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I. Purpose of this Document  

 In March of 2011, the executive director of the Academics Plus Charter School contacted 

the Office for Education Policy (OEP) to provide him with information about the potential 

benefits of implementing a performance pay program. The director was interested in providing 

bonuses to teachers for raising student achievement, and sought guidance about how to develop 

and structure a program that maximized the benefits of a bonus program while avoiding the 

potential negative consequences that are often associated with performance pay (these benefits 

and consequences will be explained in more detail in the following section). In short, Academics 

Plus wanted to emphasize an increased focus on student achievement, while also rewarding 

teachers and school employees for exceptional work. 

 Researchers at the OEP had regular phone calls with the superintendent, discussing 

various ways of structuring a program to provide fair rewards to all employees. Based on these 

conversations, we developed program criteria where teachers/employees were given bonuses 

based largely on improvements in student achievement, while also including a subjective 

principal/supervisor evaluation component in every employee’s bonus criteria. OEP researchers 

then presented these criteria to the Academics Plus School Board in July of 2011, and based on 

comments/feedback received from board members and the superintendent, the OEP revised the 

program to its current form 

 This document was created as a way of clearly explaining why performance pay may be 

beneficial for teachers and students at Academics Plus, while also providing specific information 

to teachers, administrators, and parents on all of the details of the approved performance pay 

program. In other words, this document was created to ensure that the Academics Plus 

performance pay program was as transparent and as easily understandable as possible.  In the 

first section, we have provided an introduction to the potential benefits of performance pay. This 

is followed by an overview of the core tenets that were used in the creation of the Academics 

Plus program. Provided in the remainder of this document is a detailed description of all of the 

aspects of the program, including a breakdown of how the performance pay bonuses will be 
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calculated for the various types of school personnel. On the final pages, we have included a brief 

list of Frequently Asked Questions (FAQs) that may be helpful for teachers and school officials.1 

   

  

                                                
1 For additional information on how to maximize the benefits of performance pay programs while avoiding the oft-cited 
criticisms associated with such programs, please see Barnett & Ritter (2008), “When Merit Pay is Worth Pursuing,” in 
Educational Leadership (http://www.ascd.org/publications/educational-leadership/oct08/vol66/num02/When-Merit-Pay-Is-
Worth-Pursuing.aspx), and Ritter & Jensen (2010), “The Delicate Task of Developing and Attractive Merit Pay Plan for 
Teachers,” in Phi Delta Kappan (http://www.kappanmagazine.org/content/91/8/32.abstract) 
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II. Introduction: What Does the Research Say? 

 America’s public schools are facing many challenges both inside and outside of the 

classroom. Foremost among these is the challenge of increasing achievement levels for students 

across the continuum of ability and backgrounds. In response to this challenge, policymakers and 

education officials have created numerous programs to raise the achievement levels for all 

students, particularly for disadvantaged students. The problem with these programs, however, is 

that there is little evidence they lead to increased student achievement.  

 There is one major area in which consistent evidence does exist: teachers impact student 

performance. Indeed, many researchers maintain that improving the quality of the nation’s 

teaching workforce is the best policy intervention for raising student achievement. To illustrate 

the importance of teacher quality, Russ Whitehurst, the Director of the Institute of Education 

Sciences, reported that a student who has an effective teacher for three straight years will score 

more than 50 percentile points higher than his or her peer who has been placed with an 

ineffective teacher for those same years. The challenge facing school officials is how to increase 

the likelihood that students consistently have effective teachers in front of them. While a variety 

of options could be put in place, the compensation structure for teachers may well be the policy 

variable most easily manipulated.  

  The single-salary schedule, a salary system in which teacher compensation is based on 

years of experience and degrees attained, has been in place in the vast majority of school districts 

for over 50 years. There are many arguments in support of this type of compensation system, the 

most prominent of which is that it is perceived as fair, simple, and easy to understand. This type 

of system encourages teachers to seek out higher levels of education, as the attainment of upper-

level degrees results in a greater salary. The single-salary schedule, however, does nothing to 

promote effectiveness in the classroom, in that teachers are compensated for degrees attained and 

years of experience, both of which have been shown to have little impact on teacher 

effectiveness. 

