
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Copyright 

by 

Michael Robert Volonnino 

2013 

 

 

  



 
 

The Dissertation Committee for Michael Robert Volonnino Certifies that this is the 

approved version of the following dissertation: 

 

 

DATE AS A HUMAN CAPITAL STRATEGY 

 

 

 

 

 

Committee: 
 

Pedro Reyes, Supervisor 

Jeffrey C. Wayman 

Jennifer J. Holme 

P. Uri Treisman 

Harrison Keller 

Heather Zavadsky 



 
 

DATE As a Human Capital Strategy 

 

 

by 

Michael Robert Volonnino, A.B., M.Ed. 

 

 

 

Dissertation 

Presented to the Faculty of the Graduate School of  

The University of Texas at Austin 

in Partial Fulfillment  

of the Requirements 

for the Degree of  

 

Doctor of Philosophy 

 

 

The University of Texas at Austin 

May 2013 



 
 

Dedication 

 

A dissertation is a long journey, especially one that brought a Jersey boy out to 

Austin. None of this would have been possible without the support of my family. In 

particular, this work is dedicated to my mother, father, and sister Julie, who endured all my 

headaches and heartaches from 2600 miles away. This also would not have been completed 

without the constant support of my dear Bethany; thanks for putting up with the late nights.

 Additionally, this work is dedicated to all of the educators who molded me into the 

educator I am today. Some are honored in this work through the pseudonyms for the 

schools, but I must specifically thank Sr. Rene Donohue, Eileen Russo, Anne Hauck, Philip 

Judge, S.J., Robert Sabatelli, John Connelly, Robert MacDougall, Ed Liu, John Graf, Steve 

Schels, Linda Wagner, and Rhett Eveland, all of whom helped bring me to the University 

of Texas at Austin in their own way.   

Finally, this work is dedicated to my grandmother, whom I hope is watching down 

from heaven as I graduate.   

 

  



v 
 

Acknowledgements 

 

This dissertation would not have been possible without the support of a terrific 

committee and in particular the guidance and encouragement of my chair, Dr. Pedro Reyes. 

Moreover, this research received a tremendous amount of support from the Institute of 

Public School Initiatives. I have to thank Paula Moeller, Heather Zavadsky, Liz Barkowski, 

Jenna Kelly-Landes, and Dawn Filer. This dissertation could not have happened without 

the work of our DATE team.  



vi 
 

DATE as a Human Capital Strategy 

 

Michael Robert Volonnino, Ph.D. 

The University of Texas at Austin, Pedro Reyes 

 

Supervisor:  Pedro Reyes 

 

Performance incentives in education has frequently been presented in purely 

rational choice economic terms, looking to see if the input of an incentive produced the 

desired output of student achievement. Such research has continually failed to produce 

significant effects. This dissertation attempts to recast incentives in terms of human capital 

theory and human behavioral economics, looking at the impact of social capital and support 

structures on teacher response to incentives. This study examines a major performance pay 

program in Texas using a concurrent-nested, mixed methods design. It finds that an 

external motivator like incentives is only effective in the presence of factors of internal 

motivation and that social capital positively affects the impact of a performance incentive.  
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Chapter 1: Study Overview 

Introduction 

 This chapter outlines a study that delves deeper into teacher motivations and 

how performance pay can improve performance.   It will begin with a brief framing 

of the topic of incentive pay and the program that is under review, Texas’s District 

Awards for Teacher Excellence (DATE) grant program.   After delineating the issues, 

it will provide context for a study that will examine the relationship between 

teacher support structures, climate, and the effectiveness of incentives.   It will offer 

specific research questions, an overview of research methodology, and the 

limitations of the study.    

Performance pay exists at the nexus of multiple theoretical strands.   

Traditionally, incentives are examined in the context of rational choice theory 

postulating that money is an effective tool to drive output and behavior.   Recently, 

human behavioral economists have forcefully challenged that notion, finding other 

factors besides money to be far more important to drive performance.   Private 

industry has sought to synthesize these insights in developing a multi-faceted 

human capital approach to drive employee effectiveness and motivation.   Education 

has yet to fully embrace a comprehensive human capital model that can 

appropriately develop and reward teachers.   The fundamental purpose of this study 

is to utilize the insight from human behavioral economics and human capital theory 

to explore incentive pay.   Utilizing Resnick (2010) as a guide, this study examines a 

performance pay program from a more complex theory of teacher motivation.    
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To begin the study overview, we first turn to a brief discussion on the 

revitalization of performance pay as an education reform. 

Performance Pay Reconsidered 

Widespread Reform 

School districts and state educational systems across the country look to 

improve if their compensation systems include a performance component.   On 

average, districts spend about 80% of their budget on salaries and benefits, and 

many are taking a hard look at whether they are achieving maximum return on this 

line item (Hess, 2004).   Districts in Colorado, Minnesota, Florida, North Carolina, 

Louisiana, and numerous other states all have developed high profile experiments in 

performance pay.   These policies provide additional remuneration to teachers for 

reaching standards on test scores or student learning objectives, positive 

evaluations, accepting hard-to-staff assignments, and other criteria.   Many of these 

compensation reform efforts have received considerable support from the federal 

government through its billion-dollar Teacher Incentive Fund.   Overall, nearly 

three-quarters of the states in the United States have at least one district 

implementing a performance pay program (Guthrie & Schuermann, 2008).     

Basic Debate 

  Advocates for teacher incentive programs offer multiple justifications for 

reforming compensation structures.   Most reformers start with a fundamental 

assumption that the present method of compensating teachers, the uniform salary 

guide that rewards experience and educational attainment bears little correlation to 
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teacher quality.   This is problematic because teachers are widely viewed as the 

most vital school-related influence on student achievement.   Additionally, 

reformers complain that the uniform salary guide is too rigid and restricts a 

district’s ability to respond to market forces when recruiting and retaining teachers.   

Lastly, by attaching a premium to excellence, teacher incentives also provide an 

extrinsic source of motivation to spur mediocre educators to improve, and on a 

subtler level, may convince poor performers to seek career changes (Podgursky, 

2009). 

 While there is abstract economic theory to support these arguments, actual 

empirical evidence is limited.   Education has proven a highly difficult field to 

construct effective performance incentives.   Ever since the uniform salary guide 

was introduced in 1921, critics have attempted to implement a performance 

component.   For the most part, these reforms have proven to be short-lived failures, 

faltering due to a lack of appropriate or fair performance measures, unscrupulous 

administration practices, and inadequate funding (Hatry et al., 1994).   More 

significantly, incentive programs have fostered a sense competition among teachers 

and disrupted the harmony of faculties.   In the aggregate, teacher advocate groups 

and unions oppose pay-for-performance (although there are cases, such as Denver’s 

ProComp system, that have been successfully collectively bargained).    

Intrinsic vs.  Extrinsic Motivation 

Besides practical implementation considerations such as designing an 

appropriate performance measure, the issue of performance pay raises a more 
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fundamental question about whether teachers respond to the extrinsic motivation 

of money.   Numerous teacher groups have commented on the fact that teachers do 

not enter the profession for pecuniary rewards (Darling-Hammond & Sykes, 2003).   

At a recent conference on performance pay, a teacher put it aptly, “If you entered 

this profession for the money, you are going to be disappointed” (Institute for Public 

School Initiatives, 2011). This is a common feature of anyone driven by public 

service.   The intrinsic satisfaction of advancing the commonweal supersedes the 

goal of maximizing compensation (Moynihan & Pandey, 2007). 

  But the popular concept of the selfless public servant appears to be a vast 

oversimplification.   Regardless of whether or not teachers view money as a primary 

motivation, it clearly holds value.   Studies that show the distortion effect of 

incentives—teaching to the test, undue competition in the faculty room, outright 

cheating—attest to the fact that an external incentive can change teacher behavior, 

even if its effect is deleterious (Eberts, Hollenbeck, & Stone, 2002; Jacob & Levitt, 

2003; Murnane & Cohen, 1986).     

A better restatement of the problem would be to investigate under what 

conditions will teachers respond to incentives, or under what conditions does 

performance pay for teachers actually lead to improvements in teacher quality.   

Before looking at school level conditions, there are a host of questions with the 

design of the incentive itself that directly affect an incentive’s ability to motivate.   

These are questions of sufficiency, saliency, and the working conditions that 

surround the incentive. 
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Sufficiency.   The first question is that of sufficiency, which is a tricky topic to 

disentangle.   Simply put, the incentive must be large enough to generate a response.   

This standard will vary greatly based on the district, campus, and even individual 

teacher.  For example, a thousand-dollar incentive may be very meaningful to a 

school in the Rio Grande Valley that pays its teacher the state minimum, but could 

prove a pittance in Fort Worth and Houston, which, when adjusted for cost of living 

rank in the top 12 of all U.S.  metropolitan areas (Georgiou, Villarreal, & Moore, 

2005).  Even in the same district, an incentive may have greater value on a campus 

with a principal that inspires loyalty, in which even a modest amount can provide a 

response.   

 There is a deeper question of sufficiency.  Motivational literature has 

suggested that if employees believe their compensation package is inadequate, they 

will be perpetually prone to depart or underperform (Ariely, 2010).  Conversely, it 

suggests  diminishing returns to extrinsic incentives after reaching sufficiency levels 

because it is as that point that intrinsic motivation becomes more important.  In a 

low paid profession, performance pay may not be offering teachers anything 

exceptional, but may make the difference between adequate and inadequate pay.   In 

other words, a positive view of the performance bonus may be masking a general 

dissatisfaction with compensation, which had hitherto been mitigated by intrinsic 

motivational factors. 

Saliency.  Beyond sufficiency, the next level of consideration is the design of 

the incentive itself.  Here, the question becomes an issue of fairness, feasibility, and 
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saliency.  While the incentive literature has indicated that these will prove to be 

important factors, what constitutes a fair teacher incentive, one that teachers 

believe is attainable and that actually holds some type of meaning for teachers is not 

well understood.   One only has to look at the enormous efforts districts across the 

country have invested into redesigning their teacher evaluation programs to 

understand the difficulty of adequately measuring teacher performance.   

 Working conditions. In terms of feasibility and salience, these criteria are 

going to be affected significantly by district working conditions.  District and 

campus policies and culture give meaning to policies and provide the means 

through which  objectives can be actualized (Honig & Coburn, 2008; Rorrer, Skrla, & 

Scheurich, 2008).  Reaching a performance target in a district that has a positive, 

professional culture and substantially supports its teachers should be more 

attainable than in a district without these factors.    

Research Direction 

The consideration of district working conditions immediately introduces the 

problem of how to extricate the effect of the incentive from the effect of the working 

conditions.  It is not just the programmatic effect of the working conditions, such as 

improved professional development.  There is also the motivational effect of 

buttressing the labor environment for teachers.  One can see someone work harder, 

but it may be unconnected to the incentive, an interaction, or in fact be the result of 

the incentive.   
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The bottom line is that the pathway from incentive to teacher performance is 

fraught with potential detours that need to be better understood.  These nuances 

have largely been ignored in studies of incentive pay programs, with the focus 

largely on whether or not the incentive had the desired effect (Podgursky & 

Springer, 2007).   This study unravels some of the issues that affect incentive 

programs on teacher behavior and educational outcomes using Texas’s massive, but 

understudied, DATE grant as its focus. 

Study Context 

About DATE 

On the surface, Texas’s DATE program appears to be headed for the same 

dustbin of history that has befallen past implementations of performance pay.  In 

2007, as part of a house bill One in the third special session, the Texas Legislature 

authorized two separate educator excellence programs.  One program, the Texas 

Educator Excellence Grant (TEEG), provided funds to high-performing, low 

socioeconomic status campuses.  DATE was distinguished from TEEG in that it was 

open to all districts and the plan was written at the district level in which they could 

either create reward programs for their entire district or target campuses that were 

underperforming in their district or had higher special needs subpopulations.   

TEEG and DATE both followed a smaller, three-year Governor’s Educator Excellence 

Grant (GEEG) program, which was created by executive order of Governor Rick 

Perry. 
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DATE was initially funded at $147.5 million to fund the first year of a three-

year grant cycle, the first implementation year on 2008–2009.  In 2009, the 

legislature reauthorized DATE at $400 million (while ending TEEG), to fund the final 

two years of the first grant cycle and two years of a second grant cycle.   The 

program as it is presently constituted will end with the 2011–2012 school year.  In 

the 2011 legislative session, DATE received only a modest reauthorization with the 

money directed toward districts with federal grants needing a matching 

requirement.  Still, over the past decade, Texas has spent over $800 million to allow 

either campuses or districts to create their own performance pay programs. 

Structure of DATE 

Whether GEEG, TEEG, or DATE in Texas’s incentive alphabet soup, all three 

programs had a similar structure with DATE representing the combined wisdom of 

the lessons that Texas learned along the way by situating the program at the district 

instead of the campus level.  According to the Texas Education Agency (2007), the 

purpose of DATE was, “to award educators for outstanding work above and beyond 

their normal job duties, specifically for their contributions to improving student 

achievement” (p.  8). 

 The district-designed grant program had two parts.  Part I required districts 

to reward full-time classroom teachers and principals based on “objective measures 

of student achievement.” These could be TAKS, other standardized tests, local 

benchmarks, or student portfolios.  A district had to spend at least 60% of their 

award on Part I.  Part II of the grant allowed districts to spend up to 40% of their 
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total award on incentives for other school personnel, which could range from the 

school custodian to superintendents.  Part II funds could also be used for district 

support structures such as professional development, data systems, mentor or 

master teacher programs, instructional coaches, or recruitment and retention 

stipends.  In short, the program afforded districts wide latitude in the construction 

of its incentives. 

DATE Evaluation 

Despite its novel program design and considerable investment, DATE has 

been understudied.   A review of the program by the Institute for Public School 

Initiatives credited it for reaching a high and representative percentage of Texas’s 

student population.  The first cycle of DATE had over 200 participants, including 

almost all of Texas’s major districts.  The program ranged from rural to urban, 

including tiny Sweet Home ISD, with an average daily attendance of just over 100 

students to the nearly 200,000-student  Houston ISD.  When added up, DATE 

districts encompassed nearly half of Texas’s total teacher and student population 

and a majority of its major subpopulations (Volonnino, 2010).   

The major review of DATE came from the official external evaluation 

conducted by the National Center for Performance Incentives at Vanderbilt.  It too 

credited the breadth of participation, but after examining the first two years of the 

program, found a marginal effect on student achievement.  In the aggregate, there 

was no effect on mathematics achievement, and in language arts, the effect size of 

the gains was the equivalent of answering one-half of one question on the TAKS test 
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(Springer et al., 2010).  In terms of teacher retention, DATE districts did increase 

their retention rates, but that effect is hard to separate from the increased teacher 

retention across the state due to the economic downturn.   

Not contained in the external evaluation report was a breakdown of 

disparate impact of individual districts.  However, in a presentation of their report 

to the Texas Education Agency, the research team claimed that the best DATE 

districts were able to show substantial student achievement growth, equivalent to .3 

standard deviation, and also that the largest variations were within districts than 

between districts.   Overall, of the three Texas incentive programs, DATE had the 

largest impact, but its actual performance remained unclear (Springer et al., 2010, 

2008, 2007).   

 For all of its complexity, the official evaluation of DATE left as many 

questions behind as it resolved.  A large driver behind the evaluation’s lack of 

conclusive findings was that it treated the district programs in the aggregate, with 

some controls for district demographics.  It investigated limited aspects of plan 

design, such as the inclusion of principal awards, the size of incentives, and whether 

or not the Part I award was based on individual or collective achievement.  The 

evaluation did very little with Part II, where districts could include funding for 

teacher support structures.  In many ways, this was not one experiment, but 200 

separate trials, because each plan differed in both design and implementation. 

 Furthermore, the evaluation surveys teachers, but the survey does little to 

investigate changes in teacher behavior.  For example, it asks teachers whether or 



11 
 

not they changed the number of times they engaged in “high-quality” instructional 

strategies.  The survey does not examine any district or campus behavior and 

addresses few climate issues.  While the evaluation is a net positive in regard to 

DATE, it offers little insight into how the program worked or the mechanisms 

through which the incentives had any effect. 

Larger Research Gap than DATE 

 Scant research has been done on performance incentives, both in terms of 

DATE and on the issue more broadly, looking at district and campus level factors 

that could influence the outcome of the incentives.  Herbert (2010) studied two 

DATE campuses in terms of sense-making, evaluating implementation from the 

perspective of how teacher perception affected the outcome.  Another preliminary 

set of case studies provided an early exploration of how a year’s implementation of 

DATE had sparked a few districts to align other systems, such as curriculum, data, 

and professional development, with the incentive goals (Volonnino, Zavadsky, 

Barkowski, & Turner, 2010).   For the most part, research on incentive pay 

resembled the DATE evaluation and other studies, such as those in Nashville, Round 

Rock, and New York City, which look at incentives almost entirely from the level of 

whether they improved student achievement and not in regard to the mitigating 

factors within the district. 

 This study seeks to provide that missing link and delve deeper into the 

mechanisms of teacher motivation and development.  It looks at working condition 

and process factors—in addition to plan design—to shed some light on how 
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incentive plans might have a widely disparate effects even within the same district.  

There is a need for a greater understanding of the implementation process factors 

that can shape the potential of performance pay to adjust teacher behaviors.    

Theoretical Framework 

This study employs a theoretical framework yielded by human behavioral 

economics that argues that individual decisions and motivations often run contrary 

to the common expectation that people will choose the path that leads to the biggest 

pecuniary reward.  A popular work in this field has labeled such choices 

“predictably irrational (Ariely, 2010).” When designing a system to motivate 

employees and direct behavior, monetary incentives often fall sway to factors such 

as altruistic drive and social recognition.  (Ariely, Kamenica, & Prelec, 2008; Heyman 

& Ariely, 2004).  In particular, employees of intrinsically motivated fields such as 

education are more likely to derive satisfaction from concepts such as  autonomy, 

relatedness, and external validation (Deci et al., 1996; Wright, 2001; Wright & Davis, 

2003).   

Repeatedly, performance pay programs have been shown to fail or at least 

underperform (Hatry, 1994; Murnane & Cohen, 1986; Podgursky & Springer, 2007).  

This is because performance pay has frequently been conceptualized under the 

aegis of an input-output structure more appropriate to sales than to education.  

Human behavioral theory (and as will be shown, a richer understanding of basic 

incentive theory) shows the fundamental error of these ways.  As business spends 

more time developing human capital programs, they better understand how these 
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factors get incorporated when policy takes a more systemic, comprehensive 

approach to employee motivation and development (Boudreau & Ramstad, 2007; 

Gomez-Mejia, Berrone, & Franco-Santos, 2010; Heslin, Carson & VandeWalle, 2009).  

Compensation packages that manage to work within the public spiritedness of 

intrinsically motivated employees stand a better chance of achieving their desired 

ends (Bowles, 2009). 

This study will connect the concepts of human behavioral economics to 

incentives using the framework of Resnick (2010).  In an elegant synthesis of her 

work on instructional coaching, she posited that programs such as incentives aimed 

at improving human capital affect and are mediated by instructional processes and 

social capital factors such as climate and measures of relational trust among the 

faculty.   They stand as points on a triangle, making it impossible to consider one 

factor in isolation.   This theory allows the incorporation of district and campus 

context and a fuller consideration of the factors that motivate teachers.  After years 

of attempting performance pay in education, the complexity of the mechanisms that 

spur improved teacher performance are poorly understood and underexplored. 

The DATE grant offers unique opportunities to explore the contextual factors 

that affect incentive programs.  It serves as a classic policy incubator in which 

districts have the freedom to select their own incentives and provide support 

structures, either using grant funds or through their own institutional behaviors.  Its 

very diversity makes it a difficult program to study in the aggregate, but ideal on the 

individual case level to examine the factors that teachers respond to.  By capturing 
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multiple contexts and drilling down to the teacher level, it should be possible to 

begin to provide insight into potentially fruitful purposes for performance pay. 

Study Overview 

This study addresses the missing analyses of the contextual factors that could 

drive an incentive pay program.  Using the Resnick (2010) model briefly sketched 

above, it will take a concurrent nested, mixed-methods approach to examine the use 

of support structures and district climate factors and their interaction with the 

design and implementation of a performance pay program.  It will ask the following 

research questions: 

1) What effect did the inclusion of support structures in the DATE application 

have on student achievement in comparison to districts that did not include 

structures? 

2) Did teacher support structures within a district (curriculum, professional 

development, data use) have an effect on the impact of the incentive on 

teacher behavior?  

3) Did social capital or climate have an effect on the impact of the incentive 

on teacher behavior? 

Brief Overview of Methodology 

This study will use a concurrent-nested mixed methods design to illuminate 

aspects of the Resnick model in relationship to performance pay.  This model allows 

for prioritization among the quantitative and qualitative strategies (Creswell, 2009).  

This work will occur concurrently.   A small quantitative analysis will be conducted 
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to examine application data to explore if there is a connection between the inclusion 

of support structures in a DATE application to program outcomes.  Much larger in-

depth qualitative case studies will occur to drill down and illuminate how a fuller 

consideration of support structures and climate factors affect the incentive.   

The first question attempts to leverage the totality of the DATE grant by 

running an application analysis to see if there are any system-wide effects based on 

characteristics of DATE applications.   To answer research question number one, a 

regression analysis will be performed on DATE applications to determine if the 

presence of support structures affected the impact of DATE.  Support structures will 

be defined as the inclusion of funds for professional development, data capacity, 

mentor or master teachers, a reward for attending professional development, or a 

reward for collaborative activities.  The application data will come from a data set 

compiled by IPSI that includes all of the above variables.  The outcome variable will 

be an expected growth in student achievement as was conducted in the Vanderbilt 

study.  The formal evaluation already analyzed the potential impact of Part I design 

features, but left untouched Part II. 

To answer research questions two and three, qualitative case studies of the 

two districts will be presented to capture the voices of teachers, principals, and 

district leaders.  The districts in question were chosen because they were 

highlighted in the formal DATE evaluation as having campuses in the top and 

bottom quintile of student achievement distribution.  Campuses were limited to 

elementary grades to hold more of the overall plan design constant.  In one district, 
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four elementary campuses responded.  In the other, two responded, but in both 

cases there were splits in student achievement performance. 

Focus group interviews of teachers were conducted on each campus as well 

as some, select follow-up.  These focus groups were interviewed using a protocol 

aimed at understanding responses to the grant, the impact of support structures, 

and social capital factors.  The first two sets of questions in the protocol were 

developed in pilot studies of previous research conducted by the author (Volonnino, 

Kelly-Landes, Filer, 2012).  The last portion of the protocol was based on the social 

capital research of Adler and Kwon (2002).  Semi-structured interviews were 

conducted with campus and district leaders.   More detail of these procedures can be 

found in Chapter 3.  The responses were coded, analyzed, synthesized, and 

presented in Chapter 4.   

Definition of Terms 

The most important term to clarify is performance pay, because it is part of a 

set of compensation reforms for teachers identified under many names, such as 

“merit pay,” “ market incentives,” “combat pay,” and “pay-for-performance.” As a 

general rule, merit pay and pay-for-performance are reform initiatives in which 

teachers are given bonuses based on performance standards, usually student 

achievement scores.  “ Market incentives” refers to teachers receiving a bonus for 

accepting an assignment in a hard-to-staff school (usually inner-city) or in a hard-to-

staff subject area (typically a math or science position).  “Combat pay” and terms as 

such are a pejorative of market incentives.  For the course of this study, 
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performance pay or merit pay will be used in connection a policy that ties reaching 

student achievement standards with a bonus, unless otherwise indicated. 

 When evaluating the Resnick model, two sets of terms are also important to 

define.  First, support structures refer to district and campus policies aimed at 

improving the quality of teaching.  These can include professional development, 

curriculum, scheduling (in terms of providing things such as collaboration periods), 

and data systems, among others.  They also include systems of supervision and 

evaluation. 

Resnick uses the term social capital to assess the professional climate of a 

district.  She defines it as “the ways in which people in the organization share what 

they know [and] the quality of professional community within a school (p.  191).” 

For our performance pay analysis, this can include the level of collegiality within a 

school, willingness of teachers to work together, and openness to new ideas or 

reforms.   We also will be considering how teachers and administrators perceived 

the incentives, and how attitudes changed over time.   

Limitations 

This study has multiple limitations.  First, the outcome variable of student 

achievement is based on only 2 years of performance data through which schools 

adjusted their plans.  This measure is highly volatile and may not be a reliable 

measure of the actual performance of the program.  The volatility of the outcome 

variable is a major reason for the in-depth case studies.  It is expected that these will 
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reveal insight into the motivational desires from teachers and the way in which the 

incentive operated on campus. 

The second major limitation is that this study investigates only three districts 

and limits the analysis to elementary campuses.  This study cannot capture all of the 

multiple contexts in which the DATE grant occurred.  This study represents, in many 

ways, an early attempt to understand the mechanisms through which performance 

pay affects teachers. 

Significance 

The significance of this study is that it is one of the first to test a theory of 

incentive pay in education that incorporates systemic supports.  Perhaps more 

importantly than the quantitative analysis, there is almost no in-depth, qualitative 

work on incentive pay in the recent round of performance pay reforms.  Virtually all 

studies in this field take a quantitative approach and at best utilize survey data to 

try and supplement the raw numbers.  The voices of the teachers that incentives 

purportedly are trying to motivate are missing.   Ideally, this work will provide 

guidance to the creation of new incentive pay programs.  Perhaps too, it will get 

those interested in compensation reform to think more broadly than paying for test 

scores to consider multiple levers to improve teacher performance, and multiple 

ways that one can “reward” teachers. 
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Chapter 2: Literature Review 

The drive to address teacher compensation structures is grounded in a larger 

national debate that has made teacher effectiveness the locus of reform.  This review 

of the literature will attempt to contextualize the debate.  It will examine the 

research behind the limitations of the teacher salary guide and then examine the 

history of using performance pay to remedy these perceived defects.  It will then 

take a closer look at competing theories underlying performance pay using 

literature from rational choice and motivation theories to explore theoretical 

reasons why performance pay has yet to accomplish significant results.  This review 

will provide the background for the human capital framework that will under-gird 

the methodology presented in the next chapter.  Yet, to begin the literature review, 

we must understand one of the most misapplied statements in education reform, 

“teacher quality is the most significant school-related determinant of student 

achievement.” 

Primacy of Teacher Quality 

Numerous studies have demonstrated that among school related factors 

teacher quality has the largest effect on student achievement.  Sanders and Rivers 

(1996) analyzed the results from Tennessee public schools and made the startling 

claim that pairing a low achieving student with a teacher in the 85th percentile of 

effectiveness for three straight years could eliminate the typical black-white 

achievement gap in three-to-five years (a result that they deemed “awesome” in 

their paper).  Rivkin, Hanushek, and Kain (2005) found that moving a student up 
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one standard deviation in teacher effectiveness had the same effect on student 

achievement as a class size reduction of ten students.  An analysis of Chicago public 

schools found similar results (Aaronson, Barrow, & Sander, 2007). 

These claims about the important of pairing low-achieving students with 

superior teachers, however, make multiple assumptions.  First, they assume that 

teacher effectiveness ratings remain stable from year-to-year.  As we examine more 

in depth later, the value-added methodology used to rate teachers is a highly volatile 

measure (J.  Rothstein, 2010).  Second, these findings imply that the policy solution 

is simply match struggling students with identified good teachers.  This assumes 

that teacher effectiveness will sustain itself across school and district context.  

Finally, none of this work accounts for summer learning loss and assumes that 

student gains are simply additive and cumulative.  Multiple studies have examined 

that the impact a teacher makes decays over time and that summer learning loss is 

particularly acute among low income students (Alexander, Entwisle, & Olson, 2001, 

2007; Jacob, Lefgren, & Sims, 2010).  In short, no school has successfully been able 

to accomplish the remarkable results that the teacher effectiveness research 

suggests are possible. 

