gathered randomly. A total of eighty-nine emails were sent out with a message, asking teachers to respond to a survey online. Teachers merely had to connect to the link, and complete the survey at their leisure. Because this was not a face-to-face survey and it was completely confidential, we felt the results would be more reliable. Also, the Internet served as an expedient way of getting the survey out to a large number of people simultaneously. In this way, we felt we received the pulse of what elementary teachers were feeling with regards to Merit Pay. 

     The voice of the survey request was clear and concise, and precluded the researchers from giving their own opinions. Approximately, forty-eight surveys (57%) were returned. Many of the surveys, seventy-five responses total, included specific comments that could further be used to delineate teacher’s feelings and beliefs on a Merit Pay System. This study was based on grounded theory of teachers in the elementary setting, and did not 

reflect data collection from any particular ethnic group or gender.  School email addresses reflected all grade levels, and schoolteachers from the sample population.

9. Data Treatment Procedures

With the use of Survey Monkey our team was able to email requests for teachers to take the survey. As three members of the team already work at elementary schools, they had access to other elementary school teachers’ email addresses. Since merit pay is field related, our team was able to take full advantage of convenience sampling by emailing out our survey to nearby colleagues. It also lent itself to the convenience of teachers’ schedules. The teachers we know do not have a great deal of free time to talk and gather extra paper work. Our research is narrowly based and as such should not be generalized. Due to the short nature of the survey and its email convenience, we were able to gather a sufficiently representative sample size of 48. Over 44% of the teachers participated in the survey for each three schools. One school had 12 out of 22 teachers participate, another school had 21 out of47, and the last school had 15 out of 21 responses. All of the surveys received back from respondents were fully completed and accounted for. None of the surveys were discarded. Information obtained was regarded as confidential.

For our project, the data from each answer had to be added up in a meaningful way. Survey Monkey proved to be very useful for this reason. Typically, researchers would have to manually add up each likert-scaled response. When one clicks on the analyze responses tab in Survey Monkey, it automatically adds these responses. It even creates graphs which give a visual representation of the data for each question. When chunking or coding our data, we first grouped answers as being responses to a particular answer. Next we added all of the answers which fell within a particular number on the likert scale. We paid particular attention to answers which demonstrated overwhelmingly strong opinions. Given more time we would like to chunk the comments sections based on reoccurring areas of concerns or themes from respondents.

Two of the strongest responses which supported the paradigm of answers and the paradigm of educators regarded whether or not teachers supported a merit pay system and whether or not teachers favored an evaluation that was based solely on student performance. Almost 71% of teachers did not support merit pay and nearly 88% did not favor an evaluation based solely on student performance. Most of the likert-scaled responses were given in a staircase fashion except for instances in which respondents were more neutral or selected the number three. In other words, the heaviest responses 

typically began at one end of the scale and tapered off to the opposite end of the scale. One question which deviated from that norm, was question nine. Respondents varied from nearly 21% feeling strongly that the number of students should not impact qualifications for merit pay while approximately 19% felt strongly that it should.

Table 1: Examples of Potential Responses 
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While surveys are known for having a quantitative distinction about them, due to respondents being forced to make a selection from predetermined responses, our survey demonstrated qualitative properties in that it also left a space for participants to write in additional comments. Because our team is composed of teachers, we were able to view these responses from a teacher’s perspective. Furthermore, we were able to each complete one survey to add our input. From this we were able to draw individual and collective responses. One of the reoccurring responses in the comments section was that students who perform better on tests may simply have been taught to the test.

10. Presentation of Findings


Even though the survey given presented 10 questions for teachers to consider, when evaluating the results there was a clear consensus among the following four questions:
Question 1: How likely are you to support a merit pay system?
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Results: 

1 Not Strongly: 34 (70.8%)

2: 7 (14.6%)

3: 5 (10.4%)

4: 1 (2.1%)

5 Strongly: 1 (2.1%)

Question 5: Merit pay will cause favoritism amongst administrators
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Results:

1 Not Strongly: 3 (6.4%)

2: 1 (2.1%)

3: 11 (23.4%)

4: 13 (27.7%)

5 Strongly: 19 (40.4%)

Question 6: Merit pay changes the integrity of teachers, (i.e. dishonesty, cheating) 
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Results: 

1 Not Strongly: 2 (4.2%)

2: 5 (10.4%)

3: 3 (6.3%)

4: 14 (29.2%)

5 Strongly: 24 (50%)

Question 10: Do you favor an evaluation that is based solely on student performance?
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Results:

