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Teacher Incentive Fund–Leadership for Educators’ Advanced Performance (TIF-LEAP), a multi-year performance-based compensation initiative in Charlotte-Mecklenburg Schools (CMS), focused on improving teaching and learning in a select group of high need schools. Benefiting from a community culture that supports using monetary incentives to encourage and reward employee performance, the district partnered with the Community Training and Assistance Center (CTAC) in 2007 to seek, obtain and implement a Teacher Incentive Fund (TIF) grant from the U.S. Department of Education.
The TIF-LEAP initiative introduced two approaches to performance-based compensation—Student Learning Objectives (SLOs) and a value-added measure (VAM)—into a total of twenty schools over the course of implementation. The initiative established a structure through which teachers and principals earned bonuses for demonstrated increases in student academic growth.
Already complex and multi-layered, the initiative was seriously affected in years four and five as the recession roiled the district budget and accordingly district schools. CMS maintained its matching fiscal commitment to the TIF-LEAP initiative, but planning for and implementing teacher layoffs, principal changes, school closures, and school reorganizations influenced outcomes in the final years of implementation.
After a peak performance year (2009-10), with all twenty schools phased in and both approaches implemented, the following year (2010-11) turned into what evaluators came to call “the perfect storm.” Misunderstandings and misgivings about the VAM rankings among many participants and the implementation of a new teacher appraisal system started the year, while layoff notices and plans for closing and reorganizing selected schools dominated the spring. The TIF-LEAP schools experienced significant turnover in principals, and the superintendent left later in the spring. At the beginning of year five, the overall number of participating schools was reduced to eleven. The TIF-LEAP initiative concluded with the 2011-12 academic year.
It’s More Than Money is the evaluation of the initiative, based on five years of observations, annual stakeholder surveys and interviews, and analyses of SLO artifacts and student achievement results. As the title of the report indicates, improving teaching and learning through performance-based compensation is an enterprise that does not run on the promise of monetary incentives alone. Success depends on more than money.
The descriptive statistical analysis shows increases in student achievement attributable to the TIF-LEAP initiative. This analysis examines the North Carolina End-of-Grade student results from TIF-LEAP schools together with those of comparison schools:
•The growth rate of students in TIF-LEAP schools is greater than that of students in the comparison schools. Although the TIF-LEAP schools start with lower student performance, by the end of year four, the student test scores in both mathematics and reading are closely approaching those of the comparison schools.
•The TIF-LEAP schools show greater resilience to the negative shocks resulting from the economic recession, including teacher layoffs, and planning for school closures and restructuring that occurred in 2010-11. Student test scores in the TIF-LEAP schools grew at a lower rate in that year than in the previous school year. However, they grew at a higher rate than the comparison schools that experienced the same disruptions.
The longitudinal hierarchical linear models provide the estimated effects of the TIF-LEAP initiative on student achievement. They show that TIF-LEAP had a positive impact on the participating schools which is both statistically and practically significant. Specifically,
•In terms of mathematics achievement, students in TIF-LEAP schools on average have a growth rate 12% greater than students in the comparison schools.
This growth difference is substantial and means that the TIF-LEAP students are growing 12% more than the 0.8% annual growth rate of the comparison schools. This growth translates into 0.34 points annual growth difference between TIF-LEAP and comparison students. As a result, at the end of year four of the initiative, the test scores of students in the TIF-LEAP schools improved, cumulatively, 1.4 points more than students in the comparison schools. This growth brings the TIF-LEAP schools close to par with the comparison schools (students in TIF-LEAP schools started 1.5 points lower than students in the comparison schools at the beginning of the initiative).
•In terms of reading achievement, students in TIF-LEAP schools on average have a growth rate 13% greater than students in the comparison schools.
This growth difference is substantial and translates into 0.44 points annual growth difference between TIF-LEAP and comparison students. As a result, at the end of year four of the initiative, the test scores of students in the TIF-LEAP schools are only 0.7 points lower than those in the comparison schools. The initial test scores of the TIF-LEAP students started 2.5 points lower than students in the comparison schools.
Three cross-sectional HLM analyses were conducted over the course of the TIF-LEAP initiative. The findings of the cross-sectional HLM models vary by subject and year. The first cross-sectional analysis is for 2008-09, the first year of SLO implementation. The full SLO effects on student achievement were expected to phase in over several years of implementation. The findings in the first year support this expectation:
•There are positive, statistically significant associations between the attainment of Target SLOs and student achievement both in mathematics and in reading.
•There is no statistically significant association between the quality of SLOs (as indicated by the rubric rating) and student achievement in this first year.
The second cross-sectional analysis is for 2009-10. In terms of achieving higher student performance, this is the peak year of SLO implementation. The key findings are:
•There are positive, statistically significant associations between the quality of SLOs and student achievement. This finding means that a teacher’s SLO rating relates positively to student achievement in elementary school mathematics, elementary school reading, and middle school mathematics.
•There are positive, statistically significant associations between the attainment of SLOs and student achievement at the elementary school level. This finding means that the students whose teachers met their SLOs achieved higher scores in elementary school mathematics and reading.
The third cross-sectional analysis is for 2010-11. In this school year, as a result of the increase in the number of students and classrooms, the investigation is conducted at the individual grade level in grades 4-8 rather than combining grades into elementary and middle school analyses. The key findings are:
•There is a positive, statistically significant association between the quality of SLOs and student achievement in mathematics in grade five.
•There is a positive, statistically significant association between the attainment of SLOs and student achievement in reading in grade six.
The district began implementing Student Learning Objectives in year two of the initiative as an approach to measuring the connection between teacher performance and student achievement. Specifically, SLOs were implemented in the first ten schools in 2008-09 and in ten additional schools which joined the initiative in 2009-10.
Nearly 4,000 teacher-developed SLOs were evaluated for this study, using CTAC’s four-level rubric that examined content, expectations, completeness, and coherence. The study also examined (1) whether or not the growth targets set by teachers for their SLOs were attained (met or not met) and a bonus collected, and (2) the relationship between the quality of each SLO and the attainment of the growth target. The analysis showed:
•The overall relationship between the quality of SLOs and their attainment is positive. Year-by-year findings vary with the highest correlation found in 2009-10. The relationship between the quality of an SLO and its attainment (meeting or exceeding the growth target set by the teacher) is statistically significant. It shows that the higher the quality of the SLO, the greater the likelihood it will be attained.
Further, the number of years a teacher participates in SLO implementation matters.
•Teachers in the initiative for three years of SLO implementation develop higher quality SLOs and have greater success in attaining their SLOs. The relationships between the quality of an SLO and its attainment to the teacher’s length of time in the initiative are statistically significant.
Setting and reaching SLO targets was a new practice for teachers and principals, and the learning curve for both participants and initiative staff is evident as teachers and TIF-LEAP staff gained experience between the first and second years of SLO implementation. The second year of SLO implementation (2009-10) is the strongest year overall for SLO-related performance, in particular, as well as for the fully implemented initiative, in general. The analysis of the third year of SLO implementation (year four of the initiative) finds decreases in some areas, as many teachers and schools were affected by the fiscal crisis which led to layoffs and school closures.
Survey and interview responses show:
•The Curriculum and Instruction Department identified SLOs as a district instructional best practice. Numerous teachers in the TIF-LEAP schools declared an intention to continue the process after the conclusion of the initiative.
•Beyond the bonus payouts, teachers valued the data analysis, planning, and instructional elements of the SLO process. These elements resonated with teachers as being significant to teaching students more effectively and to advancing their professional growth.
•The SLO process provided teachers and principals with the tools to look carefully at their students through the lens of more timely and better baseline data. They observe that they had greater capacity to analyze each student’s progress and set growth targets that stretched and encouraged every student.
•The SLO baseline data analysis—prior to setting targets and planning instruction—prompted more in-depth analysis about the best instructional strategies to meet student needs.
•The new North Carolina Teacher Evaluation Process, implemented in year four of the initiative, reinforces the TIF-LEAP work with SLOs, according to teachers, principals, and the TIF-LEAP team.
CMS leadership introduced a district-developed VAM in 2009-10. The VAM applied to teachers and administrators in the TIF-LEAP schools at the end of 2009-10. It was continued in 2010-11 and 2011-12.
Like SLOs, the district-developed VAM was piloted as a measurement of the link between teacher performance and student achievement. In TIF-LEAP, only teachers in tested grades and subject areas were eligible to receive an individual VAM bonus; that is, teachers whose students participated in the North Carolina EOG/EOC assessments. In order to receive the VAM bonus, those eligible teachers had to have (1) a VAM score at or above the 70th percentile (be in the top 30% of teachers in the district); and (2) as with SLOs, a rating of proficient or above on their performance evaluation.
•In 2009-10, 318 of the 875 teachers participating in TIF-LEAP taught in a state-tested grade or subject area. Of these eligible teachers, 34.7% (119 out of 318) received a VAM bonus.
•In 2010-11, 240 of the 733 teachers participating in TIF-LEAP taught in a state-tested grade or subject area. Of these eligible teachers, 36.6% (88 out of 240) received a VAM bonus.
In terms of the relationship between the VAM and SLOs, the analysis shows:
•Teachers in TIF-LEAP schools who received a VAM bonus are more likely to have high quality SLOs. This relationship applies to 2009-10 and 2010-11. It is statistically significant in 2009-10.
Related findings from the analysis of interviews and survey data include:
•The VAM rankings, first distributed by the Accountability Department at the close of 2009-10, became public before teachers understood what the rankings meant and how the use of the VAM information would impact them. When the VAM rankings were announced, it became apparent that many teachers had misunderstandings and/or misgivings about the accuracy and use of the value-added approach to measure teacher performance.
•Despite their perceptions of a lack of transparency surrounding the introduction and use of the VAM, most TIF-LEAP teachers and principals are more positive about the use of student academic growth as performance measures than teachers in other district schools.
•Principals require more professional development on the technical aspects of value-added measures so they can assist with messaging and addressing the concerns of teachers.
In designing and implementing the TIF-LEAP initiative, CMS became benefactor and beneficiary. The district role as benefactor included: entering into and committing financially and organizationally to the TIF grant, designating leadership and professional staff, and implementing a senior level governance structure.
CMS became a beneficiary in several ways. Students benefited as evidenced by the promising results in student achievement, even in difficult times. Other benefits also accrued to CMS as a learning organization.
Key findings include:
•TIF-LEAP teachers and principals accepted accountability for student learning results, both at the school and classroom levels. When districts or states seek to measure educator effectiveness, the leading and sometimes the only story is about teacher and principal pushback against the use of student assessment results to evaluate or compensate performance. However, survey and interview data show that TIF-LEAP teachers and principals maintained a measured openness to performance-based systems throughout the initiative.
•Having a teaching staff with a high degree of professional accountability for their own performance is a substantial asset, but capitalizing on it demands a requisite investment from the district. CMS leaders perceived the potential of performance-based compensation as a lever for systemic reform. They mobilized staff and resources from a variety of departments to help bring the initiative quickly to life.
•The approach or vehicle selected to measure teacher performance, whether for compensation, evaluation, or employment, matters. There are fundamental differences among approaches, including who is eligible to participate. Implementing multiple approaches can provide more nuanced and defensible information, but requires a thoughtful design that integrates the approaches.
•Looking at students through the lens of student growth stimulates different thinking about student progress than does the use of the proficiency lens alone. Leaders indicate TIF-LEAP served as a catalyst in moving the district to having an institutional emphasis on student growth.
•A more systematic and evidence-based approach to developing, evaluating, compensating, and placing effective teachers requires the availability of a teacher database that shows how teachers move within the district and why. This is a district challenge.
•The ongoing management of priorities in a district and schools that are launching new approaches to measuring teacher performance is of high importance. With a large number of new programs on the agenda, competing priorities within the district and their impact on the TIF-LEAP schools were a recurring concern for key CMS leaders—board members and central administrators. Their concern was referenced frequently in interviews. On the one hand, competing priorities in a large district is a given; but on the other hand, competing priorities affected the overall narrative of the TIF-LEAP initiative as well as the outcomes.
•The first rule of communications is “message times one thousand.” The importance of this rule became pronounced when the district experienced difficulties in communicating effectively about the VAM and was undergoing budgetary cutbacks, school closures, and related changes.
•On-site, customized professional development—supported with timely follow-up and troubleshooting—proved an effective delivery mode for building new skills, such as developing SLOs. Teachers and principals continually praised and advocated for the use of the TIF-LEAP model for all professional development.
The TIF-LEAP experience contributes to a broader, research-based, and practical understanding of what is required to effectively implement performance-based systems for purposes of compensation and evaluation. Specifically, the national implications drawn from the TIF-LEAP initiative are highlighted below.
•An effective performance-based system requires a dual emphasis on support and accountability.
•SLOs provide a measure of student growth and a measure of teacher practice—and quality matters with both.
•The whole process counts when implementing Student Learning Objectives.
•Learning Content and Instructional Strategies are key to effective SLOs.
•Effective SLO implementation requires distinguishing between training, professional development, and leadership development.
•The four pivotal considerations when introducing a value-added measure are role, understanding, fairness, and application.
•Performance-based systems must meet three standards of validity—statistical, educational, and political.
Increasing student achievement means identifying and fostering an outstanding teacher for every classroom. Supported by federal financial incentives, states and districts are taking up the challenge of connecting compensation and evaluation to effective teaching. In so doing, they are catalyzing a national movement towards performance-based reforms.
Charlotte-Mecklenburg Schools is an accomplished district. In its laboratory of performance-based approaches, the district experienced what worked and what did not. In navigating through a fiscal crisis, the district managed to keep the initiative going. As a result, the initiative benefitted students, teachers and administrators—thereby demonstrating that, when it comes to effective performance-based systems, more is involved than money alone.
Even through two decades of standards-based reform and accountability measures for schools and districts, there have been frequent reminders that when it comes to learning, one should never forget that it is the teacher that matters most. Indeed, “variations among teachers dominate school quality differences,” overwhelming all other school inputs.1 More recently, a study of a large number of students conducted over a longer period of time and in greater depth found elementary and middle school teachers to have a wide-ranging and long-lasting positive impact on students, even beyond academic success.2
The ascendant status of highly effective teaching—teaching that gets results—in the hierarchy of classroom learning variables is widely acknowledged. Who does not admire great teaching? Or have a story about an influential teacher? Yet, until recently, state and district policies and practices that recognize, assess, and systematically strengthen and reward effective teaching have been the exception. Traditionally, neither teacher performance appraisal systems nor compensation schedules have differentiated among teachers based on the outcomes of their students; and trustworthy assessments to measure the teacher effectiveness: student achievement link across the spectrum of grade levels and subjects remain scarce to non-existent.
New federal programs, such as the Teacher Incentive Fund and Race to the Top, have focused the reform spotlight on linking student results to teacher evaluation and compensation. How can states and districts improve their teacher performance appraisal and compensation systems to insure that all children have great teachers? How can teacher effectiveness be measured? How should outstanding teaching be recognized and rewarded?
Improving student learning by providing awards for effective teaching has been the focus of a five-year initiative in Charlotte-Mecklenburg Schools (CMS). A county district in North Carolina serving more than 135,000 students, CMS is well regarded nationally for its resolute commitment to educational and organizational excellence and was awarded the Broad Prize in 2011.3 Seeking to encourage the best teaching in its highest need schools, the district partnered with the Community Training and Assistance Center (CTAC) in 2007 to create and implement a performance-based compensation initiative in 20 schools in the district through the Teacher Incentive Fund.
It’s More Than Money is the evaluation of performance-based compensation in twenty schools in CMS. It examines the structure of the initiative, including the role of technical assistance and district support. It analyzes two different approaches to measuring teacher performance for the purpose of improved student learning and to awarding extra compensation: (1) Student Learning Objectives (SLOs), an instruction-based approach; and (2) a district-developed value-added measure (VAM), an assessment-based approach. Moreover, the evaluation provides a comprehensive perspective on the initiative based on five years of implementation.
Examining the genesis, development, and implementation of the SLO approach together with the incorporation of the VAM approach provides a study in the opportunities, complexities, benefits, and challenges that arise in measuring and compensating the impact of teacher effectiveness on student growth. It is at once an inspirational chronicle that draws one into the promise of performance-based compensation and a cautionary tale that alerts any district starting down this path that significantly more is at stake than money alone.4
Effective teaching was very much on the minds of the members of the Board of the Denver Public Schools and the Denver Classroom Teachers Association in the fall of 1999 when they agreed during contract negotiations to pilot an approach to performance pay for teachers who demonstrated an impact on student learning. Together with the Community Training and Assistance Center, teacher and administrative leaders developed and refined a design for performance-based compensation and conducted an evaluation of how it worked. The outcome of the study and the genesis of ProComp, a fundamentally reformed teacher salary schedule, are both well documented in Catalyst for Change: Pay for Performance in Denver (2004)5 and Pay-for-Performance Teacher Compensation: An Inside View of Denver’s ProComp Plan (2007).6
The ground-breaking design that Denver implemented as the basis of extra compensation and later included as a component in ProComp has come to be known as Student Learning Objectives (SLOs) and has been adapted for use in performance-based compensation systems in Austin, Texas as well as CMS. More recently, SLOs increasingly are being chosen for use in teacher evaluation systems in numerous states and districts throughout the nation.
Using the foundation established in Denver, the TIF-LEAP initiative in Charlotte-Mecklenburg extended and strengthened the scaffolding of best teaching practice around SLOs, particularly in the area of direct, school-based professional development and technical support for teachers. As observed by TIF-LEAP staff members, teacher and principal participants, and district leaders, the SLO process expanded the concept and role of baseline data in planning for results and demonstrated a method by which teachers can plan, teach, and assess with greater precision and more science. Further, the SLO process ignited a redefinition of student achievement for the entire district, from a measure on a proficiency scale to a measure of student growth based on the comparison of individual student starting and ending points. Finally, the SLO approach smoothed the way in the TIF-LEAP schools for the introduction of the new North Carolina Teacher Evaluation Process, with its emphasis on collecting evidence of teaching effectiveness.
Value-added refers to a statistical methodology7 that accounts for prior student achievement in estimating the teacher’s contribution to a student’s learning—the value-added. Analyses of this type are constructed with multi-tiered statistical models that account for individual student factors and other classroom and school covariates known to influence student learning, such as socioeconomic status, class size, and attendance, in order to isolate the teacher’s contribution. The availability of these sophisticated models and the access to better data enable districts and researchers to isolate the effect of the teacher from myriad other influences on student learning. It is an attractive approach to many who are responsible for evaluating and compensating teachers but also has detractors among both educators and statisticians who question its suitability for measuring individuals.8
The individual value-added measure in Charlotte-Mecklenburg was reported as a percentile ranking assigned to teachers (of assessed grades and subjects) and schools in the initiative based on a multi-level model. It was developed by the district’s Accountability Department staff using student performance from the North Carolina End-of-Grade/End-of-Course assessments (EOG/EOC) and other selected covariates believed to be relevant to student learning in the district. The VAM approach did not require changes in teacher classroom practice as did SLOs, but the methodology of the VAM, as well as the teacher rankings, did prove to be unexpectedly complicated to communicate purposefully to participants.
The story of implementing Student Learning Objectives in CMS is compelling. It demonstrates that when teachers have better information about their students earlier in the year, and a heuristic for using that data for better decisions, they can more effectively plan for, teach, and meet student growth targets. It shows that the investment in the implementation of new initiatives pays off when district leadership can create and sustain systemic conditions that engender greater fidelity to the design and more stability in the implementation of an initiative.
Further, by implementing two different approaches—the instruction-based SLOs and the assessment-based VAM—the TIF-LEAP initiative “provided a laboratory,” according to the thinking of one district official, in the effects of teacher and principal performance bonuses and their promise for improving learning. The fact that the two approaches to performance-based compensation were piloted in the same schools in overlapping time intervals became a significant complicating factor in understanding their impact, as this evaluation will show. That does not mean that multiple approaches to compensation awards cannot be effectively integrated, as they are today in Denver’s ProComp, especially if planned co-terminously for that purpose.
New initiatives confront obstacles. How effectively participants and leaders work through the challenges to stay the course is one indicator of an initiative’s resilience and potential for success. The economic recession that occurred during implementation of the TIF-LEAP initiative presented an atypical set of implementation obstacles. Maintaining district finances, unfortunately, dictated layoffs, staffing changes, and eventually school closures and reorganizations. These all impacted the spirit and shape of the initiative, particularly in the fourth and fifth years. However, the professional manner in which teachers, principals, project staff, and district leadership maintained a commitment to the initiative is a lesson for states and districts struggling to move forward during difficult times.
Most teacher evaluation systems have not traditionally assessed individual teachers’ contribution to student achievement, often for lack of effective and inclusive assessment instruments and well-integrated student and teacher data systems. As states and districts—stimulated by federal incentives—seek better methods of teacher performance appraisal with the goal of placing an outstanding teacher in every classroom, the Student Learning Objectives process, which originated as a performance-based compensation model, is being adapted for use as the student growth component of annual teacher performance reviews.
Recently, state education departments, including North Carolina, school districts, national teacher centers, and teacher organizations involved in implementing Race to the Top (RTTT) projects around the country, are joining the U.S. Department of Education in investigating and advancing Student Learning Objectives as one measure of teacher effectiveness. A major advantage of SLOs as a measure of teacher performance is their adaptability to all grades and all subjects. More importantly, SLOs originate in the instructional milieu of the classroom that teachers understand well and over which they believe they have the greatest influence. However, SLOs still require the thoughtful and strategic involvement of other district systems and resources in order to provide effective principal leadership, focused professional development, reliable student assessments, and timely technology support.
Value-added approaches, when used for compensation and evaluation purposes, are under scrutiny from (1) some researchers and statisticians/analysts9 who point to too much variability in the VAM ratings and too many inconsistencies and inaccuracies for use as the only measure in high stakes decisions about individual teachers; and (2) teacher organizations, which promote access to compensation opportunities and fair appraisals for all of their membership. These concerns notwithstanding, value-added approaches are playing an important role in research about teacher effectiveness and other education topics and in the development of policies and practices that promote and support teacher effectiveness.
The Community Training and Assistance Center conducted the evaluation of performance-based compensation in CMS by examining the quality of the implementation and the impact of the TIF-LEAP initiative on teacher effectiveness and student achievement in the participant schools, using a variety of data and analyses over the life of the initiative. In addition, CTAC sought and studied the ideas and perspectives of TIF-LEAP participants, district and initiative leaders, students, and parents and community members on the progress, quality, and significance of the TIF-LEAP initiative in CMS.
This evaluation provides information about the inner workings of a many-faceted initiative and its impact on teacher performance and student achievement, all of which were identified and analyzed through the large volume of data collected over time from a variety of sources.