Just because context plays a major factor in individual teacher success does 

not necessarily downplay the importance of recruiting, retaining, and developing 

talented teachers.  There is a widespread perception that in recent years, teacher 

quality has declined.  A major reason for the perceived decline in teacher quality 

comes from the expanded opportunities for women.  Corcoran, Evans, and Schwab 
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(2004) examined this phenomenon and found that from 1957–1992 the average 

aptitude of female teaching applicants remained relatively constant, but the 

propensity of females at the top of their high school classes to enter the profession 

has declined precipitously.  Teaching has not become a less attractive career per se, 

but it has lost appeal with the presumably most talented, who hitherto had few 

other respected options.   

The Uniform Salary Guide 

The uniform salary guide has received some of the blame for the profession’s 

inability to lure elite talent.  Its egalitarian treatment of all teachers leaves the 

profession unable to respond to market forces and hinders recruitment as it 

necessarily pushes all teacher salaries towards the mean (Podgursky, 2009).  Hoxby 

and Leigh (2004) found that the compression effect of the salary guide is a 

particular turn-off for academically gifted women.  While career opportunities 

expanded for women across all ability levels, the salary trade-off at the top rungs 

has been particularly acute.  Conversely, they also found that more women from 

lower ability levels have gravitated toward education, in which the compression 

effect works in their favor.  The compression effect of the guide also discourages 

men and women with degrees in math and science from entering the profession 

because the market offers them substantially greater pecuniary opportunities 

(Goldhaber, DeArmond, Yung-Hsu Liu, & Player, 2008).  Not only are talented men 

and women less likely to enter the profession, but they are also more likely to leave 

due to more lucrative alternatives (Podgursky, Monroe, & Watson, 2004). 
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The uniform salary guide limits a district’s ability to respond to market 

forces because it does not distinguish among hard-to-staff subject areas or schools 

or permit a school to offer an extra “raise” to keep a valuable teacher from switching 

campuses or districts (Moore Johnson & Papay, 2009; Vigdor, 2008).  This rigidity is 

particularly problematic for struggling districts.  Examinations of the teacher labor 

market find that there is not a national shortage of quality teachers; but poor, 

mostly urban districts often have difficulty attracting talent, particularly in math and 

science (Darling-Hammond & Sykes, 2003; Ingersoll & Smith, 2003).   Studies have 

shown that schools can have hundreds of applicants for an elementary school 

position, but an urban district may have a handful for a math position (Liu, 

Rosentein, Swan, & Khalil, 2009; Podgursky, 2011).   

Teachers also feel a particular attraction to home and are more likely to seek 

employment near where they grew up.  This lure helps make urban districts a net 

importer of educators because they do not produce as many college graduates as 

their suburban counterparts and they have to convince suburbanites to work there 

(Boyd, Lankford, Loeb, & Wyckoff, 2005).   Proponents of compensation reform 

believe that a more market-sensitive compensation structure could ease these 

burdens (Hess, 2004). 

Research indicates that teacher quality is important, the profession is 

struggling to attract top-level potential talent, and the rigidity and compression 

effect of the uniform guide inhibits a district’s ability to recruit and retain talent.  Up 

until recently, however, “talent” has referred to more to potential talent, focusing on 
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a teacher’s academic track record.  Research has indicated that a teacher’s test 

scores are a predictor of teacher effectiveness (Clotfelter, Ladd, & Vigdor, 2010).  

However, the uniform guide does not reward test scores, but classroom experience, 

educational attainment, and sometimes certification type, none of which has been 

shown to have a large bearing on student achievement (Rivkin et al., 2005).  This 

gives rise to the larger question of how to measure teacher quality and the literature 

in this area found that although teacher quality may be important, predicting and 

measuring it is far more difficult. 

The Difficulty of Predicting Teacher Quality 

There are very few easily attainable predictors and metrics of teacher 

quality.  Qualities that one would expect to have an effect on teacher quality—

experience, educational attainment, and certification—have variable effects on 

teacher quality.  Any success at predicting an effective teacher has to go beyond raw 

credentials to more difficult-to-assess qualities such as  personality and intelligence 

levels; and even here, the evidence is not completely persuasive.    

Teacher experience.  The only clear credential that predicts teacher quality 

is experience.  Studies in multiple contexts—North Carolina, Texas, New York City, 

Massachusetts, and Chicago agree that a teacher does have a relatively steep 

learning curve in the first couple of years in teaching (Aaronson et al., 2007; 

Clotfelter et al., 2010; Papay & Kraft, 2010; Rivkin et al., 2005;  Staiger, Gordon, & 

Kane, 2006).   Beyond the fifth year, research diverged and in some cases found no 

correlation with experience (Aaronson et al., 2007; Rivkin et al., 2005; Staiger et al., 
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2006).  Papay and Kraft (2010) explored rich panel data in Massachusetts and find 

that two-thirds of a teacher’s progress comes in the first five years, but that 

afterwards the teacher continues to improve.  An interesting recent study on 

Houston public schools found that the effect of experience varies by the test 

administered.  On the TAKS test, experience was not predictive of quality beyond 

the first few years, but was positively correlated with performance on the SAT-9 

(Corcoran, Jennings, Beveridge, 2011).   

Educational attainment.  The evidence against educational attainment is 

much more evident.  A 10-year longitudinal study of the North Carolina school 

system found that possession of a master’s degree was negatively correlated with 

student performance (Clotfelter et al., 2010).  The authors suggested that such a 

relationship indicated either that teachers were earning a degree more to receive 

the salary increment than to enrich their pedagogy or, therefore, earned the degree 

in educational administration.   

Teacher certification.  When it comes to certification type, there are also 

few indicators of quality.  Researchers found little difference among candidates that 

completed traditional or alternative certification programs, with some evidence that 

Teach for America applicants may out-perform other alternatively certified teachers 

(Decker, Mayer, & Glazerman, 2004; Rockoff, 2004; Rockoff, Jacob, Kane, & Staiger, 

2008).  What difference does exist between the two groups tends to disappear 

within the first couple of years of teaching and the only applicants that stand out as 
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most likely to under-perform are those who are emergency certified (Vasquez-

Heilig & Jez, 2010). 

The case for using national board certification as a proxy for teacher 

effectiveness is a little more ambiguous.   Goldhaber and Anthony (2006) found that 

national board certification is a self-selective process and that teachers who 

successfully complete the program were more effective than their peers when they 

entered the program.  They do not, however, improve or increase in quality as a 

result of gaining certification (Harris & Sass, 2008).  In fact, there is some evidence 

that teachers may actually regress in effectiveness upon completing the national 

board certification process (Rockoff et al., 2008). 

Non-Credential Characteristics.  Aside from résumé credentials, there is 

some evidence that more non-traditional teacher characteristics can predict teacher 

quality.   It perhaps is not surprising that general intelligence is a good proxy for 

classroom ability.  Ferguson and Ladd (1996), in a highly cited book chapter, found 

that ACT scores were a good predictor teacher success.   A rigorous evaluation of 

New York City teachers found that those who demonstrated higher degrees of 

cognitive ability were more effective than their colleagues (Rockoff et al., 2008).  

This finding was consistent with the conclusions of a review of the literature by 

Wayne and Youngs (2003). 

Teachers who demonstrated deeper levels of subject knowledge were also 

more effective in the classroom.  Harris and Sass (2007) found that a combination of 

subject knowledge, teaching skills, and intelligence were the most predicative of a 
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teacher’s performance in the classroom.  Studies in various disciplines, including 

English, social studies, and particularly mathematics, found that advanced 

knowledge enabled higher student performance, especially once the teacher got 

over the first year hump (Boyd, Grossman, Lankford, Loeb, & Wyckoff, 2008; Dee & 

Cohodes, 2008; Goldhaber & Brewer, 1997).  Advanced knowledge was particularly 

important for those teaching advanced, technical subjects like high school physics 

and calculus (Wayne & Youngs, 2003).  While earlier, the conclusions of Clotfelter et 

al.  (2007) were cited that said a masters degree was overall a poor predictor of 

teacher efficacy, their study add the caveat that those with degrees in the subject 

area in which they taught were more effective.    

In summation, it is very difficult to predict the performance of a teacher from 

the credentials presented on a job application.  About the only surefire predictor of a 

teacher who will underperform is an applicant seeking to enter a public school 

classroom for the first time.  Overall, the characteristics presented to the school at 

the time of hire account for only 10% of the variation in teaching effectiveness 

(Rockoff et al., 2008).  This research lends considerable credence to teacher 

advocates who view the profession as a being as much art as science.  It also casts 

considerable aspersions on the uniform salary schedule, which prizes these 

credentials as the basis of increased remuneration.  Yet, the effort to replace the 

guide with a merit-based policy has a checkered history that also merits close 

scrutiny. 
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History of Performance Pay 

Dissatisfaction with the uniform salary schedule, though perhaps buttressed 

by more evidence in the age of accountability is not new.  Education has attempted, 

on and off, to introduce differentiated compensation as either “merit pay,” “career 

ladders,” “pay-for-performance, or “combat pay” ever since the salary guide was 

introduced in the 1920s and became near-universal by the 1950s (Guthrie & 

Schuermann, 2008; Kershaw & McKean, 1962; Tyack & Cuban, 1995).  Each time the 

reform has been introduced, it has caused widespread controversy, been largely 

ineffective at improving student achievement, and frequently has sowed discord 

among faculty.  Despite the well-founded reasons to seek reform of the uniform 

salary schedule, performance pay has yet to prove a tenable solution. 

Origin of the Salary Guide 

In the history of the U.S. public education system, there have been three 

waves of compensation structures.  Originally, schoolteachers were mostly 

unmarried women who entered into a relationship with the town and the one-room 

schoolhouse.  As the school system evolved into its more familiar, Carnegie-unit, 

differentiated structure, the compensation became differentiated as well.  Wages 

favored men, high school teachers, and those who taught core academic subjects 

(Kershaw & McKean, 1962).  A prototypical case study of the Portland Education 

system showed that there existed a de facto caste system in which women held the 

low-paid, low-prestige elementary teacher positions, while men staffed the high 

schools and all the leadership positions in the district (Tyack, 1967). 
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The introduction of the uniform salary schedule, first adopted in 1921 in 

Denver and Des Moines, represented a victory for teachers over such capricious 

administration (Tyack & Cuban, 1995).  Teacher advocates believed that such a 

system would raise the status of the profession because everyone now would have 

the honorific of “teacher,” with no pay gradations to imply that one position was less 

valuable than another (Kershaw & McKean, 1962).  Its popularity quickly spread to 

become the standard compensation structure of American public schools. 

 Within a few years of the adoption of the uniform schedule, some school 

districts, including those in Illinois objected to a system that did not account for the 

quality of a teacher or market realities (Tyack & Cuban, 1995).  These leaders saw 

the uniform schedule as inherently inefficient and made attempts to introduce 

measures to evaluate teacher competency and skill into the newly emerging salary 

structures as part of an overall “administrative progressive” approach to education.  

This approach believed reformers could maximize efficiency and provide 

appropriate levels of rewards as they observed classroom instruction with their 

ubiquitous checklists (Tyack, 1974).  Nevertheless, the uniform salary schedule was 

too entrenched to dislodge and merit pay attempts quickly dissipated. 

Failure of Performance Pay Reforms 

The 1950s.  After the uniform salary schedule became prevalent in the 

American system, there were two major periods of revival, in the late 1950s (in part 

as a response to Sputnik) and in the 1980s as a response to A Nation At Risk.  In both 

cases, the reform efforts were largely considered failures for similar reasons—an 
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inability to fairly assess teacher performance and provide appropriate rewards 

(Tyack & Cuban, 1995).  During the 1950s, the New England School Development 

Council and the New York State Teachers Association released reports on school 

compensation structures.  They both sternly recommended against their state’s 

adoption of any merit pay system because the minimum competency testing of the 

time could not account for difference in student background, ability, and 

implementation would inevitably undermine the spirit of cooperation expected 

among teachers (Balassone et al., 1957; Burrill et al., 1956).   

The 1980s and 1990s.  The revival of performance pay in the 1980s had 

broader institutional support as the landmark A Nation at Risk report directly 

suggested that states needed to address a deficiency in teacher quality (U.S.  

Department of Education, 1983).  Almost immediately, dissatisfaction became 

evident in these incentive plans.  Bruno (1986) found that for large urban districts 

improved working conditions were more important to teachers than additional pay, 

a finding confirmed by other researchers (Moore-Johnson, 1986).  The Urban 

Institute surveyed 17 teacher incentive plans in 1984 and followed up a decade later 

and found that just one had made any impact on student performance.  They 

highlighted issues with these plans that included inadequate funding, poor 

explanation of goals and objectives, capricious administration, and resistance by 

teachers who felt that such a system fomented competition and sedition in the 

faculty room (Hatry & Greiner, 1984; Hatry, Greiner, & Ashford, 1994)  Murnane and 
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Cohen’s (1986) landmark study of merit pay found the teaching profession and 

merit pay “fundamentally incompatible.”  

Modern Struggles of Reform 

The era of accountability and the greater sophistication of student testing 

promised to resolve such difficulties.  A new wave of performance-pay programs has 

emerged.  And while there is more evidence of modestly successful programs, the 

trend in the research still points against the viability of teacher performance pay.  A 

frequently cited review of the literature on newer performance pay experiments 

deemed that there is a “slender” research base to support performance pay 

(Podgursky & Springer, 2007).  However, the review rested its conclusions largely 

on studies done in an international context.  The most positive evidence for 

incentive pay sparking superior performance were in studies of tournament-style 

incentives in Israel (Lavy, 2002, 2004), and Kenya (Glewwe, Ilias, & Kremer, 2003), 

with India also showing positive effects in a study published after the literature 

review (Muralidharan & Sundararaman, 2009).    

By contrast, the National Research Council (2011) also conducted a review of 

the studies on all test-based accountability in education, including teacher 

incentives, and found that in every phase, incentives for test scores have proven 

ineffective.  It concluded that on the whole, the impact of incentives are effectively 

zero for almost every program and argued that the only large effects are in foreign 

studies that cannot be directly applied to the United States context.  More troubling, 

it found evidence that most gains in achievement were test-specific, and not 
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reflected in the scores of similar but lower stakes tests.  These results were 

buttressed by three high-profile, random-controlled trial experiments in Nashville, 

Round Rock, and New York City. 

Researchers at the National Center for Performance Incentives at Vanderbilt 

University set up a million dollar, 3-year, random controlled trial in Nashville, 

making some middle school (5–8) mathematics teachers eligible for a sizeable 

performance bonus.  No additional supports were given to teachers.  The average 

effect of the incentive was just .04 standard deviations, which was not statistically 

significant, and of the 12 possible combinations of grades and years, only two 

experienced statistically significant growth (Springer, Ballou, et al., 2010). 

In Round Rock, TX, the same research group conducted a similar experiment 

that replaced  individual incentives with group awards.  Once again, the a random-

design was used, no additional teacher supports were given, and teachers were 

further instructed not to disclose whether or not they were in the control or 

treatment group with each other.  Through one year of the incentive program, no 

statistically significant results were found (McCaffrey, Pane, Springer, Burns, & Haas, 

2011). 

Finally, New York City recently concluded a 3-year, $75-million experiment 

done in partnership with the United Federation of Teachers (UFT).  For this 

experiment, schools would receive $3,000 per UFT member on the campus if they 

achieved their campus performance goal, as determined by the city’s Department of 

Education.  If successful, the members would determine how to divide the award.  
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Fryer (2011) found no effects of the incentive on student performance, attendance, 

or teacher behavior, and in some cases, he found that the incentive actually 

decreased student achievement.   

These results seem to echo the findings as in earlier case studies of teacher 

performance pay.  Fryer (2011) noted that most of these incentive schemes, 

including New York City’s and Nashville’s, were too complex and provided teachers 

with too little agency.  Yet, there was some evidence that when incentive schemes 

provides for greater agency to teachers there could be positive results.  The pioneer 

in the new wave of performance pay is Denver Public Schools, with its ProComp 

system that rewards teachers for a combination of market and performance based 

factors (Gonring, Teske, & Jupp, 2007).   This program was union-negotiated and 

performance targets are set in a consultation between teacher and administrator.  A 

longitudinal study of the program found that during implementation, district test 

scores increased as did the performance of individual teachers, and it showed 

evidence of a “sorting effect” in which the district was able to attract and retain 

better applicants (Wiley, Spindler, & Subert, 2010).   

The federal government has supported other successful programs through 

its Teacher Incentive Fund.  Guilford County schools in North Carolina used a 

combination of performance incentives and professional development to improve 

struggling schools as part of its “Mission Possible” program.  A three-year evaluation 

found improvement in scores and a decrease in teacher turnover, albeit with a 

decrease in overall school climate (Boynas, 2009).   Eagle County schools in 
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Colorado completely abandoned the step-and-ladder structure of the uniform salary 

guide, and preliminary evidence has found this structure to be effective and 

enjoying the support of the teacher association.   

A more controversial case is the TAP System, a comprehensive school reform 

program that combines performance incentives with a tightly-defined model of 

teacher evaluation and ongoing professional development.  An evaluation of the TAP 

system in Texas found teachers highly responsive to the expectations and support 

structures, but did not find effects on student achievement (Brown & Gonzales, 

2009).  Two studies on TAP nationwide found substantial effects on teacher 

development, retention, and student achievement, although these were conducted 

by researchers at the National Institute for Excellence in Teaching (NIET), the 

organization that administers TAP (Daley & Kim, 2010; Solmon, White, Cohen, & 

Woo, 2007).  By contrast, a prominent evaluation of TAP in Chicago found that it had 

no effect on student achievement or teacher retention when compared to similar 

schools ( Glazerman & Seifullah, 2010).   A study of TAP in Colorado found similar 

results (Springer, Ballou, & Peng, 2008). 

A closer look at the studies that seem to support teacher incentives with the 

larger body of evidence against it reveals a common dividing line.  Experiments such 

as Nashville and Round Rock pay either teachers or groups of teachers for results on 

student achievement tests, and rely upon the incentive to motivate performance.  

For the Vanderbilt experiments, the participants were not even allowed to discuss 

with each other whether they were in the control or treatment group to preserve 
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the validity of the test.  By contrast systems such as Mission Possible and ProComp 

are active, strategic partnerships between teachers and the administration that 

provide not only rewards, but also support structures in achieving those awards.  

These suggest, partly, differing theories of incentives.   

At a minimum, the random-controlled trials strongly confirmed the 

conclusions of the National Research Council (2011) that simply incentivizing test 

scores will not work.  A deeper discussion of the economic theory underlying 

incentives, reviewing lessons from the private sector, other public service 

professions, and some other education studies all strongly suggest why performance 

pay of this nature has such a poor track record.  We now turn to an analysis of 

rational choice and the economic incentive theory, the concept that undergirds 

simple incentives.   

Theoretical Underpinnings of Incentive Pay 

Rational Choice Theory 

Basic economic incentive theory actually makes a good case for why simple 

incentives will fail in a highly complex, interdependent field such as education.  At 

its core, simple incentive theory relies upon the theory of rational man consistently 

seeking to maximize his or her utility.  The famous homo oeconomicus always makes 

decisions based out of self-interest, and it assumes that on the surface, it is not in a 

person’s best interest to work, unless there is some accompanying benefit that 

makes it worthwhile.  It is this decision matrix that very rapidly breaks down in 

fields such as education. 
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Returning to the core concept, rational choice economics formulates the need 

to provide appropriate incentives for a worker as the problem of the principal and 

the agent (Odden & Kelley, 1997).  This arises from the dilemma that the employer 

(the principal) and the employee (the agent) often have competing interests, 

primarily that the employer wants the employee to work hard, and well, it 

maximizes the employee’s utility to loaf.   According to its classic formulation, 

artfully constructed incentives can solve this dilemma by aligning these two 

interests (Ross, 1973).  Incentives produce a host of benefits.  They motivate the 

agent to work harder, gain additional skills and training, and subtly sort out 

ineffective employees (Lazear, 2000, 2003a).  For the problem of teacher quality, 

this theoretically is a win-win: good teachers stay, mediocre teachers improve, and 

poor teachers leave (Lazear, 2001, 2003b).   

The theory best works when applied to simple, easily measured tasks.  

Studies of motivation find that incentives induce extra effort when the task set 

before the individual is clear (Ryan & Deci, 2000).  The strongest evidence of an 

effective bonus program in the private sector was a study of the installation of 

automobile windshields (Lazear, 2000).   Industries that rely the most on individual 

pay-for-performance include real estate, retail, and finance, professions that can 

directly tie individual performance to a universally agreed upon appropriate output 

metric, usually profit or sales volume (Adams, Heywood, & R.  Rothstein, 2009).  The 

private sector has learned that incentives become increasingly difficult in complex, 

inter-related fields, with several high profile failures of incentives, particularly in 
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health care and finance (Rothstein, 2009; Jacob & Levitt, 2003; Moynihan & Pandey, 

2007; Sahney, 1993).  Problems arise when dealing with multiple principals, the 

inability to connect performance to an appropriate output, and lack of direct control 

over the final outcome. 

Multiple principals.  When applying the principal-agent problem to 

education, Ferris (1992) found that incentives were a poor approach because 

education suffered from the problem of multiple principals, meaning that an 

employee is trying to please more than one superior, who may not always agree.  

Multiple principals are an extremely salient problem in the public sector because 

employees are often subject to layers of political influence and overlapping 

government agencies, each with authority in a particular area, inherently creating 

confusion and a paralyzing effect among workers who do not know whom or what 

to satisfy (Dixit, 1997).  Teachers must balance competing directives from the 

campus, district, state, and federal levels—not to mention parents (Dixit, 2002).  

Multiple principals are an particular byproduct of the incoherent accountability 

system, in which the federal and state government can send mixed signals to 

districts as they try and implement ambiguous directives (Cohen & Moffitt, 2009).  

This can also be seen in studies of districts that bombard students with 

interventions such as pullout instruction, leaving teachers confused and making it 

difficult to truly call any one student theirs (Valli & Buese, 2007).   

Under the circumstance of multiple principals, it becomes impossible to 

write an incentive contract that covers all of the outcomes that teachers are 



37 
 

expected to achieve.  Incentives might target bubble students, high achievers, 

economically disadvantaged students, graduation rates, attendance rates, 

implementing a particular curriculum or pedagogical style, any of  these can be 

favored policies of particular school officials.  This means that teachers can 

potentially earn a performance bonus while receiving criticism from other metrics 

that a different principal valued.  For example, Eberts, Hollenbeck, and Stone (2002) 

studied a performance pay program in Michigan and observed that in comparison to 

a control group, the incentive produced an increase in test scores, but those 

students also had higher rates of absenteeism and failures.  The incentive, in one 

sense worked, but in another sense left teachers open to negative evaluation from 

the school district.  It is difficult for one teacher to achieve all of the goals of 

education simultaneously.   

Distortion Effects of Mis-measurement 

The problem of multiple principals is further exaggerated because incentives 

tend to cover only the most easily observable outcome of complex systems, 

distorting the system toward that outcome (Dixit, 2002).  Baker (2002) extensively 

explored the impact of impact of incentives in complex fields and argued that the 

incentive was only as good as the measurement of the outcome, leading to almost 

inevitable tradeoffs among competing priorities and high pressures to game the 

system.  For some fields, the distortion effect was so great, that the system was 

actually better served with a straight salary schedule (Baker, 1992).   
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As has been already suggested, efforts to produce reliable, multidimensional 

metrics of teacher effectiveness have largely stymied reformers (Harris & Sass, 

2010; Rockoff & Speroni, 2010; Rothstein, 2010; Staiger, Gordon, & Kane, 2006).  

Without such information, teacher incentive systems are inherently prone to gaming 

(Holmstrom & Milgrom, 1991).  The most commonly observed distortion effect of 

incentives is “teaching to the test” and the narrowing of the curriculum (R.  

Rothstein, 2009).  Koretz (2002) detailed how most state’s accountability tests 

cover a very limited slice of academic performance and teachers are skewing 

instructional strategies to teach students how to handle particular questions, rather 

than understand the material.  Such pressure would only grow under a system that 

rewarded higher test scores.  Taken to the extreme level, gaming will produce 

outright cheating, as famously exposed in Chicago public schools (Jacob & Levitt, 

2003).   

In order for an incentive to motivate a teacher to improve, the outcome 

measure rewarded must be credible, valid, and clear enough to guide performance 

(Prendergast, 1999).  Despite the proliferation of testing, student achievement 

scores have proven of limited use motivating teachers because teachers recognize 

deep flaws in their application as evaluative measures.  There are multiple problems 

with various methods of using test scores to measure teacher effectiveness. 

Difficulties of measuring student achievement.  The simplest method of 

evaluation is to reward overall levels of student achievement.  In this regard, it is 

important to remember that when it is said that teachers are the most important 
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school-level factor in determining student achievement, “school-level” is an 

important qualifier.  A host of studies after the landmark Coleman Report  (1966) 

have attempted to affix the portion of student achievement a school controls and the 

most generous estimates set the upper boundary at about 30% (Marzano, 2000).  A 

teacher may justly feel that an achievement score better reflects home conditions 

rather than classroom conditions.   Under this condition, it will be difficult for the 

incentive to guide performance, and it has questionable validity because rewards 

will accrue to the teachers who have the “good kids,” as was evidenced in prior 

implementation of performance pay (Guthrie & Schuermann, 2008). 

A seemingly simple solution to the measure of overall achievement is to 

reward year-to-year growth over level.  Yet here, the “growth” of a student may be 

affected by socioeconomic discrepancy.  Of particular concern when comparing 

scores from spring to spring is the effect of summer learning loss.  Multiple studies 

have shown that a large portion of the achievement gap is already evident by the 

time a student enters kindergarten (Alexander et al., 2001, 2007; Downey, von 

Hippel, & Broh, 2004; Downey, von Hippel, & Hughes, 2008).  This gap does not 

widen during the school year, but during the summer months, economically 

disadvantaged students regress and the wealthy either hold constant or grow 

because they are presumably exposed to more intellectual enriching material.   

Beyond summer learning loss, there is a question as to whether outsized 

gains a student makes in one year persist in the next.  Jacob, Lefgren, and Sims 

(2010) studied longitudinal data in North Carolina and found that students lost 



40 
 

three-quarters of the gains made by one teacher in a year.  Thus, a student who 

makes exceptional gains will present a particular challenge to a teacher who has to 

“keep the momentum” going, while battling reversion to the mean.  In either the 

case of summer learning loss or the fading effect of prior gains, a teacher may 

misinterpret the signal sent by test scores as a sign of personal failure and attempt 

to change strategies when the fault rested with factors outside their control.   

Value-added systems.  The dissatisfaction with absolute achievement levels 

or student growth as metrics for judging teacher effectiveness have given rise, in 

recent years, to the use of sophisticated, value-added statistical techniques to isolate 

the effect of a particular teacher on learning.  These methods accounted for student 

characteristics such as socioeconomic status or prior achievement and created 

appropriate comparison groups so that teachers were being compared against 

colleagues handling similar students.  While there are multiple ways to calculate 

value-added scores, research has shown that they all have roughly the same degree 

of reliability (Green, 2010).  Value-added systems are now included in almost all 

state reforms of measuring teacher effectiveness (Braun, Chudowski, & Koenig, 

2010). 

Despite their sophistication, value-added systems also have flaws when used 

for incentives.  In terms of distortion effects, the complexity of these methods may 

limit their ability to transmit useful information to teachers.  Districts have  

struggled to explain the meaning of value-added scores to teachers and how to 

adjust their instruction based on their results (Buddin, McCaffrey, Kirby, & Xia, 
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2007).  Furthermore, in many cases, districts were using a third-party, proprietary 

metric and did not know themselves the formula that determined the award, let 

alone did they have access to the statistical wherewithal to replicate it (Harris & 

Sass, 2006). 

