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TPPF promotes incentive pay, teacher unions less enthusiastic

by William Lutz

Every session, the teacher organizations
come to the Capitol requesting more pay. And,
more often than not, vote-seeking lawmakers
oblige, usually at substantial cost to taxpayers.

Headinginto the 2009 legislative session,
the Texas Public Policy Foundation had a mes-
sage for lawmakers — reward good perfor-
mance and give local school board members
more flexibility instructuring a teacher compen-
sation plan that works in their community.

The Foundation held a seminar on teacher
compensation Sept. 16 featuring Sen. Florence
Shapiro (R-Plano), chairwoman of the Senate
Education Committee, and several other lead-
ers in education. The foundation also issued a
reportonincentive and merit pay for teachers.

Shapiro praised incentive-pay programs
for teachers and questioned the need for an-
other across-the-board raise. The forum fea-
tured a few polite but pointed scraps between
Shapiro and Richard Kouri of the Texas State
Teachet’s Association over whether the state’s
pilot merit pay program is an effective use of
taxpayer dollars. Shapiro argueditis,and Kouri
countered that it has not achieved long-term
educational improvement.

Asaresult of 2006 school finance legisla-
tion, the Texas Education Agency administers
two grant programs to reward teaching excel-
lence: the Texas Educator Excellence Grant
(TEEG)and the District Awards for Teaching
Excellence (DATE). The firstprogram awards
about $100 million annually, and the second
has about $147 million for fiscal year 2009.

Due tolobbying by teacher organizations,
lawmakers cut funding for these programs in
half and used the proceeds to do anacross-the-
boatd teacher pay raise.

Jarel Booker of TEA discussed how these
programs are administered. He noted that, in
addition to awards forindividual campuses and
teachers, the stateincludes funding for profes-
sional developmentinits teacherincentive pro-
grams. He added that TEA has conducted more
than 50 stakeholder meetings to determine the
design of the programs.

Booker said the agencyis required toconduct
research on how and whether the programs af-
fected academic achievementat the schools.

One key note about the DATE program:
Itrequireslocal schooldistricts to provide some
matching funds.

Booker,an attorney who decided to teach
in West Baltimore instead of practicing law,
expressed frustration with a school system in
whicha teacherwho actually tries to reach hard-
to-teachkidsis paid the same as one who merely
passes outworksheets and “lets the kids climb
on the walls all day.”

Bookeralso noted that, although onlyabout
20 percent of school districts have chosen to
participatein the DATE program, they represent
amajority of Texas students, because large districts
like Dallas’ and Houston’s participate.

Keith Bryant, former superintendent at
Lamesa ISD, in rural West Texas, and now
superintendent at Bullard ISD, discussed
Lamesa’s incentive program, carried out in a
regionlosing population. Bryant said as Lamesa
lacks resources to match pay for all teachers
available in Lubbock or Midland, the district
decided to try anincentive-pay program asa way
of rewarding achievementatits best campuses.

The Lamesa program is campus-based,
meaning all staff ata campus receive abonus if
the schoolachieves the desired results. There are
two schools of thought on merit pay — one
suggests rewarding an entire campus as recog-
nition thatall staff play arole in student success;
the other school of thought prefers to reward
individual teachers based on performance in
their own classrooms. (The two concepts are
not necessarily mutually exclusive).

The Lamesa program s of the former type;
Dallas and Houston have implemented ele-
ments of both approaches.

Bryant said he liked to pass out the bonus
checkson the firstin-service day of the following
school year, to drive home the point that the
district rewardsachievementand encourage staff
for the coming school year.

Bryant emphasized that Texas, a diverse
state, needs flexibility forlocal districts to create
a program that meets their needs.

Koutiargued thatmoneyappropriated tothe
DATE program is not money well spent. He
compared gettingan award from TEEG to “win-
ning the lottery” and said that most of the cam-
puses that geta grantin one year don’tin the next.

His criticisms of the two programs
prompted a rather pointed response from
Shapiro, who blasted the organization for lob-
bying to cut funding to the metit pay programs.

While the terms “incentive pay”” and “merit
pay”areoftenusedinterchangeably, Kourimakes
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a distinction between the two. Kouri said TSTA
suppotts incentive programs that provide extra
cash to teachers in hard-to-staff schools or in
shortageareas such as mathematics.

Meritpay
ized test scotes or other measures of student

basingteacher payonstandard-

performance — gets a much less enthusiastic
reception from some teacher organizations.

Kouri noted that one challenge for the
school systemis alarge number of inappropri-
ately certified teachers. Large numbers of high
schoolmath and science teachers, he said, are not
certified to teach those subjects.

The TPPF reporthighlights four merit pay
programs and describes themin detail: those in
Austin, Dallas, Houston, and Lamesa. The
report, written by education policy analyst
Brooke Dollens Terry, also makes several
recommendations forimplementing incentive
pay programs. It supportslocal flexibility to set
pay scales and incentive pay programs and op-
poses across-the-board raises and the mini-
mum salary scale. The report also argues that
there should be no pay premium fora mastet’s
degree, which—according to the report— has
notbeen demonstrated by research to improve
teaching effectiveness.

The report also states that teachers who
receive negative performance evaluations should
not getraises. Further, it emphasizes the need
for teacher input when designing an incentive
pay program. [
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