The nuts and bolts of the TIF-LEAP initiative are found in Chapter I, which describes the goals of the Teacher Incentive Fund and the priorities and practices of CMS with respect to incentive-based reform. It follows the actions of district leaders and CTAC in establishing a governing structure to guide and maintain the initiative; to select and support the participant schools; and to staff and implement the project. It introduces the work of the instruction-centered SLO Design Team, which with CTAC’s counsel set up the design parameters of Student Learning Objectives as the basis of the first performance-based compensation approach. Finally, it describes the inclusion of a value-added measure as a second approach through which eligible participants could earn bonuses. This chapter also includes a table which provides an overview of the initiative.
The work of the TIF-LEAP initiative provides a case study in the introduction of two different performance-based compensation approaches into multiple school settings for the purpose of measuring and rewarding effective teaching. Chapter II outlines the theoretical underpinnings, design, and implementation of each approach. It also provides a picture of the work of the TIF-LEAP team introducing a process that involved changes in both teacher and principal/supervisor practice. Finally, this chapter provides a comparison of the implementation features of the two approaches using principles of compensation reform.
The design of the evaluation is the subject of Chapter III. The discussion includes a description of the evaluation questions, the method of selecting comparison (control) schools, the data collected over the life of the initiative, the limitations presented by the data and how they were addressed, and the tools of analysis.
The next two chapters examine the relationship between teacher performance and student learning. The quality and attainment of Student Learning Objectives developed by teachers in TIF-LEAP schools is the subject of Chapter IV, together with a review of the relationship between VAM bonuses and the quality of SLOs. Chapter V investigates the impact of the TIF-LEAP initiative on student growth over three years on the North Carolina EOG tests.
As part of the evaluation of the TIF-LEAP initiative, the Community Training and Assistance Center annually surveyed teachers and school-based administrators and conducted interviews with district leaders and samples of TIF-LEAP and non TIF-LEAP teachers and principals. Additionally, questions about linking teacher performance and pay were included on the district’s annual phone survey of parents and community members. Chapter VI provides an overview of the perspectives gathered from these groups and shows how opinions were influenced over time by ongoing developments in the initiative and changes in district circumstances.
Finally, Chapter VII draws on TIF-LEAP’s accomplishments and presents their implications in the broader national school reform context.
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In 2007, Charlotte-Mecklenburg Schools (CMS) and the Community Training and Assistance Center (CTAC) sought and were awarded a Teacher Incentive Fund (TIF)1 grant in the second cohort of districts and agencies approved by the U.S. Department of Education. The TIF initiative for CMS, Leadership for Educators’ Advanced Performance (LEAP), got underway in the 2007-08 academic year and concluded with the 2011-12 academic year. Over the five years of the grant, an allocation of $11,880,267 from the Teacher Incentive Fund was augmented with $8,641,327 in local contributions for a project total of $20,521,594. These funds were largely targeted to performance bonuses for teachers and principals based on evidence of student growth.
For Charlotte-Mecklenburg Schools, the 19th largest district in the country in 2008-09,2 attracting and retaining highly effective teachers in high need, difficult-to-staff schools is a serious priority. In 2006-07, nearly 70% of the district’s 161 schools qualified as high need; 65% of schools did not meet Adequate Yearly Progress (AYP) goals, as required by No Child Left Behind (NCLB); and 36% of students at the high school level performed below proficient on state tests. The year prior (2005-06), CMS had been identified for NCLB District Improvement. Thus, at the time of the TIF proposal, CMS was developing a foundation, in concert with other educational initiatives, that could help engender and nourish outstanding teaching and inspire higher levels of learning in its highest need schools.
Created in 2006 by Congress during President George W. Bush’s administration as part of an appropriations bill, the Teacher Incentive Fund was expanded and supported in 2009 through the American Recovery and Reinvestment Act (ARRA) during President Barack Obama’s administration. Integral to TIF is an assumption that performance-based compensation can be linked to better teaching and better outcomes for high need students. TIF’s stated goals include: (1) improving student achievement by increasing teacher and principal effectiveness; (2) reforming teacher and principal compensation systems so that teachers and principals are rewarded for increases in student achievement; (3) increasing the number of effective teachers teaching poor, minority, and disadvantaged students; and (4) creating sustainable performance-based compensation systems.3
The Teacher Incentive Fund provides a federal funding stream dedicated to reforming the single salary schedule, a well-recognized traditional compensation system that remunerates teachers and principals according to length of service, or longevity, and attainment of educational credits beyond the baccalaureate degree, with little or no reference to the nature, quality, or results of their work. Traditional compensation systems usually fail to account for (1) the differences in working conditions among schools; (2) the demand for scarce, specialized teaching skills; and (3) the individual teacher’s effectiveness in the classroom.
The Teacher Incentive Fund has emerged as an important resource nationally for the design and study of alternative teacher and principal compensation approaches and best practices in linking those to the quality of student outcomes. It is possible that learnings from TIF programs will not only refine compensation and human capital management systems, but will also contribute to improvements in other teacher-related policies and practices, such as teacher evaluation, district placement practices, new teacher induction, improved teacher retention, and professional development.
Federal funding of compensation reform in education alleviates some of the difficulty that states and districts face in garnering adequate resources and building the political will to change entrenched practices, even where such practices are generally deemed ineffective. Providing federal funding dedicated to piloting innovative and promising practices has the potential to stimulate creativity and build a sound knowledge base about teacher performance policies that benefit teachers and students.
The establishment of and the ongoing commitment to the Teacher Incentive Fund by the U.S. Department of Education emanate from a theory that indiscriminate compensation and performance appraisal systems inhibit districts in meeting critical student learning goals. By promoting and incentivizing the development of new policies and practices for the strategic selection, placement, and retention of the best teachers with students who need them the most (but who may get fewer than their fair share), the Teacher Incentive Fund is testing its hypothesis and contributing to greater understanding of fundamental education reform.
By advancing the district in 2007-08 as a candidate for TIF funding, the leadership of CMS and CTAC relied on strong evidence of a readiness to succeed within the district, both in pursuing better outcomes for students and in electing compensation reform as a pivotal strategy to do so. First of all, the district’s strategic plans, two of which have governed district priorities during the initiative, advocate for every school to have a strong, effective principal and for every classroom to have an effective teacher. As one component of Strategic Plan 2010: Educating Students to Compete Locally, Nationally and Internationally, the district established an Achievement Zone to address the needs of 10 of the district’s highest need schools, identified as Low Performing or Priority schools by the state of North Carolina.4
Recognizing the challenge of staffing these highest need schools as well as the district’s 100 other high need schools, the Superintendent of Schools and other district leaders established performance-based compensation as a core component of systemic reform and a catalyst for much needed improvements in student achievement. The learnings and gains of the TIF-LEAP initiative, which was created under Strategic Plan 2010, fed into the development of the district’s subsequent Strategic Plan 2014: Teaching Our Way to the Top with its two key goals of (1) improving teaching, and (2) managing performance.
Over a ten-year period prior to seeking TIF funding, CMS had experimented with a variety of bonus and incentive programs. A state program, North Carolina’s ABC program5 had been modeled on early efforts with performance pay in Charlotte-Mecklenburg. The history of that decade, outlined below, demonstrates that a district with experience in the use of incentives to strengthen the teaching force and improve student achievement existed prior to its engagement with the Teacher Incentive Fund.
•Incentives for School-Based Performance: The North Carolina State ABC program provided cash incentives up to $1,500 to certified staff (principals and teachers) and teacher assistants in K-12 schools making high or expected academic change as determined by the NC General Assembly, subject to budget approval. The Local Accountability Bonus (LAB) provided bonuses up to an additional $800 to staff (principals and teachers) at schools that met both Adequate Yearly Progress (AYP) and ABC goals. In 2004-05, staff at 72% of schools districtwide received the ABC awards, and staff at 54% of all schools received LAB awards.
•Incentives for Classroom Level Performance: During 2004-05, a pilot was conducted in 11 schools based on specific individual goals for each employee in the areas of attendance, professional development and student achievement. Twenty-three percent of instructional staff achieved stellar performance in 2004-05. The Successful Teacher and Administrator Reward (STAR), a locally funded program initiated in 2005-06, was aimed at high need schools, recognizing teachers and principals with bonuses of up to $1,400 and $5,000, respectively, based on End-of-Course or End-of-Grade state assessments, as well as teachers of grades K-2 or exceptional children.
•Signing Bonus: A variety of signing bonuses for teachers were available through the district in amounts ranging from $1,000 to $3,000, with the higher amounts for teachers at high need schools. Teachers of hard-to-staff subject areas were eligible for an additional $500 Critical Needs bonus.
•Master Teacher Bonus: To attract and retain teachers at high need schools, bonuses ranging from $1,500 to $2,500 were made available to teachers who could meet a set of criteria, including certification and licensure in the appropriate field, higher education, years of experience, and credentials for specializations (advanced placement, academically gifted, international baccalaureate).
•Targeted Recruitment and Retention Bonus: To increase quality teaching at four high need high schools—Garinger, Waddell, West Charlotte and West Mecklenburg—one-time signing bonuses ($10,000) and retention bonuses ($5,000) were made available to a limited number of teachers who demonstrated high score results in their classroom on EOC assessments.
•Principal Compensation Incentives: Annual principal salary increases were differentiated based on a performance matrix. Principals at high need schools also were eligible for Master Administrator bonuses of $2,500 based on a set of criteria demonstrating education, experience and credentials. In addition, as noted above, principals were eligible for bonuses based on student achievement, aggregated at the school level, consistent with CMS goals and the North Carolina ABC program.
•Other: Tuition reimbursement was provided on a limited basis in high need schools. Teachers with National Board Certification were eligible for a salary increase.
A local compensation committee composed of teacher, principal and administrative leaders was convened in February 2006 to steer an effort to build on these programs in order to develop an effective and comprehensive performance-based compensation system with more accountability and measurable results for the district.
Based on previous extra compensation efforts and the priorities of the strategic plan, a consensus had emerged among CMS leaders in favor of a more comprehensive, performance-based compensation system tied directly to the goals of increasing student achievement. The decision to move beyond the piecemeal incentive programs discussed in the previous section was based on data that demonstrated (1) the persistence of student underperformance, and (2) disappointingly low numbers of teachers and principals choosing to participate in incentive programs when given an opportunity, especially at the highest need schools.
Further, the community urged the district to address gaps in student achievement and hold teachers and administrators accountable for student achievement. This imperative was also reflected in the opinions of the Citizens Task Force on Education, a group charged with examining CMS outcomes and making recommendations to the Board and Superintendent.
Feedback from teacher focus groups in the district at this time made clear that while teachers and principals were open to incentive pay, the pre-existing programs were deemed ineffective because criteria overlapped, were duplicative, and/or were too restrictive. This feedback was an indication that the incentives of the past had not been substantial enough to drive change in the classroom, schools, and district systems and had lacked the clarity and sustainability to attract enough participants to make a difference.
Thus, district leadership, armed with a new strategic plan, community backing, and supporting data and feedback related to previous programs, was interested in 2007 in seeking support from the Teacher Incentive Fund and moving forward on a new approach to reward teachers and improve student learning.
The introduction of the TIF-LEAP initiative into the priorities and culture of the district involved establishing goals commensurate with both district needs and requirements of the federal grant. Further, it was necessary to identify the source(s) of matching funds and the fiscal management that must attend the awarding of merit supplements. As the size and complexity of the grant demanded, the next task was creating and developing a governance structure to oversee the design, implementation, communication, and procedures for the initiative. Finally, an important task was the identification of participant schools in accordance with the criteria of the grant and the needs of the district’s students and teachers.
Leadership for Educators’ Advanced Performance (LEAP), the initiative resulting from the five-year grant from the Teacher Incentive Fund, took the form of a defined program of merit-based supplements for teachers and principals tied to student growth in, initially six and ultimately, 20 of the district’s highest need schools, with the following goals:
•Provide differentiated levels of compensation based on student achievement gains and teacher/principal evaluations that include multiple classroom observations;
•Support the recruitment and retention of qualified teachers and principals in hard-to-staff schools and subjects;
•Build teacher and principal capacity to increase student achievement by aligning and improving district systems in support of the schools; and
•Develop district capacity to implement, scale-up, evaluate and sustain a performance-based compensation system, with measurable impact on student achievement.
The TIF-LEAP goals attest to the initiative’s operating premise that aligning teacher and principal performance and compensation, the district’s single largest expenditure area, with improved student achievement, the district’s highest priority, is fundamental.
The amounts of the TIF award and Charlotte-Mecklenburg’s match over the life of the initiative, as well as the amount of funds dedicated to incentives or teacher and principal merit-based supplements, the term used for extra or bonus compensation by the Teacher Incentive Fund, are shown in Table I.1.
The incentives budget—the amount for teacher and principal merit supplements and benefits—accounts overall for more than 70% of available TIF-LEAP funds. Other TIF-LEAP budget items include project administration personnel and related costs, technology, technical assistance, research, and evaluation costs.
The TIF-LEAP Steering Committee6 became a standing body of representative CMS leaders convened to oversee the development and implementation of the initiative. Charged with assuring that the initiative met its stated goals and used the funds judiciously for its purposes, the Steering Committee led the planning and initial payouts of the initiative. Because the initiative, as proposed, impacted most district systems, a breadth of appointees from the following departments7 and areas of the district served on the committee:
•Accountability
•Charlotte-Mecklenburg Association of Educators
•Communications
•Curriculum and Instruction
•Finance
•Human Resources
•Information Technology
•Participating Schools
•Planning and Project Management
•Principals: TIF-LEAP Schools (2)
•Professional Development
•School Zone Leadership
•Superintendent’s Office
•Teacher Advisory Council
•TIF-LEAP Team8
Three members of the CTAC staff served as non-voting attendees at the Steering Committee meetings to provide research findings, technical counsel, and oversight of the federal grant. The Board of Education appointed one of its members as liaison to the TIF-LEAP initiative in order to facilitate the exchange of information and ensure a link between practice and policy.
TIF-LEAP started up in the first year under the supervision of Human Resources, but the initiative’s supervision was moved to Curriculum and Instruction in the second year, commensurate with the selection of Student Learning Objectives—an instruction-focused performance-based compensation approach.
Four major working groups were charged by the Steering Committee with completing the initial development and implementation tasks as well as planning for the long-term effectiveness and sustainability of the initiative. These groups included:
•Human Resources/Finance Working Group
•Instructional Support Working Group
•Principals’ Working Group
•Student Learning Objectives Design Team
While contributing to task completion, working groups also provided a vehicle to increase the number and expertise of participants involved in the planning and development of the initiative, identifying essential supports, and looking ahead at fiscal sustainability.
A communication plan was developed for the initiative through the auspices of the communication and public information arm of the district. As shown in Table I.2, first phase communication goals and measures related to promoting awareness and building support in participant schools and the entire district, and second phase goals and measures primarily related to the awareness and support among parents and community members.
The most visible tool for the communication and public information effort, the TIF-LEAP section of the district website (www.cms.k12.nc.us), provided updates about the project and sources of further information. Annual board reports and presentations by the TIF-LEAP team were posted in the Board section of the website. Wider dissemination of information about the TIF-LEAP initiative occurred primarily through the participation of the TIF-LEAP team members and district leaders in state and national conferences on performance-based compensation, teacher evaluation, and Student Learning Objectives, which led to the widespread sharing of implementation materials developed by the TIF-LEAP team. Awareness and support among participants and constituents for compensation reform and the effectiveness of communication about the initiative was tracked largely through surveys and interviews conducted annually by CTAC, the results of which are discussed in Chapter VI.
A pillar of effective compensation reform is teacher involvement, such as providing potential participants an opportunity to examine and opt into a compensation initiative.9 However, the Teacher Incentive Fund criteria, which include a goal of “increasing the number of effective teachers teaching poor, minority, and disadvantaged students,” signaled to CMS leadership that TIF-supported initiatives must be implemented in schools with high need populations. Ultimately, the schools selected were ones deemed to be of highest need and priority. Even with the lack of an opt-in opportunity, survey and interview data throughout the initiative showed that administrative and teaching staff at the selected schools supported the concept of performance-based compensation, including rewards based on increased student growth.
For example, survey data from the fall of 2008 indicate that all respondent groups at the participant school (TIF-LEAP) sites favored rewards to teachers for overall school improvement (95.7% principals, 94.1% assistant principals, and 84.7% teachers), only slightly more than they favor awards for individual classroom teachers (88.6% principals, 91.2% assistant principals, and 84.8% teachers). A comparison of TIF-LEAP and non TIF-LEAP school responses on that same survey shows that members of TIF-LEAP schools agree at a higher level to both approaches than do members of non TIF-LEAP schools, but respondents were generally positive about the concept of performance awards.
The TIF-LEAP schools selected by the district were phased in over a three-year period beginning with six schools in the first year, moving to a total of ten in the second year, and reaching the maximum in the third year. Because one of the high schools originally designated for participation (Garinger) was reorganized into five small schools, the actual full slate of participant schools in the third and fourth years rose to twenty (20) rather than the projected sixteen (16), without changing the number of teachers and students included in the initiative. In the fifth and final year of the initiative, school closures, reorganizations, and repurposing reduced the number of participating schools to eleven (11), though serving mostly the same students. Table I.3 outlines the history of school participation in the TIF-LEAP initiative.
For 2011-12, four (4) of the twenty TIF-LEAP schools were closed; one (1) was repurposed (as a language academy); three (3) were reorganized into a K-8 configuration; and five (5) small high schools were re-integrated into a comprehensive high school. The decision to make structural changes, including closings, in the last year of the initiative ensued from CMS budget cuts necessitated by the revenue impact of the national recession. However, the decision of the district and most10 of the remaining participant schools to stay the course during the final year despite fiscal/structural changes speaks to the serious commitment that had characterized the initiative.
Layoffs of teachers, in both 2010-11 and 2011-12, also impacted the continuity of the initiative. All schools participating in the initiative were impacted by cutbacks, closures, and reorganizations in the final year (2011-12) of the initiative. Not surprisingly, district discussions in the year preceding layoffs and school changes were also distracting for the staff whose positions and school placements were at risk, as evidenced in interviews conducted in the winter of 2011.
The performance-based compensation work of the TIF-LEAP initiative resulted in two approaches to merit-based supplements for principals, assistant principals, and teachers in the twenty participating schools. The initial approach selected for implementation in year two of the initiative is known as Student Learning Objectives, also referred to as the SLO process, and a different approach, implemented in year three is called the value-added measure, or VAM.
The design and development of SLOs was the work of the Student Learning Objectives Design Team, under the leadership of the Curriculum and Instruction Department, while the VAM was formulated by the Accountability Department and executed through an ad hoc group, confirmed by the Steering Committee. The approaches are described briefly here and discussed more extensively in Chapter II.
Planned during year one and implemented beginning in year two of the initiative, a Student Learning Objective is described by the TIF-LEAP team in training materials as: “a targeted, long-term goal for advancing student learning. This data-informed process involves diagnosing and improving specific student learning needs. Each SLO includes the following six components based in effective instructional design: learning content, population, interval, assessment(s), growth expectations, and strategies.”11 In this compensation approach, teachers are active participants—analyzing data, selecting a focus and a growth target, choosing teaching strategies, and assessing students—who work with their principal/supervisor and, if they so choose, with colleagues to reach a student growth target. All classroom teachers in the participant schools, regardless of the grade level or subject taught, develop SLOs. Through collaboration, non-classroom teachers with teaching responsibilities, such as resource specialists, may participate on a team with classroom teachers.
In 2009-10, CMS leadership moved forward with the implementation of a value-added measure, a statistical methodology designed to measure a teacher’s effectiveness in raising the scores of his/her students on the annual North Carolina End-of-Grade or End-of-Course assessment. The VAM is calculated through a multilevel model in which students are nested within classrooms, which are nested within schools. The VAM “provides a rating of the relative performance of a teacher after adjusting for conditions that are outside of a teacher’s control (such as the number of student absences).”12 As designed and implemented, the value-added process compared the effectiveness of teachers of tested grades and subjects districtwide, expressed as a percentile ranking.
A critical task for the governance of compensation reform programs is to create the “rules of the road.” Decisions about who is eligible to participate in a compensation program and who is not, and any requirements or criteria for participation and receipt of an award, must be as clear as a teacher contract and administered in a consistent, fair, and equitable way.
Eligibility decisions are rarely straightforward, however. For example, “who is a teacher?” A teacher is not always a person with a classroom and 30 students, but may also be a resource teacher, a special education teacher, a media teacher, etc. If there is a decision to include teachers who do not have classrooms with rosters of assessed students attached to their names, then a method for evaluating their contribution will need to be devised and agreed upon. As shown in Table I.4, the TIF-LEAP Steering Committee decided to base eligibility on direct instruction.
Teacher awards for SLOs were based on meeting growth targets set by the teacher on one or two objectives that had been approved and verified by the principal. The TIF-LEAP teacher eligibility for an SLO compensation award was predicated on an established set of teacher criteria that included ratings of proficiency on annual performance evaluations, percentage of time teaching, and submission of required documents. Additionally, the SLO approach required participation in a training component.
The VAM approach required teachers to teach in the assessed grades and subjects14 and to be proficient on performance evaluations. In the 20 TIF-LEAP schools, teachers whose VAM scores ranked at or above the 70th percentile using the district’s VAM for applicable courses, earned individual bonuses. Additionally, teacher and principal eligibility for school level performance bonuses was earned by those TIF-LEAP schools that performed in the top 40% of the district as determined by the VAM.
Just as important as a clear delineation of eligibility is the management of the payout structure so that (1) the amount of the merit-based supplement or bonus is clear, and (2) those who do qualify receive the money in the designated pay period.
The evolving payout structures in the successive years of the initiative demonstrate the Steering Committee’s responses to changes in number of participants, district leadership priorities, and available funding, as well as to the number and type of compensation approaches funded under the grant. Tables I.5, I.6 and I.7 show the changes in the payout structures over three years.
The Teacher Incentive Fund and Charlotte-Mecklenburg Schools bonded because the goals of the federal program and those of CMS dovetailed. CMS had a demonstrated need and commitment to improve teaching and learning in high need schools, as well as a history and a willingness to use incentive funds available at the local and state levels to meet its goals.
The thoughtful work of the Steering Committee got the initiative off the ground; developed a governance structure to establish and monitor the parameters and payouts of merit-based supplements; and phased in the district-selected participant schools. It adopted Student Learning Objectives as the initial approach for improving and measuring teaching effectiveness and awarding bonuses. Later, a value-added measure was added to the initiative.