Beyond its opacity, value-added measures still have numerous statistical 

flaws.  Jesse Rothstein (2009) demonstrated that the non-random assignment of 

students to teachers actually made one popular formula more predictive of previous 

growth than future growth (i.e., a person’s fifth grade score is a statistically 

significant predictor of one’s fourth grade teacher).  Additionally, value added 

methods have proven volatile, sensitive to the date and form of the test 

administered, and presented challenges to districts in appropriately attributing a 

particular student to a given teacher (Braun, 2010).  Of course, all the statistical 

power in the world does not help measure the other 69-pecent of teachers that 

teach non-tested subjects and grades (E.  Baker et al., 2010; Lockwood et al., 2007; 

Rothstein, 2010). 

The reason why student achievement scores have grown in popularity as the 

basis for incentive contracts and other evaluation methods is the most obvious 

metric, principal evaluation, has been shown to also be a poor discriminator of 

talent.  A study of 12 major U.S.  districts found that the vast majority of teachers 

were rated as satisfactory or better, even though principal survey revealed that they 

privately disagreed with the published ratings (Weisberg, Sexton, Mulhern, & 

Keeling, 2009).  This so-called “widget effect” also failed to deliver adequate 
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information to teachers to shape incentives—rewards based on principal ratings 

would be subject to even more distortion effects.   

Even the more “objective” use of student test scores through value-added 

techniques was problematic.   The vast majority teachers were within each other’s 

95% confidence interval, making them statistically indistinguishable (McCaffrey,  

Sass, Lockwood, & Mihaly, 2009).  Both principals and statisticians did as well as 

each other in identifying their most and least effective teachers, and were hit-or-

miss on the rest (Jacob & Lefgren, 2008; Rockoff et al., 2008).  The bottom line was 

that simple measures of teacher effectiveness would transmit limited information to 

teachers, minimizing the incentive’s ability to actually improve teaching, or, worse, 

providing a perverse incentive to simply game the system given the reported score’s 

relative uselessness.   

Expectancy theory.  Assuming districts can construct appropriate incentive 

contracts, expectancy theory provides another potential stumbling block to the 

success of performance pay.  For an incentive to provide motivation, teachers need 

to have a basic level of expectation that they have sufficient control over the final 

outcome to establish a reasonable expectation of earning an award (Prendergast, 

1999).  Making pay contingent upon performance requires teachers to believe that 

their efforts can successfully translate into the metric being rewarded (this is highly 

specific to the metric in question, a teacher can believe that he or she is “making a 

difference” in a child’s life but not have the same level of confidence that such a 

student will gain the requisite amount of points on the state exam to earn a bonus).   
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Meanwhile, other studies have shown that district behavior has enormous 

influence on the success of a teacher and these processes are still poorly understood 

(Opfer, Henry, & Mashburn, 2008; Rorrer, Skrla, & Scheurich, 2008).  If teachers 

believe that the outcome measure is largely beyond their control, the reward loses 

its potency. 

Teachers and risk.  Tying pay to performance, especially for teachers of 

high needs students, asks teachers to assume an inordinate degree of risk.  The 

value of the incentive contract is a calculus of the risk in earning the award versus 

the effort required to earn it.  Baker (2002) suggests that where the outcome is 

uncertain, only the most risk-loving will respond to the incentive.   As a general rule, 

surveys of teachers suggest that younger teachers may fit this profile, but as 

teachers get older, they become markedly less inclined toward assuming such risks, 

and stable, supportive working conditions become much more important 

(Coggshall, Ott, & Lasagna, 2009; Jacob & Springer, 2007; Scholastic, 2010).   

The unwillingness of teachers to assume risk helps explain why past efforts 

at “combat pay,” or giving bonuses for teachers to transfer to high needs schools 

have largely proven ineffective.  Studies have questioned whether teacher 

effectiveness is transferrable across contexts (Roza & Yatsko, 2010).   At a minimum, 

it takes most teachers a couple of years to adjust to a new setting (Scafidi et al., 

2007).  The lack of a guarantee of success has led teachers to spurn bonuses of 

several thousand dollars to transfer assignments, leading prominent research teams 

to conclude that for such programs to work, they would have to be so generous as to 
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be politically infeasible (Clotfelter, Glennie, Ladd, & Vigdor, 2008; Hanushek & 

Rivkin, 2007). 

In conclusion, the simple drive to “pay teachers on merit,” so popular in the 

national discourse, relies upon a rational choice theory of incentives that does not 

consider the complexities of the profession.  Simply offering teachers more money 

to perform better assumes that teachers have such a capacity within their control 

and only lack sufficient motivation.  It also assumes that the goals built into 

incentives are clear enough to direct the behaviors necessary to reach the goal.  The 

marginal-at-best results of most experiments in performance pay reflect this reality.   

Motivational Theory 

There is a second body of literature that casts doubt on the efficacy of 

performance incentives.  This literature utilizes psychology and human behavioral 

economics to argue that under certain circumstances, monetary incentives de-

motivate and reduce performance.  The previous discussion on rational choice 

economics addresses incentive pay largely on its own terms.  It assumes that pay 

and performance have a monotonic relationship and deviations from that pattern 

derive from some feature of incentive design, such as an inadequate measurement 

tool that creates unintended (though predictable) consequences such as gaming.  

Missing from the discussion is the concept of intrinsic motivation and how 

emotional factors can interact with extrinsic motivators.  In fact, most rational 

economic studies of human behavior treat intrinsic motivation as an exogenous 

factor to be treated as a constant rather than a varying factor (Frey & Jegen, 2001). 
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Over the past forty years, understanding of human motivational factors has 

matured, bringing together different disciplines that originally considered the topics 

in isolation from each other (McGraw, 1978).  Whether called self-determination 

theory, motivational crowding out, cognitive evaluation, over-justification theory or 

simply the hidden cost of rewards, this work has gotten increased attention and its 

conceptualization has come a long way since Herzberg (1968) framed his two-factor 

model emphasizing job enrichment as a motivating factor (Deci, Koestner, & Ryan, 

1999; Lepper, 1978; Ryan & Deci, 2004).  Recently, authors such as Pink (2011) and 

Ariely (2008, 2010) have synthesized this research and brought it into the popular 

domain by framing the issue as “Motivation 3.0” and “Predictable Irrationality.” This 

section will examine three major areas in which empirical evidence has shown that 

extrinsic rewards can harm performance.  It will look at the effects of the stress on 

performance with large incentives, self-determination theory, and then the social 

construction of the value of work. 

Distortion Effects of Large Incentives 

 Ariely (2010) questioned the wisdom of giving large bonuses to CEOs (as 

opposed to the morality of the need to give already highly paid people a bonus to do 

their job right).  He argued that particularly large incentives actually reduced a 

person’s creativity and hindered their ability to execute complex tasks.  External 

rewards, especially if they are meaningful, create stress factors that limit a person’s 

capacity to consider multiple alternatives and ultimately reduce performance.  In his 
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popular treatment, he suggested that the outsized bonuses to bankers may have 

contributed to the Wall Street meltdown of 2008.   

Loss of creativity.  There is considerable empirical evidence for large 

incentives actually reducing performance.  Glucksberg (1962) conducted a puzzle-

completion experiment in which participants being offered the maximum reward 

($20) completed the project in slower times, on average, than those offered a five 

dollar reward.   The finding that an external reward inhibited creativity has also 

been reported in studies involving children’s drawings, undergraduate art projects, 

and with professional architects, among others (Amabile, Hennessey, & Grossman, 

1986; Hennessey & Amabile, 1998; Kruglanski et al., 1975).  A review of the 

literature challenged the generalizability of the link between monetary incentives 

and reduced motivation and creativity, but was based on studies that largely had 

negligible effect sizes (Eisenberger & Cameron, 1996; Lepper, 1998).  Another 

survey of creativity and incentives found that “the preponderance of the evidence 

demonstrates that working for reward, under circumstances that are likely to occur 

naturally in classrooms and workplaces everyday, can be damaging to intrinsic 

motivation and creativity (Hennessey & Amabile, 1998, p.  675).” 

Stress factors.  The damaging effect on creativity under pressure of high 

reward was further explored by an experiment in India.  Researchers paid people 

the equivalent of 1-week, 1-month, or 5-months of their average salaries (taking 

advantage of the depressed wage condition in India) if they could successfully reach 

a standard on certain cognitive games such as Simon or Labyrinth.  They found that 
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performance was optimized at the mid-range award.  At the highest level, 

performance decreased as individuals demonstrated considerable stress levels with 

evidence that people actually “shut down” or needed a break as nerves hit a 

breaking point.  The researchers were able to replicate these results using MIT 

students (another population with depressed wages, albeit temporarily), who only 

demonstrated the expected relationship between reward and performance when 

the task presented them was rote (Ariely, Gneezy, Loewenstein, & Mazar, 2009). 

These studies show multiple effects can occur from incentives.  Large 

incentives can stifle creativity and create pressures that lead to what sports 

enthusiasts might term as “choking” under pressure (Frey & Jegen, 2001).  In 

addition to the reduction in performance, the net effect of these incentives is also 

de-motivational and in certain circumstances, demoralizing.  The de-motivational 

aspect of incentive pay is more fully explored in two other strands of behavioral 

research—self determination theory and work that explores the social tradeoffs of 

incentive pay (Ryan & Deci, 2000). 

Self-Determination Theory 

Many of the findings that incentive pay can lead to a de-motivational effect 

derive from some variation of the self-determination theory.  Numerous reviews of 

the literature have confirmed this counterintuitive result (Frey & Jegen, 2001; 

Rummel & Feinberg, 1988; Tang & Hall, 1995; Wiersma, 1992).  As mentioned 

already, these findings have been questioned by Cameron and Pierce (1994).  Deci, 

Koestner, and Ryan (1999) provide a widely accepted rebuttal to argue for de-
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motivational theory with an analysis of each of the studies addressed by Cameron 

and Pierce (1994) and others (National Research Council, 2011).  Despite this trend, 

Cameron (2006) continued to argue that Deci et al’s (1999) conclusions were 

overgeneralized and that there was a place for extrinsic rewards without sacrificing 

intrinsic motivation. 

Factors of intrinsic motivation.  The core of self determination theory that 

is that intrinsic motivation is affected by three major factors: autonomy, 

competence, and relatedness (Ryan & Deci, 2004).  In this literature, autonomy 

refers to being the initiator or perceived initiator of one’s own actions.  Competence 

refers to having a feeling of efficacy in one’s interaction with the social environment.  

Relatedness refers to the degree of connection one feels with the social environment 

(Deci et al., 1999; Deci, Spiegel, Ryan, Koestner, & Kauffman, 1982; Niemiec & Ryan, 

2009). 

This theory derives from a psychological human needs framework (Wilson, 

Rodgers, Blanchard, & Gessell, 2003).  Ryan and Deci (2004) explained: “These 

needs—the needs for competence, relatedness, and autonomy—provide the basis 

for categorizing aspects of the environment as supportive versus antagonistic to 

integrated and vital human functioning (p.  6).” These needs define how persons 

interprets their social environment and thus their degree of motivation in their 

interaction with the environment.  Extrinsic rewards can introduce elements of 

control and antagonism to the environment that become the mechanism through 

which a loss of intrinsic motivation occurs (Deci et al., 1999). 
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Two studies in the early 1970s were largely credited with beginning the 

development of self-determination theory.  Deci (1971) challenged college students 

to complete cube puzzles and gave them a time period to work on the puzzle and 

time off.  During their free period, those who were not paid to complete the puzzle 

were more likely to continue working on the puzzle than those who were paid, 

indicating a loss of intrinsic motivation.  Lepper, Greene, and Nisbett (1973) studied 

children who enjoyed drawing and would often draw during recreational periods.  

They then offered some of the children a “good player” award for drawing.  Upon 

cessation of giving the award, they found that the children were less likely to 

voluntarily choose drawing than before they started to receive the extrinsic award.  

These early studies were synthesized as the hidden costs of external rewards 

(Lepper, 1978). 

Motivation to learn.  Self-determination theory was further developed in 

the context of motivation to learn.  Numerous studies were conducted on the 

teaching style of teachers.  They found that across grade levels those who were 

more controlling and offered students less autonomy diminished the intrinsic desire 

to learn on the part of students (Deci, Schwartz, Sheinman, & Ryan, 1981; Deci et al., 

1982; Grolnick, Ryan, & Deci, 1991).  Jang, Reeve, and Deci (2010) reviewed lessons 

of 133 public high school classrooms covering over 1,500 students and found that 

teaching strategies that provided students with autonomy and support structures 

led to the highest levels of student engagement with their own learning.  

Researchers found that allowing for autonomy allows for the buy-in of students and 
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the feeling that the classroom lessons are important to their own goals.  This 

analysis was not limited to the impact of teachers on students.  Grolnick (2009) 

studied parenting styles and found similar results to pedagogy.  Parents who offered 

their children autonomy and structure raised students with greater motivation in 

school.    

Importance of autonomy.  In terms of reward structures, allowing for 

individual autonomy allows for the individual to endure considerable hardship 

when he or she perceives the activity is something they want to do.  Loewenstein 

(1999) uses the case of mountain climbing as an example of a human activity that is 

almost universally painful, but people are nevertheless exhilarated at the 

accomplishment in ways that an extrinsic reward for climbing the mountain could 

not accomplish.   

The framing of the reward is an important part of self-determination.  

Researchers had college students learn text or perform physical exercise.  When 

they framed the activity as something for their personal benefit (health, learning), 

the researchers found greater levels of motivation to perform the task than when 

they offered the student external rewards (Vansteenkiste, Simons, Lens, Sheldon, & 

Deci, 2004).  Ariely, Loewenstein, and Prelec (2006) develop this notion further as 

the “Tom Sawyer Effect,” referring to Tom’s famous trick of convincing the 

neighborhood kids to whitewash Aunt Polly’s fence by convincing them that it is a 

privilege to do the chore.  They found that people often do not have a preexisting 



51 
 

notion of an activity being good or bad, that they derive it from cues, and frequently 

an extrinsic reward signals that the activity is one to be avoided. 

Even when attempting to promote an individual’s feelings of competence, it 

is important how the reward is delivered.  For example, there is considerable 

evidence that praise raises a person’s intrinsic motivation, but if non-specific or 

done in contrast to another’s performance, it actually reduced motivation (Deci et 

al., 1999, 1982; Pittman, Davey, Alafat, Wetherill, & Kramer, 1980).  Moreover, when 

feedback at the end of task evaluation was presented as an evaluation and in 

contrast to another person, it also reduced the efficacy of the reward (Harackiewicz, 

Abrahams, & Wageman, 1987).   

Overall, the net effect of the extrinsic reward is that a person begins to 

associate an activity with the award than with whatever factor may have attracted 

an individual to that activity.  This “overjustification effect” finds that the use of 

external rewards overpowers other motivating factors (Tang & Hall, 1995).  Frey 

and Jegen (2001) referred to the controlling influence of the external reward (for 

good or ill) as the motivational crowding out effect.  Such a crowding out effect was 

particularly noticeable when engaged in complex tasks; when faced with a chance to 

receive an award, people will choose the easiest route to the payoff and avoid 

potential difficult chores that may not lead to the benefit (Deci et al., 1999; Shapira, 

1976). 

Returning to education, it is easy to see how offering pay-for-performance 

can lead to a crowding out effect of the intrinsic desire to motivate students.  The 
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award sends a signal that improving student learning outcomes is something 

distasteful that needs a bonus to be accomplished.  It removes the sense of 

autonomy and the mountain-climber thrill of exhilaration.  This potential for an 

external reward to demotivate teachers is especially salient when considering the 

social value of work, which can be considered as a line of thought in its own right or 

a subset of self-determination theory.   

Social Value of Work 

American society is perhaps unique in the degree to which individual identity 

is inextricably linked to occupational identity.  Ariely (2010) remarked offhand that 

when people meet for the first time they are more likely to reveal their job than 

their name.  Jobs can take on a vocational aspect that links a need for a sense of 

usefulness to well being (Blustein, 2008).  Considered in this light, external rewards 

may not able to impart the sense of accomplishment from contributing to society or 

seeing one’s work devalued. 

Need for fulfillment.  Fulfillment is tied into social recognition.  A simple 

study asked college students to construct a model of a robot out of Legos; 

individuals were given a reward for each robot they constructed on a diminishing 

basis.  For some students, the robot was left intact after completion and for others 

the person running the study disassembled the robot as he or she was constructing 

the next one.  The researchers found that taking the robot apart limited a person’s 

desire to make another robot, while the person who could position the finished 

product typically worked until there was almost no more additional reward  (Ariely, 
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Kamenica, & Prelec, 2008).  The researchers concluded that the social recognition of 

work played a factor in motivation to continue that overrode the external benefit of 

making more money. 

Altruistic vs.  monetary motives.  Research has found that there are some 

tasks in which the motivation is best left to altruistic motives.  When researchers 

attempted to get college students to “help out,” doing chores like moving furniture, 

they found that the altruistic motive was stronger than the motive to accomplish 

something for money—and that offering money immediately ended someone’s 

altruistic drive (Heyman & Ariely, 2004).  Studies, including a now famous case 

study of charging a fee for a late pickup at daycare in Haifa, Israel, have shown that 

charging money transforms an action into an economic transaction in which people 

decide whether an action is simply “worth it” based on price, as opposed to 

considering the larger social dimension (Gneezy & Rustichini, 2000). 

These considerations can have particularly profound implications for the use 

of rewards in the public sector.  When considering that this profession is often 

underpaid relative to its private sector counterparts, there is a danger in minimizing 

the altruistic motive and replacing it with a monetary calculus.  Heinrich and 

Marschke (2010) argued that using external rewards in professions most noted for 

intrinsic motivations can have potentially “disastrous consequences (p.  192).”  

Overall, motivational theory offers a strong caution to be mindful of how 

incentives can interact with individual’s internal motivation and may end up 

backfiring.  It also offers insight into potential reward strategies that can potentially 
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prove more meaningful that external rewards, such as praise, increased autonomy, 

increased sense of fulfillment and social worth.  Bowles (2009) summarized this line 

of logic by arguing “policies support socially valued ends not only by harnessing 

self-interest, but also by encouraging public spiritedness” (p.  23).  

The question now is how to harmonize the rational choice and motivational 

frameworks to analyze a potentially effective incentive policy for schools.  We have 

discussed the trickiness of the teacher quality problem, the general failure of 

performance pay to address the issue, and the theoretical issues surrounding the 

use of incentives.  However, education has largely ignored the emerging rich 

literature on the private and public sectors in the field loosely called human capital 

management.  This field has attempted to provide guidance to organizations as to 

what triggers improved performance.  This field does not abandon compensation, 

but it looks at it as just one type of incentive that has to fit within a larger 

organizational strategy. 

Private Sector Motivation in Complex Fields 

In more complex, interdependent fields, incentive pay is no longer a sui 

generis topic, but one that sits within a broader conversation on the best way to 

motivate and cultivate quality employees (Lawler, 2009).  This goes by multiple 

names—human resource management, human capital management, performance 

management—but the crux of the topic is to find the multiple levers that enable an 

organization to promulgate what Boudreau and Ramstad (2007) call “talentship.”  
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This means forging a human capital policy that first examines the goals of the 

company and establishing both the type of talent that will help meet those 

objectives and the support structures that will help maximize such talent.  Only then 

can incentives be fit into this overall framework as one pillar of a larger program 

Such human capital policies need to be differentiated to fit the desires of the 

employee, of which pay is just one a series of factors that includes opportunity for 

promotion, the opportunity for personal growth, and workplace environment 

(Herzberg, 1987; Lawler, 2009; Lawler & Jenkins, 1992). 

Systemic Alignment 

The primary lesson of the business literature on incentives is a need to 

embed compensation strategies as part of an overall program of organizational 

improvement.  Scheimann (2009) argued for performance management to align 

with core business practices.  The consequences of misalignment include lack of 

prioritization, poor efficiency, staff burnout, low teamwork, and high rates of 

turnover.  To bring a system into alignment, a business should focus on goal setting, 

gaining widespread buy-ins for the goals, clarifying people’s roles in achieving the 

goal, boosting internal capability, either through hiring or development, and 

providing meaningful feedback.  This type of work has helped create a strong 

culture of performance.  Only at the end do incentives come into play as the 

mechanism that “closes the loop” to translate goals into action (Locke & Latham, 

1990).  Heslin, Carson, and VandeWalle (2009) echo this notion by saying incentives 
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can help an organization prioritize and attribute importance to goals and their 

corollary processes.   

Resource view of the firm.  Gomez-Mejia, Berrone, and Franco-Santos 

(2010) further developed the role of compensational strategies within a strategic 

context.  They argued that organizations must go beyond the traditional view of 

using pay systems to “attract, retain and motivate employees.” Looking to shift the 

debate from agency theory to a resource-based view of compensation, they 

presented two basic type of pay strategies, the algorithmic and the experiential.  

Experiential pay structures are flexible and adaptive, whereas algorithmic 

structures are predictable, like a teacher salary guide.  Preferences for an 

experiential policy indicate a firm that emphasizes skills as opposed to jobs, 

excellence over seniority, long-term orientation, greater risk and buy-in of 

organizational goals, more horizontal pay structure across rank, and a more 

employee-participative process.  These characteristics, in turn are particularly well 

suited for companies at different stages of development and facing different levels of 

competition.  In short, more adaptive, innovative companies provide experiential 

stuctures, while more established market-dominating companies tend to use 

algorithmic formulas.   

The resource-based view of the firm is essential in developing performance 

management strategies.  Multiple scholars have stressed the importance of taking 

stock of the knowledge, skills, and values of the employees, listing them among the 

bundles of resources available to execute given tasks (Wright, Dunford & Snell, 
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2001; Nordhaug & Gronhaug, 1994).  Organizations manage these resources 

through multiple policies including recruitment, selection, training, evaluation, and 

incentives.  The challenge for firms is to find the right combination of these to meet 

their organizational goals.  Compensation is just one of these levers.   

Adaptability.   Wright and Snell (1998) further developed the resource-

based view of the firm by delineating the concepts of “fit” and “flexibility.” Fit refers 

to the degree that one component of an organization is in harmony with another.  Fit 

occurs on both a vertical dimension, or the connection between strategy and 

objectives, and a horizontal dimension, or the internal consistency of its policies.  

However, fit must also be matched with flexibility.  Organizations need to be able to 

adapt to internal changes and a dynamic external environment.  Resource policies 

that are flexible mean that they can change to meet new challenges (Delery 1998; 

Schein, 1977).    

This study emphasizes both the strategic role for pay and its highly 

contextual nature.  Understanding the effectiveness of pay structures requires first 

understanding their role within the overarching organizational strategies and the 

type of firm in question (Miles and Snow, 1978).  Milkovitch and Broderick (1991) 

argue that compensation strategies properly flow from the organizational strategy.  

Fay (1987) stressed that compensation was a tool and not an end to itself.  The end 

was the greater goal of the organization, such as student learning.   The emerging 

view of incentives coming from a business perspective is one that is continually 
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adapting to the complexity of the system in question and must be grasped within 

context. 

These issues have been explored by McKinsey recently in an update to the 

1997 study, The War for Talent.  In this new analysis, it found the obstacles to good 

talent management to include insufficient attention by senior leadership, lack of 

collaboration, lack of attention to the development of an individual’s capabilities, 

and career, and insufficient attention to underperformance (as cited in Guthridge, 

Komm, & Lawson, 2008).  These factors were especially relevant for younger 

“Generation Y” workers, who, on average, do not plan to work for one company for 

an entire career and will switch firms after only a few years in one place.  Monetary 

incentives can play a role in communicating the value of a person to a company, but 

workers also increasingly value work and life balance, attention from leadership, 

and the opportunity to lead projects (Dewhurst, Guthridge, & Mohr, 2009; Guthridge 

et al., 2008).  These factors combine to produce greater fulfillment within the job. 

Case Studies of Human Capital Management 

 These concepts are perhaps best illustrated through mini-case studies of 

exemplar companies.  Southwest, Microsoft, and Google all have been heralded by 

industry commentators for forward-thinking human capital policies that 

incorporate the insight from motivational literature. 

Southwest.  Southwest Airlines does not have a human resources 

department, but a people and leadership development department that is tasked 

with researching its employee needs as vigorously as it researchers its customers.  It 
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provides more than just training, but empowerment, for its employees to serve in 

“frontline leadership” roles (Gittell, 2002).  This has created a culture of customer 

service at Southwest widely recognized in the industry. 

Microsoft.  Microsoft has developed a career path program that actively 

engages employees, setting pathways for them to navigate themselves to new 

challenges within the company upon demonstrating particular proficiencies.  

Management works with the employee to develop these proficiencies, and provides 

guidance in how the employee can expend “discretionary effort” to mutual benefit 

(Olesen, White, & Lemmer, 2007).  Unleashing the innovative capacity of its 

employees is one of the reasons that the company has managed to reinvent itself 

over the past few years from its status as a fading operating system monopolist. 

Google.  In similar fashion, Google, which is consistently considered one of 

the best firms to work for in the United States, has taken to new levels the “70-20-

10” model of human capital treatment popularized by Jack Welch and GE.  In this 

model, employees are allowed to spend 20-percent of their time on a project of their 

own choosing, provided it pertains to company business.  From this came 

innovations like Google Docs and helps the firm continue its remarkable growth into 

a corporate behemoth (Iyer & Davenport, 2008).   

All of these plans allow for the individual to grow and develop with financial 

incentives following the primary satisfaction of developing one’s own capabilities as 

they in turn work to meet the objectives of the company.  The company uses 

incentives as a means to not just reward, but support the development of talent 
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within an individual.  It selects the incentive in conjunction with a deep 

understanding of the type of firm it is trying to run.  Embedded in this notion of 

incentives is an understanding of a broader support system that both unleashes and 

cultivates human capital.   

Public Sector Motivation 

Such debates are not limited to the private sector.  The search for complex 

incentive policies aligned with organizational goals, especially policy that 

differentiates between non-pecuniary and pecuniary incentives holds particular 

salience for individuals in government and non-profit sectors.  These people often 

have high degrees of public service motivation.  For them, the appropriate incentive 

is to extract satisfaction out of the job by feeling ownership over the notion that 

their work is making an impact (Perry, Hondeghem, & Wise, 2010).  Perry and Wise 

(1990) found that people with high degrees of public interest are more likely to 

choose public service careers.  They are attracted more to the “norms” of the 

profession than the financial rewards (Wilson, 1991).  These people are likely to 

believe that their jobs are important and are more likely to work harder, seeking 

satisfaction from those outcomes (Wright, 2001; Wright & Davis, 2003).  Perry 

(2000) extended this notion by finding that such public service motivations are 

shaped by a sociohistorical factors, and in particular a person’s education and 

socialization.   

Moynihan and Pandey (2007) followed-up Perry’s (2000) work on public 

service motivation and concluded that organizations play a major role in fostering 
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such motivations.  They studied health and human service workers and found that 

excessive amounts of bureaucracy diminished employee motivation, causing them 

to lose focus.  By contrast, they responded positively to reforms that appeared to 

improve their sense of efficacy.  Incentives, if not aligned with these service 

objectives, can actually erode some of the public servant’s intrinsic motivations to 

the detriment of the public (Rothstein, 2009; Vonnegut, 2007). 

The challenge for education is to design a system of incentives that 

adequately reflects the lessons from private and public sector work.  The political 

and bureaucratic nature of public school systems may limit the freedom to design a 

total “talentship” policy.  However, when considering compensational structures, 

there is an emerging body of literature that has sought to create a view of 

performance management for the profession that uses compensation as just one of 

many means to improve working conditions and maximize the output of teachers.  

The actual final incentive, such as paying for test scores, may not change—but the 

entire system surrounding the incentive might change.  This can both change the 

meaning of the incentive and increase the capacity of teachers to reach the goal.    