 The current compensation system may also lead to problems recruiting high quality 

teachers and retaining them in the profession. For example, in 2000, the U.S. Department of 

Education stated that nearly 50% of all teachers leave the profession within five years due to low 

salaries and professional dissatisfaction. Highly effective teachers may be motivated to move 
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into an administration role where salaries are higher. Dissatisfaction in the teaching profession 

may also stem from the fact that regardless of how “effective” a teacher might be, there is no 

opportunity to receive increased financial compensation in the current salary system for 

demonstrated effectiveness. The following examples highlight these key points: 

  

 So what solutions do policymakers have at their disposal to not only provide higher 

financial compensation to teachers, but also reward those teachers who invest extra time and 

effort into the achievement needs of their students? One policy that has become increasingly 

popular in recent years is the use of performance pay. Currently, several district and statewide 

teacher performance pay programs are in place across the United States (e.g. Arkansas, Arizona, 

North Carolina, Colorado, Iowa, Florida, Kentucky, Texas and Minnesota). At their core, these 

performance pay programs have three main goals: 

Teacher A at Academics Plus has been 
teaching for five years and has earned her 
Master’s degree in education. She always 
arrives at work an hour earlier than is 
expected and typically stays after school for 
two hours each day to grade student work 
and prepare lessons for the next day. 
Teacher A usually works at least one day 
on the weekend, if not both days. She often 
seeks out new teachers to help them 
improve their teaching skills; similarly, she 
collaborates with teachers who have more 
teaching experience to improve her own 
work in the classroom. Her students 
consistently show significant improvement 
on standardized test scores, and she 
receives high ratings on her yearly 
evaluations. She receives an annual salary 
of $35,000.	  

Teacher B at Academics Plus has been 
teaching for five years and has earned her 
Master’s degree in education. She arrives at 
work 10 minutes before the bell rings and 
leaves promptly at the end of the school 
day. Teacher B never works weekends, nor 
does she regularly collaborate with her 
peers. She ignores the state frameworks and 
district initiatives. Her students typically do 
not show improvement on standardized 
tests; instead, the level of student 
achievement in her class remains relatively 
stable, with no significant growth from year 
to year. She invests little additional time in 
planning her daily lessons and generally 
receives minimally acceptable ratings on 
her yearly evaluations. She receives an 
annual salary of $35,000. 
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1) Provide motivation, in the form of end-of-year bonuses, for teachers to focus more time 

and effort on improving student achievement. 

2) Provide increased financial incentives to the teachers who demonstrate high levels of 

effectiveness as a way of keeping them in the classroom. 

3) Encourage talented people to enter the field of education by creating a differentiated 

compensation plan that recognizes and rewards effectiveness.  

Performance pay programs across the United States vary widely in such areas as the size of the 

end-of-year bonus, how the bonus is going to be calculated, and who will be eligible. However, 

the goal of all of these programs is to provide financial incentives to attract and retain those 

teachers who demonstrate high levels of effectiveness in an effort to keep them where they are 

needed most – in the classroom.  

 Performance pay programs, however, have been met with much opposition. Critics have 

argued that education is unsuitable for such programs because teacher effectiveness is difficult to 

measure, and gains in test scores aren’t the sole measure of teacher “effectiveness” . Opponents 

of these programs fear that performance pay will lead to counterproductive competition among 

teachers and will result in a school climate that is negative and demoralized. Other critics 

contend that performance pay programs are hindered by poor implementation, competition 

problems, decreased morale among teachers, and mistrust between administrators and teachers.  

 Previous research on these programs specifically highlights two common pitfalls:  

misinformation and funding. Through misinformation, teachers are unsure of how these 

programs work and/or what the expectations are to be eligible for a bonus. This ultimately 

supplants the objectives of the program because teachers are less likely to buy into this type of 

system, which results in limited changes in teacher effort or behavior (which is also one of the 

reasons why we created this document). Further, rewards that are insignificant or uncertain from 

year to year can also be detrimental because they do not provide sufficient motivation for 

teachers to alter their approach to teaching in any way.   