Over five years, it can be expected that conditions will change in schools and in a district. Two such phenomena occurred in Charlotte-Mecklenburg Schools that had a significant impact on the shape and outcome of the TIF-LEAP initiative: (1) a structural change to the initiative, that took effect in year three, to accommodate the addition of the VAM approach in the participant schools; and (2) unusually deep fiscal cuts, necessitated by the national recession, that led to teacher layoffs and school closures and reorganizations. Table I.8 at the conclusion of this chapter shows the major changes over the five years of the initiative.
The district, particularly through the TIF-LEAP team, worked to keep the initiative on a steady keel and maintain fidelity in the implementation of the performance-based compensation approaches.
1 The Teacher Incentive Fund is authorized in P.L. 109-149—the Departments of Labor, Health and Human Services, and Education, and Related Agencies Appropriations Act, 2006, Title V, Part D.
2 The 2011-12 enrollment is 138,012 K-12 students as reported on the CMS website at http://www.cms.k12.nc.us/cmsdepartments/StudentPlacement/PlanningServices/Pages/Enrollmentdata.aspx.
3 http://www2.ed.gov/programs/teacherincentive.
4 School zones were reorganized again in 2010-2011.
5 “A” for Accountability, “B” for an emphasis on the Basics, and “C” for increased local Control.
6 During year one of the initiative (2007-08), the TIF-LEAP Steering Committee was known as the Compensation and Support Task Force.
7 Some department names changed over the course of the initiative.
8 The district and grant provided the TIF-LEAP initiative with a staff that included an Executive Director, a Student Learning Objectives Specialist, a Compensation Specialist, a Senior Assessment Program Analyst, and a Senior Administrative Secretary, all referred to as the TIF-LEAP Team. The Executive Director, Student Learning Objectives Specialist, and Senior Assessment Program Analyst became members of the Steering Committee.
9 Slotnik, W. (2009). It’s more than money: Making performance-based compensation work. Center for American Progress at http://www.americanprogress.org/issues/2009/07/more_than_money.html.
10 The new principal of a restructured school opted out of the initiative for 2011-12, though the teachers who wished to continue to develop SLOs could do so in cooperation with the TIF-LEAP staff.
11 http://www.cms.k12.nc.us/CMSDEPARTMENTS/TIF-LEAP/Pages/StudentLearningObjectives.aspx.
12 The VAM description is adapted from the TIF-LEAP initiative description at www.cms.k12.nc.us, a brief “CMS TIF-LEAP Value-Added Measure of Teacher Effectiveness,” and “Notes for Ann Helms on Value-Added Calculation” at www.cms.k12.nc.us.
13 2011-2012 Implementation Guide for TIF-LEAP, Charlotte-Mecklenburg Schools.
14 At least two years of assessment data on a teacher’s students are fundamental to the statistical analysis that determines the VAM, so having a minimum of students with two or more annual assessment scores is required.
Implementing performance-based compensation is a complex undertaking. Implementing two different approaches to performance-based compensation compounds the complexities, with effects both beneficial and distractive. To understand the outcomes of the TIF-LEAP initiative, it is critical to look at the two adopted approaches to performance-based compensation, the reasoning and research related to each approach, and the features of their design, development and implementation.
Teacher performance evaluation for the purposes of either compensation or employment appraisal is based on various measures of teacher effectiveness,1 such as: (1) observations and/or evaluations of the effectiveness of teacher input (what teachers do); (2) analyses of the effectiveness of teacher output (student performance); or (3) a combination of input and output measures. The district-developed value-added measure is in the second category, measuring teacher output based on analyses and ranking of teacher contributions to student growth on the EOG/EOC assessments. Student Learning Objectives are in the third category, improving the planning and quality of the teacher-developed learning objectives (input) and measuring student growth on the SLO target (output).
A decision to provide monetary incentives is based on the assumption that they will lead to increased teacher effort and/or to changes in teacher behavior that will, in turn, increase effectiveness and result in measurable increases in student achievement. Though many dimensions of teaching may be observed and measured to judge teacher effectiveness, a teacher’s contribution to student growth on state assessments is the current gold standard for policymakers in incentive-based programs.
In both approaches implemented through the TIF-LEAP initiative, teacher effectiveness is ultimately measured by student growth. However, the approaches differ in opportunity, participant input, focus, theory, comprehensiveness, professional development, and assessment tools. The design, theory, and implementation features of each approach are explored in the following discussion.
Student Learning Objectives are grounded in teaching craft and practice. Teachers engage in precise instructional planning in order to gain better results with their students. In the process of developing and submitting SLOs, teachers analyze student performance data, including prior achievement data and the results of any pre-tests administered. They then compose a designated number of objectives (usually two), using a multi-component protocol. The protocol also guides teachers in selecting significant standards-based learning content and suitable assessments aligned with the content and standards.
Teachers evaluate baseline data, identify student needs, project student growth targets, and provide rationales for their decisions. Teachers also seek and plan the most effective instructional strategies to meet identified student needs and establish an appropriate interval of instructional time. At a designated time, teachers collect and present evidence of the level of attainment of their objectives.
SLOs differ by involving teachers in a process that brings (1) greater precision to the instructional analyses that go into developing objectives, and (2) more science to the art of teaching through thoughtful baseline data analyses and student growth projections.
Principals have a significant role in reviewing and approving teacher objectives, strengthening the delivery of instruction, and validating the teacher’s evidence of attainment and eligibility for bonus pay.2 Teachers may choose to collaborate with their colleagues in developing objectives but are accountable as individuals for the outcomes. For example, a group of fourth grade teachers may collaborate on the content, assessment and interval of instruction in their SLOs, but because they have different students and different baseline data, they set different growth targets.
While goals and objectives are commonplace in district and school settings, SLOs differ by involving teachers in a process that brings (1) greater precision to the instructional analyses that go into developing objectives, and (2) more science to the art of teaching through thoughtful baseline data analyses and student growth projections. The depth of thinking and the extent of original teacher work generated throughout the SLO process runs counter to many educational trends that require teachers to follow published lesson scripts.
Student Learning Objectives form a solid foundation for awarding extra compensation to teachers who show evidence of a positive impact on student learning. First formulated and piloted by the Denver Public Schools (1999-2004), these teacher-developed objectives create a direct, credible link between learning and earning and remain a component of the multi-layered compensation system in Denver, known as ProComp.3
From design to implementation to mid-course corrections, teacher leaders and the union in Denver did much of the heavy lifting in collaboration with the administration and Board of Education. They were also the advocates for an independent evaluation of the pilot. A four-year evaluation conducted by CTAC in Denver found that students whose teachers crafted the highest quality objectives showed more than a year’s worth of gain on the Colorado Student Assessment Program and the Iowa Test of Basic Skills at all three school levels during each year of the four-year study.4
The evaluation found that SLOs get better results than conventional instructional objectives because they are developed and implemented through a more thoughtful, evidence-based process with a more selective use of teaching and assessment practices. While building on teacher craft knowledge and respecting the teaching realm that is the classroom, SLOs challenge teachers to (1) think critically about their instructional decisions; (2) ground decisions firmly in sound data analyses and learning theory; (3) follow stricter rules of evidence in the evaluation of student growth than may be typical of most classroom practice; and (4) be accountable for student results.
SLOs challenge the entire school system to perform better on behalf of teachers and students.
In performance-based compensation initiatives, the SLO approach enables all teachers to participate, not just those who teach the state-tested subjects and grades. This is a critical feature for teacher leadership in most districts, and nationally. Additionally, the SLO process engages participants in a cluster of teaching practices associated with student achievement,5 increasing their likelihood of succeeding and earning their incentive. Finally, SLOs challenge the entire school system to perform better on behalf of teachers and students.
The process of developing, implementing, and assessing SLOs takes into account the strengths of teachers and still challenges them to improve. The reasons SLOs6 are considered well suited for both promoting and measuring teacher effectiveness in the classroom are enumerated below.
1.The development or selection of classroom instructional objectives is decidedly a teacher activity. The SLO process respects teachers as professionals, starting with something they know and extending their thinking about student learning.
2.Developing learning objectives is usually part of teacher “boot camp,” a familiar activity.
3.Instructional (or planning) objectives are commonplace in many curriculum guides, textbooks, and other materials that teachers use in the classroom.
4.Improving the timeliness and availability of student data for teachers strengthens the quality of objectives, and can positively impact the effectiveness of the district’s student data system for teachers, as the need for timely and accessible student information scales up.
5.The SLO process dovetails with and enhances other reforms. It does not impose a teaching method or conflict with state, district, or Common Core standards. It works for individual teachers, teachers in professional learning communities, and teachers of special services.
6.The implementation of SLOs promotes a “planning backwards” approach to instruction, encouraging more thoughtful and analytical uses of assessments when planning instructional strategies and measurements with student results in mind.
7.Even though objective-setting is pervasive in classrooms, schools, and districts, in-depth assessment of outcomes or evaluation of results may be either cursory or passed over all together. An objective-based compensation system influences an entire organization to become more accurate, open, and reflective about student outcomes.
Teacher quality is the most critical variable in student achievement. Using an incentive approach that maximizes a teacher’s capacity to plan, focus, problem-solve, and seek solutions in order to improve student achievement capitalizes on an under-utilized resource in education reform—a thinking classroom teacher.
In interviews and focus groups, teachers discuss why SLOs work as authentic measures of their performance. Like teachers in Denver, teachers in Charlotte-Mecklenburg describe being more focused and more knowledgeable about their students’ strengths and needs as a result of the process. They attribute increased collaboration among their colleagues to the shared experiences of developing SLOs. They are also reflective about SLOs that do not succeed and what they will do differently next year. In this regard, the SLO process is not only an incentive initiative, but also a professional development initiative that is more than a one-day workshop.
Studies from the organizational psychology field shed light on why a teacher’s setting an objective and then working to get a good result can be more effective than other types of organizational goal setting. One meta-study of organizational goal setting indicates that the most difficult goals produce the highest levels of effort and performance and that the more specific (what, who, when, by what standard) and personal the goals, the greater the likelihood of attaining them.7 This analysis also finds that individual goals affect performance by: (1) directing attention and effort toward activities that are relevant; (2) energizing, or creating greater effort; (3) impacting effort (i.e., more time on task); and (4) arousing “task-relevant knowledge and strategies.”
To summarize, well-crafted SLOs help teachers to improve student learning by (1) expanding on what teachers know and do best; (2) promoting greater depth and rigor in thinking about and planning instruction; (3) creating the conditions for professional learning and development; and (4) triggering changes in attention and focus, effort, time on task, and use of task-relevant knowledge and strategies. Rather than assuming that monetary incentives alone will generate changes in teacher practice that lead to student improvement, the SLO approach is intended to prompt changes in practice that result in better outcomes for students.
The TIF-LEAP Steering Committee evaluated various incentive and compensation programs and consulted extensively with stakeholders before selecting Student Learning Objectives to be the foundation of the performance-based compensation system in the initiative. The committee then charged the SLO Design Team to design and develop the SLO approach. The SLO Design Team was comprised of district and school site educators—teachers, principals, subject specialists, project specialists, and department heads, joined by department specialists in assessment, accountability, technology, and professional development—and supported by research and technical counsel of CTAC.
Because the SLO process is not a pre-packaged reform, it needs to be customized to the district curriculum, instruction, and assessment program and supported by other district systems such as data and technology. Thus, initiating SLOs in participant schools represented a significant commitment from many professionals in Charlotte-Mecklenburg Schools.
The original seven components selected as the core of the SLO framework were adapted from ones developed in the Denver Public Schools. These included: population, learning content, rationale, strategies, interval, assessment and targeted growth. Building on the Denver design, the SLO Design Team developed an SLO Guide that elaborates each element or trait, providing “guiding questions” and “criteria” to prompt critical thought as well as clarity and quality in the implementation process. Participants indicate that a document such as the SLO Guide serves as more than a planning outline. It assures that everyone involved in the process works with common understandings of the components required and the level of rigor expected.
Over time, the traits and heuristics of the original SLO design in CMS were refined, clarified, and simplified into six traits, as shown in Table II.1. The original component “Rationale” was folded into all of the other components with the addition of “why?” to the questions.
In addition to designing the SLO components and a heuristic for teachers and principals to use, the SLO Design Team, with the help of technical counsel, worked to identify and address thorny system-related issues and potential challenges, including the need for (1) prompt teacher access to student data, (2) a description of the types and purposes of assessments and assessment item banks currently available to teachers, and (3) the development of an intra-district web-based platform for teachers to upload their SLOs and principals to review and approve them.
The SLO Design Team also addressed a myriad of issues related to assessments and their validity and reliability, professional development, and leadership training. From system support to project management, the SLO Design Team focused on the breadth and complexity of planning and implementation.
Student Learning Objectives are, at root, an instructional reform. Because much of the required expertise of SLO implementation resides in the instructional area, placing the initiative under the direction of this unit of the district proved to be a pivotal decision in CMS. Cast in the leading roles of implementing Student Learning Objectives in the ten schools in year two of the initiative and ten additional schools in years three and four, the TIF-LEAP team from the Curriculum and Instruction Department became the “face of Student Learning Objectives” in the schools.
The priority for the TIF-LEAP team beginning in the fall of 2008 was to introduce SLOs to teachers and then assist them through the process of crafting objectives. The TIF-LEAP team assisted teachers and principals in developing SLOs aligned with district and school plans, state and local standards, district curriculum, and assessments, while assisting teachers to use data to identify, analyze, and address student needs. In implementing SLOs, teachers learned to map the destination(s) for their students and pinpoint the position of each student before starting the road trip, planning a route to get all students there.
Implementation work, no matter how well planned, is about keeping one’s eye on the goal while catching myriad balls coming one’s way. Over the course of the initiative, the TIF-LEAP team maintained fidelity to the SLO process while refining and making mid-course improvements to strengthen the initiative. The TIF-LEAP team’s support was frequently cited by participants as a model for delivering a high standard of services to schools and teachers.
Teacher and principal interviews together with analyses of artifacts of the implementation highlight the fact that services provided by the TIF-LEAP team were of particular importance to participants:
•providing ongoing school site training and timely services to participants;
•fostering rigor in assessment choices and practices;
•increasing the level of science in teacher planning;
•linking SLO processes to teacher evaluation; and
•analyzing and auditing SLO implementation for improvement.
Providing Ongoing School Site Training and Timely Services to Participants. Teachers and principals in the participant schools identified in interviews what they valued most about the TIF-LEAP team’s efforts—the hands-on training method that led to ongoing access to and support from the team. Teachers preferred not to leave their campuses for training, so the TIF-LEAP team provided training and follow up at each school, working out a schedule in collaboration with the principal and faculty.
In addition to on-site training, the TIF-LEAP team prioritized communication with teacher and principal participants, responding to requests for assistance within a day, and going out to the school to troubleshoot or to follow-up directly with individual teachers, as needed. Many interviewees, both participants and district leaders, advocated the use of the TIF-LEAP team’s service model for all professional development, believing it to be a particularly beneficial method for an initiative that (1) required more expert uses of technology; and (2) was of higher stakes for teachers because compensation was connected directly to success.
The TIF-LEAP team created training and guidance materials for introducing teachers and principals to SLOs and guiding them in the process that included: (1) an annually updated how-to handbook about SLOs and district expectations and policy; (2) a walkthrough of the features of the student data system with a technical expert8 where teachers learned to retrieve the information they needed for a baseline analysis of their students’ strength and needs; and (3) a demonstration of the web-based platform for completing and managing SLOs.
Further, the TIF-LEAP team served as an interface between the schools and relevant district departments to address problems emerging in implementation. As an example, the web-based platform required several iterations to become more effective and user friendly. Interestingly, in describing their concerns related to the platform, teachers separated their dissatisfaction with the technology from their appraisal of the overall process and the implementation services of the TIF-LEAP team.
Fostering Rigor in Assessment Choices and Practices. SLOs derive much of their effectiveness and acceptance from the fact that they are grounded in classroom practice. Where classroom assessment practice is ineffective, the SLO process will reveal it. Assessment is an area of school and teacher practice that, when left to drift, may become fraught with inconsistencies, idiosyncrasies, and biases. Over the course of the initiative, the TIF-LEAP team pressed for rigor in the assessments used in SLOs, particularly by providing tools for more careful critiques and decisions regarding assessments. These efforts promoted:
•alignment between the assessment and the content/standard being taught;
•appropriate and consistent timelines for pre- and post-assessments based on the interval of instruction;
•verification of the reliability of the items on the pre- and post-assessments;
•avoidance of bias in test items;
•the use of multiple measures for purposes of validity;
•the explanation of the method of evaluating divergent (open-ended) items on assessments;
•verification that the same assessment(s), pre and post, were used; and
•rationales for all of these choices, including test modifications.
Ultimately, the web-based software guided teachers through an analysis of their selected assessment. Principals acted as the arbitrators of assessment choices and results, and teachers were required to keep their pre- and post-assessments for potential audits.
Increasing the Level of Science in Teacher Planning. Through their own commitment and effort, and with the support of the TIF-LEAP team, many teachers and principals say that they came to view SLOs as “not merely objectives as usual.” They found that SLOs had the potential to impact the outcome of student learning through data-informed planning. They also felt that, through the process, teachers generated better information about what students already knew or needed to know, thereby helping them focus and refine their teaching.
The TIF-LEAP team described9 how SLOs measure teacher performance in areas that affect student learning, finding evidence that SLOs demonstrate how a teacher diagnoses student learning needs and progress and uses that knowledge to target effective interventions and set measurable expectations for student growth. Further, SLOs measure the depth of a teacher’s knowledge of content and pedagogy as well as his or her skill in selecting and using instructional strategies that engage students, including reflecting on one’s practice and adjusting, where needed.
Additionally, SLOs improve a teacher’s use of measures, including the increasing use of multiple forms of measurement; the attention to the alignment and rigor of the assessments; the more frequent use of assessments to diagnose and provide student feedback; and the expanded teacher capacity to evaluate the quality and reliability of assessment instruments and results.
Observations made by the TIF-LEAP team and evaluators about the use of the SLO process and its impact on teacher practice resonate with research that finds “effective teachers are able to:
1.understand subject matter deeply and flexibly;
2.connect what is to be learned to students’ prior knowledge and experience;
3.create effective scaffolds and supports for learning;
4.use instructional strategies that help students draw connections, apply their learning, practice new skills, and monitor their own learning;
5.assess student learning continuously and adapt teaching methods to students;
6.provide clear standards, constant feedback, and opportunities for revising work; and
7.develop and manage a collaborative classroom where all students have membership.”10
Linking SLO Processes to Teacher Evaluation. During 2010-11, CMS implemented the state’s new teacher evaluation system, known as the North Carolina Teacher Evaluation Process (NCTEP). This system enumerates 25 elements of teacher practice for evaluation.11 The TIF-LEAP team conducted an analysis showing that “classroom observation captures 17 of the elements [of teacher practice], and the current SLO model in use in CMS captures 18 of the elements so that the combined usage of SLOs and classroom observations provide a more complete assessment of teacher performance.”12
Because the new evaluation tool emphasizes the teacher’s collection of evidence, the SLO process, with its focused use of baseline data and documentation of attainment, advantaged TIF-LEAP teachers and principals. Linking the SLO process and teacher evaluation practices, according to teachers and principals, enriched both efforts.
Analyzing and Auditing SLO Implementation for Improvement. As the project was underway, the TIF-LEAP team conducted various analyses and audits that provided information for discussion with the SLO Design Team, Steering Committee, and TIF-LEAP Principals’ Working Group, as well as suggesting areas for school-level improvements. A principal interviewee extolled the benefits of the TIF-LEAP team’s summary of the types of instructional strategies used to implement SLOs in his school. He used the information to generate a discussion in his school about the overuse of strategies that lead to convergent thinking (lecture, recitation, right answer questioning) and the underuse of strategies that develop divergent thinking (problem-based learning, collaboration, open-ended questions). Later iterations of the web application for inputting SLOs provided teachers with prompts through a pull-down menu of teaching strategies.
At the conclusion of year four, when a random sample of pre- and post-assessments of SLOs red flagged a higher than expected error rate, a formal audit of assessments was conducted by the TIF-LEAP team. As the audit showed, improving and standardizing assessment practices in schools is daunting work and maintaining fidelity to a high standard of practice during times of change requires extra vigilance from school and district leaders, or quality assurance may be lost. A series of checks were added to the SLO software as a follow-up.
Overall. As a performance-based compensation approach, SLOs are grounded in practices associated with effective teaching (as listed above), with the intent of assisting all teachers to realize a positive result with their students—and earn a bonus award. As an instructional reform, the SLO approach is based on a design that is rooted in learning research and theory. SLO implementation relies on attention from district leaders, particularly (1) in delivering critical services to teachers, such as timely and accessible student data; (2) in improving the assessment tools and practices within schools; and (3) in providing more targeted professional development in the school setting.
Following the implementation of Student Learning Objectives in 2008-09, the leadership of Charlotte-Mecklenburg Schools moved forward in 2009-10 by instituting a district-developed value-added measure, or VAM—a statistical method employed to measure a teacher’s contribution to the growth of his/her students on the annual End-of-Grade or End-of-Course assessments and then compare it with teachers of similar grades and subjects. The CMS Accountability Department defined the value-added measure developed in CMS as “a rating of the relative performance of a teacher after adjusting for conditions that are outside of a teacher’s control (e.g., the number of student absences, the number of special needs students in a classroom, and the number of students with behavioral issues).”13
Value-added measures in education are an accountability reform, grounded in the concept of identifying teacher effectiveness in generating student growth, usually based on state assessments. Assessing teacher performance using a set of statistical protocols known as “value-added” has become an increasingly attractive tool for state and district policymakers in recent years. More than comparing a linear string of annual assessment results, value-added measures focus on the amount of academic growth of students over their prior year achievement and seek through statistical analyses to estimate teacher impact on that growth, holding constant a set of student, classroom, and school variables that also influence learning outcomes.14
Among the reasons for increased interest in value-added models15 is that after more than a decade of trying to make gains on the federal adequate yearly progress (AYP) targets, educational leaders are seeking more powerful analyses regarding teacher and student outcomes, ones that go beyond measuring the proficiency level of students on state assessments. Additionally, federal and state policymakers and some districts, concerned about teacher appraisal and compensation systems that fail to discriminate among levels of teacher effectiveness, have turned to value-added with the expectation of bringing more objectivity and quantitative analysis to an evaluation process that has been subjective, anecdotal, and often disconnected from school and district personnel decisions.