Human Capital Model in Education 

Working conditions.  The starting point for understanding a theory of 

human capital, performance management in education is to revisit the impact of 

working conditions on educational performance and consider how they interact 

with the intrinsic satisfactions a person gets from their job.   Teachers in urban 

school environments receive fewer classroom resources, have less administrative 
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support, less parental support, and face greater hurdles to meet accountability 

requirements.  These factors contribute to high rates of teacher departure from the 

profession and teacher transfer across schools and districts (Hanushek & Rivkin, 

2007; Jacob, 2007; Ladd, 2009). Surveys of teachers rank these working conditions 

and being unable to perform the job ahead of inadequate pay (D.  Brewer, 1996).  

Nevertheless, the lessons from private and public sectors on personal motivation 

suggest that the broader view of human capital management would offer a more 

promising framework for compensation reform. 

Interaction of culture and conditions.  Resnick (2010) presented an 

overarching view of systems theory in education and highlighted the potential of 

situating incentive pay that will serve as a guidepost for this analysis.  She presented 

education as a complex series of nested learning systems that exist at the district, 

campus, and classroom levels.  From a policy perspective, she presented an 

instructional triangle of human capital (teacher knowledge and skills), social capital 

(professional community), and instructional processes and routines (curriculum, 

professional development, etc.).   

Resnick highlighted programs such as Denver’s ProComp that sought to 

increase human capital by tying pay-to-train and instructional programs.  However, 

Resnick argued that the pursuit of what she termed a knowledge-based, thinking 

curriculum can be inhibited by old organizational processes.  To increase human 

capital, education can turn to the other points of the triangle—social capital and 
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instructional processes and routines—to help bolster the success of reforms like 

performance pay (see Figure 1). 

Figure 1. Resnick Model of Mediation 

 

 

This work directly builds off a study of instructional coaching by Resnick, 

Besterfield-Sacre, Mehalik, Zoltners Sherer, and Halverson (2007).  Coaches may be 

seen as a direct human capital reform because they work to increase teacher 

knowledge and skills.  However, the quality of coaching is affected by the district 

instructional processes, namely, the time afforded coaches, the rigor of the hiring 

process, and the quality of the coach’s professional development.  Coach success is 

also affected by the professional environment and how receptive teachers are to the 

presence of a peer mentor.  The success of this human capital reform waas 

inextricably linked to the other systems in place by the district. 

This model was also supported by other studies that highlighted how 

disconnected teacher policy tended to be from the rest of the system.  Smylie, 
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Miretzky, and Konkol (2004) addressed the problem of teacher recruitment and 

development from a human resource management perspective.  Synthesizing the 

literature on teacher policy they found that almost all policies related to human 

capital development for teachers—preparation, recruitment, induction, professional 

development, evaluation—tended to be both ineffective and largely disconnected 

from one another.  Darling-Hammond and Sykes (2003) further added that state and 

district policy tended to be no less coordinated than campus and therefore almost 

all efforts to improve these areas tended to be similarly disjointed.  Without such 

overarching cohesion, most administrative decisions tended to be reactive and ad 

hoc (Keep, 1993). 

Role of Incentives 

While Resnick (2010) only gives brief treatment to how this concept can be 

extended to pay for performance, and the literature on comprehensive school 

reform is largely quiet on incentives, a few other education scholars have applied 

this systemic view of pay in a manner that highlights the potential for utilizing this 

approach to design a better system of incentives.  Heneman and Milanowski (2004) 

provided one of the first in-depth conceptual treatments of human capital 

management in education by listing compensation as just one of multiple human 

resource practices that a district can align to improve student achievement.  Under 

their vision, a district would seek to establish a vision for teaching and learning, 

define a performance competency framework, and then seek to align all of the 

human resource practices a district undertakes within that stricture.  Thus, in 
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addition to reforming pay scales a district would also align recruitment, hiring, 

induction, mentoring, professional development, performance management, and 

instructional leadership.   

Slotnik (2009) argued that performance pay must be conceptualized as a 

systemic reform.  Its success hinges upon creating a partnership with teachers to 

promulgate excellence.  All levels of the organization—district, campus, and 

classroom—as well as all aspects of curriculum and instruction must support the 

reform.  In this way, teachers will develop the capacity to improve.  Odden (2009) 

echoed these concerns by arguing that professional development is essential to any 

performance pay program.    

Curtis (2010) provided perhaps the most direct synthesis of human capital in 

education.  Examining best practices in the business world, she identified multiple 

levers that districts can control to cultivate quality teaching.  These included 

establishing teacher performance standards, setting a high bar for tenure review, 

aligning compensation to performance through group and individual incentives, 

reforming pensions so teachers do not have to work a full career in education to 

reap retirement benefits, differentiating the role of teachers play as they advance in 

their career, aligning professional development, and incorporating data into every 

step of the teacher hiring and evaluation process.  These reforms are best executed 

simultaneously.  Curtis (2010) wrote: 

Systems commonly address these problems one at a time.  This approach 

makes perfect sense from a problem solving perspective.  Yet often, systems 
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approach one problem in a vacuum without any thought to the larger context 

within which they exist or the relationship between one problem (and its 

solution) to another…A system can pursue its human capital management in 

a piecemeal way to try and build a robust management system.  But such a 

slow approach is likely to leave significant cracks through which a promising 

teacher will fall.  (p.  32) 

Conclusion 

There are numerous weaknesses in the present method of compensating 

teachers The most popular proposed remedy, merit pay, has thus far only served to 

demonstrate the challenges of designing an incentive program in a complex, 

interdependent field with strong undercurrents of personal service motivation.  A 

more promising avenue of change would incorporate the lessons from Resnick 

(2010) and other scholars who have taken a systemic approach to compensation 

reform and have situated it within a larger framework of human 

capital/performance management.  This would not only provide teachers with the 

tools to reach the desired output measure, but it would also potentially reinforce the 

intrinsic value that teachers derive from their job.  The ultimate incentive in this 

system might not be the money, but the way that the whole package allows them to 

better serve their student population. 

More importantly, taking a human capital perspective would allow for 

education to draw on the insights of motivational theory and economic theory.  Up 

until now, there has been almost no work on performance pay that fully seeks to 
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incorporate both halves of incentive theory.  Work in this field has focused largely 

on studies such as the formal evaluation of DATE that, while it surveyed teachers, 

focused almost exclusively on outcome variables such as student achievement and 

teacher retention (Springer, Lewis, et al., 2010).  It has not sought to gain a better 

insight into the motivational processes that an incentive can either spur or inhibit. 

Overall, the human capital theories presented above derive largely from 

theoretical studies and analyses and do not have much grounding in empirical 

analysis.  There is an enormous gap in the literature on compensation reform in 

education that must be addressed if progress is going to be made.  School districts 

and charter networks are just beginning to understand the potential implications of 

human capital theory on the teacher quality problem.  This study will attempt to 

bring such insight to the topic of performance pay. 
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Chapter 3: Mixed Method Design 

Introduction 

The purpose of this study is to examine the implementation of a performance 

pay program from a human capital framework.   In this chapter, more detail will be 

offered to explain the mixed-methods approach that will be taken to study Texas’s 

DATE grant.  After framing the approach to the study, an explanation of the 

approach of each research question will be provided.  Finally, there will be a 

discussion of the limitations of this study.   

This study seeks to address the missing analysis of the contextual factors that 

could determine the motivational impact of a DATE program.  It will seek to test the 

Resnick (2010) model that connects the success of human capital initiatives to the 

mediating influences of climate factors and district-teacher support structures, such 

as professional development, data use, and curriculum.  To conduct this exploration, 

the study will ask three research questions: 

1) What effect did the inclusion of support structures in the DATE application 

improve student achievement in comparison to districts that did not include 

structures?  

2) Did teacher support structures within a district (curriculum, professional 

development, data use) have an effect on the impact of the incentive on 

teacher behavior?  

3) Did social capital and climate have an effect on the impact of the incentive 

on teacher behavior? 
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These three questions set up a two-part, concurrent nested, mixed-method 

design that begins with a quantitative analysis of DATE applications followed up 

with case studies of districts to investigate in depth how teacher support structures 

and climate factors impact teacher behavior. 

Overview of Mixed Method Approach 

The mixed-method approach to research is an evolving approach to research 

that has gained increasing credence and prevalence in the social sciences.  Rather 

than owe fealty to any particular paradigm or method, stressed by so-called purists 

such as Guba and Lincoln (1994), the mixed-method approach owes its basic 

allegiance to the research question (Brewer & Hunter, 1989; Tasakkori & Teddlie, 

1998).  Tashakkori and Teddlie (1998) characterized the mixed-method approach in 

terms of a paradigm of the pragmatist, rejecting the “either-or” when it comes to 

research design and instead adopting “the credo of ‘what works’” (p.  21). 

Purpose 

Adopting a “what works” mantra places a premium on the research question 

and the purpose of study.  Jick (1979) argued that all mixed-method designs were a 

variation of triangulation, in which the researcher sought to offset the weaknesses 

of one method with another to produce a more robust final outcome.  Greene, 

Caracelli, and Graham (1989) offered more nuance, coding studies to provide five 

different purposes for a mixed methods study.  They started with triangulation the 

most constrained and narrowly tailored research design.  Building from 
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triangulation, they offered a complementary design in which the purpose of one 

method was to build off or illustrate the results of the other.  After complementarity 

comes developmental techniques, in which one method is used to guide the 

construction of the research design of another, and then initiation, in which the two 

methods are used to find contradictions or paradoxes.   The most open purpose for a 

research design is expansion, in which researchers most frequently use quantitative 

methods to study outcomes and the other to study implementation. 

Green, Caracelli, and Graham (1989) suggested that the expansion design 

offered the most potential to develop a higher-order study that incorporated 

elements of triangulation and complementarity.  Their work was refined by 

Cresswell, Clark, Gutman, and Hanson (2003) in which they proposed six more 

specific “advanced mixed methods” designs built around either conducting 

sequential studies or concurrent designs.  More importantly, their methods 

provided more specific criteria as to how to choose particular approaches in regards 

to the stages in which data are collected, the priority given to each method, the stage 

of integration, and the theoretical perspective of the study. 

Validity 

Clearly defining the purpose for the mixed method study is vitally important 

to reassure the reader of the validity of the study.   The end goal of the mixed-

method study is to integrate the two methodologies to produce one coherent 

outcome.  Since the qualitative and quantitative halves of these studies have  
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complementary strengths and separate weaknesses, it is important to recognize the 

problem of integration (Onwuegbuzie & Johnson, 2006).  Teddlie and Tashakkori 

(2006) suggested that the researcher needs to be vigilant that the design is 

appropriate to the methods chosen and highly faithful to the implementation of the 

methodology and exert interpretative rigor to make sure he or she is representing 

the data appropriately.  Furthermore, the researcher should build several checks 

into the process to assure the legitimacy of the work (Onquegbuzie & Johnson, 

2006).  Since this is still an evolving field of inquiry, there are not as such “industry 

standards” for validity and competing limitations can confuse the reader (Cresswell, 

2009). 

Concurrent Nested Design 

Of the typologies laid out by Cresswell et al.  (2003) for the mixed-method 

design, this study adopts the concurrent, nested approach.  In a concurrent, nested 

design, data are collected simultaneously and one paradigm is given preference over 

the other, giving rise to the “nested” label.  The embedding allows for one method to 

answer different questions than the other or to gather information on a different 

level.  This approach was also suggested by Morse (1991) as a way for a researcher 

to gain a broader insight than the main method alone.  Tashakkori and Teddlie 

(1998) described a variant of this approach as a multilevel design, such as when 

multiple aspects of an organization are studied simultaneously.  In fact, this was the 

general approach taken by Resnick et al.  (2007) in building the underlying research 

to constructing her model.   
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Looking back at the research questions for this study, the concurrent nested 

design is a good fit for an examination of the Resnick model of human capital.  The 

first question, the application analysis, is the quantitative aspect of the study.  

Quantitative analysis allows for a broad-based examination of whether the presence 

of support structures in an application affected the outcome of the incentive 

program.  This is a direct test of a small piece of the model, and it takes advantage of 

the policy incubation aspect of DATE in that it examines DATE across all of its 

diverse contexts.   

  However, the nesting comes into play because the presence of support 

structures in an application is only a small piece of the model tested and does not 

address climate factors.  Furthermore, leaving the analysis at the application level 

ignores the fact that the types of things that a district could include in their program, 

such as professional development, they were doing, to some extent, already.  A 

district that already had fantastic, aligned professional development or already had 

a strong climate in which teachers were actively working with each other to address 

student achievement needs may have had no need for the opportunity that Part II 

afforded them.  It may have chosen to give additional incentive payments to their 

employees.  Conversely, a district may have poorly spent its Part II support 

structure money, yielding no effect.   

These larger questions that get to the crux of motivation and human capital 

development are better served by qualitative methodology.  This study conducts 

case studies of three districts taking advantage of the strength of the case study 
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approach to analyze phenomenon in which the outcome variables are less easily 

defined or harder to draw causal links (Yin, 2003).  The qualitative analysis allows 

for a deeper perspective and therefore hold the greater priority for the study.    

Two-Step Design  

Overview 

This section more clearly specifies the two steps to the concurrent, nested, 

mixed-method study.  It will first explain the procedures for the quantitative 

analysis followed by a detailed explanation of the case study methodology that will 

be employed in the dominant, qualitative section.   

 Step I: Quantitative Analysis    

Research Question One 

To answer research question one, a quantitative analysis of DATE 

applications was conducted to determine the effects of Part II application type on 

student achievement.  This was a secondary analysis of the official DATE evaluation 

data, utilizing the expected growth in student achievement model contained in the 

evaluation. This outcome variable was tested against a separate data set containing 

a coding of the applications themselves.  This analysis addresse a gap in the DATE 

evaluation, which largely examined Part I factors in determining an effect on student 

achievement in plan design; the addition of Part II data will allow for a more 

complete picture of how incentives might operate within a district or campus. 
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Population of Sample 

The population for this study is the 1,846 Cycle 1 schools that completed the 

first 2 years of the DATE grant and for whom the DATE evaluation calculated an 

expected growth model of student achievement.  Of the initial list, 306 were 

excluded because the evaluation team either did not have a complete set of student 

achievement data from 2005–2006 through 2009–2010 or was missing information 

on incentive design features.  The final sample includes 1,540 schools in 182 

districts.  The campuses with missing information tended to be either charter 

schools or rural districts, which were still proportionally represented in the data 

and did not need to be accounted for using a missing data solution.   

Instrumentation 

This analysis combines two data sets to generate the analysis.  The outcome 

variable is the expected growth model of the official evaluation.  This model was 

calculated using a three-step process.  The researchers calculated an exceptional 

gain score for measuring how a student’s score on the TAKS test differed from the 

average score of all students in the state who were in the same grade and had the 

exact same score on the prior year’s test.  Reading and math gain scores were then 

averaged across all schools in a year to calculate a measure of the school’s 

productivity for a particular school year.  The final gain score was the difference 

between the average of a school’s performance in the 3 years prior to DATE and the 

average performance during the first 2 years of the DATE grant.    
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This data set was merged with a coding of DATE applications conducted by 

the Institute for Public School Initiatives (largely done by the myself).  This data set 

analyzed all DATE cycle one, year two applications, coding them for plan 

characteristics.  For each plan, the application was coded by Part I award including: 

grade level, assessment, individual or group award, and by Part II including: 

additional student achievement incentives, collaboration award, included 

professional development, money for mentor or master teachers, data capacity, and 

instructional coaches.  All of these predictors were coded 0 or 1 to indicate their 

presence in the application.   

Data Collection Procedure 

Permission was acquired from TEA and IPSI in order to use these data sets.    

Analysis 

A series of regressions were run to determine if the presence of Part II 

support structures in a DATE application has any effect on the expected growth in 

student achievement.  The regression used as the outcome variable, the gain score 

calculated by the NCPI study.  The first regression analysis looked to see if any Part 

II feature has an effect on student achievement.  This analysis used the following 

variables: a campus level student achievement award, an alternative student 

achievement incentive, reward for collaboration (activities such as team teaching or 

joint lesson plans), rewards for tutoring, complete professional development, 

evaluations, attendance, other activities (such as conducting a book study or doing a 

walkthrough), additional funds for professional development, data systems, or 
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funds to recruit and retain teachers and principals.  The test is aimed to see if any 

particular Part II feature has an effect on student achievement. 

After examining whether a particular Part II feature could have an effect on 

student achievement, the quantitative analysis had a tighter focus on the Part II 

features that could conceivably be considered a support for teachers.  Therefore, it 

repeated the analysis above, but remove the first two variables for campus level 

achievement and other student achievement incentives.  It continued to use the 

student achievement gain score as an outcome variable.  This aimed to directly test 

the Resnick model to see if the teacher incentives of Part I are more effective in the 

presence of a support structure.   

Because of the disparate nature of the Part II incentives, another regression 

was conducted that combined all of the variables in the second analysis into one 

dummy variable.  Applications were coded 1 or 0 as to whether they have a teacher 

support based on the above analysis.   

After testing the overall impact of teacher support structures on student 

achievement, a final analysis was conducted by adding two predictors to the teacher 

support structure dummy variable: Part I individual award and group level award.  

Adding these variables to the model tested to see if having a different Part I 

structure affects the impact of including support structures.  This aimed to provide a 

glimpse into the social capital half of the analysis by suggesting a campus that 

emphasizes collaboration through group level awards have a greater effect than 

individual awards.   
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The analysis tested for significance at the .05 level and the r-squared will be 

observed.   These results were interpreted to determine if the presence of support 

structures in some fashion has an effect on student achievement and if the effect is 

significant enough to matter.  If enough of an effect is found, this may be interpreted 

as evidence in support of the Resnick model of certain support characteristics 

having a mediating effect on the incentive.  If there is no effect, then it would provide 

even more of a case for a need to understand the specific implementation factors 

that drive teacher motivation and student achievement in regards to the incentive 

program.   

Limitations 

Step I has the most severe limitation, the outcome variable used to gauge the 

success of the DATE program.  Conversations with the research team at Vanderbilt 

revealed that the expected growth model was assembled relatively hastily with a 

high degree of year-to-year volatility.  While the particular case studies can mitigate 

the outcome variable somewhat by presenting more data on the individual 

campuses and a sense of any changes in the final year of implementation, the 

quantitative analysis conclusions will be limited by the student achievement 

measure. 

Additionally, the quantitative analysis is limited to teacher support 

structures.  There are no variables that address social capital except through 

inference.  A social capital variable could have been constructed by using the teacher 
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surveys done as part of the official evaluation.  However, multiple attempts to 

procure this data with campus level indicators were unsuccessful. 
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Step II: Qualitative Case Studies 

Research Questions Two and Three 

To investigate research questions two and three, three comparative case 

studies of DATE districts were conducted.  These case studies allowed for a more in-

depth profiling of the mechanisms through which incentives motivate teachers and 

potentially improve student achievement.  The case study further allowed for an 

investigation of factors of implementation as well as the multiple dimensions that 

motivate teachers. 

Yin (2003) outlined the appropriateness of a case study approach when “the 

boundaries between phenomenon and context are not clearly evident.  In other 

words, you would use the case study method because you deliberately wanted to 

cover contextual conditions” (p.  13). Furthermore, Yin (2003) explained that the 

case study approach was appropriate when there were multiple variables of interest 

and a need to rely upon multiple sources of evidence to develop a picture of the 

phenomenon under study. 

Investigating the Resnick approach to human capital development falls under 

this general criteria.  There are multiple sources of teacher motivation that can 

mediate the effect of the incentives and they can interact with each other.  When 

examining the ultimate outcome of student achievement, it is almost impossible to 

directly attribute an effect to the incentive itself.  Instead, there is a need to amass 

data that will be contextualized to a particular district, which may anot be even 

implementing the same specific program.   
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The case study approach is particularly appropriate because of the prior 

development of a theory of incentive behavior.  Merriam (1988) explained how case 

studies could work off a hypothesized theory to “illuminate the reader’s 

understanding of the phenomenon under study.  They can bring about the discovery 

of new meaning, extend the reader’s experience, or confirm what is known” (p.  13).  

Given the complexity of the effect of incentives as well as its subjectivity, the case 

study will help gain new insight into how performance pay programs operate within 

a district to bolster human capital. 

The difficulty with the case study approach is in establishing generalizability 

from the particular study.  Many have argued that the case study is of value in only 

the particular context under study and question their overall value (Willis, 2007; 

Campbell and Stanley, 1963).  Stake (1995) countered that although case studies are 

bounded by context (and should not be avoided), care can be taken in the selection 

of cases and the triangulation of data in order to reach more generalizable 

conclusions.   

The particular case studies presented here will allow for multiple dimensions 

of analysis.  First, the districts can be compared with each other.  The differing DATE 

plans will allow for comparison in terms of design, implementation process, and 

outcomes (real and perceived).  Second, the districts can be compared within each 

other.  District variation from within can be explored by comparing how 

implementation varied from campus to campus within a district.  Finally, there is 

room within the case study to show how the perception and motivational aspects of 



81 
 

a performance pay program can vary even from teacher to teacher.  The gathering of 

such rich data will allow for a complex picture of how DATE implementation can 

vary from district to district and within a district and even a campus. 

Sampling 

The districts and campuses under study were selected with a combination of 

purposive, convenience, and viral sampling (Plowright, 2011).  The purposive 

sampling sought to capture districts that experienced both success with the DATE 

grant and campuses that struggled with implementation.  The purpose was to create 

the cross-sectional comparisons described above.  Once this list was created, 

however, it was further whittled by pre-existing contacts with school districts 

gained through work at IPSI to ensure broad enough access to conduct the study. 

Furthermore, the researcher used help from the district to gain access to a 

sufficient body of teachers to create the case studies.  The teachers were solicited by 

the researcher with help from the districts to ensure  broad viewpoints.  Moreover, 

when interviewing teachers they were asked to recommend colleagues who both 

shared their viewpoints or had different perspectives.  This is the classic snowball, 

or as it gaining favor as a term, viral technique (Plowright, 2011).  This technique 

was particularly important in Crimson City.   

Using these strategies, two were chosen to examine closely the effects of 

support structures and climate in conjunction with the DATE grant.  A detailed 

description of the districts follows, but they were selected based on the full ranking 

of DATE campuses received under a Freedom of Information Act request made to 
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TEA.  The district needed to have campuses in the top and bottom quintiles to be 

considered for selection.  Furthermore, the sample was further restricted to 

elementary campuses to hold as many features of the DATE application constant.  

No actual characteristics of program design were required to be considered for 

these case studies.  The final two were then selected using in part the insider 

knowledge gained through work on the DATE technical assistance team.   

District Profiles 

The following are brief descriptions of the districts and the campuses that 

were part of the study and a summary of their DATE plan.  All names are 

pseudonyms and the exact numbers have been rounded to further maintain the 

confidentiality of the analysis. 

Regis ISD 

Regis ISD is a large district in Southeast Texas with a student population of 

about 50,000.  It is nearly 30% Hispanic, 10% African American, and about 60% 

White.  The district has about 35.2% of its population classified as economically 

disadvantaged and 12% classified as LEP.  For the 2009–2010 school year, it was 

rated exemplary.  The district was awarded a total DATE grant of $3.3 million.  For 

this study, it had six eligible elementary campuses, four that were in the upper 

quintile and two in the lower quintile of the expected gain score produced by the 

official evaluation.  Of these six, four responded.  The profile of the campuses for the 

2009-2010 school year were as follows: 
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Table 1. Profile of Campuses, Regis ISD 

Name Quintile Rating Total 

Students 

%White %African 

American 

%Latino %EcDis %LEP 

Sabatelli Top Exemplary 585 62 12 22 47 14 

Judge Top Recognized 820 42 1 53 80 44 

Polk Top Acceptable 880 10 20 68 92 53 

Donohue Bottom Recognized 600 17 6 77 91 62 

 

Regis DATE Plan 

 The Regis DATE plan had a special focus on economically disadvantaged 

students.  First, Regis only selected campuses with high percentages of economically 

disadvantaged students to participate in the grant.  Under Part I, teachers of TAKS 

subjects had two opportunities to earn an award.  A teacher could earn an award as 

part of a department-based team if it hit a percentage passing score for the students 

who passed in grades three and four combined.  This score was set based on 

previous performance.  A teacher could earn $1,450 for this part.  Additionally, a 

teacher could earn $28 for each test that an economically disadvantaged student 

passed that he or she was the teacher of record on, if he or she earned an award for 

reaching the departmental target.  Under Part I, a teacher could earn a maximum 

award of $8,000.  The departmental targets for the 2009-2010 school year are 

summarized in table 2. 
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Table 2. Regis ISD Target Percentage of Class Passing TAKS 

Campus Mathematics Reading Writing 

Sabatelli 90 90 90 

Judge 80 80 80 

Polk  87 87 87 

Donohue 80 80 80 

 

 In Part II of the grant, all teachers, librarians, counselors, diagnosticians, 

assistant principals, and principals of participating campuses could earn an 

additional $700 award.  Part II required these individuals to complete six hours of 

staff development outside of the normal school day and either mentor a student or 

do 36 hours of tutorials in a TAKS subject.  Mentoring required 36 student contacts, 

with a minimum of two contacts per week. 

Crimson City ISD  

Crimson City ISD is a medium-sized district in North Texas with a student 

population of about 13,000.  It is nearly 46% Hispanic, 43% African American, and 

about 9% White.  The district has about 35.2% of its population classified as 

economically disadvantaged and 12% classified as LEP.  For the 2009–2010 school 

year, it was rated academically acceptable.  The district was awarded a total DATE 

grant of nearly $1 million.  For this study, it had eight eligible elementary campuses, 

five that were in the upper quintile and three in the lower quintile of the expected 

gain score produced by the official evaluation.  Of these eight, two responded.  The 
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profile of the campuses for the 2009-2010 school year is summarized in the 

following table. 

Table 3. Crimson City Campus Demographics 

Name Quintile Rating Total 

Students 

%White %African 

American 

%Latino %EcDis %LEP 

Wagner Bottom Acceptable 585 8 50 39 63 19 

Graff Top Recognized 525 7 26 65 86 43 

 

Crimson City DATE Plan 

The Crimson City DATE plan was based on a complex system of points that 

the district devised.  Under Part I, teachers in a TAKS grade could earn points for 

hitting any number of a series of objectives.   For example, a fourth grade math 

teacher could earn a point: for a 92% passing rate of all students on TAKS and a 

91% passing rate for economically disadvantaged students; one additional point 

could be earned for a 95% passing rate; another point could be earned if all students 

increased their vertical scale score in math by an  average of 55 points; another 

point could be earned for reaching targets in commended rates.  For grade levels 

without a TAKS test, district assessments were used as well as rewards for passing 

rates in the third grade test.  A teacher needed to earn at least two points to get the 

maximum award of $722 dollars. 

The district, however, placed its emphasis programmatically in Part II of the 

grant.  Under Part II, teachers had the opportunity to earn an additional $278 
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dollars and non-faculty could earn $1,000 by earning at least 10 points.  Points could 

be earned by completing any number of a series of tasks or collective results.  These 

tasks included: reaching recognized or exemplary campus ratings; completing 

collegial walkthroughs; reaching levels of student engagement based on a self-

assessment instrument; attending at least four sessions on lesson design protocols; 

conducting collaborative lessons; participating in a book study; and working 

towards an advanced degree.  These were fairly time consuming tasks.  For example, 

it took 10 walkthroughs to earn one point, and an additional 10 would garner 1.5 

bonus points.  Teachers had to earn an award in Part II in order to be eligible for an 

award in Part I.   

Participation 

 To participate in the study, at least six teachers had to respond to the request 

for a focus group study, and focus groups were capped at a maximum of 12.  Focus 

groups of approximately 1-hour in length were conducted in each of the six 

campuses.  An additional campus in Crimson City indicated a willingness to 

participate in the study, but their results were excluded because only three teachers 

attended the focus group.  After the teacher focus group was conducted, every effort 

was made to also interview at least one campus administrator.  Only one campus, 

Polk, did not have a full interview with a campus administrator; the principal served 

as the contact for the study and he left the district during data collection and an 

interview with his replacement could not be scheduled.  Additionally, interviews 
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were conducted with a central campus administrator in each district who helped 

design and oversee the grant.   

