
Still Searching for Excellence
A Preliminary Report from the ASCD Task Force on Merit Pay and Career Ladders

FENWICK W. ENGLISH

Task Force on Merit Pay and
Career Ladders' have con-

cluded that merit pay by itself:
*Will not solve problems now fac-

ing schools in their efforts to reach
higher levels of excellence.

* Has been shown to be ineffective
and self-defeating; in fact, may be a
disincentive for improved perform-
ance.

* Does not have a good track record
in the private sector.

* Represents a simplistic popular
approach to the very complex prob-
lem of trying to recognize, motivate,
and utilize talent in the schools.

The Task Force members believe
that the current debate about merit
pay-traditionalhl defined as incentive
or performance pay-contains para-

doxical elements that lead to political
confrontation rather than to produc-
tive solutions. For example, one view
from within and without the profes-
sion indicates that since it is impossi-
ble to pay all teachers a decent salary
(because of economics and perceived
public resistance to such cost in-
creases), only some teachers should or
can be paid a respectable wage. This
assumes that merit pay is a means to
pay just afew teachers, preferably the
best or superior ones, a competitive
salary.

The opposing view is that the educa-
tion profession lacks a fair and accept-
able means to differentiate between
teachers, given the state of present
teacher evaluation systems. All at-
tempts to differentiate are therefore
considered unworkable and the result
is a stalemate.

Task Force Assessment
The ASCD Task Force has rejected
both premises, believing that it is pos-
sible to pay all teachers a suitable
salary and to use a variety of fair and
reasonable approaches to assess teach-
er growth and performance. The Task
Force also contends that the real prob-
lem facing schools today is not purely
one of compensation, but that schooLs
are not organized or managed to
promote excellence.

After examining the scholarly litera-
ture, listening to an expert on teacher
evaluation practices, and reviewing
past trials of differentiated staffing, the
Task Force has reached some tentative
assumptions that will be fully explored
in a soon-to-be-released paper.

The purpose of that paper is to help
ASCD members understand the terms,
issues, concepts, and often unstated
assumptions that lie behind efforts to
implement merit pay and career lad
ders With this broad base of under
standing, members can act construc-
tively rather than end up in a defensive
position.

The Task Force's premises included
* Too manv schools are not intellec-

tually stimulating environments for
students or teachers.

* Compared to other professions.
schools lack systematic peer support
systems

* Most traditional approaches to
teacher evaluation are oriented to-
ward inspection rather than growth

* Many teachers are not meaningful
ly involved in decisions that affect
them directly, such as textbook selec-
tion and curriculum policy, although
many administrators believe they are

* Staff development has largely
been ineffective, not teacher-directed
or -controlled. and does not result in
improved teacher performance or
commitment
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A forthcoming ASCD Task Force report
contends that it is possible to pay all
teachers decent salaries and that there
are a number of ways to fairly assess
teacher performance.

* There is too( little time to teacb
because of poor school administra-
tion, too man- interruptions, too
much paperwork. and so on.

*Schools lack capacitr for long-
term change.

Concerning career ladders. Task
Force opinion has been more divided.
Most members feel that the differenti-
ated staffing models of the 1960s were
simplistic and undesirable. It is still
debatable whether an increase in sala-
rv must be tied to a role change. Other
matters-such as the use of quotas and
how to cope with morale problems of
those not selected-are expected to
be hashed out in the future
Two Views on Implementation
In constructing a tentative agenda for

helping district officials decide on
whether to implement a merit pay or
career ladder plan, the Task Force
favors confronting the problems that
inhibit school excellence by dealing
with working conditions and incen-
tives for all teachers.

In short, the Task Force believes
that:

1 Salaries for all teachers must be
adequate. and any plan that trades off
the salaries of the many for the salaries
of a few is ultimately unworkable and
unacceptable.

2. An) plan must have the support
and involvement of those to be affect-
ed, must ensure due process, and
must develop trust in the evaluators
who make the critical decisions.

So far, the Task Force has avoided
polarization and has concentrated on
areas where all find common ground
for pursuing excellence. We expect
the final report to demonstrate that
there is far more agreement than dis-
agreement within the profession on
these matters.[]

The Task Force report. IncenMare for
Evcellence in Amlericas S cIXoL,. is avail-
able from ASCD for $2 50 Ten or more
copies to the same address are $1 00 for
each .A11 orders under $20 00 must be
accompanied by payment Order from
ASCD. 225 North Washington Street. Alex-
andria, Virginia 22314

required
reading!

"This book will develop essential skills for effective teaching, reduce
stress, and improve the professional climate in your school" says Kit Marshall:
educational training specialist, teacher, lecturer, and author of the new, and
challenging book "Teachers Helping Teachers".

This comprehensive guidebook should be required reading for all educators who
are interested in improving the profession: mentor and master teachers.
administrators, staff development specialists, and college level education
Instructors.

Topics include - . extensive research on effective schools · peer support
systems a "coaching , analysis and conferencing techniques · and much more.
"Teachers Helping Teachers" is 100% usable information.

Your copy is waiting. $22.95 includes postage and handling.

KIT MARSHALL & ASSOC.
P.O. Box 392
Cameron Park, Ca.
95682
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