There is not one value-added method. Researchers debate the validity and proper uses of the various VAM methodologies. In particular, there is continued examination of the assumption that student assessments, even those considered reliable and credible, can be used accurately to measure teacher effectiveness.16 A value-added methodology attaches a number, in scale points, to each teacher, indicating how that teacher’s performance compares to the performance of his or her peers in terms of student growth. Problems often arise from calling the value-added ranking a measure of teacher effectiveness, implying that there is a causal relationship. Some researchers question such a claim, arguing that statistical theory calls for the random assignment of students to a class and the random assignment of teachers to classes, not practices in any school system.17
Other issues relating to the methodology include score inconsistencies, such as the inability to adjust the VAM to account for teachers with a disproportionate number of learning challenges within a classroom population or to account for the impact of “short-run” test prep activities, conducted by many teachers and schools. Other inconsistencies show up with the use of different assessments or statistical models.18 However, most criticism is related to inappropriate uses of the value-added information, particularly in high stakes decisions associated with teacher evaluation and compensation. Release of scores to the news media, which have led to teachers’ being confronted in their homes to explain their scores,19 also raise concerns.
There is recognition, though, among researchers, policymakers, and educational leaders that value-added methodologies have opened a new vein of information to mine for policymaking and employment decisions, albeit with cautions. Some consensus about the use of value-added methodologies and the evaluation of teacher performance coalesces around the following: (1) student achievement, when used as a component of teacher compensation and evaluation decisions, should not be based on simple year-to-year comparisons; (2) value-added methodologies are preferable to simple comparisons; (3) value-added analyses in practice are not adequate (accurate, consistent, replicable) for use as the sole measure of individual teacher effectiveness; (4) misuses and abuses of the value-added information, such as releasing teacher names and ratings to the public, are best avoided by the profession; and (5) valued-added methodologies can be useful in evaluating the results of other measures of teacher performance.
In the spring of 2009, the Superintendent asked the Steering Committee to include a value-added measure of teacher performance in the initiative. Accordingly, the Accountability Department convened a Growth Measure Task Force which met over a two-month period beginning in the late spring and included Accountability Department staff, TIF-LEAP team members, others from the Steering Committee, and a principal. Later, a TIF-LEAP teacher was added to the task force.
The task force examined a simple value-added method (using only prior year achievement) and a multilevel model (accounting for the impact of other variables) to measure student growth. Feedback on the design of the value-added approach was sought from the Steering Committee, area superintendents, and the TIF-LEAP Principals’ Working Group.
Minutes from these meetings show that the concept of a growth measure based on a three-tier statistical model and a proposed altered bonus payout structure were presented, along with possible thresholds and rankings that might be used. Responses primarily centered on the potential negative effects of reducing SLO bonuses, and on teacher eligibility for VAM based on the grades and subjects taught. Because the funding was coming from the TIF-LEAP grant, the Steering Committee created a new payout schedule to include individual and school VAM bonuses, which entailed decreasing the amount of SLO bonuses for teachers and principals.
As finalized, the district-developed value-added measure is a multilevel model where students are nested within classrooms, which are nested within schools. Both the classrooms and teachers are estimated as random intercepts with covariates at the student, classroom, and school level. This VAM approach controls for factors outside the teacher arena that may influence student test scores, removing the effect of these factors in the analysis in order to isolate the teacher’s contribution to student growth. Table II.2 lists the published covariates used in the value-added measure for years three, four, and five of the initiative.
The VAM analysis is based on student performance data for all teachers of the tested subjects and grades in the district, but individual VAM bonuses were only available for eligible teachers in the twenty TIF-LEAP schools. The value-added score is expressed as a percentile ranking for each teacher indicating how he or she compares to other teachers in the district teaching the same grade and content.
The valued-added approach to measuring teacher performance for the purposes of compensation focuses on teacher output, which means measuring and analyzing a teacher’s effect on student growth on the End-of-Grade/End-of-Course assessments. As an approach, implementing a value-added measure of teacher performance does not call for structured changes in teacher practices. Rather, it works on the assumption that a bonus or performance rating will incentivize teachers to improve student achievement in their classes. However, the value-added measure was implemented in the TIF-LEAP schools where the implementation of SLOs—which do call for structured changes in practice—was already in progress.
Compared to the SLO implementation, the VAM implementation would appear to have been relatively uncomplicated, but a critical task in implementing the value-added approach was to communicate effectively with participants since performance ratings and compensation both are high stakes for professionals and the calculation and use of a VAM can be difficult to understand. Led by the Accountability Department, communication about the VAM inTIF-LEAP schools occurred in three phases: first, in meetings conducted with standing district groups (i.e., principals) for the purposes of educating and gathering feedback on the proposed VAM approach; secondly, with the teachers and principals in the TIF-LEAP schools where the VAM approach would be piloted; and finally, through explanations and videos posted to the district website.20
The TIF-LEAP schools did not self-select into a VAM-based bonus initiative. However, as detailed in Chapter VI, multiple years of survey and interview data show teachers and principals in TIF-LEAP schools were open to the concept of performance-based compensation and to the use of student academic growth measures. Even so, many teachers claim not to have understood the VAM, including how it was computed. Further, they felt that the introduction of the VAM was not transparent, of particular concern because of a commitment from district leadership that the TIF-LEAP initiative would be implemented with teachers. When individual teacher VAM rankings were made public at the close of the first year of implementation, concerns and misunderstandings about the method, as well as mistrust about the accuracy and fairness of the rankings, became evident. Additionally, many teachers observed that the rankings provided too little information for purposes of improving instruction.
Student Learning Objectives required that teachers adopt a set of planning practices, using baseline data, setting growth expectations and selecting quality content and assessments. Bonuses were based on the teacher and principal’s agreement that the objective had been properly assessed and the growth target met. Implementation of SLOs required a significant ongoing dedication of the initiative’s resources, as well as those of several district departments. Further, it required steady participation from school site leaders.
By comparison, implementation of the value-added measure was perceived as relatively uncomplicated in school-level implementation, involving an end-of-year analysis of the spring administration of the North Carolina assessments conducted by the Accountability Department. However, the VAM required more input, communication, and buy-in than took place in the relatively small window between the decision to develop a VAM and its implementation.
Both performance-based compensation approaches in CMS were susceptible to “bumps in the road,” such as software or communication issues, which affect the course of and/or the conceptual fidelity of the initiative. Other salient issues such as systemwide layoffs, school closures/reorganizations, and a new state teacher evaluation process clearly impacted participants professionally and personally. The U.S. Department of Education’s evaluation of the first two TIF cohorts indicates that the TIF-LEAP initiative in CMS was not alone in implementation complexities:
“The experience of the first two cohorts of TIF grantees underscored the technical, cultural, and contextual complexity of compensation reform. Projects were implemented by these grantees in varying local contexts with shifting leadership, policy, and reform agendas. Many grantees reported having to rebuild their data systems, build understanding and support from educators for the new system, and add new evaluation responsibilities to administrators or accomplished teachers. In addition, many grantees had to develop support systems that would allow educators to make the changes necessary to succeed under a new compensation system. Moreover, grantees had to confront traditional attitudes and beliefs about how educators should be judged and differentiated.”21
While lamenting bumps along the implementation road, it is worth noting that the complications that should be given the most scrutiny—for the purpose of making corrections or modifications or not repeating mistakes—are those inherent in the design or ones resulting from inadequacies in the implementation plan. An instructive way to do this is to consider the features of the design and implementation in light of the original proposal submitted to the U.S. Department of Education. It was guided by the Six Cornerstones of Performance-Based Compensation which state that successful compensation reform: (1) is systemic reform; (2) is done with teachers and not to them; (3) must be organizationally sustainable; (4) must be financially sustainable; (5) requires a broad base of support in the district and community; and (6) goes beyond politics and finances to benefit students.22
A critical feature analysis (Table II.3) compares the design and implementation of the two approaches to compensation in the TIF-LEAP schools in relation to several of the key principles of compensation reform.
The discussion of implementing two approaches to performance-based compensation in the TIF-LEAP schools describes the theory, design, and implementation benefits and challenges of each approach. Both approaches have strengths and the decisions to adopt the two approaches were significant for the district and schools. However, they differed markedly in their methods of introduction to participants and in the level of acceptance by participating schools.
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Over the five-year course of the TIF-LEAP initiative, the Community Training and Assistance Center (CTAC) annually collected and reviewed a wide array of information relating to the goals, status, and outcomes of the initiative. CTAC applied a mixed methods approach in analyzing these data for the purposes of (1) providing interim progress reports to the Superintendent of Schools; (2) generating periodic reports in compliance with regulations of the Teacher Incentive Fund; and (3) providing a final, comprehensive evaluation of the initiative’s impact on teacher performance and student achievement. The design of the final evaluation, the scope and sources of the data included in the analysis, and the methods of analysis used for the study are summarized in this chapter.
The evaluation of the TIF-LEAP initiative is based on a quasi-experimental design that examines the effect of the initiative on the selected schools rather than schools randomly assigned to either the TIF-LEAP or comparison school groups. To minimize the potential threats to validity often raised when using a quasi-experimental design (i.e., the TIF-LEAP schools had incentive funds), CTAC collected a substantial volume and variety of data for both TIF-LEAP and comparison schools at regular points over five years, and an array of analyses have been employed in order to discern the impact of the initiative on teacher performance and student achievement.
As discussed in Chapter I, district leadership had an interest in implementing a performance-based compensation initiative in its highest need schools. The participating schools selected by the district were phased in, reaching a total of 20 schools by the third year of the initiative. In the fifth and final year of the initiative, school closures, reorganizations, and repurposing reduced the number of participating schools to eleven (11).
To select comparison schools for the TIF-LEAP evaluation study, the CMS Accountability Department employed a hierarchical cluster analysis to “cluster” similar elementary, middle, and high schools through the following demographic variables: school size, gender, ethnicity, free and/or reduced lunch, proficiency on the annual North Carolina EOG/EOC assessments, and designations of English proficiency, giftedness, and/or disabilities. Based on these cluster analyses, dendrograms were developed and coefficients assigned to schools based on their similarities to the original sixteen TIF-LEAP schools. Those with the smallest coefficient (greatest similarity) were selected.1
The method of selecting TIF-LEAP schools, and later the need to select comparison schools based on matches with TIF-LEAP schools, created some complications for the study of the impact of the intervention on student achievement. These issues are discussed in the analysis of student achievement in Chapter V. The TIF-LEAP and comparison schools are shown in Table III.1.
This evaluation is a study of the impact of the TIF-LEAP initiative on teacher performance and on student achievement. The broad questions developed for the study, and shown in Table III.2, embrace subsets of more focused questions in the search for understanding the impact on TIF-LEAP participants and students and the significance of the work carried out by Charlotte-Mecklenburg Schools in this compensation reform initiative.
To provide background, districtwide student and teacher data are highlighted below. Distributions of demographic data for TIF-LEAP and comparison schools can be found in Chapter V.
Charlotte-Mecklenburg Schools is a large district where more than 40% of the students are African American, one-third of the students are White, and 16% of the students are Hispanic/Latino. (See Table III.3.) Students from various ethnic groups are not distributed among the district’s schools in direct proportion to the district averages. This also applies to the distribution of economically disadvantaged students.
Performance-based compensation programs frequently are intended to mitigate the effects of teacher assignment and transfer policies that place the newest and least experienced teachers in difficult-to-staff schools and allow transfers to higher performing schools after a probationary period. Districtwide data on teacher characteristics are shown in Table III.4. As with student characteristics (Table III.3), the distribution of teachers by characteristics among the district’s schools is not proportional to the district averages.
The North Carolina Testing Program (www.dpi.state.nc.us/accountability/testing) has two parts: (1) North Carolina End-of-Grade (EOG) Tests, designed to measure student performance on the goals, objectives, and grade-level competencies specified in the North Carolina Standard Course of Study; and (2) North Carolina End-of-Course (EOC) Tests, used to sample a student’s knowledge of subject-related concepts as specified in the North Carolina Standard Course of Study and to provide a global estimate of the student’s mastery of the material in a particular content area. Over the course of the initiative, some EOC assessments were dropped from the program by the State. Table III.5 shows the EOG and EOC assessments and their corresponding grade levels that were administered during all or parts of the five years of the initiative.
Student achievement data from the North Carolina EOG/EOC assessments were collected and analyzed for initiative years 2007-08 to 2010-11 plus year 2006-07 for comparison purposes. These mathematics and reading/language arts assessments are administered in the spring of each year in grades 3-8 and for designated high school courses.
A careful examination of the year five (2011-12) database found that achievement data were unavailable for those students who had attended a TIF-LEAP school that was closed or reconfigured, which accounted for approximately one-third of the TIF-LEAP student population. In addition, several other gaps in the database resulted in a highly unstable and substantially unrepresentative sample. Together, these gaps precluded the ability to satisfactorily estimate effects of SLOs on student achievement in the initiative’s final year (2011-12).
In the course of reporting annually to the Board of Education, the TIF-LEAP team compiled TIF-LEAP school averages for the following: (1) the Adequate Yearly Progress (AYP) reports, as calculated under No Child Left Behind; (2) the percent of students proficient, based on the North Carolina assessments itemized above; (3) the ABC Growth, a North Carolina value-added measure; and (4) the district value-added measure for the applicable years. Where these data were available to the CTAC evaluators, they were included in analyses of the impact of the initiative and are discussed in Chapters IV and V. Dropout and English language learner data were not available to the evaluators.
Relevant documents and artifacts of TIF-LEAP and district processes were collected over the course of the initiative. The primary artifact of the initiative is the SLO developed and implemented by the teacher. Beginning in the second year of the initiative (2008-09), most teachers in the participant schools developed two objectives. Nearly 4,000 SLOs were submitted by teachers in the participating TIF-LEAP schools: 707 in 2008-09, 1,904 in 2009-10 and 1,353 in 2010-11.
The CTAC evaluation team rated all of these SLOs over the course of the study using a four-point, validated rubric, where Level 4 is the highest level of quality. Over the three years of SLO implementation under study, 1,708 (43.1%) SLOs were at Level 4 Excellent, 1,964 (49.5%) were at Level 3 Acceptable, 283 (7.1%) at Level 2 Needs Improvement, and 9 were rated as Level 1 Too Little to Evaluate.
The CTAC evaluation team conducted formal interviews and focus groups with TIF-LEAP leaders, participants, and stakeholders primarily during the winter of each of the five years of the initiative. Table III.6 provides a summary of the interviewees by role.
TIF-LEAP teachers were invited for interviews or focus groups through a random selection process with the goal of including participants from all TIF-LEAP schools; non TIF-LEAP principals and teachers were selected randomly from diverse areas of the district. This latter group included principals and teachers from comparison and other district schools. In addition, members of particular role groups, such as the Board of Education, central administrators, teacher leaders, and TIF-LEAP principals and/or assistant principals were interviewed. A range of district schools was selected to sponsor parent and student focus groups. Parent focus groups were conducted in English and Spanish.
Interview questions for district and school personnel, TIF-LEAP participants, non TIF-LEAP principals and teachers and other role groups were developed to probe areas similar to those included on the educator survey (discussed below). Within the scope of these questions, interviewees and focus group members were provided latitude in expressing their opinions and concerns, offering suggestions for improvement, and generally sharing their thinking on issues of teacher compensation and, if a participant, also on the progress of the initiative.
In cooperation with the TIF-LEAP office and Charlotte-Mecklenburg Schools, the CTAC team conducted an annual web-based survey of all district principals and teachers on district conditions and performance-based compensation, including questions specifically targeted to the views of TIF-LEAP participants related to the implementation of SLOs. More than twenty thousand surveys were analyzed across the five years.
Using a five-point Likert scale of Strongly Agree to Strongly Disagree, the first section of the survey invited principals and teachers from all of the district’s schools to respond to queries about (1) educational beliefs and general knowledge of the goals of the TIF-LEAP initiative; (2) school conditions and supports relative to the initiative; and (3) beliefs and preferences related to performance-based compensation reform.
A summary of the educator survey responses, number of distributions or invitations (delivery to e-mail boxes), completions, and percentage of responses over the life of the initiative are shown in Table III.7.
For reasons of confidentiality, survey respondents were not asked to provide their names nor were e-mail addresses associated with educator responses. However, respondents were asked to identify their school affiliation and role (principal, assistant principal, teacher) and to answer questions about their years of experience and ethnicity. These self-reported data were used to verify the representativeness of the responses and are shown in Table III.8.
A second section was added to the educator survey in year two of the initiative and was directed only to TIF-LEAP school participants. It asked respondents to assess the substance, quality, and implementation of SLOs. From year to year, some items were added, modified, or removed to respond to specific priorities and changes in the district and TIF-LEAP schools, as well as to the developmental stages of the initiative. A final section of the survey provided respondents with the opportunity to offer open-ended comments.
The district conducts an annual telephone survey with parents of students of the Charlotte-Mecklenburg Schools and members of the community. Surveys were conducted in English and Spanish. A series of eight CTAC-developed items related to performance-based compensation for teachers and principals were included in the annual CMS parent and community survey, beginning in 2007-08. A ninth item was added the following year and continued in subsequent years. Over the five years of the initiative, the telephone survey was conducted annually with more than 400 parents and 400 community members.2
Parent Respondents. A total of 2,026 parent phone surveys were conducted across five academic years: 418 in 2007-08, 400 in 2008-09, 403 in 2009-10, 402 in 2010-11, and 403 in 2011-12. On average, primary parent respondents annually were African American, 40.3%; White, 36.8%; and Hispanic/Latino 15.5%. An average of 10.0% of the parent respondents chose to be interviewed in Spanish.
Community Member Respondents. A total of 2,007 phone surveys were conducted with community members across five academic years: 399 in 2007-08, 404 in 2008-09, 402 in 2009-10, 402 in 2010-11, and 400 in 2011-12. On average, community member respondents annually were African American, 26.5%; White, 58.1%; and Hispanic/Latino 10.0%. An average of 7.4% of the community member respondents chose to be interviewed in Spanish.
Parent and community member respondents share the following in common: most respondents are married and have lived in Mecklenburg County for 15 or more years. They have graduated from a four-year college, are between 35 and 44 years old, and are employed full time.
CTAC collected other data for the evaluation from district sources: artifacts of the process; training materials; communications; student demographic data; data or indicators related to student achievement in addition to the EOC/EOG data; human resource, payroll, and financial data related to the goals and conduct of the initiative and federal reporting requirements of the Teacher Incentive Fund.
Additionally, routine observations on the status and progress of the initiative through regular CTAC technical staff visits; Steering Committee meeting minutes and agenda; Working Group agenda and observations; and conversations and meetings with TIF-LEAP and district staff, school participants, and members of the Board of Education augmented other data.
Given the goals and design of this TIF-LEAP evaluation, the availability of teacher retention data would have benefited the study. However, only data related to teachers’ date of hire into the district and outward mobility were available. No record was available regarding teacher mobility within the district. Teacher turnover rate was provided in the North Carolina school report cards. These data were gathered for the TIF-LEAP and comparison schools.
A mixed-methods approach was used to analyze the wide variety of data collected over the five years of the initiative ranging from such quantitative methods as hierarchical linear modeling, analysis of variance and t-tests to chi-square test of association as well as qualitative methodologies such as the constant comparative method. For the purpose of validating the educator and parent/community surveys conducted each year, factor analysis and Rasch modeling methodologies were employed. The study’s methods of analysis and their purposes are outlined in Table III.9 and discussed below.
The impact of the initiative on student achievement results was analyzed using two hierarchical linear modeling methodologies. Longitudinal and cross-sectional hierarchical linear models (HLM) were created to estimate the impact of the TIF-LEAP initiative on student achievement. These methodologies are used to account for the nested nature of the data. HLM estimates relationships at the individual and group (class, school, or program) levels and allows for relationships at the student level to vary across group levels, as well as for modeling cross-level interactions.
•Longitudinal hierarchical linear modeling was used to compare student achievement over time for students in the TIF-LEAP schools to those in the comparison schools.
•Cross-sectional hierarchical linear modeling was used to analyze the relationships between the SLOs and student achievement in the TIF-LEAP schools. Detailed information regarding these two methodologies is provided in Chapter V.
Each SLO is individually rated using a validated four-level holistic scoring rubric based on the four criteria of Learning Content, Completeness, Cohesion, and Expectations. The scoring rubric integrates these four criteria and the four levels of quality described in Table III.10.
The CTAC team of six educators/researchers reads and rates all SLOs. Each SLO is rated separately as Level 1, 2, 3, or 4 by two raters; additional analyses are used to resolve differences between ratings. The percent of exact agreement was 83.5% while the percent of adjacent agreement was 100.0%.3 Inter-rater reliability of the SLOs was assessed using Cohen’s Kappa; kappa = 0.53; 95% confidence interval: 0.387 to 0.663; statistically significant at p < .001.
•Chi-square Test of Association is used to assess the quality of the SLOs across the three years (i.e., 2008-09, 2009-10 and 2010-11), the extent to which the SLOs are met or not met across the three years, and the relationship between SLO quality and the attainment classification (i.e., met/not met). This non-parametric statistic is used to answer questions with variables measured with nominal or ordinal data such as the SLO ratings which are on a 4-point scale from Excellent to Too Little to Evaluate or the dichotomous met or not met designation. The null hypothesis is that there is no relationship between the two variables or groups; therefore, when the chi-square is statistically significant it indicates that there is an association between/among the variables in the analysis.
•Analysis of Variance (ANOVA) is employed to determine the relationship between the VAM score/ranking and the quality of the SLOs and whether they were attained. This parametric statistic is used to answer questions regarding the difference between two or more groups on a continuous variable. The null hypothesis is that there is no difference between the two groups, such as the question of the difference in the ratings for those SLOs that were met compared to those that were not met. The homogeneity of variance or the degree to which the variances are different across the groups is tested using Levene’s test; if significant, Welch’s robust test of equality of means is used to confirm the finding of the ANOVA. When there were only two independent groups, independent samples t-tests were used to determine the relationship between the VAM bonus or ranking and SLO attainment.
The educator survey was administered in all of the CMS schools (i.e., TIF-LEAP and non TIF-LEAP) over five years starting with 2007-08. The survey administered in the fifth year (2011-12) was used to anchor all the other years’ surveys.
•Principal Axis Factor Analysis with varimax rotation is conducted to confirm the factor structure of the survey and as a data-reduction technique so that the 51 common questions can be described as the six scales they measure. The aim of factor analysis is to seek parsimony in the description of the survey results.4 Reliability analyses using Cronbach’s alpha confirmed the cohesiveness of the scales for further analyses.
•Rasch Modeling, a form of Item Response Theory modeling, is used to convert the ordinal responses on the survey (i.e., strongly agree to strongly disagree) to a measure of agreement with the scale items that have interval properties.5,6 In Rasch modeling a scale is established with a standard mean and standard deviation (i.e., with an item mean of zero and a standard deviation of one). For the purpose of this survey, a scale was selected with a mean of 500 and a standard deviation of 100. The higher the mean level of agreement of the respondents, the more strongly the respondents endorse or agree with the items. The lower the mean level of agreement, the less the respondents endorse or agree with the items. The outcome of the modeling process is two estimates: one of person “ability” (i.e., level of agreement of that person with the survey scale) and one of item “difficulty” (i.e., the measure of how easy or difficult it is to agree with the item/question).