Instrumentation 

 The focus group of teachers and individual interviews were the primary data 

collection vehicle for the qualitative case studies.  They were semi-structured in to 

allow for clarification, probing, and follow-up questions based on the information 

revealed during the course of the interviews.  Additionally, other artifacts were 

analyzed, including student achievement results, planning committee notes, district-

generated materials to explain and implement the DATE plan, and other 

documentation produced in connection with DATE.  In particular, Crimson City 

developed an extensive set of materials to promote its plan, which had its own 

particular district brand name. 

The selection process and focus group protocol (see appendix X) developed 

for this study was based on a series of works.  The questions aimed at support 

structures were field-tested during the spring and summer of 2011.  In the spring, 

the researcher traveled to four DATE districts to interview teachers and campus 

leaders to construct “model DATE programs” as part of a request by the Texas 

Education Agency.  While the model program project had a very weak research 

design (all interview subjects were hand-picked by the district and the research was 

conducted under the auspices of praising district performance), preliminary 

analysis revealed that teachers tended to frame their view of the incentive programs 

in light of other district initiatives, such as the implementation of a new data system 
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or the creation of new avenues of collaboration, rather than focus on the actual 

reward for test scores (Volonnino, Zavadsky, and Barkowski, 2010). 

A somewhat more rigorous set of teacher focus groups and interviews were 

conducted in July 28–29, 2011 and August 1–2, 2011.  These focus groups invited 

representatives from six DATE districts utilizing selection criteria similar to the case 

study approach in this study.  This study focused more tightly on the relationship 

between the DATE grant and teacher support structures, finding that the reward 

itself served as “icing” on a cake that had to be constructed by the participants 

(Volonnino, Kelly-Landes, Filer, 2012).  The questions pertaining to the use of 

support structures were carried over from this particular protocol. 

To these questions, assessments of social capital and climate needed to be 

added.  Here, the research of Leana and Pil (2006) served as a guide.  Their 

comprehensive study of social capital in 88 urban districts assessed teacher 

relationships and climate factors over three basic areas: information sharing, trust, 

and shared vision.  Questions, especially on the degree teachers saw each other as 

resources and the vision they had of the school were directly taken from the 

evaluation instrument used in this work.  These questions were consistent with 

other research on social capital (Adler & Kwon, 2002; Tsai & Ghoshal, 1998). 

Analysis  

As the interviews were conducted, the researcher looked for patterns and 

general ideas related to the Resnick model to take the first step toward analyzing 

the interviews.  In accordance with procedures suggested by Rubin and Rubin 
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(2005), once the transcriptions were completed, they coded in accordance with 

relevant themes in the literature, building up concepts and themes to develop 

relationships between the incentive and teacher motivation and student 

achievement.  Codes, concepts, and themes were continuously refined to develop the 

most appropriate levels of depth and nuance.  After the physical coding and 

categorizing was completed, narratives were crafted to develop the theory under 

study in relationship to incentives. 

To help bolster the validity of the analysis, a series of steps will be taken as 

suggested by Willis (2007).  First, efforts will be taken to triangulate the data by 

gaining multiple sources.  This will occur by interviewing multiple levels of actors in 

the system—teachers, principals, and central office—and conducting analyses of 

supporting documentation.  Furthermore, the multiple, cross-cutting case study 

design provides additional sources for triangulation of evidence.  Member checks 

were conducted with participants in the study via email to periodically assess the 

emerging conclusions.  Third, an audit trail will be conducted, providing detailed 

records as to when emerging hypotheses merged, what data was used to support 

them, and how they were expanded. 

Overall Model Integration 

The difficulty with the concurrent nested approach was the reintegration of 

the data in the final of both models.  Because the evidence will be unbalanced, the 

challenge is to give each answer appropriate weight in the final discussion.  Creswell 

(2009) suggested to write-up the results in separate sections, but to seek 



90 
 

convergence in the end analysis.  This can be done by “quali-fying” the quantitative 

data.  Common strategies in this regard are to use the quantitative data to help 

establish particular categories for analysis, but then use the qualitative data to help 

explain the quantitative results (Tashakkori & Teddlie, 1998; Taylor & Tashakkori, 

1997).   

This approach can be aided with the presence of a guiding theoretical 

framework, because the Resnick model provides the overall pieces with which to fit 

the data (Cresswell, 2009).   This certainly helped.  However, as we shall see in the 

following chapter, this approach did not come through as strong as anticipated 

because the quantitative data did not yield much in the way of results.  Instead, the 

study focused most strongly on emergent themes of social capital and teacher 

motivation. 
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Chapter 4: Qualitative & Quantitative Analysis 

Introduction: A Tale of Two Payouts 

 Donohue Elementary School in Regis ISD seemed the perfect opportunity to 

prove the ability of a teacher incentive to drive performance.  Faced with a high 

percentage of at-risk students, its principal struggled to bring cohesion to a 

workforce she saw as stuck on “islands,” not truly collaborating to meet the high 

needs of its population.  The grant offered money not only for student achievement 

but also student mentoring, which would force teachers to work with students 

across all grade levels.  TAKS teachers and non-TAKS teachers would have common 

students; DATE offered a chance to push everyone forward.   

 The grant could not have been less successful.  The very structure of it irked 

most faculty members, focusing on how TAKS teachers were eligible for more 

money than their non-TAKS peers.  The few who earned an award faced resentment 

from the many who did not.  Those who put in the effort to earn an award felt 

insulted when it did not materialize.  Others bristled at putting forth extra effort that 

might benefit another—or felt it cheapened their service.  Fewer staff members 

volunteered to participate in Saturday TAKS-review sessions.  A third-grade teacher 

remarked, “We put in all that hard work and we received nothing.  It was a slap in 

the face.” Another stated, “It just caused a rift right down the middle of our campus.” 

The best review the grant received came from a teacher who only experienced the 

final 4 months of a 3-year program.  She “simply didn’t know it existed and thought 

it was okay.” 
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 Across town, Sabatelli Elementary, a school brimming with similarly low-SES 

students, could not have embraced the grant more.  The same “inequitable” rules 

actually helped harmonize a staff.  Tutoring students, not only brought additional 

reward, but the joy of working across grade levels and reaching “the other side of 

the building.” First-grade teachers certainly would have liked to earn more money, 

but they also stated they wanted nothing to do with the “pressures” of a TAKS grade 

level and felt they deserved the money.  Besides, “it’s not as if we weren’t getting 

anything.”  

Nearly every teacher on campus earned an award.  The most common regret 

among staff was that DATE had a short shelf life.   The principal of the school 

expressed appreciation that it was able to help her feel a little more successful.  By 

acclamation, the teachers and administration wanted the grant to endure and would 

happily sign up for 3 more years of the incentive program.  The grant reinforced the 

success of a self-described “selective campus, with high-standards.” One teacher 

remarked, “Why wouldn’t you want to have this program?” 

 Payouts on these campuses could not have gone any differently, both in 

terms of percentages and more teacher reaction.  Yet, depending on perspective, the 

DATE grant might have been viewed as a failure in each circumstance.  While DATE 

did not foment the resentment at Sabatelli that mired Donohue, in terms of 

instructional improvement, both the staff and administration at Sabatelli claimed 

that the grant spurred almost no changes.  Use of data, professional development 
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did not change; the campus remained academically successful.  Turnover remained 

constant.   

 The tale of the positive payout revolved almost solely among staff 

relationships and the incentive, in the best cases, served to strengthen relationships 

and perhaps validate some job performance.  This research study sought to examine 

the effects of the DATE grant on three different measures—academic achievement, 

social capital, and teacher support structures such as professional development.  

The only consistent evidence it found was on the interplay between social capital 

and the grant.   

This chapter will explain the stories of six campuses across two districts and 

their experience with DATE.  First, it will briefly present the total lack of statistical 

relationships between grant structure and academic achievement, which was topic 

of  the first research question.  It will then present in detail how the varying levels of 

social capital interacted with the grant.  Finally, it will briefly present the meager 

connections established among grant structure and teacher support structures.   

Statistical Analysis Failure 

This research study was presented as a mixed-method study to see if the 

statistical analysis could drive findings—was something different occurring on 

campuses with DATE that had higher standardized achievement score gains during 

grant implementation.  Instead, the truly significant factor it found was the level of 

relationships.  Some campuses were “set up” to use DATE to reinforce the positivity 

already occurring.  In other places, it added to the litany of discords. 
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 The first research question of this study asked if any Part II feature of the 

grant produced any different outcomes using student learning as a benchmark.  The 

DATE evaluation found no results with the different Part I features.  Using their 

same outcome variables, regression analyses were run testing the support structure 

features of Part II.  These included rewards for tutoring, professional development, 

team teaching, increased data capacity, instructional coaches, and other supports.  

The tests found that including a Part II structure in the grant produced a statistically 

different outcome than not including one.  However, the amount of the variation 

explained by the variable (r-squared) proved so small to hold no practical value (r-

squared < .05 for all tests).   

Appendix B has the tables of the different permutations of Part II features 

tested.  Of the series of analyses performed, the two most telling results were the 

anlayses of the different teacher support structures and the dummy variable that 

represented all of the teacher support structures.  The results are summarized in the 

tables on the next page. 
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Table 4. Regression of Student Achievement, by Part II Support Structures 
 
     Source |       SS       df       MS              Number of obs =    1475 

-------------+------------------------------           F( 11,  1463) =    3.32 

       Model |  .768649509    11  .069877228           Prob > F      =  0.0002 

    Residual |  30.8262552  1463  .021070578           R-squared     =  0.0243 

-------------+------------------------------           Adj R-squared =  0.0170 

       Total |  31.5949047  1474  .021434806           Root MSE      =  .14516 

 

------------------------------------------------------------------------------ 

effectsize~e |      Coef.    Std.  Err.       t    P>|t|     [95% Conf.  

Interval] 

-------------+---------------------------------------------------------------- 

Collaborate  |   .0057279     .01304     0.44   0.661    -.0198511    .0313069 

Tutoring*    |  -.0238499   .0117774    -2.03   0.043    -.0469524   -.0007474 

Complete PD  |  -.0018076   .0111018    -0.16   0.871    -.0235847    .0199695 

Evaluations* |  -.0226415   .0132525    -1.71   0.088    -.0486375    .0033545 

Attendance   |   .0252209   .0133014     1.90   0.058    -.0008711    .0513128 

Other Act.    |   .0176067   .0134693     1.31   0.191    -.0088144    .0440278 

Retain Teach*|   .0351626   .0138426     2.54   0.011     .0080091     .062316 

Retain Admin |  -.0741201   .1037289    -0.71   0.475    -.2775934    .1293532 

Mentor/Mast.  |  -.0173025   .0153666    -1.13   0.260    -.0474453    .0128404 

     Fund PD |  -.0055381   .0103204    -0.54   0.592    -.0257825    .0147062 

Data Systems*|   .0356507   .0081628     4.37   0.000     .0196386    .0516627 

       _cons |   .0108603   .0060139     1.81   0.071    -.0009366    .0226572 

------------------------------------------------------------------------------ 

 

Table 5.  Regression of Student Achievement, by Combined Teacher Support 

Structure 

 
      Source |       SS       df       MS              Number of obs =    1525 

-------------+------------------------------           F(  1,  1523) =    5.26 

       Model |  .113235669     1  .113235669           Prob > F      =  0.0219 

    Residual |  32.7639483  1523   .02151277           R-squared     =  0.0034 

-------------+------------------------------           Adj R-squared =  0.0028 

       Total |   32.877184  1524  .021572955           Root MSE      =  .14667 

 

------------------------------------------------------------------------------ 

effectsize~e |      Coef.    Std.  Err.       t    P>|t|     [95% Conf.  Interval] 

-------------+---------------------------------------------------------------- 

T.  Support*  |   .0257476   .0112226     2.29   0.022     .0037342    .0477609 

       _cons |  -.0245804    .021336    -1.15   0.249    -.0664314    .0172706 

------------------------------------------------------------------------------ 

 

 The two tables above show the lack of practical significance in the results.  In 

both cases, there are some significant results (p < .05).  Including incentives for 

tutoring, incentives based on teacher evaluations, money for recruiting and 
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retaining teachers, and money for additional data capacity were significant results 

as well as the combined analysis of all teacher support structures.  However, the r-

squared for both analyses were so small (.02 and .003, respectively) as to have no 

practical significance.  It is left, therefore, to the qualitative analysis to find evidence 

of the operation of the Resnick model within schools.  No combination of plan 

designs necessarily will lead to improved performance.   

Focus Group Results 

  The inability of a general statistical analysis to find true significance in an 

aspect of the grant aligns with the suspicions laid out in the incentive literature that 

a straight economic inducement for student performance would derail under the 

weight of the complexities of the educational system.  This is why the study also 

included focus groups of teachers in Regis and Crimson City to explain reactions to 

the incentive.  They were asked to describe how the district explained the purpose 

of the grant, their perception of the grant’s underlying fairness, its effects on 

instruction, and the meaning of receiving a payout.  The teachers were also asked 

questions about their relationships with each other and administration and, at the 

end, posed various alternate incentive programs.  These interviews were coded and 

grouped to assess a positive and negative reaction to the grant and an overall 

positive or negative climate on campus (refer to the preceding chapter and 

Appendix x for a more detailed presentation of interview protocol and coding 

procedure).  These results were then compared with interviewer notes, campus and 
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central office administrator interviews, and the results of an internal survey from 

Regis in order to provide some triangulation. 

 Summary of results.  The first stage of analysis on the focus groups came in 

arranging the six campuses according to three basic criteria: student achievement, 

coded responses that indicated a grant benefit or complain, and coded responses 

that offered indications of social capital.  These impressions were checked against 

researcher notes, and where possible central office and administrator interviews.  

The summaries from the interview were fairly clear and are summarized in Table x.   

Table 6.  Aggregation of Coded Responses, By Campus 

 Wagner Graff Sabatelli Polk Judge Donohue 

Student 
Achievement 

Low High High Low Low Low 

Total 
Benefits 

18 2 18 33 47 1 

Total 
Complaints 

29 22 1 3 0 33 

Positive 
Social 
Capital 

23 7 32 16 37 7 

Negative 
Social 
Capital 

12 15 0 0 0 23 

Gray boxes = Crimson City 

The coded responses show that of the six campuses, those showing a greater 

preponderance of social capital (indications of trust among the staff, formal and 

informal collaboration, and the  administration actively providing resources to the 

staff) have a more positive response to the grant.  Teachers from Sabatelli, Polk, and 

Judge were almost universally in favor of the grant and spoke the strongest about 
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the bonds among the staff.  By contrast, Donohue had the most negative impression 

of the grant and the clearest case of low social capital.  Both campuses in Crimson 

City present a more mixed approach, but the trend still holds when considering the 

balance of opinion—more robust social capital produces more support for the grant. 

District survey alignment.  These divisions cut across the academic 

achievement lines as formulated by the Vanderbilt report.  Both Sabatelli and Graff 

were in the upper quintile of positive effects of the grant, but they split on 

perceptions of the grant’s value.  The other four campuses had low achievement, but 

they as well split on the grant’s value.  While this study did not present to the 

campuses surveys of relational trust to build a more complete picture of social 

capital, the basic conclusion of an overall positive or negative response to the grant 

is partially confirmed by internal district level surveys administered in Regis.   

Teachers in Sabatelli, Polk, and Judge gave positive overall ratings to the grant, 

while the Donohue staff panned it.  The table on the next page summarizes the 

responses. 
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Table 7.  Regis Internal DATE Survey 

 Sabatelli Polk Judge Donohue 

The DATE grant is 
fair 

Strongly agree 4 1 3 0 

Agree 2 11 1 3 

Disagree 1 1 2 6 

Strongly 
disagree 

0 1 1 1 

Not sure 1 1 2 3 

The DATE grant 
overall had a 
positive impact 

Strongly agree 7 6 1 0 

Agree 1 6 4 3 

Disagree 0 0 1 5 

Strongly 
disagree 

0 1 0 1 

Not sure 0 2 3 3 

The DATE grant 
overall improved 
academic 
performance 

Strongly agree 3 2 1 0 

Agree 3 2 3 2 

Disagree 0 4 3 5 

Strongly 
disagree 

1 1 1 2 

Not sure 1 6 2 4 

The DATE grant 
has created hard 
feelings and 
caused friction at 
my campus. 

Strongly agree 1 1 0 2 

Agree 0 1 1 6 

Disagree 2 4 3 1 

Strongly 
disagree 

3 6 4 0 

Not sure 2 3 1 4 

 

The Regis district survey shows the same overall attitude towards DATE as 

the participants in the teacher focus groups.  A significant majority of respondents in 

Sabatelli, Polk, and Judge all found that the DATE grant was fair and overall had a 

positive impact on the campus.  Among the respondents to the survey, only two 

people across the three campuses disagreed with that statement (in an admittedly 

small response rate).  The only area in which those campuses did not all agree upon 
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is in whether the DATE grant improved academic performance.  Judge and Polk 

teachers vouched for the positive impact of the grant, but not that it improved 

academic performance.    

By contrast, the 14 Donohue teachers who responded to the district survey 

expressed a negative reaction to the grant.  Ten of the responses thought the grant 

was not fair, six disagreed with the whether it had a positive impact, and only three 

expressed a form of positive opinion.  Most importantly, of the 13 people who 

answered the question, eight either agreed or strongly agreed with the statement 

that DATE created hard feelings and friction on the campus. 

Without delving too deeply into the survey, on the surface its findings agree 

with the overall impressions of the focus groups for each campus, which showed a 

positive effect of the grant for the same three campuses in Regis.   However, the 

responses by Judge and Polk teachers indicated that such positive effects may not 

necessarily come in the form of improved student achievement; both were low 

academic campuses.  No such survey exists for Crimson City.  Yet, the two campuses 

studied in-depth revealed the same pattern.  Bucking academic achievement, the 

campus with the warmer social climate, Wagner, had a more positive response to 

DATE despite being lower achieving than Graff1.   

                                                        
1 As mentioned in chapter 3, eight campuses were contacted, but only these six had 
at least five teachers willing to volunteer for the focus groups.  It is worth noting, 
though, that one other campus from Crimson City, MacDougall, was excluded 
because only three teachers volunteered.  Yet, it probably had the neatest 
replication of the themes that will be explained in this chapter.  Two relatively 
young teachers who felt that their campus was riddled with cliques and an “old 
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Six Tales of Incentives 

The rest of this chapter will describe the six campuses and how social capital 

and the incentive interact.  What follows is a story of relationships among the staff 

serving to either reinforce the intention of the grant, or in some circumstances, 

overcome its shortcomings.  The positive responses will align to factors of intrinsic 

motivation, most frequently competence (the way in which the incentive allows a 

person to feel effective in a social environment) and relatedness.  Aside from 

directly performing the requirements of the grant (e.g., mentoring students or 

conducting classroom walkthroughs), there will be little evidence of changed 

instructional behavior.  Yet, what emerges through the vignettes is a sense of 

satisfaction and a feeling of validation.  In other words, a positive social 

environment and a grant that helps fuel more interactions within this environment 

will leave many teachers satisfied, regardless of the actual monetary reward.   

The vignettes are organized by degree of positive response to the grant.  It 

starts with the clearest alignment of positive social climate and response to DATE: 

Sabatelli.  All aspects of the grant seem to work in regard to Part I (not the focus of 

the study, but the teachers found the goals easy to attain) and Part II with a focus on 

how the grant helped further cement teacher collaboration.  It then will pivot to 

Judge and Polk, two campuses in Regis that most focused on the mentoring aspect of 

                                                        
versus new” divide thought the grant was divisive replete with outright cheating 
and gaming.  A veteran teacher who claimed that everyone on her campus was 
“family” gushed over the positive impact of DATE. 
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DATE.  Without as much positive test data, the teachers instead framed the grant in 

terms of their relationships with each other and students.   

The study will then shift focus to the Crimson City campuses.  Wagner had 

strong relationships among the staff, but a distracted administration.  Within this 

framework, the teachers struggled to meet all of the myriad Part II goals in the 

Crimson City grant.  However, they were empowered to overcome them and used 

their relationships to meet the goals, and to extract benefits from DATE.  By 

contrast, Graff, which did not have as strong a campus culture, simply found the 

grant a burden and not worth the time of the teachers.  The final vignette, Donohue, 

will show the potential downside of incentives in an intrinsically motivated field; 

DATE will actually be demotivating on this campus.   

Sabatelli: All Positive 

Overview of social bonds Teachers at Sabatelli in the focus group and in 

principal interviews afterwards consistently lauded the strong relationships and 

collaboration among the staff.  Answers revealed a high degree of both formal and 

informal collaboration among staff.  One special education teacher responded, “I feel 

like there is a majority of people in the campus, I could walk in their room and 

discuss or say or just talk about what is going on and how things are going .  .  .  the 

horizontal collaboration is great.” Another quickly added that with the standards on 

the campus, “the amount of collaboration is more than just a necessity, you would 

not be able to last here if you were going it alone.”  

As an example of the interactions, one third-grade teacher remarked: 
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[My colleague] across the hall from me has got a really great math 

foundation, but I am stronger at reading and we both know that.  We know it 

because I argue that everything is really a reading test and she says that 

everything involves math skills.  So I go to her and say that I do not have the 

foundation for this concept and she does likewise and we take each other’s 

advice. 

The teachers discussed consistent professional conversations through the school 

day.  One teacher remarked that it was typical to be working with a colleague, “a 

little before school, then at lunch, and after school.” Another remarked that the staff 

frequently went out on weekends and even there, “we still talk about school.”  

Upon probing about how common these interactions were, a second-grade 

teacher remarked that they had been both common and were different from other 

campus environments.  A fourth-grade teacher stated, “I have been on several 

campuses and believe me, this is a strong school.” This viewpoint was shared by 

campus administration, which was “struck by the collaborative spirit” when they 

took over a year into grant implementation.   

Relationship to goal focus.  The high collaboration on campus did not mean 

that Sabatelli had everything in place for success.  The new administrative team that 

found that the campus had a strong collaborative focus, also believed it lacked a 

“strong goal focus.” While the teachers claimed that their campus always had “high 

expectations” of teacher performance, the grant became a tool to put some numbers 

concretize those aspirations.  The district set goals for the campus to have 
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economically disadvantaged student-passing rates on TAKS in the 80th percentile, 

but the administrators had higher goals.  The principal brought new instructional 

strategies and a team of coaches to help target performance of the economically 

disadvantaged students.  The teachers stated that their administrative team took a 

proactive approach leading data meetings and providing resources.   

While they did not believe that DATE itself augmented their strategies, they 

admitted that its mentoring and teamwork structures fit within their data-driven 

instructional improvement model.  The mentoring requirements  promoted 

collaboration and the development of relationships with students.  One central 

office administrator specifically singled out Sabatelli as a campus that “embraced” 

teacher collaboration and made it integral to their grant.   The principal for the 

campus singled out that aspect of the grant, because it made the school see that “all 

the kids on the campus are ours.” The teachers who found DATE a “monetary 

reward for some teaching, mentoring, and team playing that resulted in test scores 

reflecting exemplary learning by students” shared these sentiments.   

Within this culture, inclusion mattered, even if TAKS teachers could earn 

more than non-TAKS teachers.  “The grant was fair because overall, it was our 

purpose anyways.  You have to work as a team, continue with your staff 

development and reach all kids.  That goes with mentoring because it helps the 

students and helps set standards higher.” The teachers stated that everyone helped 

the students reach the standards; yet primary grade teachers did not begrudge the 

higher rewards.  One said, “I’ve been a TAKS teacher, I did not want the pressure.  



105 
 

Besides, our principal offered anyone who wanted it a TAKS position.  Maybe one 

person took her up” (a fact the principal confirmed).  The community understood 

that while everyone was important, the differentiated responsibility of TAKS 

teachers merited the additional bonus.     

Relationship building.  The staff focused instead on the satisfaction that 

came through the mentoring program.  The pairing of non-TAKS grade teachers with 

students in TAKS grades offered incentives for teachers to work with colleagues and 

students whom they might not have had the chance to work with.  Because the 

teachers discussed a high culture of expectations and collaboration, a grant that 

required them to do more of it seemed to fit right in.  Upon reflection, the teachers 

believed that the grant dovetailed enough with their culture that its requirements 

were things “we would have done for no money, if we were asked.” 

 The teachers did not feel that the grant significantly affected their effort 

levels; instead, it had effects at the relationship level.  The grant was a tool to “get in 

touch with the other side of the building.” The teachers valued the pairing of 

primary grade teachers with a student from a TAKS grade, as it helped them make 

connections with students they either used to teach or simply would have no 

interaction with at all.  One teacher described her work with a struggling student: 

There was a child that I was seeing.  I think he did not do real well on one of 

those tests.  That did not mean we were not trying and I was not trying to 

make connections with him.  And I think it made him feel better.  I do not 

care about his test score.  It made him feel better as a person that he had 
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another teacher in the field that cared about him…And at the end of the day 

the kids need that. 

 The relationships built with the students were a type of incentive for the 

teachers.  By working one-on-one, the teachers could individually see the growth of 

a student.  More than the money, the teachers derived satisfaction from student 

progress, which  “was the reward.” 

Intrinsic Rewards 

The relationship building and validation of the check fit into a larger theme of 

the value of the DATE grant.  Teachers did not value the check per se, but that the 

payouts were part of a grant that was as much intrinsically rewarding as 

extrinsically motivating.  A few teachers expressed satisfaction at earning money 

just for improving test scores.  To the extent that teachers on any campus expressed 

satisfaction with their award, it just became a “nice” something extra.  At Sabatelli, 

“It was a nice extra bonus.  We thought about it when we got the paycheck, but 

didn’t really talk about it besides it.”  

Repeatedly, when it came to day-to-day instruction, the teachers claimed 

they did not do anything differently.  “We did not do anything special for DATE.  We 

still would have collaborated and focused on earning the test results.” To the extent 

that earning an award mattered, it was because the grant represented a validation 

of their efforts during the school year.  A teacher remarked, “After the tests were 

taken, we couldn’t wait to get the scores back.  We were not interested in seeing 

how much money we made, but who actually earned the award, because that meant 
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we did it and the students learned.” The grant helped build enough currency around 

these mentoring programs that the principal claimed even in the absence of 

monetary rewards the following year, participation in mentoring actually increased.   

Overall, Sabatelli exhibited a positive response to the grant within a pre-

existing strong informal network of social interaction among the teachers.  The 

DATE grant traveled along this network as an engine for positive improvement on 

the campus, supported by instructional improvements made by a vigorous 

administrative team.  The result was a campus in which the central office singled out 

as a star representation of what they had hoped the grant would bring, a high 

economically disadvantaged campus with a sterling student achievement record.  

Yet, even in campuses without the student achievement record, at Regis, the positive 

social capital interacted well with the grant.   

Judge and Polk 

Social Bonds 

Judge’s “freaks.” Teachers at Judge and Polk had extremely strong levels of 

collaboration and described campus climates buttressed by long-serving 

administrations.  There were no negative comments during interviews.   Instead, the 

teachers stressed that the professional culture was one in which “everybody goes 

above and beyond what is expected of them.” The following exchange at Judge was 

typical of the conversations in both campuses when looking at the professional 

culture on the campus: 
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T1: Everybody supports each other and everyone helps each other out.  

Everyone is professional and willing to help. 

T2: You can go out in the parking lot at 5:30 and still see people working. 

T3: And I have taught both first and third grade here, and I have never 

encountered anyone not willing to share and not willing to talk and drop 

everything they are doing to work through something together.  And that is a 

big thing because I hear from a lot of schools that it does not happen 

elsewhere. 