Despite these limitations, there are still a number of reasons why this type of 

compensation program might be attempted. First, there is a limited amount of quality evidence 

regarding performance pay, due in large part to the difficulty in sustaining such programs. 
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Because a number of performance pay programs have failed, knowledge gained from these 

failures can be used to avoid experiencing similar problems. However, existing evidence, as 

summarized by Podgursky and Springer (2006), suggests that the majority of the performance 

pay programs examined (specifically seven out of nine programs) led to significant 

improvements in levels of student achievement. This suggests that performance pay programs 

are certainly worth considering, as they do have the potential to be effective in improving student 

achievement. 

 In an effort to provide teachers with opportunities to be financially rewarded for 

exceptional performance in the classroom, Academics Plus has implemented a collaborative 

performance pay program for all school employees. This program was developed using other 

existing performance pay programs in the state as a guide, in order to maximize the benefits of 

this type of compensation scheme, while also avoiding many of the common pitfalls associated 

with performance pay. In the next section, we describe characteristics of a “good” performance 

pay program, that guided our development of the Academics Plus program.  

  



8 Academics Plus Performance Pay Program Overview 

 

III. Characteristics of “Good” Performance Pay Plans 

 While there is no perfect design for performance pay programs, there are characteristics 

that encourage educators to focus on the academic needs of students. There are also 

characteristics that can result in such problems as counterproductive competition among teachers 

and a degraded school culture. The Academics Plus plan incorporates six key components that 

will likely contribute to the long-term success of the program and result in high levels of teacher 

support, while also avoiding the oft-cited negative criticisms. 

1.  Rewards for All Employees  

 The first key component is that the program should reward all employees in a school or 

district, not just teachers of core subjects and/or tested subjects. All employees contribute to 

student learning in one way or another – from the custodians to the principals – and as such, 

everyone should have the opportunity to receive a bonus. It certainly is true that a math teacher 

has more responsibility for raising student achievement than, for example, a custodian; thus, it 

makes sense that those individuals with the most responsibility are also eligible for a larger 

bonus. Regardless, if an employee does something that impacts student learning, then he or she 

should be rewarded for that contribution.  

 We believe that if everyone is eligible for a bonus, then the climate of the school will be 

positively impacted – if students at Academics Plus have high levels of achievement, then 

everyone benefits from this program, not just a select few teachers.  

2.  Focused on Student Growth 

 Performance pay plans should be based on student growth rather than attainment when 

feasible. There is a strong consensus that teacher effectiveness should not be measured by an 

absolute student achievement level, but rather by the level of growth achieved by each student. 

By rewarding growth, teachers are not at a disadvantage for working with low-performing 

students. In fact, there may be an added benefit to working with low-performing students, as 

these students may be able to demonstrate greater gains than those students who are already 

performing at a significantly higher level. Teacher bonuses in the Academics Plus plan are based, 

when possible, on student growth on standardized tests. 
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3.  Foster Collaboration; Avoid Counter-Productive Competition 

 The Academics Plus plan aims to promote and foster collaboration among teachers and 

personnel. A common criticism of performance pay programs is that they create competition 

among teachers within a school. While this is a legitimate concern with plans that set aside a 

fixed amount of reward money to be divided among the “best” teachers, this is not the case with 

the Academics Plus plan. A performance pay program will be most effective if all employees are 

eligible for the maximum bonus, as opposed to having to compete for a fixed dollar amount.  

 In the Academics Plus plan, all employees are eligible to receive their maximum bonus 

amount (based on their job classification) if student achievement increases appropriately. The 

likelihood that this program will lead to counter-productive competition is minimal because 

participants will not be competing for a fixed amount of bonus money. Furthermore, under this 

plan, teachers and employees are strongly encouraged to work together, as a large portion of 

everyone’s bonus is based on school-wide student growth. The more teachers and school 

employees work together to raise the level of student achievement in their schools, the greater 

the likelihood bonuses will reflect this collaboration in the form of larger dollar amounts.   