•Analysis of Variance, as described previously, is conducted to determine the relationship between several group variables and the scores on the six scales as well as the resulting interaction effects. When appropriate, post hoc analyses are conducted.
Two qualitative analysis methodologies were employed to analyze the interview and focus group responses across the years.
•Grounded Theory is employed to analyze the responses to interviewees and focus group participant comments. The defining characteristic of grounded theory is that the hypotheses or assumptions are derived from the data rather than in response to propositions stated a priori. In other words, the generalization or theory emerges from the data themselves.7 In the case of the present evaluation, responses from interviewees and focus group participants were reviewed and explored for beliefs and understandings which were shared across participant groups and which may be consistent from one year to the next or which may change or evolve from one year to the next.
•The Constant Comparative Method complements grounded theory as a method for developing theory based upon the data one has gathered. Initially data is compared with other data gathered such as survey data to find similarities and differences. Responses are compared across groups and over time in conjunction with events that have occurred over the five years of the initiative to find changes in opinions, observations, and perspectives. Multiple readers participate in this analysis.8,9
The evaluation of the TIF-LEAP initiative examined the implementation and impact of performance-based compensation on student achievement in the participant schools, using a variety of data sources and methodologies. CTAC evaluators regularly gathered and studied the ideas and perspectives of TIF-LEAP participants, district and initiative leaders, students, parents and community members on the progress, quality, and significance of the TIF-LEAP initiative. Furthermore, the evaluation examined school level and broader institutional factors and their level of influence on the initiative.
1 Report from the Center for Research and Evaluation (2007), CMS Research Brief at www.cms.k12.nc.us.
2 The sample of parents and community members surveyed is not the same each year.
3 Penny, J., Johnson, R. L., & Gordon, B. (2000). The effect of rating augmentation on inter-rater reliability: An empirical study of a holistic rubric. Assessing Writing, 7(2), 143-164.
4 Gable, R. K, & Wolf, M. B. (1993). Instrument development in the affective domain: Measuring attitudes and values in corporate and school settings. 2nd ed. Boston: Kluwer Academic Publishers.
5 Rasch, Georg. (1960). Studies in mathematical psychology: I. Probabilistic models for some intelligence and attainment tests. Oxford, England: Nielsen & Lydiche. xiii 184 pp.
6 Wright, B. D., Stone, M. H. (1979). Best Test Design. Rasch Measurement. MESA Press, 5835 S. Kimbark Avenue, Chicago, IL.
7 Mertens, D. M. (2010). Research and Evaluation in Education and Psychology: Integrating Diversity with Quantitative, Qualitative, and Mixed Methods, (3rd ed.). Los Angeles: Sage Publications. 236 pp.
8 Charmaz, K. (2005). Constructing Grounded Theory: A Practical Guide Through Qualitative Analysis. Los Angeles: Sage Publications. 54 pp.
9 Mertens, D. M. (2010). 323 pp.
The Student Learning Objective process refers to the instructional intervention selected to improve student achievement in the TIF-LEAP initiative. The emblematic artifact of the SLO process is the objective developed by the teacher. It is a measure of a teacher’s performance and its attainment is one basis of the bonus payout provided by the initiative. Nearly 4,000 SLOs were submitted by teachers in the participating TIF-LEAP schools during the years included in this evaluation: 707 in 2008-09, 1,904 in 2009-10 and 1,353 in 2010-11.1
SLOs were introduced into the TIF-LEAP schools to meet several goals of the initiative. These include building the capacity of teachers and principals to plan effectively for student growth, compensating teachers for student academic gains, and retaining qualified teachers and principals in hard-to-staff schools. For this reason, analyzing the quality of SLOs, the attainment of SLO growth targets, and the relationship of quality to attainment is important in evaluating the outcomes of the TIF-LEAP initiative and its impact on measuring and improving teacher performance.
The examination of the impact of the SLO process on teachers and students begins with rating each SLO on a four-level, four-criteria rubric. After rating the SLOs, the analysis continues with an examination of (1) the distribution of all SLO ratings for school years 2008-09, 2009-10, and 2010-11; (2) the attainment of those SLOs by teachers (referred to as “met” or “not met”); (3) the relationship between the SLO ratings and their attainment; (4) the relationship between teacher experience (number of years) in the initiative and the quality of their SLOs; (5) the linkages between earning a value-added measure bonus and the quality of SLOs; and (6) the relationship of teacher turnover in the TIF-LEAP schools to the comparison schools. The following is a summary of the major findings.2
•The quality of SLOs increases from the first year (2008-09) of implementation to the second year (2009-10). This occurs even as 10 additional schools join the initiative.
•The proportion of SLOs attained (met) increases from 2008-09 to 2009-10. This proportion decreases from 2009-10 to 2010-11 at a time of significant changes in district conditions.
•The overall relationship between the quality of SLOs and their attainment is positive. Year-by-year findings vary with the highest correlation found in 2009-10.
•The number of years a teacher participates in SLO implementation matters. Teachers in TIF-LEAP for three years of SLO implementation develop higher quality SLOs and have greater success in attaining their SLOs.
•Teachers in TIF-LEAP schools who receive a VAM bonus are more likely to have high quality SLOs. This finding applies to 2009-10 and 2010-11. It is statistically significant in 2009-10.
The CTAC evaluation team collected, read, and rated all SLOs submitted by TIF-LEAP teachers. These ratings take place after the SLO is approved by the principal, and before knowing if the SLO has been attained and whether or not the teacher met the eligibility criteria for receiving a bonus. Once the SLOs are rated, the scores are compiled by school, teacher,3 rubric level/rating, and attainment status (met or not met) and used to generate further analyses.
The rating rubric is based on (1) four criteria associated with effective SLOs—learning content, completeness, cohesion, and expectations—and (2) four levels of quality, with Level 4 being the highest. The four levels are: 4 Excellent; 3 Acceptable; 2 Needs Improvement; or 1 Too Little to Evaluate. The four criteria described together with the four levels of quality are the building blocks of the rating rubric used by the evaluators. The attainment of an SLO—whether the teacher met his or her growth target—is confirmed by the school principal and the associated data are compiled and reviewed by the TIF-LEAP team.
Two types of Student Learning Objectives were implemented in the TIF-LEAP participant schools—Class and Target. The primary difference between a Class and a Target SLO centers on the selection of students the teacher plans to address in the SLO, called the population, and the teacher’s baseline analysis of student needs. For example, a Class SLO is developed for the teacher’s entire class; a Target SLO is developed for a group of students in the class targeted by the teacher based on evidence of specific learning needs.
SLOs can be developed by an individual teacher, or by a group of teachers such as grade level, subject, or interdisciplinary cluster, to address similar learning content with the same assessment. For the SLOs developed by a group of teachers, the growth expectations are still set by each individual teacher for his or her own students based on baseline data and pre-assessments. Further, SLOs may also be developed by a classroom teacher in collaboration with a non-classroom teacher, such as a resource specialist. These SLOs are still either Class or Target, based on the population addressed. They provide a vehicle for a non-classroom teacher to collaborate in developing and implementing SLOs.
During years two, three, and four (2008-2011) of the initiative—the first three years of SLO implementation—Class SLOs (n=2,457) comprised 61.9% of all approved SLOs and Target SLOs (n=1,507) comprised 38.1%. Figure IV.1 shows the distribution by type of SLO over the three-year period under study.4
The quality of SLOs changed over the life of the initiative, as shown in the rating distributions displayed in Table IV.1. In the first year of SLO implementation (2008-09), 707 SLOs are completed by ten schools. Nearly one-third of these SLOs (30.7%) are rated at Level 4 Excellent and 53.7% are rated at Level 3 Acceptable. The remaining 110 (15.6%) are rated Level 2 Needs Improvement. There are no SLOs identified as Level 1 Too Little to Evaluate in that year.
With the addition of ten more schools in 2009-10 (two elementary and eight high schools), the number of SLOs submitted more than doubled to 1,904. The percent of Level 4 Excellent SLOs increase to 50.4%, and the percent of Needs Improvement and Too Little to Evaluate SLOs drop to 6%, showing an increase of the quality of SLOs from 2008-09 to 2009-10.
Although the twenty schools are still in the initiative in 2010-11, the total number of SLOs submitted decrease to 1,353. There is a redistribution of the quality of SLOs. There are higher percentages of Levels 4 and 3 than in the first year of SLO implementation (2008-09), and there is shifting in the percentages of Levels 4 and 3 from the second year of SLO implementation (2009-10).
Chi-square test results confirm that the annual changes in the distribution of the quality of SLOs discussed above are statistically significant (chi-square = 51.67; df = 2; p < .001).
As indicated met or not met refers to the question: Do students meet the growth target in the SLO, based on the pre- and post-assessment analysis and using the measure identified in the SLO?
During the three years under study, 3,964 SLOs were submitted and rated. A total of 2,711 SLOs (68.4%) met the stated growth targets and eligibility requirements for a bonus payout. Table IV.2 shows the distribution of the attainment of growth targets. The highest attainment rate is in year 2009-10 (80.6%), increasing from a rate of 61.2% in 2008-09, but decreasing to 54.9% in year 2010-11.
Chi-square test results confirm that the change in the attainment of SLOs is statistically significant across the three years (chi-square = 262.07; df = 2; p < .001).
Teachers with SLOs earning rubric ratings at Level 4 and 3 met their growth targets more frequently than those at Levels 2 and 1. The results of a point bi-serial correlation confirm that this relationship is statistically significant at p < .001. Table IV.3 shows these results.
The findings vary when the relationship is tested year by year. Please note: (1) positive relationships between SLO quality and attainment are found for 2009-10 and 2010-11, but not in 2008-09 which was the first year of implementation; and (2) 2009-10 has the highest SLO attainment across all SLO quality levels.
The study examined the relationship between the quality and attainment of a teacher’s SLOs and a teacher’s years of experience in the initiative. The distributions of the quality of SLOs and the attainment of SLOs relative to teachers’ years of experience are shown in Table IV.4.
In terms of the quality of SLOs, out of all 733 teachers who submitted SLOs in 2010-11, 147 teachers were in their first year of participation, 351 teachers in their second year, and 235 teachers in their third year (the upper section of Table IV.4). A comparison of distributions in the upper section indicates that the longer the teachers participate in the SLO implementation (e.g., the number of years participating in the initiative), the higher the quality of their SLOs. Teachers with three years of experience have the highest percentage of Level 4 SLOs (47.5%), compared to those with one year and two years (32.9% and 36.2%, respectively). Chi-square tests reject the null hypothesis that the distributions of SLO quality are the same across teachers with different years of experience.
The middle section of Table IV.4 shows the distributions of the quality of SLOs in 2009-10. It confirms that the positive association between the quality of SLOs and years of experience is higher for those teachers who were in the initiative for two years with 57.7% Level 4 SLOs. In 2008-09, the first year of SLO implementation, all teachers have one year of experience, thus providing a reference point or baseline for comparing the quality of SLOs across subsequent years.
The last two columns of Table IV.4 show the distribution of SLO attainment for the same teacher groups in terms of years of experience. A comparison of the distributions within the same year indicates that the attainment rate increased as the teachers’ years of experience in TIF-LEAP increased. Chi-square tests show the increase is statistically significant.
In sum, as teachers gained more experience in crafting SLOs, the quality of their SLOs improved and the higher their rate of attainment in both 2009-10 and 2010-11.
District leadership introduced the value-added measure for teachers and administrators in the TIF-LEAP schools in 2009-10. SLOs had been implemented in ten schools in the previous year, and ten additional schools joined the initiative in 2009-10. The VAM was continued in 2010-11 and 2011-12. The introduction of the VAM is detailed in Chapter II.
Like SLOs, the VAM is a measure of teacher performance and student achievement. However, they measure different aspects of performance and achievement: (1) the VAM measures performance of teachers only in tested grades and subject areas; and (2) SLOs measure the performance of teachers in all grades and subjects, while also engaging teachers in best instructional practices. The evaluation examined the relationship between these two approaches to performance-based compensation in the TIF-LEAP initiative.
TIF-LEAP teachers in tested grades and subject areas were eligible to receive an individual VAM bonus; that is, only teachers whose students participated in the EOG/EOC assessments. In order to receive the VAM bonus, those eligible teachers had to have (1) a VAM score at or above the 70th percentile (be in the top 30% of teachers in the district); and (2) a rating of proficient or above on their performance evaluation.
Figure IV.2 shows the distribution of teachers’ eligibility and achievement of VAM bonuses. Specifically, in 2009-10, 318 of the 875 teachers participating in TIF-LEAP taught in a state-tested grade or subject area. Of these eligible teachers, 34.7% (119 out of 318) received a VAM bonus. In 2010-11, 240 of the 733 teachers participating in TIF-LEAP taught in a state-tested grade or subject area. Of these eligible teachers, 36.6% (88 out of 240) received a VAM bonus.
The distributions of the quality of SLOs for VAM recipients and non-recipients in the TIF-LEAP schools are compared in Table IV.5. Teachers may create more than one SLO in a year, yet they receive only one VAM bonus. To account for this, the mean rating of each teacher’s SLOs is used in this analysis. For school year 2009-10, the 119 teachers who receive a VAM bonus are more likely to have high quality SLOs than teachers who do not receive a VAM bonus. This result is statistically significant with chi-square = 10.72 and p < .05. A similar pattern is seen in 2010-11; however, the chi-square is not statistically significant in that year.
A thorough examination of teacher retention in TIF-LEAP and comparison schools is constrained by data limitations. Specifically, all classroom teachers employed in a school during March of the previous year but not employed as a classroom teacher in the same school system/district during March of the current year are included in the school’s turnover rate. These data are reported each year as a percentage on the school’s Report Card through the North Carolina “Education First NC School Report Cards” program and are compared to the state and district turnover rates.5
These data on outward mobility do not indicate if a teacher moves within the district or leaves the district, nor do they address such factors as: teacher layoffs or reduction in force; structural reorganization (i.e., changing a K-5 school to a K-8 school; dividing a high school into several small, theme-based schools or combining small schools into a comprehensive high school); or voluntary or involuntary re-assignment to another school.
In comparing the average turnover rates for TIF-LEAP schools to the average turnover rates for the comparison schools, the number of schools entering the initiative in different years (as either TIF-LEAP or control schools) and remaining in the initiative for different numbers of years was taken into account. No clear trends emerged.
Research literature suggests several possible ways teacher turnover can impact student achievement and other school-related factors. For example, research indicates that high levels of turnover have a negative impact on student achievement when good teachers leave and their replacements may be less experienced; however, in some settings less effective teachers are more likely to leave. At the same time, there can be “disruptive” factors regardless of the effectiveness of the teachers, such as a loss of institutional knowledge or a decrease in staff collegiality and cohesion.6
The use of SLOs was the approach selected as a means to both improve and measure teacher performance. For that reason, the evaluation gives considerable attention to the quality of SLOs and how frequently the growth targets are met.
Individual year analyses show that the quality and attainment of SLOs are influenced by a number of factors, including teacher experience and changes in district conditions. The major findings are: SLO quality and attainment increased from 2008-09 to 2009-10; there is a positive relationship between the quality of SLOs and their attainment; SLO quality and attainment increase with a teacher’s years of participation in the initiative; and teachers who receive a VAM bonus are more likely to have high quality SLOs.
1 SLOs were implemented beginning in 2008-09, the second year of the initiative. School year 2011-12 is the concluding year of the TIF-LEAP initiative. As indicated in Chapter III, gaps in the student achievement database for 2011-12 resulted in a highly unstable and substantially unrepresentative sample. These gaps precluded the ability to satisfactorily estimate effects of SLOs on student achievement in the initiative’s final year.
2 The student achievement analyses are presented in Chapter V. The statistical methods used for all analyses are described in Chapter III.
3 Individual teacher rubric ratings are maintained confidentially and only used for evaluation of the CMS project. Individual ratings are not reported to the teacher or the district.
4 There were ten schools in the initiative in 2008-09 and twenty schools in years 2009-11.
5 School level turnover rates are derived from school report card data. See http://www.ncschoolreportcard.org/src/.
6 Ronfeldt, M., Lankford, H., Loeb, S., & Wyckoff, J. (2011). How teacher turnover harms student achievement (No. w17176). National Bureau of Economic Research.
The analysis of the relationship between the quality of Student Learning Objectives and the attainment of those objectives, as explained in Chapter IV, indicates that the higher the quality of the SLO, the greater the likelihood that the teacher meets or attains the student growth target. The relationship is statistically significant in all three years for all types of SLOs developed in TIF-LEAP schools. This finding merits further examination of the effect of the TIF-LEAP initiative, in general, and SLOs in particular, on student performance.
The analysis in this chapter examines the impact of TIF-LEAP and SLOs on student achievement using independent measures—the annual North Carolina End-of-Grade (EOG) mathematics and reading tests. Specifically, this analysis (1) compares the growth trajectory between TIF-LEAP and comparison schools; (2) evaluates the impact of TIF-LEAP on student achievement; and (3) evaluates the relationship between SLOs and EOG achievement in the TIF-LEAP elementary and middle schools.1
Different analytical techniques are employed to appraise the impact of the TIF-LEAP initiative on student achievement. First, descriptive statistics examine the growth trajectory between TIF-LEAP and comparison schools. Secondly, longitudinal hierarchical linear models (HLM) estimate the impact of the TIF-LEAP initiative on student achievement in relation to the achievement of comparison schools. Finally, cross-sectional HLMs analyze the relationships between the SLOs and student achievement in the TIF-LEAP elementary and middle schools.
The following student achievement analysis includes: (1) an initial presentation of all of the major findings from these analyses; (2) a description of student demographic and achievement data and teacher and principal characteristics used in the analyses; (3) a presentation of descriptive plots of the relative performance between TIF-LEAP and comparison schools over time; and (4) a description and discussion of the longitudinal and cross-sectional hierarchical linear models and associated results.
Descriptive statistical results show that the growth rate of students in TIF-LEAP schools is greater than the growth rate of students in the comparison schools during the years under study.2 Although the TIF-LEAP schools started with lower student performance, by the end of year four, the student test scores in both mathematics and reading are closely approaching those of the comparison schools.
The TIF-LEAP schools also show greater resilience to the negative shocks resulting from the economic recession, including teacher layoffs, and planning for school closures and restructuring3 that occurred in 2010-11. Student test scores in the TIF-LEAP schools grew at a lower rate in that year than in the previous school year. However, they grew at a higher rate than the comparison schools that experienced the same disruptions.
The longitudinal HLM models provide the estimated effects of the initiative. They show that TIF-LEAP had a positive impact on the participating schools which is both statistically and practically significant. Specifically,
•In terms of mathematics achievement, students in TIF-LEAP schools on average have a growth rate 12% greater than students in the comparison schools.
This growth difference is substantial and means that the TIF-LEAP students are growing 12% more than the 0.8% annual growth rate of the comparison school students. This growth translates into 0.34 points annual growth difference between TIF-LEAP and comparison students. As a result, at the end of year four of the initiative, the test scores of students in the TIF-LEAP schools improved, cumulatively, 1.4 points more than students in the comparison schools. This growth brings the TIF-LEAP schools close to par with the comparison schools (students in TIF-LEAP schools started 1.5 points lower than students in the comparison schools at the beginning of the initiative).
•In terms of reading achievement, students in TIF-LEAP schools on average have a growth rate 13% greater than students in the comparison schools.
This growth difference is substantial and translates into 0.44 points annual growth difference between TIF-LEAP and comparison students. As a result, at the end of year four of the initiative, the test scores of students in the TIF-LEAP schools are only 0.7 points lower than those in the comparison schools. The initial test scores of the TIF-LEAP students started 2.5 points lower than students in the comparison schools.
Three cross-sectional HLM analyses were conducted over the course of the TIF-LEAP initiative. The findings of the cross-sectional HLM models vary by subject and year.
The first cross-sectional analysis is for 2008-09, the first year of SLO implementation. The full SLO effects on student achievement were expected to phase in over several years of implementation. The findings in the first year support this expectation:
•There are positive, statistically significant associations between the attainment of Target SLOs and student achievement both in mathematics and in reading.4
•There is no statistically significant association between the quality of SLOs (as indicated by the rubric rating)5 and student achievement.
The second cross-sectional analysis is for 2009-10. In terms of achieving higher student performance, this is the peak year of SLO implementation. The key findings include the following:
•There are positive, statistically significant associations between the quality of SLOs and student achievement. This finding means that a teacher’s SLO rating relates positively to student achievement in elementary school mathematics, elementary school reading, and middle school mathematics.
•There are positive, statistically significant associations between the attainment of SLOs and student achievement at the elementary school level. This finding means that the students whose teachers met their SLOs achieved higher scores in elementary school mathematics and reading.
The third cross-sectional analysis is for 2010-11. In this school year, as a result of the increase in the number of students and classrooms, the investigation is conducted at the individual grade level in grades 4-8 rather than combining grades into elementary and middle school analyses. The key findings include:
•There is a positive, statistically significant association between the quality of SLOs and student achievement in mathematics in grade five.
•There is a positive, statistically significant association between the attainment of SLOs and student achievement in reading in grade six.
The following discussion provides more technical detail on the databases, analytical methodologies, and findings. It may be useful to refer to Chapter III where the initiative design and data availability information are presented because information related to the design and timing of the initiative, including the selection of comparison schools, helps explain the analytical methodologies employed.
Whereas the overall data used in this report are described in detail in Chapter III, particularly relevant data are presented here. This analysis draws on student achievement data for school years 2006-07 to 2010-11. It is a rich data set, which includes information on student EOG scores, student demographics and other characteristics, as well as information on teachers and principals in 20 TIF-LEAP schools and 24 comparison schools. The data set is hierarchically structured at three levels: student, classroom and school.
Student Characteristics. Table V.1 shows the student demographic data of TIF-LEAP and comparison schools over the four years of the evaluation. Student enrollment remained relatively stable over time, both in TIF-LEAP and comparison schools. In terms of race/ethnicity, both TIF-LEAP and comparison schools had a majority of African American students with Hispanic/Latino students being the second largest student group. The comparison schools had a larger proportion of White students than the TIF-LEAP schools.
The distribution of students by gender (51% male, 49% female) was consistent across both TIF-LEAP and comparison schools. However, the composition of schools by other demographic characteristics shows differences. Specifically, TIF-LEAP schools had a higher percentage of students receiving free or reduced price lunch (FRPL) and students with limited English proficiency (LEP) than the comparison schools.