The teachers emphasized that communication and teamwork extended both within 

and between grade levels and it existed in the formal and informal contexts.  Judge 

had one of the unique exchanges among all of the campus focus groups in that these 

teachers discussed continuing their professional dialogue using the electronic 

systems that the school had established.  The teachers claimed that it was not an 

uncommon occurrence to conduct internet chats using the first class software late 

into the night and before school.  One person remarked, “We are freaks, okay.” And 

when probed further on how common this attitude was, another said that she had to 

“make sure that she quit sometimes.” 

 Polk Place.  The teachers at Polk Elementary framed their professional 

culture as evolving from their formal structure.  Rather than discuss conversations 

outside of the classroom, they felt that they had extremely tight alignment and 

sufficient interaction in the numerous meeting times set aside from them, including 

a planning day every nine weeks.  “We have great collaboration among the teams 
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and grade levels.  I’m from second grade and third grade teachers on their 

conference time have come down to use and will talk to us about where we want to 

go.” These interactions were strengthened by the addition during DATE of a full-day 

planning period every nine weeks where the school gets substitutes.  These were 

extremely welcomed by the staff and contributed to the positive climate within the 

school.   The staff discussed how they “were very informed people here” that people 

make sure that whenever there is a meeting on campus, the people who need to 

know its key points are notified.   

 Beyond the interaction among teachers, Polk had a culture built around 

place.  The principal of the campus took pride in showing off the new building, 

which had just opened (to the point when visiting it my GPS sent me to an empty 

lot.) He led me to a school assembly for veterans in which community members who 

had served in the armed forces were treated to breakfast.  In our brief interactions, 

he gushed over the sense of community that was forming.  In a perverse way, this 

community was enhanced by the rezoning that had taken placed before the opening 

of the new construction.  Polk received a major influx of low socioeconomic students 

(the teachers would not say the new neighborhoods the students came from, but 

they joked, “you don’t want to take a wrong turn there.”).  As one teacher stated, 

“everyone here wanted to stay and work here.”  

Administrative stability.  These strong interactions were reinforced and 

supported by a long-serving administration team who in both campuses served for 

nearly a decade (and both ironically left during the year).At Judge, they were 
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extremely hands-on in steering conversations toward data-analysis and reaching 

individual goals.  The teachers talked about filling out data profiles of their students 

every 9 weeks, noting grades, benchmarks, behavior, and socioeconomic status.  

After filling out those sheets, “we had to sit with the principal and discuss them.  We 

would raise concerns and [if it was] a student who was not being mentored, she 

would find them one.” The leadership team was credited for “knowing the kids’ 

scores backwards and forwards and they would come of and say ‘okay you need to 

target this student or that.’” These leaders were a “constant” presence in the 

classroom with daily walkthroughs and frequent conversations. 

Across town at Polk, the teachers characterized their campus of having an 

administration helping to build relationships between teachers and students.  For 

example, before the construction of DATE, the administration had created a “writing 

buddies” program that paired struggling students with teacher volunteers.  The 

program grew to the point where, “suddenly everybody wanted a writing buddy, 

even the paraprofessionals and secretaries.” The program, which is not 

compensated, still continues on the campus.  Additionally, the administration 

sponsored book studies focused on techniques to reach children in poverty or 

special education. 

 The administration also clearly played an active role in driving resources to 

the teaching staff who needed support.   According to the teachers, Polk has a staff of 

proactive administrators and instructional coaches, who have established enough of 

a presence that in classrooms that they were able to anticipate needs and assign 
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supports, like a paraprofessional, even when the teacher did not request it.  They 

also simply send people two-to-three times a week to classrooms and simply ask the 

teachers if they need any help or students who need tutoring.  The teachers have 

even started to plan for the “extra help.” When probing for follow-up experiences, a 

third-grade teacher described an event from earlier in the month.  She said, “This 

year we hired a certified teacher as a paraprofessional.  She just came to my door to 

see if I needed an extra help, and she had expertise on fluency, which my kids are 

low on.  So I scooped her right up.” The administration brought stability, helped 

connect teachers reflect on their practice, and brought in resources.   

Primacy of Mentoring 

As in Sabatelli, DATE did not change daily behavior, but fit within pre-

existing norms.  At Judge, Before DATE, the principal had been working on data 

analysis and the nine-week meetings.  “We had always set goals and analyzed out 

data and look to see where progress is being made.” The current principal, who was 

the assistant principal during implementation, agreed with that assessment.  When 

prodded to reflect on any changes in behavior when it came to DATE, she remarked: 

We reviewed the data and looked at the individual students and tried to 

motivate the teachers to reach three more students or seven more students 

in this area or that.  It is not something that we would have not done if we did 

not have the DATE grant .  .  .  And I cannot say I saw something [in the 

teacher behavior] that I could say is something above and beyond what the 

teachers would have already done. 
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 The campus already was focused in a specific way of working together to 

improve the test scores of economically disadvantaged students.  The mentoring 

aspect of the grant was also central for them.  It was “something that everyone in the 

school could participate in and it helped students who needed a mentor.” The 

principal echoed a similar purpose of the grant was to “motivate the teachers who 

work with at risk students to exceed their expectations and to differentiate the 

environment [for at risk students].” 

Relationship building.  For Polk teachers, the grant was positively received 

as a tool that strengthened relationships among the staff, and most importantly to 

the teachers, relationships between faculty and students.   The teachers viewed the 

grant as almost solely in terms of mentoring.  One veteran pre-K teacher remarked 

that the grant was to put teachers like her, who don’t normally interact with any 

students besides their own charges, to touch the “fourth graders we don’t normally 

see and get them to come down and make them feel welcome on the campus.” For 

them, the purpose of the grant was to reach at risk students by “raising their self 

esteem,” and presumably increases test scores. 

The grant requirements were “in the best interest of the kids and what the 

kids needs.” The teachers likewise presented the mentoring requirements as 

something that they believed in as a strategy.  “The grant was more of a self-esteem 

boost to give the students someone else to talk to.  It wasn’t a big teaching moment.  

It was more the kids here don’t have a lot of adult interaction and we thought it 

would be good for them to have someone to talk to.”  Interestingly, the teachers 
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raised a few initial objections to the inequitable TAKS/non-TAKS discrepancy in the 

grant.  However, the notion that the grant was in the best interest of the students 

compensated for it, and in the end, the staff did not begrudge the checks.  One 

teacher explained: 

We had a heated discussion when the grant was first brought up It because 

some teachers felt that emphasis were put on third and fourth grade and not 

as much on the lower grade,  but the school is rated by third and fourth.  And, 

it was very heated but with the years coming – as the years go we’ve all come 

to a consensus that it takes all of us to do it.  It’s not just third and fourth 

grade. 

The consensus went so far as to make it awkward when a fellow hard-

working teacher missed out on an award.  At Polk, the all-or-nothing aspect of the 

grant meant that only one member of a fourth grade team earned an award (she was 

more specialized than the other staff), so she shared her award with her colleagues.  

While not common, the teachers stated that this was indicative of the common value 

they had for each other’s efforts. 

Intrinsic Reward  

The mentoring program in both schools therefore became both a source of 

rewards and a reward unto itself.  The Judge staff believed that it was something 

that “the kids need.” A first-grade teacher discussed that “when students start to talk 

to adults, they often talk about their situation and the reasons why they cannot have 

good grades.  Oftentimes it is their family background and when they talk to us, it 
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helps and we can encourage them to do their best.” The teachers felt that they had 

always been mentoring.  However, the principal of the campus remarked that when 

presented with the mentoring requirement, the whole campus rallied around it.  She 

estimated that 80% of the campus participated and “not just the teachers, but the 

campus administrative team and support staff joined the program when they 

weren’t eligible for money.”  

The teachers made it clear that mentoring “made a big difference with the 

students academically, emotionally, and socially.” They discussed how the 

mentoring requirements raised the quality of their interactions with the students.  

These groups of teachers specifically connected the mentoring to the specific DATE 

goals of student achievement.  “You met with the students more regularly and did 

things you might not have, liked talked about academics and not just trying to be 

buddy-buddy.” The goals brought a new rigor to the one-on-one interactions with 

the students and made sure that they were a priority for the teacher.   

The mentoring requirement provided opportunities to have conversations 

with each other on student needs and instructional strategies, especially for those 

not involved with TAKS subjects, such as primary and special teachers.  It 

strengthened relationships among the staff because when a teacher picked up a 

mentee, he or she needed to go to the classroom teacher and discuss the student 

needs and relevant standards for their sessions.  “If I was mentoring a third grader, I 

would talk to the third grade teacher, and find out what is going on, what can I help 

them with?  What are they struggling with?  I mean, it was a team effort.” The 
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mentoring requirement “increased collaboration because you had to work with a 

TAKS teacher to help the student.” A teacher of a TAKS grade observed that she 

suddenly had art, music, and first grade teachers coming to her, “ and say how is 

Johnny doing in class, or you know, this is what I notice after school, is this going on 

in your class?” The grant provided opportunities for these conversations across the 

school. 

Similarly, for Polk teachers, the grant opened up conversations on how to 

motivate students, which in turn was professionally satisfying.  A primary teacher 

remarked on how she enjoyed interacting with fourth graders because she could 

“see the progress the students have made, especially if it’s one of your old students.  

Then they want to come down and show you what they’ve done and you’re like ‘O 

my God!’ This is really good.” Additionally, it helped remind the teachers of how 

their curriculum vertically aligns with the curriculum ahead of them.  A second 

grade teacher remarked how their class might be working on a writing skill in which 

her students only had to do five sentences, but that when working with a fourth 

grader, they could see it expand.  The teachers could more tangibly see the seeds of 

what they were planting in the lower grades through the incentives offered by 

DATE. 

The teachers also discussed how much the mentoring program was really 

needed in the high poverty environment of Polk.  They rallied around the program 

because they recognized how many of their students do not have support structures 

at home and as such have “zero motivation.” One teacher stated how even without 
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the grant money, she has sought out mentors for her students this year because 

“they need that.” Regardless of whether or not the teachers actually improved their 

test scores, “It was a boost of self-esteem to get the kids someone else to talk to.  It 

wasn’t really a big teaching moment, but more that the kids do not have a lot of 

adult interaction.”  

At a minimum, there was clear pride around the table at the value of 

mentoring as an intervention.  A couple teachers described a scenario in which they 

would work with students one-on-one on a concept and when a student would do 

well on an assessment, “they immediately ask if they can go find me to show me 

their paper.” The teachers discussed how the mentoring program served as both 

motivation for the teachers, to derive satisfaction in their students, and as a strong 

motivator for the students, creating a teacher for whom they feel “personally 

accountable for.” The end result is: 

When they come around with their benchmark test or some kind of testing, 

they are so proud that they made an 89, because last time they made a 60.  

The look on their face for that 89, I swear to God, you thought they won the 

lotto. 

The DATE grant bolstered the climate and professional interactions among students 

and teachers on both campuses, building off a preexisting good working 

environment. 
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Again, Not the Money 

The two campuses differed on the role of the actual payout as a measure of 

external validation.  The mentoring and increased professional interactions point 

towards the incentive program building off intrinsic motivation.  The teachers at 

Polk did not feel any particular connection to the money.  It once again was “nice,” 

or when payouts came, they were happy that it “paid a bill.” One teacher was 

adamant that she did not get her validation from a bonus check, but only by whether 

or not students learned.   “The smiles on the children faces that are priceless.” The 

only genuine reward in the program for these teachers was the relationships built 

through mentoring and attention to detail in reaching grant goals: 

We gained camaraderie and team levels and a lot of insight on what our 

children need here at this campus.  Whether it be a pat on the back or just 

having someone to go to .  .  .  We have a better picture of our population and 

what their needs are. 

On this campus, the teachers framed the grant as primarily a mentoring 

program and they virtually gushed over how much satisfaction they derived from 

connecting with students.   

Judge teachers (perhaps because more of them earned an award) admitted 

that payouts did serve as a reward in itself.  It was an acknowledgement for “getting 

these kids to pass” that “felt really good.” One teacher in Judge discussed how her 

husband receives a performance bonus and that it was nice to get “that little extra” 
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as a form of acknowledgement.  They especially liked it because receiving a 

performance bonus was an anomaly for education. 

The bonus worked with their internal motivation.  A teacher explained how 

the money from the DATE grant helped motivate them, “Yeah, it feels really good.   It 

acknowledges what you do.   I mean, if nobody else rewards you or says anything 

nice, you know that you did do something well because of the grant.” Another 

explained how despite teachers having strong internal motivation.  “The grant goes 

a longer way than just your intrinsic motivation.  More ways of motivating are better 

than one way.  It just motivates you even more.”  

Wagner and Graff 

A Fuzzier Picture  

While Sabatelli, Judge, and Polk all showed (more or less) positive responses 

to the grant, the two campuses on Crimson City present a more complicated story.  

Each campus had some issues with their professional culture, partially related to 

administration.  The district grant also placed more of an emphasis on completing a 

multitude of Part II activities in order to receive a bonus award.   

Social Bonds 

Wagner’s winning the World Series.  Wagner had a strong informal 

network of teachers.  This large focus group of teachers presented a picture of a 

campus working long hours with tight bonds among the staff.  The teachers went 

around the room discussing how consistently they worked into the early evening.  

Teachers said that at least three times a week they were after school until 6 pm.  
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And those who did not leave late claimed they arrived early.  A special education 

teacher remarked, “I don’t even have a classroom anymore, but to work with the 

teachers, I need to be here until 5:30 at least consistently.  And when I had a 

classroom, I was here until 6:30 or 7 regularly and suffer the punishment when I got 

home.” 

The long hours have fueled a consistent professional dialogue.  One teacher 

remarked, “We are all friends here, but when we get together, the conversation is 

entirely about school.” Another joked, “My husband has to set a rule when I meet a 

colleague.  We have five minutes of teacher talk and then it’s on to another subject.” 

The conversation extends onto the internet through a closed Facebook group that 

becomes the “network through which we share information.” These informal 

gatherings included working late and then deciding to watch the Texas Rangers 

World Series game in the school library rather than head home.   

Graff’s social rebuilding.  By contract, the teachers at Graff described a 

professional culture “in transition.” The teachers described an active informal 

system of collaboration that involved a “5-minute conversation here and there that 

goes on behavior-wise, academic-wise, with people talking to each other all the time 

about the kids.” One specialist explained how teachers feel comfortable grabbing her 

in the hallway and talking about their students in order to address academic needs.  

This suggested some pathways among the staff for communicating information and 

they thought they were “pretty good about everybody working together.” 
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However, Graff also was experiencing a culture shock as the new 

administration sought to increase the caliber of collaboration and some of the staff 

reacted hesitantly to the effort.  “I think at first, I felt like the teaming was intrusive 

because we are specialized teachers.  But the more we do it, the more we get out of 

it.” Another remarked that the “collaboration has been improving .  .  .  different 

years teachers have changed from grade level to grade level and it takes time to 

adjust.” The same specialist who found that teachers were comfortable reaching out 

to her, also said that she found teachers “very protective of their time.” These 

comments suggest that the quality of teacher collaboration had room for 

improvement. 

The principal of Graff further admitted to a need for more meaningful 

collaboration that went beyond superficial conversation.  “We are having more 

conversations about collaboration and what it looks like.  I would say that over the 

last several years we would say we were collaborating, but is it really those deep, 

detailed conversations about what that looks like and we’ve had growth in those 

areas.” The growth and period of transition indicated that during the period of DATE 

implementation, the staff was more isolated with weaker social connections. 

Replication of Crimson City’s Vision 

The Crimson City grant had an ambitious agenda of supporting the overall 

instructional goals of the district.  The administration had a polished presentation 

contextualizing the DATE grant as part of a broader initiative to promote 

instructional strategies for the 21st century learner.  During interviews, central 
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office staff from the school essentially decried the Part I aspect of the grant of 

rewarding TAKS scores as inconsistent with their overall vision.  “If we knew the 

grant would last longer than three years, we would have invested more time to 

devising other ways of judging student achievement.” Their purpose was to promote 

the grant’s Part II.   

At Wagner, this viewpoint was nearly replicated.  The principal lamented the 

state of accountability in education and stated she had little use for Part I, but “I was 

excited about the possibilities for Part II.” By the time it got to the staff, rejection of 

Part I turned into near-total rejection of the grant.  One teacher said, “during the 

initial meetings, we were complaining so much I think an assistant principal was 

afraid to come into the room.” Another teacher thought that structure of the grant 

undermined the  central office message because “they keep saying test scores don’t 

matter, but then we get a plan where it clearly does.” While Wagner teachers never 

got over the inequity of Part I, eventually they warmed up “when we got told about 

the other parts of it.” Still, it took convincing from the principal and from other 

teachers to communicate that message. 

At Graff, the teachers did not have nearly as complicated a reaction.  They 

saw the grant as merely “rewarding you for things you were already doing.” The 

extra work, from the focus group’s perspective, was in the documentation of pre-

existing teacher behaviors “and maybe doing a little extra.” The teachers stated “this 

came right from administration.” Both the principal and assistant principal of the 

campus shared the same viewpoint (though they were not there during grant 
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implementation).  They perceived it as teachers “jumping on the bandwagon” and 

writing down some activities in order to earn money, “nothing extra was done for 

the right reasons.” Nobody’s perception of the grant at Graff fit within the ambitious 

framework that Crimson City established. 

Need to Make the Grant Work 

Wagner complaints.  Wagner experienced a clear divide between the Part I 

and Part II goals.  For this campus, the Part I goals were unfair, but they responded 

very positively to the Part II goals.  Like Regis, Crimson City offered higher Part I 

rewards to TAKS grades.  It rewarded straight student achievement, not growth and 

did not distinguish among student subpopulations.  On the other hand, the Part II 

goals, by and large, the teachers found value in, but they still objected to the 

structure of the grant itself. 

Part I of the grant encountered a myriad of problems.  The teachers across 

the board felt that the grant was “not equitable.” There were complaints that “We 

don’t all start with the same students.  You kids grow and my kids grow, but they’re 

not tested the same.” The strongest objections came from the primary teachers who 

did not have the same opportunity to earn points under the district’s reward 

allocation system.  “You can’t show growth in third and fourth grade if you didn’t 

learn something in Kindergarten, one and two.  That really chapped me.” A first-

grade teacher remarked that she did not earn her full points because students were 

socially promoted from kindergarten.  Another teacher lamented that she did not 
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earn her full points because of the performance of one economically disadvantaged 

student.   

Both primary and TAKS-grade teachers complained that reaching the Part I 

goals had a large random element to the performance.  “When it comes to 

improvement in your class, you do not get to choose the kids that come in your class 

.  .  .  it’s the luck of the draw.” The grant became “unpredictable because you work 

so hard with students from day one only to have them underperform on one test, 

and you do not earn your reward.”  

Wagner works it out.  Yet, in this atmosphere of tight teacher bonds and a 

professed willingness to work long hours, the Wagner teachers would eventually 

find value in the Part II activities that helped continue to bring them together.   They 

appreciated the walkthroughs, team teaching opportunities, and chances to further 

work on district initiatives like project based learning.  At the same time, they 

collectively grumbled about the additional time they had to dedicate to paperwork 

to document the activities.  Furthermore, since they were so close-knit, the 

discrepancy between TAKS and non-TAKS teachers in the grant rankled everyone.  

Nevertheless, overall the grant came out positive.   

Uneven administration.  Their uneven reaction to the grant was also 

reflected in their regard for their administration.  Wagner teachers presented their 

administration as initially taking a highly active role both as instructional leaders in 

the classroom and with the DATE grant, but by the third year of implementation, 

involvement had tapered off.  After a confusing first year of implementation, the 
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teachers praised the effort of their administration at designing book studies, guiding 

them in the walk-though protocols, and finding professional development 

opportunities in order to meet grant goals.  “The campus offered us as much as they 

could have.  They gave us opportunities and steered us as much as they could.” They 

felt that over the past year or so, the involvement of the administration decreased as 

they spent more time dealing with an influx of discipline problems as the school’s 

population changed.  They felt the administration could not get down to classrooms 

because they were stuck in the “labor-intensive room” meting out punishment.  The 

teachers felt there was a mutual consternation as they were trying to meet grant 

goals and wanted some external validation for their efforts.  “They wanted us to 

invite them to come, but I heard one of them say I’m so frustrated.”  

The teacher’s perceptions differed from the principal.  She believed that her 

involvement with instruction had not waned, estimating she spent 60–70% of her 

time in classrooms and working with teachers and students.2  By contrast, she felt 

that the DATE grant worked on her campus precisely because she was not heavily 

involved with it.  “I made it absolutely clear to them that participation was their 

choice and they could take it or leave it.” She credited the culture of the campus for 

the high rate of participation, stating that the teachers largely did the grant on their 

own.   

                                                        
2Supporting this claim, during our interview, the principal was interrupted by a 
student who needed to get her to sign a completed homework assignment.  After the 
child missed a series of assignments, the principal insisted she stay after school and 
complete her work.   
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Upon closer examination, the principal knew how to leverage teacher 

interest.  She suggested the books and staff development activities.  “I had teachers 

that were stepping up to the plate to do staff development.  That was an open offer, 

especially because we were doing a positive behavior support program, it was very 

god for me to say ‘Hey, by the way if you want to present this,’ there were lots of 

opportunities for that.” While the principal did not like the Part I of the grant, 

believing the measures problematic and not consistent with the ethics of teacher, 

she found ways to leverage Part II to help the campus remain exemplary. 

Graff finds only burdens.  The Graff teachers, on the other hand, simply felt 

that the DATE Part II obligations were a burden.  The protection of teacher time and 

a tougher climate of participation was reflected directly in comments on the Part II.  

For these teachers, the grant was a profound effort for little reward.  They did not 

expect to change practice for the grant, and had little use to document 20 teacher 

walkthroughs, as a general rule.  By contrast, while Wagner teachers begrudged the 

time, they valued the collaboration.  There was no such reciprocity on this campus.   

Compliance activity, The administration at Graff took a genuine “hands-off” 

approach to the grant.  The campus had three principals in the three years of the 

grant and the teachers felt that all they did were explain and grade the grant.  “There 

was no push to get you to do it, or nobody to say do this, or we want to send 

somebody to watch your class for 15–20 minutes while you go out and do this 

activity.” They complained that all Part II activities had to be done entirely by their 

own initiative and on their own time.  They simply felt that the administration did 
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not have anything to do with the grant, and the grant was siloed from other 

activities on campus like professional development.  In fact, the administration was 

so hands-off, the teachers cheated at the margins turning their team meetings into 

book studies in order to carve out time for the grant.   

The ironic aspect of this laissez faire approach to the grant was that the 

teachers complained that in general the previous administrators were “mostly 

negative and tried to micromanage things.” The leadership had created a negative 

climate on the campus.  “They were looking for what I was going to do wrong next 

instead of what I did right.  That is a situation where you did not look forward to 

coming to school.” The turnover also created a degree of confusion, because the 

teachers did not fully understand expectations.  These complaints stood in sharp 

contrast with the new leaders of Graff who have worked to build collaboration and 

spent their time holding numerous conversations on instructional expectations.   

Interestingly, interviews with the new leaders at Graff did not reveal much of 

a different attitude towards DATE.  On their previous campuses, they found that 

DATE was largely something teachers did on their own, if not a pure compliance 

activity.  While it could have made a big difference, for the most part it simply was 

not a priority.  They added that the campus leadership teams received little central 

office training about DATE except on administrative protocols. 

Using the Campus Culture to Extract Part II Value 

Reiterating the heavy requirements.  The differences between Wagner and 

Graff came in their perceived benefits from the Part II activities: the walkthroughs 
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and book studies that were part of the program.  Both campuses lamented the 

volume of Part II requirements and the required amount of documentation to earn 

points.  For example, teachers had to provide a detailed summary of the lesson to 

earn a walkthrough credit, and they needed to conduct 20 walkthroughs on their 

free periods in order to earn the maximum points.   A teacher at Wagner explained, 

“I couldn’t walk away from the money, because there was too much money there.  So 

I did them and resent having to prove that I’m a good teacher by saying that I went 

to 20 walkthroughs.” Another added, “It took so long to document each of those 20 

things and 10 of that things .  .  .  There were too many.” 

The teachers at Graff were just as explicit that the Part II documentation 

added “stress” to the grant.  “There always seemed to be a deadline for something, 

on top of the normal deadlines.  All of these little bitty things, like Student of the 

Month, add up and when you added the grant on top of it, it became too much.”  

“The way they went about making us prove we are doing this stuff went 

about it the wrong way.  If I am going to do an observation during my hour planning, 

it could have been a ten-minute thing by providing a checklist.” In addition to the 

documentation, the teachers lamented that they had to give up too many after-

school hours to earn other points, especially the parent contacts.  Overall, the time 

that Crimson City’s Part II required rankled the teachers. 

Wagner teachers find value.  While both campuses argued to reduce the 

paperwork burden, the two campuses markedly differed on the perceived benefits 

of the Part II activities.  At Wagner, even when they complained about the volume of 
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requirements, the teachers stated that they were beneficial.  “I enjoyed going into 

other classrooms and I found it beneficial.  It was slightly motivating.”  

“I got some ideas from other teachers, going on my conference and saying 

‘Christie can I sit in and see what you’re doing because I heard you are doing 

wonderful things.”  

The benefits extended to other aspects of Part II as well, especially the book 

studies.  “We did book studies and discussed current trends in teaching.  I was able 

to apply them to my teaching.” In particular, a few teachers cited Reading with 

Meaning as a worthwhile book experience—one teacher said she uses ideas in that 

book every day.  Of course, not all the books were as well received.  Teach with Your 

Strengths provided little useful information (one teacher said the ideas in that book 

could be found on Facebook).  Nevertheless, “the books that were based on 

education, we enjoyed.  The ones that were based on business trying to modify for 

education never really worked.” Overall, they recognized the value of book studies 

and indicated that if the book was well chosen, they would volunteer for another 

one. 

Wagner already had a strong collaborative ethic on its campus, the different 

protocols of Part II helped draw it even closer.  “The grant definitely encouraged 

collaboration.  We approached it as a team to help reach our goals.” The grant forced 

teachers to seek each other out in order to reach Part II goals.  These effects endure 

without DATE money.  “Even without the grant, I still find myself gravitating to the 

people that I did the grant with when I did the protocols.” The protocols helped 
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cement relationships among the staff and get teachers in each other’s classrooms.  

“We had the experience of collaborating and getting together.  If I had questions 

about guided meaning groups or centers, I would go to Christie because I have seen 

it in her rom.  I appreciate that.”  

The teachers themselves directed most of the Part II activities.  The principal 

claimed that while she made some initial offerings, “a good amount the teachers did 

on their own.  I had several groups that set up their own book study meeting times.  

The even did it at Barnes & Noble or at somebody’s house.” The teachers also 

scheduled “protocol parties” where they would get together and analyze each 

other’s lesson plans according to a pre-determined framework (with refreshments).  

The social nature of the activities helped bring the campus together.  A teacher 

remarked, “I thought at first it would be divisive.  I thought you might catch what I’m 

doing and make your kids get better than mine.  But because so much was built on 

teaming…a lot of good came out of it.” While the campus prided itself on already 

having a hard-working, collaborative culture that spread knowledge, “I did learn a 

lot from book studies and the protocols, I can’t say that I didn’t.” To these 

reflections, the principal added that she believed that without the incentive the 

teachers would not have put in the time and effort to these activities. 

Graff teachers find work.  The teachers at Graff did not have the same 

positive experiences with the Part II activities.  On balance, the teachers discussed 

the requirements as compliance exercises.  “Honestly, you went in, wrote down the 
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teacher’s name.  If you came in at 9 and were supposed to spend 20 minutes, you left 

at 9:05 and filled out your paperwork.”  

“I’m a PE teacher and I never do a walkthrough.  How am I supposed to look 

at a kindergarten class and find a way to make that relevant to my class? I did them 

just to earn the points.”  