1 Not Strongly: 42 (87.5%)

2: 6 (12.5%)

3: 0 

4: 0

5 Strongly: 0

Overall, 48 out of 48 teachers surveyed do not favor an evaluation that is based solely on student performance, however, 7 out of 47 (with one participant skipping the question) teachers would support a merit pay system. A concern among teachers surveyed is that of favoritism among administrators. A majority of teachers surveyed strongly believe that a merit pay system will cause favoritism among administrators. Another consistent vote among teachers surveyed was that of the integrity of teachers if placed on a merit pay system. Over 50% of teachers surveyed believe that being placed 

on a merit pay system will cause dishonesty and cheating among teachers. The four questions and findings presented above are just a few pieces of the overall result of the survey. While many teachers who were surveyed may have fallen between ‘1 Not Strongly’ and ‘5 Strongly’ agreed, the overall consensus of the survey is not supporting a merit pay system. Teachers surveyed are concerned that even though they strongly feel they prepared their students for state testing, a merit pay system may lead to favoritism among administrators as well as dishonesty and cheating within the classroom setting.   
 11. Limitations of the Design

Even though the feedback and findings from the survey presented to teachers was beneficial to this research report, some flaws were present. For example, given more time to present the survey to teachers, we could have had a greater number of participants, which could have lead to a greater number of people who either supported or did not support a merit pay system. Also, given more time, it would have been beneficial to take the comment section of the survey and create an additional survey, which fed off the comments posted by participants. If we were to redesign the survey, we would add a description to each number instead of just 1 Not Strongly thru 5 Strongly. The description to numbers 2, 3, and 4 would focus on the comments participants wrote for that particular question. Not only would we change the overall design of the survey, we would also only distribute the survey to teachers who are directly affected by the outcome. Therefore, we would omit the survey to teachers teaching grades K thru 1st. 

Conclusion

Educational reform often demands that teachers capitulate to the stress and strain of what is popular and efficient in the business world, rather than listen to the voice of educational research, seasoned with experience, reason and sound educational theory. 

Teachers express strong opposition to proponents of Merit Pay, a business practice that denies participation from key stakeholders such as the parent, and the student. Tapping into the attitudes, beliefs and practices of good teaching, applying key motivators for students to do their best, and developing a strong parent support piece which includes a formidable home component module, will go a long way in promoting true educational reform. Finally, to encourage cooperation among these stakeholders, teachers propose a system that looks at high stakes testing as only one part of a teacher’s evaluation. Evaluation must be based on teachers working together with all stakeholders to bring about student achievement for all children.  
Recommendations for Further Research

Since merit pay has different value to different job types, it would be recommended that to further the research of how primary teachers feel towards a merit pay system the following procedure be addressed: 1. Review ‘comment’ section on the survey within this research paper. 2. Create an in-depth follow-up survey based off the comments in the original survey including a clearer definition of merit pay. 3. Distribute survey to a large amount of teachers at the primary level. 4. Interview teachers who clearly have a strong opinion about merit pay. 5. Gather data and important information from the first survey, second survey, and interviews. 
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Appendix

Merit Pay Survey

Answer the following questions based on how strongly you feel on a scale from 1 (not strongly) to 5 (very strongly).

1.) How likely are you to support a merit pay system?

1

2

3

4

5

               not strongly






    very strongly

2.) If students’ scores improve it means students were well educated.

1

2

3

4

5

          not strongly






    very strongly

3.) Merit paid teachers will work harder and produce better results, (i.e. higher test scores, graduation rates?)

1

2

3

4

5

          not strongly






    very strongly

4.) How well do you feel you prepare your students for state testing?

1

2

3

4

5

          not strongly






    very strongly

5.) Merit pay will cause favoritism amongst administrators.

1

2

3

4

5

          not strongly






    very strongly

6.) Merit pay change the integrity of teacher, i.e. dishonesty, cheating.

1

2

3

4

5

           not strongly





    very strongly

7.) Merit pay would be more beneficial to the students.

1

2

3

4

5

               not strongly






    very strongly

8.) Teachers should qualify for merit pay as long as student academic performance is incrementally increasing.

1

2

3

4

5

               not strongly






    very strongly

9.) How strongly do you feel that the number of students per teacher should be a factor         when determining if a teacher has earned or qualified for merit pay?

1

2

3

4

5

               not strongly






    very strongly

10.) Do you favor an evaluation that is based solely on student performance?

1

2

3

4

5

               not strongly






    very strongly
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