Two additional student characteristics included in these analyses are incidents of disciplinary behaviors, including in-school and out-of-school suspensions (ISS, OSS), and absenteeism, including unexcused absences and tardiness, and excused absences and tardiness. Based on 2008-09 data, the average number of incidents of disciplinary behaviors was 14.0 and 8.2 for TIF-LEAP and comparison schools, respectively; the average number of incidents of excused absences and tardiness was 1.7 and 2.7, respectively.
Teacher Characteristics. Table V.2 shows the teacher demographics for the TIF-LEAP and comparison schools. The average experience level and the proportion of fully licensed or advanced degree teachers in TIF-LEAP schools increased more than in the comparison schools.6 These data support the TIF-LEAP goal of recruiting and retaining highly qualified teachers to high need schools.
Principal Characteristics. The characteristics in 2007-08 indicate that TIF-LEAP principals average more years of experience in the principalship overall, 11.1 years, than the principals in the comparison schools who average 7.8 years as a principal. Similarly, the TIF-LEAP principals are in their current school an average of 3.1 years, slightly longer than the comparison school principals who average 2.6 years in their current position.
All of the characteristics described above are included in the baseline models. However, only those that are statistically significant and/or contribute to the model fitness are included in the final models to maximize the efficiency of the model estimation.
The simple descriptive statistics provide an initial view of the schools over the initiative. To examine if students in TIF-LEAP schools have a growth rate greater or less than those in the comparison schools, the analysis computed the average mathematics and reading scores for all students in the TIF-LEAP and comparison schools over the school years 2007-08 to 2010-11. Plots of these average test scores are shown in Figure V.1. Two main points from the plots of the average test scores by subject and by initiative status suggest that:
•Although the TIF-LEAP schools started with lower student performance, by the end of year four of the initiative, student test scores in both mathematics and reading are approaching those of the comparison schools. Figure V.1 illustrates that students in the TIF-LEAP schools, during the years under study, are growing at a higher rate on the North Carolina EOG tests than those in the comparison schools.
•In 2010-11, the student test scores in TIF-LEAP schools are not growing at the rate expected from the linear projection of the previous years; however, their growth rate is higher than that of the comparison schools. It appears that, at the TIF-LEAP schools, some of the shocks from the district’s changed economic circumstances are offset by the TIF-LEAP effects.
Figure V.1 on mathematics begins with 2006-07—a year before the launch of the TIF-LEAP initiative—to show that the TIF-LEAP schools were lagging behind the comparison schools before the implementation. However, due to changes in the reading EOG assessment, the 2006-07 reading data are not comparable to those in 2007-08 and subsequent years of the initiative.7
Because of the limitations of the simple descriptive statistics,8 hierarchical linear models (HLM) are specified to estimate the various TIF-LEAP effects. HLM is used because of the nested nature of these data.9 HLM estimates relationships at the individual and group (class, school, or TIF-LEAP status) levels and allows for relationships at the student level to vary across group levels, as well as for modeling cross-level interactions. A full discussion on the nested data is included later in this chapter because it is easier to illustrate in a specific context.
Two types of HLM models are specified. To evaluate the impact of TIF-LEAP on student achievement, a two-level longitudinal HLM is specified. To analyze the relationship between SLOs and student achievement in TIF-LEAP schools, a three-level cross-sectional HLM is specified. The model specifications are discussed in turn below.
Longitudinal HLM models are used to estimate TIF-LEAP treatment effects by exploring the differences in longitudinal achievement records across different students. In contrast to a cross-sectional analysis, which has between-students variation and therefore allows only for point-in-time estimates, longitudinal analysis explores a richer set of information of panel data, i.e., identifies both the temporal patterns (also called time-dimension or within-student variation) and cross-sectional patterns (also called spatial-dimension or between-students variation) in the data. In addition, longitudinal analysis allows for a higher level of “controls” so that the time invariant unobservable or unmeasurable factors (e.g., a student’s innate ability), that cannot be controlled in a cross-sectional analysis, are contained in the error terms.
The time variant unobservable and unmeasurable factors (e.g., a student’s FRPL status) cannot be controlled in the longitudinal HLM model. This can lead to selection bias in the estimation and constitute a main caveat in the interpretation of results.10 For example, if the TIF-LEAP and comparison schools had different trend lines in the pre-initiative period, the estimate on the treatment effect is biased because it captures the “true” treatment effect plus a bias which is due to the difference in trend. Multiple years of pre-initiative data are not available for a direct test of the trends. However, artifacts point to similar trends showing stability and consistency across multiple years.
Because of the use of student level data to examine the initiative’s effects, two-level longitudinal HLM models are specified. The first level estimates student achievement over time and the second level estimates the relationship between the achievement over time and initiative status. The cross-level interactions are captured by the covariance of first level and second level error terms. The analyses focus on mathematics and reading for students in grades 4-8. For each of these analyses, an unconditional mean model (UMM) is fitted first to partition the total variance in the student test scores. The UMM does not include any predictors. An analysis of the estimates of the UMM helps in guiding the approach to the final model specifications.
A summary of the main findings of the longitudinal HLM models is included first and then a detailed discussion of the models and associated results follows.
In general, there are statistically significant TIF-LEAP treatment effects on students’ achievement in both mathematics and reading. Specifically,
•In terms of mathematics achievement, TIF-LEAP students, on average, have a growth rate 12% greater than students at the comparison schools. The true initial test scores of the TIF-LEAP students are 1.5 points lower than students at the comparison schools. However, the annual rate of change in test scores for the average TIF-LEAP student is 0.34 points higher than his/her counterpart in comparison schools. This estimate is statistically significant at p < .01.
•In terms of reading achievement, TIF-LEAP students, on average, have a growth rate 13% greater than students at the comparison schools. The true initial test scores of the TIF-LEAP students are 2.5 points lower than students at the comparison schools. The annual rate of change in test scores for the average TIF-LEAP student is 0.44 points higher than his/her counterpart in comparison schools. This estimate is statistically significant at p < .01.
The longitudinal HLM models, starting with the UMM model, are discussed below. With no predictor, the UMM model is as follows:
Equation (3) comes from combining equations (1) and (2).
The UMM is used to partition the proportion of variance within—and between—students, which is used as a baseline for evaluating the success of subsequent longitudinal models. The proportions of variance distributed across the two levels are described by the following formula:
The fourth column of Table V.3 shows the estimation results of the longitudinal UMM on mathematics EOG tests. The grand mean of the mathematics test scores in our total sample of 40,067 student observations is 353.87; 46.5% of the variation is from within-student variation and 53.5% is from between-students variation, so both within and between variations are significant and need to be explored.11
Next, the variations in student test scores are explored by looking at what role TIME plays, where TIME is defined according to school years. This is accomplished by specifying a second longitudinal HLM model, adding TIME into the UMM. The second model is called unconditional growth model (UGM), a model with TIME the only Level-1 predictor and no substantive predictors at Level-2, which helps evaluate the baseline amount of change. The composite form of the UGM model is as follows:
Equation (4) comes from combining the Level-1 and Level-2 equations of the UGM model.12 The second column of Table V.3 shows the estimation results of the UGM. The average true initial status of the student mathematics test scores in 2007-08 is 349.79. Student mathematics scores increase, on average, by 2.88 points annually for all schools. Comparing the σe2 between the UMM and UGM model, one can see that 18% of the within-student variation is associated with the linear TIME. The goodness-of-fit statistics all point to a better fit of the UGM than UMM.
The UGM model only looks at the average growth of all the schools. The next intermediate step is to examine the growth differential between the students in the TIF-LEAP schools and those in the comparison schools. This involves adding into equation (4) the variable TIFit, a dummy variable, which equals 1 for students in TIF-LEAP schools and 0 for those in comparison schools. TIFit is a time-varying variable because, for the same student, it equals 0 in the years before the start of the TIF-LEAP initiative and equals 1 thereafter. The composite form of this conditional growth model is as follows:
The estimated coefficient on TIFit is -0.89 in terms of mathematics test scores, which is statistically significant and indicates that the TIF-LEAP schools, on average, had lower test scores over the course of the initiative. This estimate refers only to the level of the test scores, rather than the growth of the test scores that captures the TIF-LEAP effects.14
In order to capture the TIF-LEAP effects, i.e., the growth of students’ test scores as a result of TIF-LEAP, an interaction term, is added into equation (5):
For the purpose of presentation, equation (6) is the condensed version of the final growth model (FGM) because it leaves out the control predictors.15 The residual variances of the UGM, including both initial status and rate of change are substantial and statistically significant, an indication that one should add the control predictors.
The last column of Table V.3 shows the estimation results of the FGM.16 The main results include:
•The true initial test score for the average comparison student is 350.08. This is higher than the initial test scores of 349.79 in the UGM model.
•The true initial test score for the average TIF-LEAP student is 1.5 points lower. This is as expected because of the design of the initiative.
•The true annual rate of change in test scores for the average comparison student is 2.82. This is somewhat lower than the rate of change of 2.88 in the UGM model.
•The true annual rate of change in test scores for the average TIF-LEAP student is 0.34 points higher than that of the comparison student. This estimate is statistically significant at p < .01. It indicates that the mathematics test scores of TIF-LEAP students, on average, grow at a rate 12% greater than that of the comparison students.
•The within-student variance is substantially reduced to 1.14 by allowing for the TIF-LEAP effect and adding additional student characteristic control variables. The between-students variance is also significantly reduced. Moreover, the covariance between Level-2 equations is no longer statistically significant. All of these indicate that the FGM has a greater explanation power than the UMM and UGM models.
•The statistics of goodness-of-fit improved substantially in this final model specification. This is due to two reasons: (1) student characteristic controls were added, which significantly reduced the unexplained variation in the error terms, as can be seen from the previous point; and (2) the TIF and TIF*TIME variables both significantly predict the variation in student achievement and therefore improved the fitness of the model.
The same analyses of the TIF-LEAP effects on reading test scores have been conducted. The main findings are similar to those of mathematics, as the estimation results in Table V.4 show.
•The true initial test score for the average comparison student is 344.86. This is a little higher than the initial test scores of 344.38 in the UGM model.
•Similar to the case of the mathematics test, the true initial test scores of the TIF-LEAP students is 2.5 points lower.
•The true annual rate of change in test scores for the average comparison student is 3.44. This is somewhat lower than the rate of change of 3.48 in the UGM model.
•The true annual rate of change in test scores for the average TIF-LEAP student is 0.44 points higher than that of the comparison students. This estimate is statistically significant at p < .01. It indicates that the reading test scores of TIF-LEAP students, on average, grow at a rate 13% greater than that of the comparison students.
•The within-student variance and the goodness-of-fit statistics follow the same pattern as mathematics.
Cross-sectional HLM models are used to analyze the relationship between SLOs and student achievement in mathematics and reading in TIF-LEAP schools.17 As mentioned above, HLM models are needed due to the nested feature of the data, i.e., students nested within classrooms and classrooms nested within schools. First, because students in the same classroom or school frequently are more similar to each other than to students in another classroom or school, two of the assumptions of classical OLS regression are violated: the assumption of independence of observations and their associated residuals, and the assumption of homoscedasticity. Second and more importantly, when the nested nature of the data is not taken into account, the possible heterogeneity of regression slopes among groups is ignored.
By taking into account the nested nature of the data, cross-sectional HLM reduces the standard errors and the inflation of the Type I error is avoided. In HLM, separate regression equations are determined for each level of the data and the issue of correlated errors is avoided. HLM estimates the relationships at the individual and group levels and allows for relationships at
the student level to vary across groups, as well as for modeling cross-level interactions.18 The cross-sectional HLM models are fitted to determine two relationships: (1) the quality of SLOs and student achievement; and (2) the attainment of SLOs and student achievement.
The first cross-sectional analysis is conducted using 2008-09 data, the first year of SLO implementation. The analysis is conducted for the initial five TIF-LEAP elementary schools and the five TIF-LEAP middle schools. The elementary schools are Billingsville, Druid Hills, Highland Renaissance Academy, Reid Park, and Shamrock Gardens. The middle schools are Bishop Spaugh, John Taylor Williams, Martin Luther King, Jr., Sedgefield Middle, and J.W. Wilson.
The second and third cross-sectional HLM analyses are conducted in 2009-10 and 2010-11, respectively. These analyses included the same schools as the first model plus the two additional elementary schools, Berryhill and Lincoln Heights, that entered the initiative in 2009-10.
The four TIF-LEAP high schools (E.E. Waddell, Garinger, West Charlotte and West Mecklenburg) that entered the initiative could not be included due to data limitations. Three major issues limiting the ability to analyze high schools emerged during the study:
1.When students move from middle school to high school, they are difficult to track and match within the district’s data system.
2.Even with those students who could be identified and tracked, one faces the problem of how to access pre-test controls. Algebra and English are the corresponding tested-subject classes to grade level mathematics and reading. An attempt to use grade 8 mathematics as the pre-test for Algebra generated statistical test results that indicate the correlation between the two is low, preventing its use as a pre-test control in the cross-sectional HLM model.
3.Students may take EOC courses in different grades. This causes further loss of observations and creates complications in terms of alignment of pre-tests and grades.
For each of these analyses, an unconditional mean model (UMM) is fitted first to determine the proportion of variance at the student, classroom and school levels. When the variance at the third level is not statistically significantly different from zero, a two-level HLM is employed. If the proportion of variance at all levels is different from zero, the next analysis proceeds to fit the three-level model. At the middle school level in both mathematics and reading the variance at Level-3 was virtually zero. In these cases the analysis proceeds to fit a two-level model.19
Because a large set of information is presented in this section, it is organized by a summary of the main findings of the cross-sectional HLM models; a description of the data sample used and key variables; and a detailed description of the models and empirical results.
The first year of the implementation of SLOs is 2008-09. The full SLO effects on student achievement are expected to phase in over the first three years of the initiative. The findings in the first year are:
•There are positive, statistically significant associations between the attainment of Target SLOs and student achievement both in mathematics and in reading.20
•There is no statistically significant association between the quality of SLOs (as based on rubric ratings) and student achievement.
For the 2009-10 analysis, key findings are:
•There are positive, statistically significant associations between the quality of SLOs and student achievement. This finding means that a teacher’s SLO rating relates positively to student achievement in elementary school mathematics, elementary school reading, and middle school mathematics.
•There are positive, statistically significant associations between the attainment of SLOs and student achievement at the elementary school level. This finding means that the students whose teachers met their SLOs achieved higher scores in elementary school mathematics and reading.
For the 2010-11, key findings are:
•There is a positive, statistically significant association between the quality of SLOs and student achievement in mathematics in grade five.
•There is a positive, statistically significant association between the attainment of SLOs and student achievement in reading in grade six.
Because of the similarity of the cross-sectional HLM models conducted on different school years, the 2009-10 analysis is presented here as a representation of the data sample and the model specification. Also presented in detail are the associated 2009-10 results.
The data sample in the cross-sectional analyses differs from that used in the longitudinal analyses for two reasons: (1) only TIF-LEAP schools are included in the analyses because comparison schools have not implemented SLOs; and (2) the number of students included in the TIF-LEAP schools is smaller due to data limitations (e.g., lack of data for students from previous years).21
The most distinct data reduction occurs at the sixth grade level (both mathematics and reading) and in seventh grade mathematics. The overall data size reduction is 43%. Although the reduction in data is substantial, all groups are affected in a similar manner. Data loss appears to be random.
There are two main reasons for the data loss. First, prior achievement data are not available for more than one-third of the students. Second, the analysis excludes those classrooms that are comprised of fewer than seven students with both pre-test (2008-09) and post-test (2009-10) information.
The TIF-LEAP sample discussed above pertains to the analysis of the association between the quality of SLOs and student achievement. The number of students and classrooms included in the analyses is presented in Table V.5.22
The outcome variable is a standardized student test score (z-score) in mathematics or reading on the 2009-10 North Carolina EOG General Test.23 Since the North Carolina state tests are not vertically aligned, and because more than one grade is included in each analysis (grades 4 and 5 at the elementary school level and grades 6, 7, and 8 at the middle school level), the scaled scores are transformed into z-scores grade by grade. Specifically, z-score variables are created in mathematics (ZM0910) and reading (ZR0910), and include observations in z-scores on students from grade 4 to grade 8, respectively. Several student level, classroom level, and school level variables are collected and explored as potential predictors of student achievement. Note that information on free and reduced price lunch (FRPL) status is not available from CMS in 2009-10 for individual students.
Generally speaking, the cross-sectional HLM models are specified at three levels: student, classroom and school. However, depending on the proportion of variance at each of the three levels, the three-level model reduces into a two-level model in some cases. Specifically, a three-level unconditional mean model (UMM) is first specified and used to determine the levels by investigating the variance at each level.24 After determining levels, the SLOs and other control variables are entered into the three-level (or two-level) UMM, initially allowing all the intercepts and slopes to vary.
The cross-sectional HLM model presented below is the most generous model that has three levels and allows all the intercepts and slopes to be random. In the actual final model, some of the intercepts and slopes are fixed due to the problem in estimating too many parameters, and some of the control variables are not included due to non-significance of the estimated coefficients on them.
A total of 603 students in 46 classrooms are included in the elementary school mathematics analyses of the association between teachers’ SLO ratings and student achievement. Within the unconditional model, the proportion of variance at the student level is 79%, the proportion of variance at the classroom level is 14%, and the proportion of variance among schools is 7%. Table V.6 shows the point estimates and standard errors of individual predictors.
As shown in the table, the pre-test (ZM0809) is a significant positive predictor of student achievement in 2009-10 (p < .001). FRPL and SWD status as well as the number of out-of-school suspensions (OSS) are statistically significant but negatively associated with student achievement (p = .035, p = .010, and p = .005, respectively). African American status is also a negative predictor of student achievement (p = .040). There are no significant predictors of student achievement at the individual school level.
There is a positive, statistically significant association between the quality of SLOs and student achievement in elementary school mathematics (p = .033). In terms of z-scores, a one level increase in SLO rating is associated with an increase in the z-score by 0.17 points. This improvement is substantial because it translates into a 1.44 point increase in the mathematics test scores, indicating that the quality of the SLOs makes a difference in student performance.
A total of 664 students in 44 classrooms are included in the elementary school reading analyses. The analyses focus on the association between teachers’ SLO ratings and student achievement on the elementary reading EOG tests. Within the unconditional model, the proportion of variance at the student level is 76%, the proportion of variance at the classroom level is 21%, and the proportion of variance among schools is 3%.
Similar to the findings on elementary school mathematics, the pre-test is a significant positive predictor of student achievement in 2009-10 (p < .001); SWD status and the number of out-of-school suspensions (OSS) are negative and statistically significantly associated with student achievement. Gender is a significant predictor of reading with girls performing at higher levels than boys.
There is a positive, statistically significant association between the quality of SLOs and student achievement in elementary school reading. In terms of z-scores, a one level increase in SLO rating is associated with an increase in the z-score of 0.21 points, which translates into a 1.89 point increase in the reading test scores.
A total of 931 students in 82 classrooms are included in the middle school mathematics analyses of the association between teachers’ SLO ratings and student achievement. Within the unconditional model the proportion of variance at the student level is 70% and the proportion of variance at the classroom level is 30%. There is no variance at the third level, school; consequently, a two-level hierarchical linear model has been fitted to the data. Table V.7 provides the significant effects of individual predictors at the student and classroom levels.
The pre-test (student achievement in 2008-09) is a significant positive predictor of student achievement in 2009-10 (p < .001). The number of in-school suspensions (ISS) and out-of-school suspensions (OSS) are negative and statistically significantly associated with student achievement (p = .040 and p = .001, respectively). At the second level, the average number of out-of-school suspensions (OSS_L2) predicts student achievement negatively (p = .015).
There is a positive, statistically significant association between the quality of SLOs and student achievement (p = .007) in middle school mathematics. In terms of z-scores, a one level increase in SLO rating increases the z-scores by 0.15 points, indicating that the quality of the SLOs indeed makes a difference on student performance.
A total of 1,561 students in 108 classrooms are included in the middle school reading analyses of the association between teachers’ SLO ratings and student achievement. The proportion of variance among schools is approximately zero. Consequently, a two-level model has been fitted to these data. For the two-level model, the proportion of variance at the student level is 66% and the proportion of variance at the classroom level is 34%.
Similar to the previous analyses, there are significant associations between the pre-test, ISS and OSS and student achievement in middle school reading. There is no statistically significant association between the quality of SLOs and student achievement in middle school reading.
Cross-sectional HLM analyses are conducted on the attainment of SLOs for elementary and middle school mathematics and reading. The findings are consistent with those on the quality of SLOs.
There is a positive, statistically significant association between attainment of SLOs and student achievement in elementary school mathematics and reading. In terms of z-scores, attaining the SLO growth target increases the z-scores in elementary reading by 0.15 points, and elementary mathematics by 0.11 points. The attainment of SLOs is not a statistically significant predictor of student achievement in either middle school mathematics or reading.
This evaluation employed both descriptive statistics and HLM models to examine the TIF-LEAP initiative’s impact on student achievement. The descriptive statistics examined the growth trajectory between TIF-LEAP and comparison schools. Longitudinal hierarchical linear models estimated the impact of the initiative on student achievement in relation to the achievement of comparison schools. Finally, cross-sectional HLM analyzed the relationships between SLOs and student achievement in the TIF-LEAP schools.
The TIF-LEAP initiative made a positive impact on student achievement at the participating schools. Results show that (1) the growth rate of students in TIF-LEAP schools is greater than the growth rate of students at the comparison schools during the years under study; (2) there are positive relationships between both the quality and attainment of SLOs and student achievement; and (3) the TIF-LEAP schools also show greater resilience than the comparison schools to district changes that occurred in 2010-11.
1 The quantitative analysis in this chapter is applied only to elementary and middle schools. Grade 3 is not included in the elementary school analyses because a pre-test is not administered in Grade 2. The three issues limiting the ability to analyze high school EOC test scores are discussed in detail later in this chapter.
2 See section on Student Achievement Data regarding 2011-12 in Chapter III.
3 For further discussion of these changed circumstances, see Chapters I and VI.
4 In subsequent cross-sectional analyses no statistically significant differences were found between Class and Target SLOs, therefore results for both type of SLOs were merged.
5 For details on how the SLO ratings are defined and measured, please refer to Chapters III and IV.
6 Table V.2 includes teachers from all subject areas. In terms of the tested-subject teachers, the total numbers of teachers in TIF-LEAP and comparison schools in 2007-08 were 157 and 233, respectively. The patterns of teacher characteristics for tested-subject teachers are similar to those in Table V.2.
7 For details on the comparability issues on reading scores, please refer to the “Technical Report, North Carolina Reading Comprehension Tests”, April 21, 2009. See http://www.dpi.state.nc.us/docs/accountability/testing/reports/eogreadingtechman3.pdf.