“There were observations and walkthroughs that you had to make, but they 

really weren’t related to your professional area.  So you were just doing extra things 

to be a participation in the grant.”  

There were a couple in the focus group who disagreed finding value in the 

walkthroughs, but the major sentiment was that the grant was another burden.   

“The requirements just became another responsibility that teachers had to do.  

Where were they supposed to find the time for this?” 

Part of the negative reaction to the grant’s requirements came from the fact 

that the teachers had to conduct the 20 walkthroughs on their free period.  Teachers 

would have liked to have had a substitute so they could visit colleagues in other 

periods, or even on other campuses for special areas.  “We were intrigued by the 

idea at first, and then people grew frustrated with it.” Incidentally, when the 

principal was asked if she would have offered substitutes, she said yes, but nobody 

asked directly for them.  Where Wagner teachers found a way to make the best of 

the Part II obligations, Graff teachers found burdens.   
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Cost-Benefit Analysis 

The two Crimson City campuses find the most evidence of teachers—both in 

Wagner and Graff—weighing the money, time, and benefits of the program.  

Teachers at Wagner engaged in a hard cost-benefit analysis for the incentive.  They 

believed that their check represented their “hard work from the previous year.” As 

discussed, they also acknowledged the value that the walkthrough protocols and 

some of the book studies contributed to the campus.  However, they did not believe 

that the benefits from the relationships built through the Part II combined with the 

incentive payment equaled the time required to meet the award goals.  Despite their 

self-professed habits of working long hours, the volume of Part II requirements and 

level of documentation was not worth their time.   

The teachers appreciated the payouts they received.  As one teacher said 

given the low pay of teachers, “When you’re offered money for putting out a little 

extra effort to help children, why wouldn’t you accept it?” Nevertheless, for the 

teachers who received less money, the payouts came to represent a lack of 

appreciation for their efforts.  “None of us went into teaching for the money.  It 

really hurt to find out that other teachers got hundreds or thousands of dollars more 

and your work wasn’t as valued.” Once they started comparing rewards, the extra 

money was suddenly not equal to the “extra effort.” At best, the money meant some 

help with the Christmas presents. 

In fact, when discussing the very concept of rewards, teachers at Wagner 

expressed a strong preference to substitute monetary rewards for things that would 
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reduce their overall effort.  The teachers would have preferred to be “rewarded” 

with time: fewer students, an extra aide, someone to do their photocopies.  They 

even joked that they would simply love it to swap out the computers in the library, 

“which seem like they are still running Windows 95.”  

“You don’t need a masters degree to make photocopies, or tear out workbook 

pages, or cut out things, but oh man, that would be wonderful to have..if I had 

someone to do those tasks and documentation, I would go home earlier and happy.” 

These types of rewards would have proven more of an incentive to the teachers 

than the money. 

 Graff had similar complaints about the rewards not being commensurate to 

the time and effort.  Unlike Wagner, their comments were not framed by an 

appreciation of the other activities.  Overall, teachers found no value in Part II and 

some said they fulfilling the requirements simply to earn the check.  When the 

money disappointed, the anger was palpable in the room.  One teacher called it “a 

slap in the face.” Another elaborated: 

The only reason why I did do it was to get into the money.  And when I did 

receive the incentive that I did receive, I was very upset because I mean, all 

the hours I put in that.  I did twenty walkthroughs, I did four PBLs, I did 

twenty – just to get ten points, I mean, to get ten points was a lot of work.  I 

am talking about, you know… hours each day and then, you know, I did Book 

Fair, extra stuff that I would have normally have done just to earn the extra 
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points.  And then to receive the little amount of funds that I did receive, that 

was the feeling. 

The litany of complaints suggested that offering a reward was actually 

counterproductive, and certainly did not have the desired motivational effect.  Even 

at Wagner, where the grant was better received, there were clearly difficult 

moments that required “protocol parties” to smooth out.  The Graff case shows how 

weaker climates with unfocused leadership can cause the incentive program to 

potentially de-motivate and frustrate teachers.  Teachers were taking steps that the 

district purportedly aimed at improving their instruction for the sole benefit of 

gaining points and at the expense of activities they may have preferred.  This brings 

us to our final campus which had the most fractured campus culture and outright 

hostile feelings towards DATE—Donohue.   

Donohue 

The Donohue staff exhibited a clear divide among its faculty.  Almost from 

the beginning of the focus group, the teachers expressed both dissatisfaction with 

the grant and some of their colleagues.  The teachers openly discussed the weak 

spots on campus and criticized their colleagues.  At the onset of the interview, when 

asked about the implementation of DATE and the group awards structure, they 

immediately started complaining about student preparation.  One remarked, “We 

had some weak spots that had to be addressed.  Like when Harriet retired last year.  

I’m lying, of course.” And then another teacher interjected, “No you are right.” 

Another chimed in,  “Spot-on is the word.”   
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One fourth-grade teacher suggested the division among the staff, 

complaining about the uneven preparation of students that reached her grade level.  

Quite often, the teachers that were not doing their job tended to be older.  She said: 

We had some teachers that were, let’s say, more seasoned here.  They know a 

lot more than we do, but there were weak spots, a weak link.  So these kids 

travel up and they are not as prepared as you thought they were.  So you 

were making super high scores, but then they drop in a year.  This is why, but 

some people are gone now. 

 These divisions were confirmed in an interview with the school principal.  

She complained that there were “islands” on the staff and that most of it was 

generational.  Some teachers were not willing to adjust their teaching styles and 

adapt to the type of students they were receiving, actively resisting change.  She was 

working on removing them, but it had taken a toll on the staff. 

These islands were made clear in their reactions on the grant.  It manifested 

itself as a divide among TAKS and non-TAKS teachers and more directly as a sense 

that the ineffective practices of others were causing teachers to lose money.  Even 

the strongest aspect of the grant in other campuses—mentoring—became a 

disincentive here.  At best the mentoring part of the grant was, “something we were 

already doing.” However, money made it much more complicated because it 

suddenly became “one more responsibility.” One teacher complained, “I got the 

thousand dollars for tutoring, but not the big money that you could have gotten if 

you were a TAKS teacher.  I lost out one year because I was not at the right grade 
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level, and another year because I was self-contained, and I would have lost out again 

if other teachers had dropped the ball.  Thankfully, they didn’t and it finally worked 

out for me.” The teacher was grateful when she was finally paid out, but deeply 

resentful of the years she missed the award. 

Discord Among Faculty 

The loss of an award heightened the tensions between grade levels.  When 

one teacher’s students caused a grade level to miss an award a teacher admitted, “I 

looked at that teacher differently.  I mean how could you not?” Worse, there was a 

sense that the mentoring program, which at the other three campuses was so highly 

valued, had reduced participation because of DATE.  A teacher explained, “Before 

the grant, everyone used to come for Saturday sessions and tutoring because we all 

wanted our kids to pass.  Now, it was a sense of why should I do this extra effort to 

help your kids pass? You are the one who will receive the check.” The award for 

TAKS grades actually because a disincentive to participate in the Part II functions as 

the unequal distribution of incentives caused “a rift right down the middle of the 

faculty.” 

Besides the TAKS/non-TAKS divide, another specific problem with the grant 

came through the all-or-nothing aspect of the grant, especially because teachers 

were paid out collectively.  The grant was considered unfair because this limited 

their award opportunities.  A teacher declared that she was “steamed” when she 

didn’t get her award because of this feature of the grant.  Another offered a more 

detailed explanation, “It’s like doing group work in college.  You may have a person 
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who does not do their part, and then you have the person who does three parts, and 

you get your grade as a group.” The consensus was this feature was just 

fundamentally unfair.  This point was driven home by the principal of the campus, 

who complained that many of the most dedicated people on her staff missed out 

because of the grant design. 

Lack of Collaboration 

 This was the only campus in which the teachers did not express as strong a 

degree of collaboration with each other.  One of the participants in the focus group 

was a teacher who had just completed her first year of teaching and found that she 

needed help down the stretch.  That support simply was not there.  She explained: 

At the beginning, the help I got from the school was really good.  Once the 

test started coming closer, people were like, okay, I just don’t have the time.  

They were not coming around as much.  You didn’t see them as much and I 

felt that once the test came around, people kind of focused on their own 

classrooms.  I’m still new here and I have no idea with the coming storm. 

 The teacher gave evidence of a siege mentality on the campus.  Everyone in 

the focus group complained about a lack of time, teaching from bell-to-bell, but not 

being able to cover the standards sufficiently.  These pressures restricted 

collaboration among the campus, especially across grade levels.  A second-grade 

teacher explained: 

Me and [Jay], she teaches fourth and I teach second.  We won’t spend a whole 

lot of time together, except maybe at faculty meetings.  As far as 
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collaboration, we get together when we have an objective placed in front of 

us, like at a faculty meeting, but other than that there just isn’t time. 

Whereas in the other campus the teachers talked about teachers making time 

and working together in extended hours, these teachers focused more on the lack of 

time within the school day and the pressure of their job.  They said that they had to 

“cut back on everything, including recess, to try and get as much teaching in and it 

still is never done.” That these burdens affected the collaboration of the staff was 

confirmed by the principal, who stated: 

[Our] teachers have a lot of pressure on them.  We need to achieve and our 

kids deserve to achieve as much as the kids down the road that have all kinds 

of privilege .  .  .  It takes a lot and there is a lot of stress, record keeping, 

documentation, and data analysis.  That led to teachers getting burned out, 

frustrated, and tired.  So I think collaboration is improving, but that is 

something that we keep working on. 

Such a divided campus was the main focus for a new administrative team 

trying to improve performance.  Within these obstacles, the principal had little use 

for the DATE grant.  She did not want Regis to re-apply for DATE if it was offered.  

For a campus that struggled with disparate groups among the faculty, she 

complained that the grant “harmed morale and created friction between the 

primary and intermediate grades.” (The ironic aspect of this was that the low 

performance of the campus kept most primary and intermediate teachers from 

earning an award in the first two years of the grant, but eligibility alone rankled.) 
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She found DATE difficult to administer and had no effect on teacher motivation.  

“Teachers are working just as hard for kids and we do not have DATE this year.” The 

grant became something she explained at the beginning of the year and left alone 

until payout time.   

De-motivating 

Overall, the faculty had little use for the grant except to complain about its 

unfair structure and its causing further damage to an already fractured staff.  Amidst 

a poor environment, incentives only served to heighten tensions and highlight staff 

divide.  The payouts became a part of the scorecard that emphasized the varying 

quality of instruction.  “The payouts occurred so long after the school year that it 

could not have affected the way I taught .  .  .  After the grant was initially explained, 

it was basically forgotten about during the year.” The only thing the money did was 

inflame passions about who received an award and who did not.  “The payouts made 

you look at certain teachers differently, wondering who got an award and who did 

not…and whose actions prevented someone from getting an award.” Teachers were 

individually upset at not receiving fair recompense for their time.  DATE made a 

difficult campus worse.    

Conclusion 

The evidence presented here showed that across DATE plans, inserting Part 

II incentives such as rewarding collaborative activities or mentoring students, 

resulting in improved student achievement outcomes.  However, there was no 

“magic formula” for plans.  Yet, this relationship was weak at best.  Conducting focus 
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groups of six campuses across two districts finds that the levels of social capital and 

the strength of relationships among the staff provide a much better predictor of how 

teachers become incentivized.  Where the relationships were strongest, teachers 

were more likely to overcome objections to any one feature of the grant and find the 

positive aspects of it.  They were more likely to feel rewarded or derive some utility 

from the Part II activities, and they were more likely to find some validation in the 

final monetary payoff.  Such relationships cut across the student achievement rating 

of the particular campus.   

Within these social interactions, one finds the different responses the 

incentive literature suggested could happen when applying bonuses in intrinsically 

motivated fields.  At times, the climate combined with the positive feedback from a 

bonus or the emotional feedback of mentoring a student to increase efficacy within 

the culture (competence) or deepened relationships among the staff.  Sometimes, 

the opposite occurred and the lack of incentive further fractured bonds and 

increased feelings of incompetence.  Worse, at places such as Donohue and Graff, 

evidence of the over-justification effect emerged as teachers started to make cost-

benefit analyses, defining their jobs through the external benefit.  These became de-

motivating. 

In the next chapter, we will put all of this together to discuss more deeply a 

picture of how the incentives aligned with social capital and its potential impact on 

incentive—and by extension, human capital—theory for education.  There may not 
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be clear guidance on how to setup a program, but at a minimum, these case studies 

extend some clear markers for districts to examine as they setup their programs. 
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Chapter 5: Discussion 

Study Review 

 This investigation sought to reexamine the circumstances under which 

teacher performance incentives might induce a response from faculty.  The study 

utilized Texas’s DATE grant, a $550 million initiative, which allowed districts to 

write their own incentive contracts.  The grant required teachers to reward student 

achievement, but it also allowed districts to dedicate resources for other teacher 

behaviors such as collaboration or tutoring and invest in professional development 

and data capacity.  When the grant had a formal external evaluation, little evidence 

materialized of its effectiveness on student achievement (Springer et al., 2010).  

However, this study was driven by a reading of the incentive literature that took a 

broader, human-capital perspective to see if other effects could be found.    

Summary of Literature Review 

The literature on performance incentives for teachers indicated that a 

straight performance incentive for teachers in terms of rewarding test scores—such 

as those in Part I of the grant—have had little scant success (Murnane & Cohen, 

1986; Hatry, 1994; Podgursky & Springer, 2007).  In part, this was because the 

rational choice economic theory that underlies external performance incentives is a 

bad fit for complex fields like teaching.  The difficulty of aligning inputs and outputs 

can produce multiple distortion effects as the system aligns to whatever narrow 

outcome is measured (Dixit, 1997; Baker, 2002; Holmstron & Milgrom 1991).   
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Too many factors, from the socioeconomic background of students to the volatility 

of the testing metric itself, prevent a simple incentive contract to have the ability to 

drive any meaningful, multifaceted change in instruction (Harris & Sass, 2010; 

Rockoff & Speroni, 2010; Rothstein, 2011; Staiger, Gordon, & Kane, 2006)..  For a 

rational choice incentive contract to work, there needs to be a clear set of “choices” 

that a teacher can make in response to the incentive (Prendergast, 1999). 

 This prospect further assumed that teachers would respond to external 

incentives at all.  Human behavioral economics has shown that altruistic drive and 

social recognition can be far more important a motivating factor than monetary 

incentives (Ariely, Kamenica, & Prelec, 2008; Heyman & Ariely, 2004).  In particular, 

employees of intrinsically motivated fields were more likely to derive satisfaction 

from concepts such as autonomy, relatedness, and external validation (Deci et al., 

1996; Wright, 2001; Wright & Davis, 2003).  This does not mean that money does 

not matter, but for intrinsic fields, using extrinsic forms of motivation can actually 

reduce performance because it is either not aligned to what employees really want, 

or because extrinsic motivation is a weaker impetus than the intrinsic factors 

(Heinrich & Marsche, 2010; Lawler & Jenkins, 1992).  Compensation packages that 

manage to work within the public spiritedness of intrinsically motivated employees 

stand a better chance of achieving their desired ends (Bowles, 2009). 

 These core understandings have driven the private sector to take a broader, 

resource or human capital driven approach to their compensation structures 

(Lawler, 2009).  Human resource management has sought to cultivate talent 
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through a wide range of factors that are flexible enough to fit the desires of the 

employee and yet systematically aligned with the needs of the firm (Boudreau & 

Ramstad, 2007; Gomez-Mejia, Berrone, & Franco-Santos, 2010; Heslin, Carson, & 

VandeWalle, 2009).  This more comprehensive approach begins to match the 

complexity of the work itself.  Education has been slow to adopt such approaches, 

but thinkers such as Curtis (2010) have begun to propose compensation packages 

that align with other factors including professional development, hiring practices, 

induction, mentoring, and opportunities for advancement.  Resnick (2010) offered 

another treatment of this comprehensive view that served as an underlying 

framework for the study, and will be further expounded upon shortly.   

Summary of Methodology 

 This study sought to investigate the DATE grant with the human capital 

framework in mind, but examining the impact within the context of more 

comprehensive factors.  Using a mixed-method, concurrent nesting design, it 

conducted a quantitative analysis of Part II, looking for any difference that including 

the support structures had on student achievement.  Then, the study conducted a 

series of focus groups in six campuses across two districts to examine how support 

structures and social capital factors affected teacher attitudes towards the incentive.  

The focus group protocols were built off the research of Adler and Kwon (2002) and 

Leana and Pil (2006).  This work was coded and analyzed, with the results 

presented in the preceding chapter. 
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Summary of Findings 

 The preceding chapter presented in broad strokes a three-pronged 

examination of measures through which the power of incentive in the DATE 

program could be measured.  First, it looked at whether a district utilizing the Part II 

support structures option of the grant had different student achievement results 

than those that only provided rewards under Part I.   No permutation of Part II 

structures yielded any result of practical statistical significance.  Including 

professional development, increased funds for data capacity, instructional coaches, 

funds for team teaching, among others—or any combination of the preceding 

aspects did not make a difference in the student achievement results.  This result 

was presaged by the observation in the Vanderbilt formal evaluation that there was 

as much variation within districts as among them, reinforced by the two districts 

under closer study here that had campuses in both the top and bottom quintiles of 

the distribution. 

Second, it conducted a series of focus group interviews across elementary 

campuses in two districts to see how teachers responded to incentives and whether 

or not the response varied by the academic performance of the campuses and the 

level of social capital on the campus.  It hypothesized that the use of Part II support 

structures in campuses with stronger social networks among the teachers would 

have a more positive reaction to the grant.  Teachers would be more likely to feel 

rewarded and engage in grant activities.  In other words, the incentive would prove 

an incentive.   
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On these questions, the study had positive results.  Teachers on campuses 

with more social capital stated more of a positive reaction to the grant.  Where they 

admitted to high degrees of collaboration and often had active support from 

administration, they were much more likely to find the grant motivating and 

rewarding.  They embraced aspects of the Part II, especially the mentoring program 

in Regis, and stated that these requirements helped bring the campus even closer 

together.  The rewards were professionally fulfilling and overall a net benefit. 

By contrast, campuses with greater discord tended to find fault with the 

grant.  These teachers were more likely to complain about the disparate treatment 

of colleagues, especially between those who taught a tested subject.  They were 

more likely to find it a burden on their time and an overall distraction to what they 

perceived as their job.  The grant became de-motivating and a net negative. 

Lastly, the study was not able to draw any conclusions between the incentive 

and pre-existing teacher support structures on campuses.  Teachers, in general, had 

similar responses to aspects of curriculum policy, data use, professional 

development, and other instructional policies.  The only support structure (which 

was largely defined here as an aspect of social capital) was obviously between 

teacher reactions to the grant was the support of an administrative team. 

 This investigation was placed in the context of advancing human capital 

theory on the use of incentives.  The rest of this chapter will discuss the implications 

of the study and the questions it raises for the development for the future 

implementation of incentive programs.  It will first look at the Resnick model and 
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how this study provides information on the connection between the human capital 

program, structures, and social capital.  Then, it will open up a broader discussion of 

human capital programs and how to make rewards a meaningful part of such 

programs.  Afterwards, it will offer some commentary on the DATE program itself 

and offer a few suggestions on how states can learn from Texas’s experience with 

DATE to fashion future experiments.  This chapter will then conclude by 

acknowledging the major limitations of this study and offer some suggestions for 

future research. 

Implications 

Theory: Resnick Model 

 The research questions of this study were borne out of a proposed 

investigative model by Resnick.  Under this conceptualization, the structures a 

school has in place to support instruction and the social climate among teachers 

would have a clear impact on the human capital reform, and vice versa.  The 

simplest proof for the usefulness of this framework would have been the opening 

statistical analysis of the study, namely showing that the inclusion of structures in 

Part II of the grant made a difference on student achievement.  A strong statistical 

relationship would have offered the clearest evidence that the linking of things such 

as professional development or teacher walkthroughs to a performance incentive 

made a difference in improving instruction.   

Expected results.  Upon further examination, the practically null result from 

the analysis should have been expected.  The Resnick model presented was 
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extracted from a larger work on the complex, nested systems of school districts.  

Simply including a Part II program offered no evidence on the quality of its 

implementation or even whether the school actively connected its use to the Part I 

student achievement objectives.  Moreover, the types of activities that Part II 

funded, school districts already could have been implementing.  Policy 

implementation literature was filled with stories of the uneven implementation of 

the same policy and the wide variation of results within districts attesting to this 

condition.   

Moreover, more factors than just DATE made an impact on student 

achievement results.   In Regis alone, almost every campus experienced rezoning, 

altering the socioeconomic mix of its student population.  Every campus in this 

study underwent some form of leadership change during DATE implementation.  

These factors alone probably made more of a difference in student achievement 

than the offering of a few thousand dollars for an improvement in test scores.  The 

complexity of school systems and the broad scope of DATE made the lack of 

practical statistical significance of student achievement a likely outcome.  Given the 

repeated failure of studies of performance pay to find significant student 

achievement results, this result was right in line with other work.  Perhaps a more 

nuanced and carefully controlled experiment could have found a magic formula in 

terms of incentive plan design, but DATE did not have it. 

The focus groups, however, offered a way to examine the response of 

teachers to incentives outside of their impact on student achievement.  Ignoring the 
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question of whether DATE actually directly improved instruction as measured by 

test scores, they captured the perception of whether or not teachers actually 

responded to the incentive structure before them.  Without specifically judging the 

quality of the relationships among structures, social capital, and the human capital 

program, these groups revealed that in all areas the relationship exists. 

The focus groups immediately shed light on the failure of the statistical 

analysis because of positive responses to the grant (in an admittedly small sample) 

was not linked to academic achievement but to the climate factors of the campus.  

The efficacy of the human capital policies as measured by responses strongly 

favored the climate factors.  Relationships among teachers and overall levels of 

collaboration consistently determined how the policy was framed.  Traditional 

structures such as professional development and data use did not weigh heavily in 

teachers perceptions of the grant (and it was hard to elicit any meaningfully 

different answers among them).  In the six campuses, teachers reacted very 

differently to the grant, but student achievement was not the controlling factor, 

reinforcing the complexity of systems in schools.   

Incentive theory and Resnick.  Despite the differences in grant reception, 

across all six campuses, in whether the grant was received well or not, the teachers 

made a substantial effort to reach the grant goals.  For Donohue and Graff, even 

though teachers resented the distinctions that the grant created by valuing certain 

grade levels more or the time commitment that Part II required, many teachers 

attempted to earn the award.  Certainly almost everyone wanted to be eligible for 
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the award—even if some could concede some justification in prioritizing TAKS 

grade levels.  Reinforcing other studies, teachers who protested that they were not 

in the profession “for the money,” nevertheless showed an eagerness to earn an 

additional salary.   

 Perhaps for some of these teachers, their desire to reach incentive pay 

represented nothing more than a lack of sufficiency in salary.  Even the most 

intrinsically motivated individuals will often react when they perceive their pay to 

be inadequate.  Assuming that willingness to respond to incentives did not 

represent pure inadequacy, the division in responses to the pay shed light on 

different aspects of behavioral economic theory when applied to intrinsically 

motivated fields.  There was no great re-orientation in behavior, no well-defined 

changes in instructional practices.  The incentives, rather, either reinforced 

motivating factors or they corrupted them.   

 Therefore, the incentive operated through leveraging factors of internal 

motivation, most frequently relatedness and competence (Deci et al, 1996).  

Teachers at Polk strongly warmed to the extra student contact time in the tutoring 

program; Sabatelli teachers reacted greatly to rewards that were pushing them to 

work closer together as a team, vertically aligning instruction.  The incentive 

reinforced the strong collaborative work at Judge and Polk.  While it may not have 

totally been worth the effort, the teachers who stayed to watch World Series 

baseball at Wagner also found usefulness from the connections they built in the 

walkthroughs (Deci, 1999).   
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 The value of these interactions outstripped the monetary award.  Human 

behavioral economic theory outlined many cases in which the incentive needed a 

social component in order to be effective (Ariely,  2002; Loewenstein, 1996; Tang, 

1995).  While teachers consistently discussed how the money itself was “nice,” they 

placed a greater value on the bonds built with students and with each other.  These 

bonds mattered because in places such as Sabatelli, Polk, and Wagner, some of these 

behaviors directly rewarded by the grant endured after the money was taken away. 

 While relatedness offers the clearest link between social capital and the 

policy, the incentives also offered opportunities for competence, or the feeling of 

efficacy in a social environment.  To the extent the money mattered, it mattered 

because it reinforced other results—the student who ran down the hallway showing 

off an A on a paper or the new lesson plan that succeeded because of the book study.  

Another study on the DATE grant relayed this as the “frosting,” that added extra 

sweetness to the cake that was built underneath (Volonnino, Kelly-Landes, and Filer, 

2012).   

 The study shows how human behavioral economic theory can link the 

effectiveness of an incentive with social capital.  The overall model presented at the 

start used the figure reprinted on the next page 
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Figure 2. Original Resnick Model 

  

 

 

The study suggests the mechanisms of a link between human capital and social 

capital; they are the mechanisms of intrinsic motivation. Therefore, it looks more 

like the following figure: 

Figure 3. Link Between Social Capital and Incentive Policy 
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The profession is normed to collaborative preferences, like many public 

service fields, in which the people do the work in part because of the satisfaction 

incurred by striving with other like-minded individuals.  The monetary reward for 

test scores and completing Part II activities also added a tangible external 

validation.  The incentive did not so much as change behaviors, but it helped 

teachers prioritize behaviors they were already inclined to achieve.  Like Ariely’s 

(2006) famous experiment, they received the money, but were as satisfied by seeing 

the robots and the fruits of their labor. 

 It took a certain amount of positive social capital to reinforce this 

conceptualization of the grant.  Consistent with the model and other work on social 

capital, the environment among the personnel opened up pathways to a positive 

reception of the grant and its ability to be steered towards such intrinsically 

motivating ends (Adler & Known, 2002; Leana & Pil, 2006).  Teachers had to have 

relationships and sufficient information about each other’s jobs to prevent crippling 

resentments for unequal reward opportunities among grade levels.  They had to 

have a mutually supportive environment to sustain a shock of some teachers 

earning a reward when others did not, even if they perceived equal effort.  The 

positive campuses in Regis and Crimson City found that the grant fit very well 

within their already positive environment, and that it was mutually reinforcing.   

 This does not mean that merely having strong relationships among the staff 

resulted in human capital development among the staff.  However, where the grant 

was well received, it was more likely that the teachers could further the objectives 
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of the grant.  In Regis, where the focus was on economically disadvantaged students, 

the responses focused on increased student contact time and warmer relationships 

among the staff.  In Crimson City, which focused on a series of Part II staff-building 

activities, teachers were more likely to derive value from activities.  The interaction 

between the incentive and the positive environment created a space in which some 

teacher growth could occur alongside the reinforcement of the aforementioned 

intrinsically motivating factors.   

The Reverse Also True 

 By contrast, the lack of relatedness and social capital among the staff framed 

the grant in a negative fashion.  While people still tried to earn the incentive, there 

was evidence of a creeping overjustification effect.   Individuals at Donohue 

complained that before DATE, the campus would naturally try and work together, 

attend Saturday school sessions, afterwards the effort became about money.  

Teachers grew resentful of each other’s awards.  Even when they liked some of the 

tutoring aspects of the grant, they could not see past the fact that some teachers 

were eligible for more money than others.  The efforts teachers exerted for DATE 

became solely about earning the money, and when checks were not forthcoming, it 

created a feeling of resentment.  The opportunity to earn an incentive was de-

motivating. 

 The over-justification effect was just as obvious in Graff as teachers began to 

examine Part II requirements in terms of a cost-benefit analysis.  The incentive 

program became a burden and the Part II behaviors, which nobody inherently had a 
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problem with because it could potentially have improved their instruction, became a 

compliance exercise to earn points.  The condition was more nuanced than in 

Donohue, helped most likely in part because this was a successful academic campus, 

but it did not have the desired effect.   