4.  Transparent & Understandable 

 One of the primary considerations for the Academics Plus performance pay plan is that 

the plan should be straightforward; there are no “secret formulas” or unclear payout schemes on 

which participant bonuses are based. The reward formula is clearly defined at the beginning of 

the school year so that school personnel can understand the types of behaviors and outcomes that 

will be rewarded. Further, “report cards” will be given to all school personnel to ensure that the 

specific manner by which their bonuses are calculated is highly transparent and easily 

understandable. End-of-year bonuses will likely be more motivating if a teacher understands the 

program and understands what is expected of him or her, as opposed to a program that is vague 

or unclear. Thus, these report cards (which are highlighted in Section V) will be given to all 

employees at the beginning of the school year so that each employee is fully aware of the level of 

achievement that is expected of his or her students, and knows exactly how his or her bonus will 

be calculated.    
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5.  Not Solely Focused on Testing 

 A large percentage of the bonus for all employees, especially teachers of core subjects, is 

based on how students perform on standardized tests (such as the NWEA assessments, the 

Arkansas Benchmark, EOCs, etc.). However, not all of the work that a teacher/employee is 

reflected in test scores. In other words, a teacher could do a lot of extra work (such as 

participating on committees, tutoring low performing students, creating beneficial relationships 

with parents, etc.) that isn’t captured simply in snapshots of student achievement at a few points 

during the year. Because of this, we believe that it is important to reward teachers/employees for 

things other than test scores, such as an evaluation by the principal or supervisor. In this way, 

other contributions to student learning and the culture of the school can also be acknowledged 

and rewarded.  

6.  No Risk to Base Salaries 

 Performance pay programs should be non-punitive; that is, teachers should not be forced 

to risk a portion of their base salary. Teachers should receive a bonus for demonstrating 

exceptional gains in student achievement. A performance pay program that forces a teacher to 

risk a portion of his or her salary would not be conducive to a positive work environment or a 

significant focus on student achievement. The Academics Plus plan offers a bonus as a reward 

for exceptional work in addition to salary schedule compensation.   

 When taken together, these six factors should not only lead to a positive school climate 

and culture among teachers and staff, but also to marked improvements in levels of student 

achievement. The following section provides a general overview of the Academics Plus 

performance pay plan.  
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IV. General Overview of the Academics Plus Plan 

 In the Academics Plus bonus plan, every employee is eligible for a performance pay 

bonus. This bonus is based on the total number of points an employee earns on a 100-point scale, 

which is comprised of different criteria (most of which are directly tied to student achievement), 

depending on the job classification of the employee. Figure 1 represents the general criteria used 

to determine the performance pay bonus for teachers of core subjects in the elementary (K-6) 

schools.2  

Figure 1: Performance Pay Criteria for Elementary Core Teachers 

 For these teachers, 75% of their bonus will be tied directly to student achievement. 

Specifically, a total of 50 points can be earned by demonstrating significant growth in the 

achievement levels of the students in the teacher’s individual classroom (on the Northwest 

Evaluation Association (NWEA) examinations in reading, math and science). An additional 25 

points can be earned based on school-wide performance as reflected by the A-F letter grade 

assigned to the school. The final 25 points on the 100-point scale will be based on the teacher’s 

                                                
2 The criteria for middle and high school teachers is slightly different than elementary school teachers. A complete description of 
how bonuses are calculated in the middle and high school is included in the following section. 

Individual 
Classroom 
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30 
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20 
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25 

TESS 
Evaluation 

25 
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evaluation by the principal. At the end of the school year the total points that the teacher earns 

(80 points for example) is then divided by 100, which results in the percentage of the maximum 

bonus that the teacher will receive. For example, if a teacher earned 80/100 points, or 80% of the 

total amount of points, then the teacher would earn 80% of the maximum bonus amount. Since 

core teachers are eligible for a maximum bonus of $2,000, this teacher would receive a 

performance pay bonus of $1600.  

 The bonuses for elementary specialist teachers (such as P.E., music, and art teachers) in 

the elementary school will be based on Figure 2. Like the core teachers, 50% of the bonus will be 

tied to student achievement. In total, 50 of the 100 points will be based on school-wide 

performance in meeting NWEA growth. Additionally, 25 of the total points will be based on the 

state A-F rating. The final 25 points on the 100-point scale will be based on an evaluation by the 

principal. 