8 The magnitude of the impact cannot be identified from the descriptive statistics. Further, they do not control for factors such as the impact of the student and teacher characteristics that may account for the differences in student performance.
9 Traditional regression models, such as ordinary least squares (OLS) regression, are methods that analyze data by focusing on one level. In many situations, including educational settings, the observations are clustered into groups, which in turn can be clustered into larger groups. This characteristic is called “nesting.”
10 Through controlling the observables and time-invariant unobservables, together with the quasi-experimental design, estimates from longitudinal HLM models are interpreted as estimates on causal treatment effects, with the caveats discussed in the main text.
11 The results of the UMM not only provide a baseline for evaluating the success of subsequent longitudinal models, but also tell us that there are sufficient variations for meaningful cross-sectional analyses, where only between-student variation is explored.
13 The coefficient of TIFit is fixed. It could be set to vary randomly across students by adding a residual term in equation (5). However, this was not done because no significant variations were found in the process of exploring the data, and adding the random effect term which prevents the model estimation to converge uses up degrees of freedom.
14 It is for this reason that we did not report the estimation results of the CGM in Tables V.3 and V.4.
16 The evaluation does not report the estimates on and their interaction terms.
17 Cross-sectional, instead of longitudinal, analysis is used here because the SLOs are not vertically aligned to be directly comparable.
18 In comparison to cross-sectional HLM, longitudinal HLM models do not have separate levels for classrooms and schools.
19 The three-level HLM models are presented. The two-level models are conceptually identical to the three-level models, but they do not include the third level and the notation is simpler.
20 See endnote 4.
21 Missing previous year’s test scores was not a problem for the longitudinal analysis because the regression technique used was sufficiently robust to handle missing observations.
22 Although the presentation here is from the 2009-10 analysis, the same problem and strategy applies for the 2010-11 analysis.
23 z-scores were calculated using the mean and standard deviation of the state EOG test scores for a given subject, test year, and grade. This is not needed in the longitudinal analysis because the longitudinal HLM model pools information on the test scores from all grades in a certain test year and explores the variation year after year to achieve the estimate, i.e., to explore if the average on all grades’ test scores grow or not, so the lack of vertical alignment is not an issue.
24 The analyses of variance are similar to the ones in longitudinal HLM and the results are omitted. In general, the variance decreases from the UMM to the final model.
The subject of performance-based compensation in education is nuanced and complex. It may bring up questions about how teacher and principal performance can be measured in fair, transparent, and inclusive ways. It may challenge deeply held personal beliefs about why and how one teaches. It may cause suspicions about the motives and intentions of those for whom and with whom one works. If these issues are not disquieting enough, there is also the somewhat mottled history of performance-based compensation in education that suggests connecting teaching, learning, and compensation is challenging.
However, as pointed out earlier, TIF-LEAP teachers and principals, together with CMS leaders, were experienced consumers of pay incentives from earlier district and state programs. Additionally, they were, during the design phase of the initiative, beneficiaries of the learnings from newer and more successful performance-based compensation approaches, such as ProComp in the Denver Public Schools. All in all, including the federal funding support, CMS was in an opportune position to initiate a successful new performance-based compensation initiative.
Survey and interview responses show that, at the outset, district and community stakeholders held favorable views of the possibilities of connecting additional compensation to student outcomes. Some in the district welcomed the opportunity presented by the TIF-LEAP initiative. A central administrator observed: “The [school] community is ready for pay for performance.” Another thought that the initiative would “increase respect from the community.” A school board member said, “The time and commitment necessary to make teaching a career should be compensated.”
Over the course of the initiative, the participant and stakeholder outlook on the potential of performance-based compensation remained favorable, even during several unusual and complicating district events. However, their viewpoints were neither uniform nor uncritical; and though experienced and primed at the outset, TIF-LEAP participants, CMS leaders, and other stakeholders still had more to learn about performance-based compensation.
TIF-LEAP schools joined the initiative in phases, increasing not only the number of teacher and principal participants over time, but also the amount of survey and interview feedback on the progress of the initiative. The TIF-LEAP team, the Steering Committee, and many members of the central administration provided additional perspectives on the initiative’s progress and impact. Other viewpoints came from Board members, students, parents and community members.
The educator survey, administered annually between November and January by the Community Training and Assistance Center, contained items intended to tap not only the views of teacher and principal participants in the TIF-LEAP schools but also those of teachers and principals in non TIF-LEAP schools across the district. Individual and focus group interview instruments addressed topics similar to those on the survey with teachers and principals from both TIF-LEAP and non TIF-LEAP schools, as well as with Board members and other district leaders. Parents and students were interviewed in focus groups and business and community leaders in individual interviews. The numbers of participants and the methods of surveying and interviewing are presented in Chapter III.
Surveys and interviews focused on: (1) the general knowledge and beliefs held by respondents about performance-based compensation; (2) the efficacy of and preference for various types of incentives and performance-based compensation approaches; and (3) the quality and maintenance of district support services, including curriculum and instruction, accountability, technology, professional development, teacher evaluation, and instructional leadership.
As the SLO approach to performance-based compensation and the VAM approach respectively were underway in the TIF-LEAP schools, survey and interview questions were expanded to learn TIF-LEAP participant perspectives on the helpfulness of the implementation supports, the fidelity to the SLO process, the understanding of the VAM, and the effectiveness of communication. Participant views on changes in district priorities relating to the initiative also were sought through interviews and surveys. In the final year (2011-12), interviews and focus group protocols centered on lessons learned through the eyes of the participants and other stakeholders.
Analyses of the responses from the surveys and interviews, augmented by informal observations and by evaluation of artifacts, reveal consistent and telling patterns in the perspectives of TIF-LEAP participants and other stakeholders on the goals, value, implementation, and impact of the initiative. Some viewpoints were apparent from the outset of the initiative, others became evident as the initiative progressed, and still others changed over time. Besides weighing strengths and challenges of two performance-based compensation approaches, participants and stakeholders identified the effects on teaching and the impact of changes in the initiative, some of which were mid-course corrections and others which represented changes in district priorities and conditions.
Over the five years, participant and stakeholder perspectives highlight (1) what was of consistent and enduring significance in the TIF-LEAP schools; (2) how the district culture, beliefs, and systems impacted the initiative; and conversely, (3) how the initiative impacted the district over a five-year period. The experiences and interpretations gleaned from interviews and surveys were examined and summarized, and are organized into the following five observations:
1.TIF-LEAP stakeholders supported the concept of performance-based compensation initially and throughout the initiative.
2.Teachers and principals in TIF-LEAP schools used the Student Learning Objectives process to improve student learning.
3.Leaders in Charlotte-Mecklenburg Schools underscored the potential of performance-based compensation as a pathway to systemic reform.
4.The quality of the support from many district systems proved critical to the outcomes of the initiative.
5.Parents and community members supported linking student achievement and compensation for teachers and principals.
Actual words from stakeholders, together with survey responses, explain both the common themes and the diversity of views and responses to the initiative and, perhaps more than any other data, demonstrate why compensation reform is about more than money.
Baseline Year: 2007-2008. Baseline survey and interview responses1 point to readiness in the CMS community to implement performance-based compensation, in general, and to actualize the TIF-LEAP initiative, in particular. Overall, the first year survey and interview data indicate that the community, both internally and externally, engaged positively with the fundamental concept of teacher performance-based compensation—that a link can be made between what teachers earn and students learn—but only if, as one district leader indicated, “the initiative heeds lessons of the past, [the link] is developed collaboratively, and provides supports to improve instruction.”
Within schools, teachers and principals are generally amenable to an array of approaches to earning performance-based compensation. An examination of Table VI.1 reveals that survey responses from all district schools in the first year of the initiative (2007-08) and all three role groups of school site educators—principals, assistant principals, and teachers—are largely in agreement with performance-based compensation as a legitimate approach to improving student achievement, although teachers are slightly less likely to strongly agree or agree than principals, especially in regard to monetary rewards for principals.
It is of particular note that teachers are nearly as likely to strongly agree or agree with awarding pay based on student improvement by classroom, that is, by individual teacher, as they are with awarding additional compensation based on student improvement by school. In both cases, teacher agreement in CMS approached 75% at a time when teachers in other states and districts are skeptical of the concept of connecting student outcomes to teacher compensation and/or performance appraisal.
The results of this baseline survey (Table VI.1) also reveal that a plurality of site educator responses is in agreement with the potential of various types of performance-based awards. These findings indicate openness (strongly agree/agree) among site administrators for rewarding teachers who accept assignments in, or remain in, high need or difficult-to-staff schools. More than two-thirds of teachers, principals, and assistant principals support additional compensation for teachers who serve as mentors or teachers who improve their instruction through professional development activities. In addition, site educators indicate solid support for awarding extra compensation to teachers for outstanding performance evaluations, but less support for awarding extra compensation for satisfactory teacher performance ratings, particularly among principals.
Furthermore, parents and community members—critical external constituencies—express support for performance-based compensation at the outset. They were asked directly whether differences in compensation should be separated from student learning or linked to increases in student learning. Approximately two-thirds of the respondents in each group indicate that differences in compensation should be linked to increases in student learning, and when linked to principal and teacher performances in the school and classroom, respondent agreement jumps to more than 85%. They remain on board for the duration of the initiative, as further described in Observation Five.
All in all, views collected in the first year of the initiative indicate the readiness among nearly all district teachers and principals, together with district leaders, parents, and community members, to engage in performance-based compensation and to consider a variety of approaches for doing so.
Over Time. Longitudinal analyses2 of teacher and principal responses, drawn from multi-year survey data, found that teachers and principals continued to be supportive of performance-based compensation, but there were changes over time in the level of support. As shown in Figure VI.1, TIF-LEAP and non TIF-LEAP schools started from the same point in 2007-08 in terms of their general views on teacher and principal compensation; however, the momentum for support of performance-based compensation held stronger in TIF-LEAP schools than in comparison schools, albeit the level of support did decrease over time even in TIF-LEAP schools.3
These longitudinal results attest to the relatively consistent commitment of teachers and principals to the tenets of TIF-LEAP, a factor that, most certainly, helped the initiative weather a storm of fiscal difficulty and change in district circumstances and leadership in the later years of the initiative.
The goals of the TIF-LEAP initiative, as indicated in Chapter I, are always about more than money. These goals are particularly reflected in teacher and principal perceptions of SLOs.
In interview and survey responses, teachers and principals demonstrate (1) value in the student achievement features of SLOs, and (2) resolve to focus on the real target of the initiative—student achievement—through five years of implementation and more than just a few distractions. In order to improve learning through SLOs, according to one teacher, “The school administration has to make it important for the staff because SLO results can make a difference for students.”
Some principals place SLOs in the spotlight and on center stage in their schools and recognize the importance of their own contributions to teacher planning, support, and success, such as in fostering discussions about high expectations for students or promoting rigor in the measurement(s) of SLOs. Several principals stress the importance of integrating the SLO process into other goals and practices in their schools and using it to improve collaboration. Teachers and principals in TIF-LEAP schools also discuss key parts of the SLO process that resonated with them and their colleagues.
“The [SLO] process helped us pull the pedagogy together.”
“The process of writing an SLO is like writing a very thorough lesson plan.”
“Colleagues help each other [with SLOs] and [help] the induction of new teachers [into the process].”
“We expect to meet our targets, but the challenge is rigor [in setting and measuring targets].”
“The way of doing business [in the school] is the SLO process. It’s the process of how you should be doing the business anyway without bonuses. It recognizes teachers for what they already should be doing. It adds to the spirit of cooperation and includes the support staff to plan with a grade level team. We will always keep the basics of what we learned from the SLOs.”
“Developing SLOs forces teachers to target low-performing kids and then work harder to pull those kids up.”
“[The SLO process] has helped teachers plan effectively for students that are behind. Also, it has helped all the teachers look at student data differently to differentiate instruction.”
“The SLO process is what we build other things at the school around. It has gone from an outlier to common practice.”
“We have moved from a priority school to a high growth school, and I give a lot of credit for this change to the SLO process.”
Not all teachers are as successful in reaching their growth targets as they hoped, but in their explanations, they frequently speak of getting better next time, such as one who declares, “[This year] I am determined to meet my objectives.” In comparison, many teachers who find that they have a low VAM ranking are concerned because they cannot find out where they missed the mark or what they should or could do to improve their performance.
A preponderance of TIF-LEAP teachers were never wary of accepting individual accountability for student learning outcomes.
Five years of TIF-LEAP teacher and principal responses to survey items that ask about performance-based compensation preferences show little change in a generally held conviction that teacher performance and additional compensation can be linked to individual student achievement outcomes. These responses provide evidence that a preponderance of TIF-LEAP teachers were never wary of accepting individual accountability for student learning outcomes. Beginning in year one, 89.4% of TIF-LEAP participants strongly agree/agree with performance-based compensation being based on student learning in individual classrooms. Subsequent survey data show agreement remaining high at 88.1% and 80.5% in years two and three and dropping slightly to 77.6% and 75.9% in the last two years of the initiative.4
Comparatively, teachers and principals working in non TIF-LEAP schools also start off with high levels of agreement to the concept of tying compensation to student performance, but percentages fall off more distinctly (63.3% and 62.8%) in years four and five than do levels of agreement in TIF-LEAP schools in these final two years.
In the last years of the initiative, the value-added measure and the implementation of a new North Carolina teacher evaluation system led to more teacher caution about how information that connects teacher performance and student outcomes might be used. However, three-fourths of TIF-LEAP teachers and principals remain supportive of the concept of performance-based compensation throughout the initiative.
Interviews with TIF-LEAP teachers and principals over the course of the initiative speak to how SLOs sharpen their focus on student learning and help them become more effective with their students. Interviewees, both individually and in focus groups, discuss their efforts to improve student learning through the SLO process, describing what matters most to them and what is most distracting.
Several aspects of developing and working with SLOs stand out consistently as being of the highest importance, or making the greatest impact, to a preponderance of TIF-LEAP principal and teacher interviewees—even in the later years, as more secondary teachers enter the initiative and district conditions change. In terms of their work with students, it matters most to teachers and principals that the SLO process provides TIF-LEAP participants with the opportunity to:
1.analyze student baseline data, including pre-tests, for use in their planning and teaching;
2.set individual student growth targets, for both more informative and accurate assessment of student learning; and
3.participate in collegial collaboration in the development of SLOs.
The analysis of baseline data and the setting of student growth targets are clearly delineated steps of the SLO process. Collaboration with colleagues is not a required step in the process, though it is recommended in training materials and presentations. Two of the steps in the SLO process appear to foster and nourish the third one.
Baseline Data. In the SLO process, baseline data refer to (1) longitudinal student achievement data in the district system, most frequently annual state assessments and possibly the results of other formative assessments; and/or (2) the results of pre-assessments administered by the teacher. Interviewees consistently remark on the SLO baseline data analysis step as one that was informative, beneficial, and frequently enlightening, in the conduct of their instructional planning:
“The pre-assessment was good to see. Students had skills that I didn’t know they had, particularly in writing.”
“I like knowing where they start from, via the pretest.”
“I use data more effectively and have higher expectations for student growth.”
The effective use of baseline data is facilitated, first of all, through timely access to longitudinal student data—teachers see data before an instructional path already has been mapped out—and secondly, through access to or support in developing useful and telling measures for the pre/post assessment of students. TIF-LEAP principals and teachers indicate that both of these were facilitated through the SLO implementation.
Student Growth. The student growth target, as the term is used in the SLO process, refers to the aggregation of individual student growth targets that the teacher expects to meet at the end of the teaching unit. In either the pre or summative assessment, students might be ranked with all of their classmates by (1) the number of items correct; (2) a proficiency scale; (3) a standardized percentile ranking; or (4) a rubric level. But in all cases, the three questions of most interest are the following: where did the student start? how far did he/she go? and was the distance or growth adequate?
TIF-LEAP teachers feel that setting individual student growth targets is thought provoking, and leads to identifying and planning for each student’s needs early in the teaching process. Setting targets also becomes an expression of self-expectation. A specific goal over a general goal in a classroom is more likely to be achieved, much like a personal goal that is specific rather than general, such as “I will walk two miles a day” over “I will exercise more.”
Collaboration. As noted, collaboration is not a required element of the SLO process, and survey and interview questions did not specifically ask about its role in the process, but TIF-LEAP interviewees frequently bring up the value of working on the process with their peers. Structures for professional learning communities [PLC] are prominent in some TIF-LEAP schools, particularly at the elementary level, but less evident in other schools. An elementary teacher observes: “The [SLO] process clarifies and helps in [PLC] planning meetings as we work to intervene for students.” A high school English department chair tells about how SLOs guide discussions in department meetings. A principal says: “The quality of grade level planning has improved as a direct result of designing and implementing SLOs.” When collaboration time is built into the teacher week, participants indicate SLOs provide thought-provoking content for teachers to discuss, and they believe that students benefit.
TIF-LEAP teachers and principals recognize that they were participating in a pilot initiative. They are generally patient with the progress of the implementation and always generous about the efforts of hardworking project staff even as aggravations sprang up. But by year four of the initiative (year three of SLO implementation and year two of the VAM implementation), three areas emerge as particularly distracting to participants:
1.inadequate communication about and/or lack of opportunity to provide input into significant changes to the initiative;
2.misgivings about the perceived intent and accuracy of the district-developed VAM; and
3.issues with software developed to document SLOs, including three versions in as many years.
Communication. Responses from 2007-08, 2008-09, and 2009-10 surveys point to a downward trend in the percentage of principals and teachers who thought that the district communicated effectively with teachers. A plurality of TIF-LEAP principal and teacher respondents believe that the district communicated effectively with principals; however, fewer than half of principals and teachers think that communication from the district to teachers is effective. In both cases, principals agree with these two survey items at a slightly higher level than teachers. Communication in large organizations always requires vigilance, but particularly so in times of change.
Issues related to communication became paramount, according to TIF-LEAP teachers and principals, as the value-added approach was added to the SLO approach in their schools. The VAM required a revision of the payouts, resulting in decreases in the amounts of SLO bonuses for both teachers and principals in order to generate funding for VAM bonuses. A number of participants view the changes as a departure from what they had agreed to do. According to one principal, “the amount of time spent by administrators working on the SLO process doesn’t correlate with the [reduced] compensation provided principals [that resulted from paying out the VAM bonuses from the same funding pot].”
Further, teachers and principals feel that they had not been asked for input or provided with information before the new plan went forward. Some observers interpret this oversight as a “fragmentation” between divisions of the district. A principal explains this viewpoint:
“We see a significant disconnect between TIF-LEAP, under Curriculum and Instruction division and [value-added] pay for performance, under the accountability division…The result of this fragmentation is that now there are two different sets of numbers from two different offices about teacher effectiveness.”
TIF-LEAP teachers and principals feel a perceived disconnect which they believe was heightened by the need for more two-way communication between district decision-makers and the school sites.
Value-Added Measure. Teachers, in particular, are vocal about the character of the VAM implementation during the last two years of the initiative. Besides misunderstandings about and disagreements with the VAM calculation and its application, there is distrust about its purpose.
“Some of us do not like the idea of VAM. You are only testing kids one way. For kids who are struggling, other methods of testing should be implemented.”
“[VAM] is an urban thing. They have found a new way to play with the less fortunate; they always lose out.”
“The VAM is another number to label teachers.”
“How can I [special education teacher] measure my impact on the students I serve? The data folks [VAM administrator] won’t let me see the list of students I impact. I see 90 students a week, but don’t know which ones I’m credited with.”
On the other hand, there are those teachers who are open to VAM possibilities.
“It’s positive to be using value-added [methodology] in order to level the playing field, but the definitions [referring to variables included in the model] have to be right.”
“The jury is still out on the impact [of VAM] and revisions are still coming.”
“The haves and have-nots are [talking about] the things that make them alike and different [on the VAM].”
“I like VAM because [our] teachers will be ranked with all of the other teachers in CMS. The perception out there is that [our] teachers aren’t effective, but in fact, look at the value [some of them] added.”
These voices, however, were obscured amidst the disquiet caused by participant reactions to what they perceived as the dismissive nature of the VAM implementation.
While teachers and principals in the TIF-LEAP schools express numerous concerns about the VAM, they are comparatively more open to the concept of using growth measures than are other teachers and principals in the district. Teachers and principals in the non TIF-LEAP schools are far less supportive of using VAMs to reward teachers than those in TIF-LEAP schools with only 34.8% and 36.9% strongly agree/agree in years 2011 and 2012, respectively, as shown in Table VI.2.
Further, responses show a plurality of TIF-LEAP teachers and principals strongly agree/agree (50.0% in 2011 and 54.7% in 2012) with rewarding principals whose schools show valued-added growth on the state-mandated assessment. By comparison, only a third of the non TIF-LEAP respondents strongly agree/agree that principals should be awarded when their schools show value-added growth on these assessments.
These survey results indicate that while the VAM implementation is problematic and distracting, it does not completely dissuade TIF-LEAP teachers and principals from their interest in performance-based compensation in the last two years, including the use of the value-added approach.
Software. The software glitches that frustrated participants are not unusual in new technology implementation, but there were changes to the software each year, which teachers said cost them valuable time and made more than a few teachers suggest that the level of effort was not commensurate with the level of the bonus. Furthermore, according to interviewees, there was a delay in getting the third year SLO web-based platform live for teachers to use, leading to a late start on SLOs; the system was perceived as unreliable about saving data, resulting in lost work; and in the third year, it could not be accessed from home.
“In a way, [this year] the process got in the [way] of the product. It took a long time for teachers to get acclimated to use of the [new software] platform.”
“The process is good but the technology is not. The techs should get it right before they give it to teachers. When teachers have to work out kinks, the techs lose credibility.”
Ironically, software changes represented the TIF-LEAP team’s intent to make the input platform easier—with pull-down menus, questions, and prompts designed to assist teachers and principals in being thorough and to prevent omissions that might result in an SLO being returned to the teacher for revision. By the final year of the project, most issues had been resolved.
The TIF-LEAP initiative got underway with the advantage of district leaders who believed in the potential of performance-based compensation as a catalyst for reform and as a vehicle for improving student achievement. Over the five years of the initiative, the Board of Education and the district leadership team became more knowledgeable and most remained supportive of the initiative and its possibilities, even as changes in district circumstances hindered the capacity to take performance compensation to scale in the district or sustain it in TIF-LEAP schools. A concerted effort to interview Board members and district leaders each year meant a significant level of district policymakers and decision-makers routinely added their perspective on performance-based compensation and the progress of the initiative (see a summary of interviews in Chapter III).