 Left out of this discussion are the specific mechanisms through which the 

stronger social capital aided in the grant’s reception.  The study offers no conclusive 

insight, but the prevalence of stronger informal networks for collaboration provides 

a little guidance.  These networks provided grounds for a policy to work.  For 

example, the mentoring aspect of the grant in Polk, Judge, and Sabatelli helped pull 

teachers from across a campus together as they had to release students to each 

other and learn about each other’s operations.  Even if the money did not fully 

materialize, these teachers valued the interactions with both colleagues and 

students.  By contrast, Donohue, which did not have the same level of teacher 

relationships (on a formal and informal basis), could not get past the money.  This is 

consistent with the pathways for information and framing found elsewhere in 

examination of social capital in education (Leana & Pil, 2006; Adler & Kwon, 2002). 

Implications for Practice 

 The connection between social capital and the incentive does not offer an 

immediate solution for practitioners looking to implement a program.  One cannot 

make an incentive work by simply creating a good climate.  The two need to go hand 

in hand.  However, the experiences of these districts offer some areas of 

consideration for school district leaders who wish to design a program.   
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No magic formula.  The variegated responses of campuses to similar 

incentives suggest that there is no magic formula for the construction of a grant.  

The consonance of some of the Part II structures with teacher intrinsic motivation 

perhaps increases the likelihood that the linking of those programs within an 

incentive package could help, but the Donohue and Graff counterfactuals offers a 

strong caution against any one design.  The researcher would like to state that a 

particular model of incentive design offers a better pathway to success, but this 

study does not offer any real substance on this question.  This is especially the case 

because the Part II features on which this study focuses could already be in place in 

a district.  Campuses can have strong mentoring programs absent an incentive.  

The relationship of social capital on how teachers responded to the 

performance incentive suggests that an incentive alone is not enough to ameliorate 

a negative environment or to make dramatic changes in instructional practice.  The 

incentive can accentuate strong aspects of a campus culture, such as Sabatelli’s high 

commitment to excellence, or exacerbate pre-existing problems by drawing more 

divisions and distinctions among the staff, such as the “islands” in Donohue.  

However, it is altogether unsatisfying to state that a campus that already has a 

positive environment can safely introduce incentives and those with a negative 

environment should avoid it.   

Nevertheless, the evidence in this case suggests that a district leader should 

be exceedingly cautious when justifying incentives as a way to turnaround a bad 

environment.  This ought to be a very carefully pulled lever that can easily create 
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headaches.  In particular, the leadership needs to be careful when using incentives 

to highlight differences among personnel (which is what it does).  Without other 

supporting factors, a divisive campus will continue to be divisive under an incentive 

program.  Even policies that should seem more benign, such as mentoring students, 

can go awry. 

Usefulness of human capital. This is where broadening the discussion to a 

human capital perspective might offer some insight.  Traditional incentive theory 

argues that the incentive itself ought to provide for some type of sorting effect.  

There was little evidence that DATE had any effect on teacher turnover or that the 

grant resulted in dramatic shifts in teacher behavior (outside of those things directly 

rewarded).  Nevertheless, a more comprehensive human capital approach that more 

rigorously evaluated teachers offered more specialized professional development, 

focused more tightly on teacher recruitment and induction could help improve 

quality.  These are blunter, more direct implements.   

 For example, the new leadership at Donohue complained about rifts among 

the faculty.  They framed how the socioeconomic circumstances of the campus made 

student achievement improvement enormously difficult for her staff and required 

using strategies many were either uncomfortable or unwilling to implement.  An 

incentive program alone would not get the staff to make these changes (especially if 

the staff strongly doubted that any grant would work).  Moreover, the incentive 

simply exacerbated existing fault lines.  However, if the leadership brought in some 

new staff who were familiar with the type of instruction needed in the school and 
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professional development for the remaining faculty, an incentive could help induce 

some extra effort.  By changing the makeup of the group, it might not have the same 

divisive effect.  Change the atmosphere and the support systems first, and then the 

human capital program might work. 

Need to incorporate institutional policies.  The DATE grant was a subject 

of such intrigue precisely because there were elements of a broader systemic 

alignment.  However, both of the districts under study almost across the board 

included support structures in their grant program without aligning the structures.  

Regis had teacher mentoring, but it was left to the teachers to truly develop 

strategies that helped the students.  There was money for professional development, 

but none of the teachers could connect any professional development opportunities 

specifically with the achievement of DATE goals.  In Crimson City, the district offered 

a veritable cornucopia of options to teachers of strategies that could have improved 

instruction.  However, it was left to the teachers to properly take advantage of them. 

 At best, it was in the hands of campus leaders to steer grant resources into a 

course of action that might have helped drive instructional improvement.  

Leadership in DATE was haphazard at best with examples of the principal at 

Sabatelli offering any teacher a TAKS slot in order to mitigate complaints about 

grant unfairness or the principal at Judge driving data analysis to help teachers raise 

scores across the board.  By contrast, leaders in both Crimson City campuses were 

deeply skeptical of the potential impact of DATE, with one basically questioning its 

value as a use of resources.   
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 At the same time, the district leadership did not provide any guidance to 

further this more comprehensive approach.  Both districts each had clear objectives 

with the grant, but when communicating with their campuses focused on its 

technical aspects, rather than the pedagogical intent.   This certainly helps explain 

the wide variation in the grant’s perception among campuses.  Even where the grant 

was positively viewed, campuses differed in their framing.  There were no 

institutional checks that Part II structures were aligned with Part I objectives, or 

even consonant with the intent of the Part II.  Teachers were presented with targets 

and tasks and were largely on their own to meet them.  Little wonder that the grant 

was unable to provide more clear evidence of instructional improvement. 

Implications for Policy 

Too little oversight and understanding by policymakers.  The state of 

Texas invested over $800 million in performance incentives for DATE.  The results 

of the formal DATE evaluation and the surface results of this study suggest that the 

state did not buy much education for that money.  There was little overall change in 

test scores or teacher turnover.  There were no clear indications of what types of 

programs had a better chance to succeed.  For all the variation in DATE programs, it 

cannot be said that a particular structure truly worked better.  In fact, with all the 

variation within a district, it was difficult to conclude that a particular grant 

structure was proper even for a district. 

 Under the surface, this study showed that there could be marginal benefits of 

the teacher incentive program.  The connections that the incentive fostered among 



159 
 

teachers, their students, and their colleagues helped reinforce a positive social 

climate and increase opportunities for the improvement of instructional practice.  

Some teachers felt validated in their profession as the external reward gave a seal of 

approval to their hard work.  A handful of teachers across campuses claimed that 

there was more attention to data or vertical alignment of the curriculum.  These 

results are consistent with other qualitative analyses of DATE that found the grant 

operated as “icing,” but that the staff still had make the cake independent of the 

incentives (Volonnino, Kelly-Landes, & Filer 2012).   

 The study also suggests that the Texas Education Agency made the grant 

both too open-ended and restrictive at the same time.  TEA left it to school districts 

to divide money between Part I and Part II (with the caveat of the 60–40 split), but 

did not provide any meaningful guidance on how Part II could be used in 

conjunction with Part I.  It opened the door for a comprehensive, aligned grant, but 

did not mandate it.  Districts did not have to show how they would either use Part II 

to help reach grant objectives or were already offering similar supports within the 

district.   

Too restrictive in key areas.  Just as the districts provided little guidance to 

their campuses, TEA provided little to no guidance to their districts, and the help 

was inconsistent.  For example, Regis expressed frustration that they could not use 

benchmarks as part of their Part I performance objectives—but similar plans were 

approved for other districts.  Crimson City, likewise, would have liked not to use 

TAKS as a performance objective, but could see no reasonably feasible way to meet 
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the grant guidelines otherwise without an investment of resources.  For the district 

leaders, the rules felt arbitrary and oddly restrictive.   

Additionally, while this study shows that for some teachers the performance 

bonus could be meaningful under certain conditions, the grant did not allow 

districts to contemplate other types of rewards that may have been more 

meaningful.  At the end of the focus groups, teachers were asked if they would have 

preferred an incentive such as travel money for professional development or a 

career ladder option with meaningful differentiated responsibilities at higher pay.  

Most teachers preferred the straight-up money, but many responded positively to 

alternate reward suggestions, including at Graff where the grant ultimately was not 

strongly received.  However, the campus teachers said that the grant would have 

been a bigger hit if their reward for meeting objectives was an extra aide to do 

menial tasks like photocopying.  While these discussions were speculative at best, 

they pointed to the need for a program that allowed districts to ask how the money 

set aside for incentives could best reward a teacher.  These types of rewards are 

more consistent with incentives in complex fields. 

In conclusion, the study finds limited evidence for a positive view of 

performance incentives as a human capital program in conjunction with strong 

social capital and a set of performance objectives in part tied to support structures 

of teachers.  The incentivizing comes through fostering factors that inspire those 

intrinsically motivated, such as relatedness and feelings of validation.  In particular, 

strong social capital environments shaped the incentive to increase collaboration 
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and at the margins perhaps, improve classroom instruction.  For many teachers in 

the study, money did matter, but not in the direct input-output methods predicted 

by traditional incentive theory.  Conversely, in negative social climates, the incentive 

can turn around and harm the motivation of teachers and exacerbate campus 

tensions.  Unfortunately, these results varied from campus to campus and 

transcended both academic achievement and plan design.  There is no magic 

formula when it comes to structuring a potentially effective incentive plan. 

Future Research 

There is still much to learn about those potentially effective plans.  Future 

research should try and more carefully delineate the effects of the Part I and Part II 

incentive structures.  A careful trial should try and create an incentive program 

within a district in which some campuses experienced the equivalent of Part I test-

based objectives only, some experienced the equivalent of Part II support structure 

objectives only, and some a combination of both.  These results should test for both 

student achievement and develop an assessment to track teacher perception of their 

response, and measures of actual collaboration and instructional practice.  Ideally, 

these trials should be repeated in campuses in which surveys of relational trust 

revealed both positive and negative environments to see how these incentives 

operated in each environment.   

A survey of relational trust opens a wide range of possibilities for future 

research.  First, it could prove the missing variable in the quantitative analysis to 

directly operationalize the Resnick model with all three factors—human capital, 
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social capital, and support structures.  Second, it creates the possibilities of 

analyzing a change in relational trust over time.  A longitudinal analysis could 

determine how social capital responds to the policy.  The Resnick model is 

multidirectional.  Not only should human capital change in response to social 

capital, but the reverse.  Therefore, we would expect to see levels of social capital 

change over time, something best explored through survey. 

This study only scratches the surface on the question of how social capital 

can operate within a framework of incentives.  The development of this relationship 

should take another step and examine if policies can actually erode social capital.  

The Donohue example in which teachers showed evidence of de-motivation could 

just as easily be seen as having their relationships undermined.  Some teachers 

immediately responded to an incentive program as “creating a rift through the 

faculty room.” Divisive policies not only de-motivate, but damage social capital 

bonds upon which the reforms rely.  Likewise, the over-justification effect can also 

harm social capital because it commodifies collaboration.  Careful research should 

track how these different behaviors affect the level of social capital within a 

building.    

Future studies should also take a stronger look at context and differentiate 

among different types of social capital that can emerge in place based upon socio-

economic or other contextual factors.  Communities can have strong social capital 

among themselves, but not necessarily have those bonds validated by external 

factors.  This study implicitly assumed that teachers had relatively accepted the 
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outcome measures in Part I as important to their instructional processes.  However, 

the growing debate over the “objective measures of student achievement” could 

yield a community in which there is strong social capital, but that it’s united in 

opposition to the policy objectives.  In this case, social capital might indicate a 

healthy environment, but one that’s not conducive to achieving the goal of the 

incentives.  Studies should take time to more carefully analyze the norms spread 

through social capital bonds.   

Future studies should also test different types of incentives, particularly 

developing meaningful job differentiation.  Certain school districts and charter 

networks such as Achievement First are making early forays at such a design.  These 

plans have the virtue of moving the incentive conversation of simply providing a 

bonus for superior performance to asking how to take some extra money and both 

reward quality instruction while improving other teacher’s instruction.  One could 

envision rewarding teachers by reducing instructional loads to focus on specialized 

professional development, mentoring other teachers, developing curriculum, or 

working with district leadership to create new instructional systems or 

incorporating new strategies such as improving the integration of technology.  Of 

course, such a reward system would demand more sophisticated methods of 

determining performance than simply a student achievement test.  On that front, 

many districts are making progress. 

Most important for any future research is to thoroughly interview and survey 

teachers and administrators during the implementation period in an ongoing 
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fashion.  This study reached teachers well after implementation and could not 

establish a baseline.  The official evaluation of DATE essentially only covered the 

first two years of the program.  To truly see the effects of an incentive program a 

thorough baseline needs to be established, follow-up interviews during 

implementation, and then survey work after implementation to test if any 

instructional changes endure without the incentive.  Moreover, the study needs to 

see if any positive instructional practices that were done voluntarily before the 

incentive ceased after the incentive, indicating a shift of the workforce from intrinsic 

to extrinsic motivation. 

Limitations 

 These suggestions for future studies begin to suggest the multiple limitations 

of this study.  First, the study examined the effects on teachers at the very end.  It 

had no baseline to compare it to aside from teacher perception.  This was fine to 

present how teachers felt that they responded to the incentive, but it would have 

been preferable to have a means of comparing perception to reality—or even to see 

how perception changed over time.  Moreover, as a means of testing perception, it 

would have been preferably to couple the focus group interviews with a broadly 

administered survey of relational trust as well as some questions about the 

response to the incentive.  While every effort was made to triangulate the results 

with the available evidence, the survey would have lent more weight to the findings. 

 Secondly, the focus groups were subject to selection biases.  The rules of 

selecting focus group participations by the district limited the ability to randomly 
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select participants.  The researcher attempted to follow up with the campus if the 

participants appeared too one sided or tried to get other interviews using a 

snowball technique.  However, these follow-ups were successful only once and for a 

case that ultimately was excluded from the study for low overall numbers of 

participants.  Nevertheless, in gauging teacher perception, even if the overall 

campus response differed from the way the focus group presented it, the results 

consistently showed a connection between perceived social capital and perceived 

response to the grant, which leads me to have confidence in the findings. 

 Finally, this study only presented six campuses of a DATE program that 

included over 1500 and it only looked at elementary school campuses, which are 

different than middle and high school.  The statistical analysis that was meant to 

buttress the focus groups was weak at best.  First, the measure of student 

achievement only captured growth in the first year of implementation, not over the 

full policy period.  Secondly, the model only measured grant components.  A more 

robust model would have operationalized existing support structures for teachers 

and campus climate factors.  Such a test might have been possible by using the 

survey data from the official DATE evaluation, but the researcher was unable to 

acquire that data in usable form. 

 Although the findings of this study are quite limited, they are consistent with 

the pre-existing incentive literature that expecting educators to improve their 

performance by offering a bonus is a fruitless pathway.  However, in the right 

climate, incentives can work in conjunction with the intrinsic motivation of teachers.  
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While it may seem trite, almost all teachers would like to make more money.  

However, they value greatly a workplace environment in which they feel connected 

to their like-minded colleagues and feel as if they have made a difference in their 

student’s lives.  If such conditions also happen to bring about a check, all the better.   
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Appendix A: Focus Group Protocol 
 
Directions to the focus group: This is a focus group in which we will be discussing your 
participation in the DATE program.  Although you have all signed a consent form, I wish to 
remind you that you are not obligated to answer any of the questions you do not wish and if 
participation at any point becomes uncomfortable for you, you may leave the group without 
penalty.  All we ask is that you answer the following questions as thoughtfully as you can, 
and we wish to encourage you to engage both the questions and each other on this topic.  
Thanks again for agreeing to be here. 
 
Introductions: 
Name, teaching position and years experience, how many years on a D.A.T.E.  campus, and 
your role with the D.A.T.E.  grant). 
 

FEELINGS TOWARD D.A.T.E.- BEFORE AND AFTER IMPLEMENTATION 
 

1) What did you think was the purpose of the grant? How was it explained by the 
district/campus? 

 
2) Did you feel that your plan goals were fair and aligned with what you were doing as 

a district/campus? Did this change over time? 
 
 

D.A.T.E.  GOALS 
 

3) WRITE DOWN YOUR RESPONSE: 
Overall, when presented with grant goals, did you feel that you understood how to 
achieve them?  
 

4) Did campus or district leadership provide assistance in reaching DATE goals? How? 
Did you feel that DATE was a priority? To what extent did campus leadership assist 
with instruction? 

 
5) Would you agree with the statement that reaching D.A.T.E.  goals was the result of 

your actions? Team of actions? Random? 
 

SOCIAL CAPITAL 
 

6) WRITE DOWN YOUR RESPONSE:  How would you characterize the level of 
professional culture and level of collaboration of your campus?  
 

7) Talk to me about structure for collaboration in your district.  How much time do you 
have in the day to work with peers? What are your PLC meetings like? 
 

8) During the period you were implementing D.A.T.E., did the level of collaboration 
change on your campus? How? 
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9) Talk to me about the type of interactions you have on your campus.  How often do 
you have professional conversations on campus? How did D.A.T.E.  fit in the 
conversation? 
 
 

10)  If given a chance, would you have wanted your DATE goals to have been the result 
of team production or individual performance? 

 
 FINAL REFLECTIONS  

 
11) Teaching is usually considered to be a job with intrinsic rewards.   For those that 

received or did not receive a DATE award, what did that mean to you?  
 

12) Would you want your campus to sign up for another 3-years of D.A.T.E.?  Why? 
 

13) Overall, do you feel that you responded to the incentives of the grant? Did you find 
that your colleagues responded? How? 
 

14)  What was gained by having DATE? What was lost? 
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Appendix B: Quantitative Results 
 

The data set classifying all of the characteristics of DATE applications has the 

following categories for Part II programs: student achievement, campus 

achievement, collaboration award, tutoring or mentoring, complete professional 

development, teacher evaluation, recruitment or retention stipend, mentor or 

master teacher stipend, additional professional development money, and money for 

data capacity.  The question posed was do any of the categories that would classify 

as teacher support structure have any effect on the student achievement? To answer 

this question, a series of regression analyses were performed using the normalized 

change in effect size outcome variable generated by the official DATE evaluation.  

Very few criteria of the grant produced a significant outcome. 

 The following tables show the results for two models.  The first include all of 

the Part II types identified in the data set, including rewards for campus and 

individual student achievement.  The second omits them, showing just the Part II 

activities that could be considered a support to instruction. 
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Table 8. Regression with all Part II Factors 
 
 
  Source |       SS       df       MS              Number of obs =    1475 

-------------+------------------------------           F( 13,  1461) =    3.44 

       Model |  .939616404    13  .072278185           Prob > F      =  0.0000 

    Residual |  30.6552883  1461  .020982401           R-squared     =  0.0297 

-------------+------------------------------           Adj R-squared =  0.0211 

       Total |  31.5949047  1474  .021434806           Root MSE      =  .14485 

 

------------------------------------------------------------------------------ 

effectsize~e |      Coef.    Std.  Err.       t    P>|t|     [95% Conf.  

Interval] 

-------------+---------------------------------------------------------------- 

Campus Award*|   .0214376   .0095708     2.24   0.025     .0026636    .0402115 

Other Perf.   |   .0166979   .0108875     1.53   0.125     -.004659    .0380548 

Collaborate  |   .0003655   .0132336     0.03   0.978    -.0255934    .0263244 

Tutoring     |  -.0179792   .0119584    -1.50   0.133    -.0414367    .0054783 

Complete PD  |   .0093467   .0117475     0.80   0.426    -.0136971    .0323905 

Evaluations *|  -.0327689   .0137048    -2.39   0.017    -.0596522   -.0058857 

Attendance   |   .0217627   .0133562     1.63   0.103    -.0044367     .047962 

Other Action |   .0157405   .0137602     1.14   0.253    -.0112514    .0427324 

Retain Teach*|   .0363654    .013832     2.63   0.009     .0092326    .0634981 

Retain Admin |  -.0508033   .1038335    -0.49   0.625    -.2544819    .1528754 

Mentor/Mast.  |  -.0042497   .0163179    -0.26   0.795    -.0362587    .0277593 

     Fund PD |  -.0094543   .0103912    -0.91   0.363    -.0298375    .0109289 

Data Systems*|    .026573   .0087893     3.02   0.003      .009332     .043814 

       _cons |  -.0034672   .0082287    -0.42   0.674    -.0196086    .0126742 

------------------------------------------------------------------------------ 

 
Table 9. Regression of Teacher Support Structures 
 
     Source |       SS       df       MS              Number of obs =    1475 

-------------+------------------------------           F( 11,  1463) =    3.32 

       Model |  .768649509    11  .069877228           Prob > F      =  0.0002 

    Residual |  30.8262552  1463  .021070578           R-squared     =  0.0243 

-------------+------------------------------           Adj R-squared =  0.0170 

       Total |  31.5949047  1474  .021434806           Root MSE      =  .14516 

 

------------------------------------------------------------------------------ 

effectsize~e |      Coef.    Std.  Err.       t    P>|t|     [95% Conf.  

Interval] 

-------------+---------------------------------------------------------------- 

Collaborate  |   .0057279     .01304     0.44   0.661    -.0198511    .0313069 

Tutoring*    |  -.0238499   .0117774    -2.03   0.043    -.0469524   -.0007474 

Complete PD  |  -.0018076   .0111018    -0.16   0.871    -.0235847    .0199695 

Evaluations* |  -.0226415   .0132525    -1.71   0.088    -.0486375    .0033545 

Attendance   |   .0252209   .0133014     1.90   0.058    -.0008711    .0513128 

Other Act.    |   .0176067   .0134693     1.31   0.191    -.0088144    .0440278 

Retain Teach*|   .0351626   .0138426     2.54   0.011     .0080091     .062316 

Retain Admin |  -.0741201   .1037289    -0.71   0.475    -.2775934    .1293532 

Mentor/Mast.  |  -.0173025   .0153666    -1.13   0.260    -.0474453    .0128404 

     Fund PD |  -.0055381   .0103204    -0.54   0.592    -.0257825    .0147062 

Data Systems*|   .0356507   .0081628     4.37   0.000     .0196386    .0516627 

       _cons |   .0108603   .0060139     1.81   0.071    -.0009366    .0226572 

------------------------------------------------------------------------------ 
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 When examining both of these models, the most important factor is that the 

different Part II criteria do not contain much of the variation in student 

achievement.  The r-squared values (.02) for both models are almost negligible.  

This is also reflected in the normalized effect size change of specific critieria.  Under 

the first model, the following factors are significant at the .05 level: campus 

achievement, teacher evaluation, recruitment and retention stipends, and data 

capacity.  Dropping the achievement controls, leaves the same significant factors, 

except adding a significant result for tutoring and mentoring (while making the 

other significant results a little more robust). 

Yet, none of these criteria amounts to much.  The strongest finding, data 

capacity, is only worth about .03 of the normalized score change from the first to 

second year of DATE.  This is roughly equivalent to the overall impact DATE on total 

student achievement scores, or about a half a question on the TAKS test.  

Interestingly, tutoring and mentoring and rewarding positive evaluations had a 

negative impact on student performance.  While all of these results are significantly 

different from zero, the effect size is so small as to have almost no practical 

significance to guide plan formation. 

To try and find a more robust result, the different criteria were combined to 

see if having a teacher support structure mattered (combining the second result 

above into one dummy variable).  The result is in Table 10, below. 
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Table 10. Regression by All Teacher Support Structures Combined 
 
      Source |       SS       df       MS              Number of obs =    1525 

-------------+------------------------------           F(  1,  1523) =    5.26 

       Model |  .113235669     1  .113235669           Prob > F      =  0.0219 

    Residual |  32.7639483  1523   .02151277           R-squared     =  0.0034 

-------------+------------------------------           Adj R-squared =  0.0028 

       Total |   32.877184  1524  .021572955           Root MSE      =  .14667 

 

------------------------------------------------------------------------------ 

effectsize~e |      Coef.    Std.  Err.       t    P>|t|     [95% Conf.  Interval] 

-------------+---------------------------------------------------------------- 

T.  Support   |   .0257476   .0112226     2.29   0.022     .0037342    .0477609 

       _cons |  -.0245804    .021336    -1.15   0.249    -.0664314    .0172706 

------------------------------------------------------------------------------ 

 
Under this scenario, the above result holds up.  Having a teacher support 

structure in the grant is statistically significant, but the effect is so small (r-

squared=.003) as to not hold any practical significance.   The result holds up 

regardless of the type of Part I award in the program.  On their own, neither having 

an individual or team award in Part I of the grant is statistically significant: 

 
Table 11. Regression by Individual-Level Part I Award 

 
      Source |       SS       df       MS              Number of obs =    1485 

-------------+------------------------------           F(  1,  1483) =    1.00 

       Model |  .021664758     1  .021664758           Prob > F      =  0.3179 

    Residual |  32.1921357  1483  .021707442           R-squared     =  0.0007 

-------------+------------------------------           Adj R-squared = -0.0000 

       Total |  32.2138005  1484  .021707413           Root MSE      =  .14733 

 

------------------------------------------------------------------------------ 

effectsize~e |      Coef.    Std.  Err.       t    P>|t|     [95% Conf.  

Interval] 

-------------+---------------------------------------------------------------- 

Part I Indv.  |   .0076598   .0076673     1.00   0.318    -.0073802    .0226998 

       _cons |   .0207207   .0056171     3.69   0.000     .0097024    .0317389 

------------------------------------------------------------------------------ 
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Table 12. Regression by Group-Level Part I Award 
 

  Source |       SS       df       MS              Number of obs =    1519 

-------------+------------------------------           F(  1,  1517) =    0.37 

       Model |  .007994772     1  .007994772           Prob > F      =  0.5422 

    Residual |  32.6254773  1517  .021506577           R-squared     =  0.0002 

-------------+------------------------------           Adj R-squared = -0.0004 

       Total |   32.633472  1518  .021497676           Root MSE      =  .14665 

 

------------------------------------------------------------------------------ 

effectsize~e |      Coef.    Std.  Err.       t    P>|t|     [95% Conf.  

Interval] 

-------------+----------------------------------------------------------------

Part I Team  |   .0050997   .0083643     0.61   0.542    -.0113071    .0215066 

       _cons |    .019877   .0070887     2.80   0.005     .0059724    .0337816 

------------------------------------------------------------------------------ 

 
Adding teacher support structures to the model does not change the 

significance of the Part I award, but the support structures do maintain their 

significance in the presence of the difference types of Part I award. 

Table 13. Regression by Support Structures and Part I Award Type 
 
Source |       SS       df       MS              Number of obs =    1479 

-------------+------------------------------           F(  3,  1475) =    2.89 

       Model |  .186959684     3  .062319895           Prob > F      =  0.0343 

    Residual |  31.7833653  1475  .021548044           R-squared     =  0.0058 

-------------+------------------------------           Adj R-squared =  0.0038 

       Total |   31.970325  1478  .021630802           Root MSE      =  .14679 

 

------------------------------------------------------------------------------ 

effectsize~e |      Coef.    Std.  Err.       t    P>|t|     [95% Conf.  

Interval] 

-------------+---------------------------------------------------------------- 

Team Award   |   .0078466   .0102524     0.77   0.444    -.0122642    .0279574 

Part I Indv.  |   .0122904   .0089384     1.38   0.169    -.0052429    .0298238 

T.  Support*  |   .0278338   .0120394     2.31   0.021     .0042176    .0514499 

       _cons |  -.0395094   .0226407    -1.75   0.081    -.0839208    .0049021 

------------------------------------------------------------------------------ 

 
The r-squared (.005) has increased somewhat from when the teacher 

supports were considered alone, but it does not make that much of a difference. 
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