 

       

 

Figure 2: Performance Pay Criteria for Elementary Specialist Teachers 
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 Finally, all support staff, such as custodians, secretaries, etc., will also have 75% of their 

bonus tied directly to district-wide student achievement. NWEA and ACT growth will contribute 

55 points, and the state A-F rating will contribute an additional 20 points.  The remaining 25 

points are based on an evaluation by the employee’s supervisor. 

 

Figure 3: Performance Pay Criteria for Support Staff       

 
 In the following section, we provide a detailed description of the exact manner of how the 

bonuses for all teachers/principals/employees are calculated, including examples of the “report 

cards” that will be used in the Academics Plus performance pay program. 
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V. Specific Details of the Academics Plus Plan 

 This section provides a detailed overview of the exact manner by which each employee’s 

bonus will be calculated. For each of the following categories, a page number is listed for the 

appropriate report card (denoted by capital letters, A-G) for each category of employee. We have 

also provided a list of the criteria used in the calculation of an employee’s bonus, as well as the 

corresponding maximum bonus for which each employee is eligible. Once an employee has 

located his or her appropriate report card, a complete description of how the performance pay 

bonus is calculated can be found on the page directly following the report card.  

A – Elementary School Core Teachers – Max. Bonus: $2,000 

Employees:   Teachers working in the areas of Math, Literacy, Science or Social Studies 

Bonus Criteria:  

• Principal Evaluation – 25 pts. 

• Individual Classroom NWEA Growth – 30 pts. 

• 90% Expected NWEA Growth – 20 pts. 

• A-F School Rating – 25 pts. 

 

B – Middle and High School Core Teachers – Max. Bonus: $2,000 

Employees:  Teachers working in the areas of Math, Literacy, Science or Social Studies 

Bonus Criteria: 

• Principal Evaluation –25 pts. 

• Individual Classroom NWEA Growth – 20 pts. 

• 90% Expected NWEA Growth – 15 pts. 

• ACT Growth – 20 pts. 

• A-F School Rating – 20 pts. 
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C – Elementary School Specialist Teachers – Max. Bonus: $1,400 

Employees:  Physical Education, Music, Foreign Language, Media Specialists, Counselors, etc. 
Bonus Criteria:  

• Principal Evaluation – 25 pts. 

• School-Wide NWEA Growth – 30 pts. 

• 90% Expected NWEA Growth – 20 pts. 

• A-F School Rating – 25 pts. 
 

D – Middle and High School Specialist Teachers – Max. Bonus: $1,400 

Employees:  Physical Education, Music, Foreign Language, Media Specialists, Counselors, etc. 
Bonus Criteria:  

• Principal Evaluation – 25 pts. 

• School-Wide NWEA Growth – 20 pts. 

• 90% Expected NWEA Growth – 15 pts. 

• School-Wide ACT Growth – 20 pts. 

• A-F School Rating – 20 pts. 
 

E – Elementary Principal – Max. Bonus: $3,000  
        Elementary Assistant Principal – Max. Bonus: $2,500 
Bonus Criteria:  

• Supervisor Evaluation –  25 pts. 

• School-Wide NWEA Growth – 25 pts. 

• 90% Expected NWEA Growth – 20 pts. 

• A-F School Rating – 30 pts. 
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F – High School Principal – Max. Bonus: $3,000 
        High School Assistant Principal – Max. Bonus: $2,500 

Bonus Criteria:  

• Supervisor Evaluation – 25 pts. 

• School-Wide NWEA Growth – 20 pts. 

• 90% Expected NWEA Growth – 15 pts. 

• School-Wide ACT Growth – 20 pts. 

• A-F School Rating – 20 pts. 

 

G – Middle School, High School and District Support Staff – Max. Bonus: $680 

Employees: District Support Staff such as Paraprofessionals, Bus Drivers, Custodians, etc. 
Bonus Criteria:  

• Supervisor Evaluation – 25 pts. 

• School -Wide NWEA Growth – 20 pts. 

• 90% Expected NWEA Growth – 15 pts. 

• School-Wide ACT Growth – 20 pts. 

• A-F School Rating – 20 pts. 

 

H – Elementary Support Staff – Max. Bonus: $680 

Bonus Criteria:  

• Supervisor Evaluation – 25 pts. 

• School-Wide NWEA Growth – 25 pts. 

• 90% Expected NWEA Growth – 20 pts. 

• A-F School Rating – 30 pts. 
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VI. Frequently Asked Questions 

Q: What if I teach low-achieving students? 

A: Because performance pay bonuses are calculated using student growth when possible (as 

opposed to simply level of attainment), teachers are not at a disadvantage for having low-

achieving students. In fact, teachers with low-achieving students may actually be at an 

advantage, as these students have greater opportunities to demonstrate substantial growth. 

Q: Will the performance pay bonus affect my base pay? 

A: A performance pay bonus is simply that – a bonus. A teacher’s base pay will remain 

consistent with the Academics Plus salary schedule. 

Q: Who calculates performance pay bonuses? 

A: Academics Plus has contracted with a research team from the Office for Education Policy at 

the University of Arkansas, Fayetteville, to calculate bonuses for each teacher. This research 

team is primarily tasked with calculating levels of student growth for each teacher, and providing 

teachers with “report cards” at the beginning of each school year that clearly outline the 

expectations for each teacher. However, the bonus calculation should be transparent enough so 

that each teacher is able to roughly calculate the size of his or her bonus. 

Q: What if half of my class makes achievement gains and the other half does not? 

A: Student growth is calculated based on the average growth of the classroom, not on individual 

students. Therefore, if half of a class makes gains, and the other half does not, the teacher will 

likely receive a smaller bonus (if one is received at all) than a teacher whose entire class shows 

growth on standardized tests. 
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Q: What if a student leaves my class during the middle of the school year? What if a new 

student joins my class? 

A: A teacher’s bonus will only be calculated based on those students who are in his or her 

classroom for the entire year.  

Q: What about my special education students? 

A: Each student will have a goal at the beginning of the year that they are expected to reach by 

the end of the school year. Special education students will also have a growth goal; however, this 

growth goal will be different than the goals for non-special education students. 

Q: What if I am on maternity, paternity, or extended leave? 

A: That will primarily be determined by the extent of time you are away from school. In most 

instances, a teacher will still be eligible for some of the performance pay bonus, based on the 

amount of time he or she is actually in the classroom. However, the final decision as to how 

much a teacher will receive will be determined by that teacher’s principal or the superintendent. 

Q: Do principals receive a larger bonus than teachers? 

A: Yes, principals are eligible for a maximum bonus of $3,500, due to higher levels of 

accountability and responsibility. However, principal bonuses are calculated in a manner similar 

to teachers, and as a result, are still accountable for promoting high levels of student 

achievement. 

Q: Does this program require any additional hours spent in professional development? 

A: No, a teacher is not required to engage in any additional professional development. However, 

doing so may help teachers incorporate new strategies into daily classroom activities, which may 

positively impact student achievement and result in a larger bonus at the end of the year. 

Q: What if I resign at the end of the school year? 
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A: Performance pay bonuses are not only rewards for excellent work, but they are also a way of 

encouraging you to come back to Academics Plus! Because of this, you will not receive your 

performance pay bonus at the end of the year unless you return to Academics Plus the following 

school year. The superintendent does reserve the right to give out bonuses to employees that do 

not return (for example, when a teacher retires or leaves for medical reasons); however, in 

general, bonuses will not be given to those employees who do not return. 

Q: Do I have to participate in the performance pay program? 

A: Yes, you will be required to participate in this program. 

Q: Will my performance be compared to the performance of other teachers? 

A: No, your performance will only be compared to the goals established for you at the beginning 

of the year. 

Q: Will other teachers/school employees be told how much I receive for my bonus? Will 

bonus amounts be made public or published somewhere? 

A: The size of your bonus will not be made publicly available, nor will it be shared with any 

other teachers.  
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For more information about the Academics Plus performance pay program, please contact Rob 

McGill, the executive director at Academics Plus, at (501) 803-9730. 

 