Board of Education. The original Board members (those in office at the beginning of the initiative) became more fluent over time with the potential of performance-based compensation. Several predicted that the impact of TIF-LEAP in the district would be long-term and systemic, even if not exactly as originally planned. Greater awareness of the nuances and complexity of performance-based compensation—that it goes beyond allocating money, begins with a strong vision of effective teaching, and extends to sound human capital practices and a commitment to leadership and teaching force development—is increasingly evident among Board member responses in each succeeding year of the initiative.
“Successful compensation reform will cost more than any current compensation schemes. But the return on investment includes more effective teaching, sustained over time; retention of effective teachers in the classroom; bench strength in the teaching and principal ranks; and sustainable improvements in student achievement. Ultimately, successful compensation reform has the potential to pay for itself by generating more net producers graduating from our schools.”
“Reformation [of public education] must be particularly focused on how we measure and reform [teacher] performance. While there is nothing inherently wrong with honoring advanced degrees and longevity, they, in and of themselves, must not be the only measures we reward.”
“We need to identify the key competencies of an effective teacher, the prime motivations of an effective teacher, and the personality traits of an effective teacher. Then we should create multiple profiles and use them to inform our targeted recruiting efforts.”
“Curriculum and instruction, in particular, needs to be more responsive to the various developmental needs of teachers as they try to improve their performances. Value-added does nothing unless there’s an instructive piece to go with it.”
“To be meaningful, compensation reform must be sustainable over the long term, and insulated from the shifting political and economic sands that affect the district’s annual operating budget.”
Board members had always expected support from the community on performance-based compensation, believing the collective culture of the Charlotte-Mecklenburg area to be strongly influenced by the norms of the financial sector industry, a notion that the annual community survey validates.
“The [Charlotte] community lives in a world of performance-based measures and pay so they will support [compensation reform], and they are owed an explanation of what (and why) we intend to do.”
In the third and fourth years (2009-11) of the TIF-LEAP initiative, the Board and district leadership faced a sobering financial picture, much like the rest of the country, and were involved in teacher layoffs and school closures and reorganizations. Though certain that the district would be unable to sustain the current TIF-LEAP initiative at a districtwide scale, they expressed their commitment to performance accountability as a focal point of the new strategic plan.
The fifth and final year (2011-12) of the initiative brought in a largely new slate of Board members who, while facing an opening in the Superintendency and more fiscal austerity, committed to the goal of having highly effective teachers in every classroom. The following observations reflect their initial understanding and opinions regarding the TIF-LEAP initiative.
“I talked to teachers and they found the SLO process was helpful and gave the teacher much more insight.”
“Most teachers did not have a problem with the SLO process, but the administrators did not have enough knowledge of the process because of the constant changes in school leadership.”
“CMS should use the state measure instead of our own [VAM] because it confuses teachers and sets them up for failure.”
The new Board of Education expresses interest in the links between educator performance and compensation, while being mindful of the changed economic circumstances facing the district and the country.
Central Administration. For the duration, the level of knowledge and sustained interest in the TIF-LEAP initiative among central administration was uneven, with some executive and department leaders more participative than others. However, they all express support of the concept of reforming how teachers are evaluated and paid.
Many central leaders affirmed their belief in the core tenets of the SLO process, such as the use of baseline student data in planning instruction, the recognition of effective teaching, the emphasis on accountability for individual student growth, and the value of the site-based program implementation and support. Several central administrators faithfully served as members of the TIF-LEAP Steering Committee. Later, they struggled with the difficulty, as leaders, of supporting compensation reform while carrying out staff layoffs and cutting school programs.
Some central administrators consider the TIF-LEAP design, and approach to supporting schools on SLOs, as a model for further improvements to teacher effectiveness:
“TIF-LEAP has made educators pay more individual attention to students’ unique sub-group needs, made them more goal-oriented, and [made it] easier to tie student achievement to goals and finite objectives.”
“The TIF-LEAP impact has been in asking the right questions, thinking about how we approach the work. It has allowed us to think about our theories and try them out, to question, to test. It has shaped our thinking.”
“TIF-LEAP could be a very critical project: how [do we] identify effective teachers by using non-standardized ways to measure their impact on students? We are learning to understand the impact of the SLO process on teaching…. The project is fraught with challenges. Over time [TIF-LEAP] is clarifying it for all of us. It requires enormous amounts of training. We are asking teachers to do something very different. For instance, to judge their own work.”
The potential of using Student Learning Objectives as a component in teacher performance evaluation and human capital management, including teacher recognition, is on the minds of many central administrator interviewees.
“The [teacher evaluation] instrument has five strands of what matters in teaching. I can see close ties to the SLO process: content, leadership, and data. The strands do not operate separately.”
“CMS must figure out how to adapt the [TIF-LEAP team] approach for non-EOC/EOG areas to incorporate performance measures.”
“I like the SLO concept as one component of a multi-faceted approach [together with] teacher evaluations, academic growth measures (VAM), state measures, classroom observations.”
“Teachers are getting deserved recognition through the TIF-LEAP department. It has sent us toward seeking out data.”
Central administrator interviewees express cogently the role of the TIF-LEAP initiative in directing district focus to the use of individual student growth as the measure of student achievement over student proficiency levels alone. They also acknowledge lessons learned about the two approaches to performance-based compensation.
“The best outcome of TIF-LEAP is in the expectation of a gradual change from student proficiency toward more attention to student growth, especially in instances of closing the gap.”
“Ultimately, student growth is not only aimed at the reduction of the ravages of poverty attributed to performance gaps, but [at] expected measurable gains for all students.”
“Value-added threw us a curve and made public the anxiety over pay for performance. There are trust issues about ‘how will it play out?’”
“The pilot [has] provided some lessons learned: SLOs are a labor intensive process and the district has not yet achieved a uniform understanding of how to use them effectively; much more communication of the ‘why’ of compensation reform and performance pay is needed districtwide; one cannot isolate things like SLOs and VAMs when contemplating changes in salary and compensation by simply calling them initiatives. Rather, they need to be integrated into how the district principals and teachers will perform their duties in the future.”
These observations from CMS central administrators capture the breadth of thinking from district leaders about the meaning and impact of Student Learning Objectives and the value-added measure in the district. Overall, it mattered to the TIF-LEAP initiative that a host of district leaders remained committed to the initiative and learned that measuring and compensating teacher effectiveness requires thinking about teaching and learning priorities and planning systemically.
Teacher Association Leadership. Teacher association leaders focus on a range of issues related to performance-based compensation and teachers during both the design and implementation phases. While mostly positive about the effects of the SLO process, concerns from their constituents about the inclusion of value-added in the initiative, and potentially in the district moving forward, give them pause. Issues include: (1) teachers losing the opportunity to provide input in performance-based compensation system design when the district established the VAM without teacher participation; (2) fear of teachers losing salary so that the VAM could be funded; and (3) teachers losing trust in the district as a result.
Teacher leaders pondered what could be learned from the TIF-LEAP initiative by watching changes in the direction of the district toward value-added, and considering what lay ahead for CMS teachers in performance evaluation and compensation:
“Year two [2009-10] was the best year [of TIF-LEAP initiative] because SLOs were well-written and were research-based; in year three, the entire process was changed by adding the growth measure [VAM], which then devalued the non-tested teachers in the schools.”
“We had not learned the lessons from TIF [when implementing VAM]; for example, we ‘implemented TIF with teachers and not to teachers.’ [VAM] is ‘to and not with’.”
“I have no problems [with performance pay] as long as no teacher takes a pay cut of any kind. It must be a bonus only.”
“[The VAM] is gearing up to be suspect. I support a system of opting in and opting out of the value-added model.”
Teacher association leaders want performance-based compensation programs where teachers do not take cuts in pay, where teachers participate as partners in the development and implementation of the programs, and where options are provided for teachers during transitions to new pay structures.
Overall. It is notable that a significant number of leaders from all levels of a very large district remained open and thoughtful about the benefits of a performance-based compensation effort throughout the life of the initiative. They also were willing to work through and learn from the implementation complexities of the TIF-LEAP initiative and maintain the fiduciary commitments of a partner in a federal grant.
Several district leaders were reflective about missed opportunities, lessons learned, and how the concepts and practices of the TIF-LEAP initiative might be sustained and maximized through a new strategic plan even with the more austere fiscal landscape ahead.
Developing a reliable network of supports from an array of school district systems was critical to successful implementation of the TIF-LEAP initiative. Recognizing that district systems must be aligned and operate fluidly during new program implementation, the SLO Design Team with CTAC technical counsel identified the district supports essential to the success of the initiative. These included (1) integration of SLOs with the core curriculum and instruction components (i.e., alignment, instructional materials); (2) analysis of the availability and suitability of assessments in wide use in the district and the identification of assessment gaps; (3) timely access for the classroom teacher to the most up-to-date student data; (4) high quality principal instructional leadership and supervision; (5) connection of the SLO process to teacher and principal professional development and evaluation; (6) support from information technology services; and (7) transparent interfaces with human resources and payroll.
The evaluation study followed participant perceptions of the presence and effectiveness of these fundamental system supports through the annual educator survey and interviews, as well as through informal observations and artifact analyses. An overview of responses from TIF-LEAP teachers and principals to survey items5 related to system supports are grouped under the subheadings of Classroom Conditions and Instructional Support, and Professional Growth and Evaluation.
Classroom Conditions and Instructional Support. Seven items related to classroom conditions and instructional support from the educator survey are included in the trend analysis (Figure VI.2), such as: “The curriculum is well articulated between and among the grades;” “Students have access to quality learning materials;” and “Student achievement data are used by teachers to plan and adjust instruction.”
The results from the Rasch analysis of survey responses indicate that, over the course of the initiative, the fundamentals required for successful teaching and learning—articulated curriculum, aligned teaching materials and assessments, and the relevant student data for those decisions—were in place and worked to the benefit of the TIF-LEAP teachers and principals.
In comparing TIF-LEAP and non TIF-LEAP school survey responses, these results show that the non TIF-LEAP school-based educators are somewhat more likely than their counterparts at the TIF-LEAP schools, in the baseline year, to rate classroom support highly. However, the TIF-LEAP participants’ positive views of classroom conditions and instructional support are more stable through the five years of the initiative.
Professional Growth and Evaluation. The trend analysis of survey responses to statements about teacher professional growth and evaluation (Figure VI.3) includes items, such as the following: “Teachers participate in professional development that addresses the needs of students in the school/classrooms;” “The principal provides helpful feedback to teachers on their performance;” and “Teacher evaluations conducted by the principal or others are fair.”
The results from survey responses find most TIF-LEAP principals and teachers strongly agree/agree with statements relating to support and feedback for professional growth and evaluation in the schools and district. However, as shown in Figure VI.3, the level of positive responses to these items decline during the final years of the initiative, co-terminus with concern over changes in the initiative and in district conditions, as well as concerns over how the changes impacted teachers. It is worth noting that the decline in positive responses in TIF-LEAP schools is less than in non TIF-LEAP schools.
Performance evaluation is often a point of dissatisfaction for teachers, and expectations for a good experience may be low. During the fourth year of the initiative, amid other district changes, principals and teachers were working through a new state teacher evaluation process that emphasizes the use of evidence, including the collection of artifacts. TIF-LEAP principals rated the outcome of the new process very favorably (more so than the TIF-LEAP teachers who were being evaluated), and many saw helpful overlaps between the new evaluation process and the SLO process.
Two new evaluation issues surfaced during interviews with school level educators and district leaders in the fourth year of the initiative: (1) the complexity of the principal’s role in the new teacher evaluation system; and (2) the need for more professional development for principals at a time when there was less funding to support it. While implementation of a new evaluation tool can be expected to create some disequilibrium initially among users, the change came at a difficult time. Layoffs were on the horizon and the new teacher evaluation system required teachers and principals to depart from past evaluation practices and place more emphasis on the use of artifacts and evidence. For teachers in the TIF-LEAP schools, evaluation stakes were higher than for teachers in non TIF-LEAP schools, since the receipt of an earned merit-based bonus for meeting an SLO or reaching the VAM threshold was contingent on receiving a satisfactory performance evaluation.
Survey items related to teacher quality and compensation tracked the impact of the district leadership’s interest in and support for teacher performance accountability. Responses show that (1) TIF-LEAP teacher trust in the central administration’s recognition of teacher quality and effective administration of compensation plans was tepid at the outset; but that (2) in the latter years of the initiative, a plurality of teachers believed expectations for teacher effectiveness from the district were clear; and that (3) approximately 80% of survey respondents agree that teacher accountability for student success should be a component in evaluation.
Overall. District department leaders provided a range of systemic supports to the TIF-LEAP initiative in the interest of improving teaching and student learning. From the perspective of participants, they mostly succeeded, particularly in the area of classroom and instructional support.
Parents and community members have a significant stake in the quality of a school district’s teachers and principals because of (1) the strength of the connection between outstanding teaching and high levels of student achievement, and (2) the importance of a highly educated workforce and low dropout rate to the financial stability of the community. Parents in particular understand the important contribution of outstanding teachers to excellence in student achievement; and regardless of income, language, or ethnicity, parents seek the best teachers for their youngsters.
How teachers and principals are compensated for their work and how compensation relates to teacher performance, placement, and professional growth are less transparent subjects for parent and community members. Even so, school districts need to know how teacher compensation is understood or viewed in the community. So asking for the community and parent perspective on performance-based compensation and tracking any changes over time is worthwhile information for a district implementing a compensation initiative.
In years one through four6 of the TIF-LEAP initiative, the evaluation sought the views of parents and community members through annual telephone surveys. The survey is sponsored by CMS annually, and conducted by an external vendor,7 to garner opinions on a range of issues important to the district. To avoid an additional survey going to parents and community members, items related to teacher and principal performance-based compensation were developed by CTAC and included in the CMS survey. The survey (1) asks question about linking pay to increases in student learning; and subsequently (2) asks for opinions about a range of potential performance bases upon which additional or reward pay might be structured.
Initial questions ask whether respondents thought that pay should be linked to increases in student learning or kept separate from increases in student learning. Two-thirds of respondents in each of four years indicate that pay should be linked to increases in student learning, as shown in Table VI.3.
For the purposes of finding out the areas of teacher and principal performance that parents and community members believe to be feasible bases of bonus compensation, survey respondents are asked to respond to a series of statements using a five-point Likert rating scale. Questions include whether a compensation system should reward teachers for improving student learning in their classrooms and schools, and principals for improvements in the schools (Table VI.4). Responses of strongly agree/agree average nearly 95% for teachers over four years and more than 87% for principals on the respective items.
An average of 87% of parent and community member respondents strongly agree/agree with rewarding teachers who accept and remain in difficult school assignments and an average of more than 83% agree with rewarding principals who accept difficult assignments.
The level of parent and community member agreement with rewarding teachers for special professional contributions, such as accepting critical, hard-to-staff positions and improving teaching skills through professional development, follow the pattern of the baseline survey items with strongly agree/agree averaging 86 to 90%.
A survey item asks if more than one measure of student achievement should be used where teacher and principal compensation is linked. The average percent of agreement is highest with this item as shown in Table VI.5.
These survey results are underscored by parents in focus groups who spoke of concerns about the impact of the overuse of and emphasis on one annual high stakes assessment.
The parent and community member survey results provide evidence of the stability in parent views about the use of performance compensation as a means of improving teaching and learning in the district. It shows that they were open to a range of approaches to performance-based compensation for teachers and principals, giving the district and the initiative options with which to work. Even given the highly public fiscal difficulties of the district that characterized the final years of the initiative, parents and community members remain constant in seeing performance-based compensation as deserving of resources.
There can be little doubt that TIF-LEAP participants, district leadership, parents, and other stakeholders in the CMS community all wanted higher achievement for students and believed that an effective teacher is the portal to better outcomes. The ethos of the district and community consistently support connecting teacher and principal compensation to student academic growth as a measure of teacher performance and accountability. These priorities gave the TIF-LEAP initiative forward movement at the outset.
A second impetus comes from the work of teachers and principals who, as described in their own words, came to understand and use the SLO process to learn more about their students, refine their focus and teaching strategies, set and assess growth targets, and in many cases earn a bonus based on student academic growth. The VAM is more troublesome and confusing from the perspective of most interviewees, but there are those principals and teachers who see the purpose of a valued-added measure and potential of the approach.
1 In 2007-08, more than 100 individual and focus group interviews were conducted and survey responses from almost 7,000 educators and community members were compiled and analyzed; also, a wide range of artifacts and documents were reviewed. Information drawn from reviews of artifacts and documents (i.e., school and district plans) contributed to interview and survey analyses.
2 The analyses were conducted using a Rasch model of the Likert scale on teacher and principal responses in TIF-LEAP and non TIF-LEAP schools, with the mean of 500 and standard deviation of 100.
3 There are nine items on teacher and principal compensation from the educator survey (see the items in Table VI.1) in the trend analysis.
4 The percentages reflect responses from all TIF-LEAP schools, though the schools were phased in over three years; the number of survey respondents varied over five years.
5 The survey was administered in each of the five years of the initiative between late November and the end of January.
6 Survey questions related to compensation on the CMS parent and community survey were modified in year five.
7 Conducted by Market Wise with about 400 parents and 400 community members each, the survey does not identify which participants, if any, have been interviewed in the past, so responses are treated as cross-sectional rather than time series for this analysis.
Recognizing effective teaching and measuring it are two very different and complex things. Connecting measures of teacher performance to monetary incentives or performance evaluation ratings ramps up the complexity even further. Finally, creating and sustaining the systemic conditions that make great teaching and learning possible is the most exacting challenge of all. The TIF-LEAP initiative in CMS was an ambitious and complex multi-year effort, rooted in a school district’s aspirations for higher student achievement in schools most needful of great teachers.
TIF-LEAP was implemented as a systemic initiative. The initiative is a testament to the CMS pursuit of effective teaching in its highest need schools and to its willingness to take on the challenges of performance-based compensation in the interest of reaching that goal. This evaluation examined the genesis, development, and implementation of two different approaches to performance-based compensation, Student Learning Objectives (SLOs) and a value-added measure (VAM). In this context, the evaluation confirms that embarking on a journey of performance-based compensation is about more than money.
The evaluation found (1) a positive impact on student achievement at the TIF-LEAP schools relative to the comparison schools, (2) a learning curve for the implementation of SLOs, and (3) a critical role for building supportive conditions in the district.
Among key findings, those related to student achievement are particularly noteworthy. For example, students in the TIF-LEAP schools have a growth rate 12% greater in mathematics and 13% greater in reading than students in the comparison schools. These are both statistically and practically significant. Further, the TIF-LEAP schools show greater resilience to the negative shocks due to the economic recession than the comparison schools.
The relationship between the quality of an SLO and its attainment (meeting or exceeding the stated growth target) is positive and statistically significant, showing that the higher the quality of the SLO, the greater the likelihood it will be attained. In addition, eligible teachers who receive a VAM bonus are more likely to have high quality SLOs. Equally as important, the Curriculum and Instruction Department identified SLOs as an instructional best practice.
The following discussion draws on TIF-LEAP accomplishments and their implications in the larger national school reform context.
The national educational landscape is changing dramatically. There is an over-riding focus on creating an effective and credible link between effective teaching, student growth, and compensation.
In particular, the introduction of Student Learning Objectives that began with Denver, and expanded to Charlotte-Mecklenburg, now comprises a major movement extending to districts and states, nationwide. It draws on thirteen years of field-tested practice and research.
The TIF-LEAP initiative in Charlotte-Mecklenburg Schools was part of the second cohort of Teacher Incentive Fund recipients. Since that time, many other districts and states across the country have qualified for funding under this federal program and Race to the Top. They are developing and implementing approaches that link teacher performance and student achievement for the purposes of employee evaluation, professional development, monetary incentives, and other human capital decisions.
Those who are moving down the path of measuring teacher performance will find that the TIF-LEAP initiative advances the formal knowledge about how SLOs impact teacher thinking and get results. Findings also highlight key considerations when introducing and implementing a value-added measure.
The TIF-LEAP experience contributes to a broader, research-based, and practical understanding of what is required to effectively implement performance-based systems for purposes of compensation and evaluation. Specifically, the national implications drawn from the TIF-LEAP initiative are highlighted below.
Support and accountability are the twin pillars of performance-based reforms. Initiatives to increase student learning by improving teacher performance require significantly more systemic thinking and resources than the usual piecemeal programmatic efforts. They also require leadership with sustained focus.
Findings from the evaluation demonstrate that it is not only the lone star teacher rising to teaching excellence but also the well-oiled machinery of district systems that creates a foundation and the building blocks for successful teaching and learning. Strong systemic support is a critical anchor of an effective performance-based system.
This is an essential point: teacher effectiveness is a function of management effectiveness. Strengthening teacher effectiveness, and assessing it for evaluation and compensation purposes, is serious work. It only thrives through deliberative and cooperative capacity building. This work can be truly effective when there is an oversight structure—with all key decision makers at the table—that is empowered to cut through issues of turf and jurisdiction to ensure that implementation efforts are supported with accountability by relevant district departments and participant groups.
Teacher effectiveness is a function of management effectiveness.
Simply put, the goal of performance-based systems is to help more teachers be more effective with more students. These are, at root, instructional reforms. Therefore, districts should avoid locating the performance-based system in a human resources or accountability department. Instead, they should be located in and owned by the curriculum and instructional arm of the district. Doing so helps ensure that supporting and recognizing effective instruction is the primary purpose of the reform.
In practical terms, collaboration matters. As indicated in the Six Cornerstones of Performance-Based Compensation, this is a reform “best done with teachers and not to them.”1 Working with teachers is not just “getting some input.” It also means bringing participants into critical decisions like the selection or design of the approach (measure and/or intervention), planning the implementation, and identifying necessary system supports so that the approach is understood inside and out by all who are involved. Teacher/management collaboration is also a means to ensuring that the approach is vetted for equity and opportunity and that it is conducted in a manner that contributes to teacher professionalism.
The goal of performance-based systems is to help more teachers be more effective with more students.
SLOs serve as a measure of student growth in both tested and non-tested grades and subject areas. They also use a range of different assessments. The concomitant results in advancing student achievement through the use of SLOs are statistically and practically significant as evidenced in both Denver and Charlotte-Mecklenburg.
Equally as important, SLOs also provide teachers and administrators with a research-based methodology to help strengthen instructional practice. SLOs provide a vehicle to ensure that high quality and rigorous student assessments are matched by high quality and rigorous instructional practices.
SLOs provide a measure of teacher practice. When effectively implemented, research results to date indicate that SLOs develop teacher accountability for providing classroom instruction grounded in the use of data, research, and content knowledge as well as in evidence of student learning and growth. In developing and implementing SLOs, teachers demonstrate their level of ability to:
•Analyze and use student data to focus instruction through a deeper understanding of the academic needs of all their students.
•Align classroom instruction with state standards, goals and improvement plans.
•Employ research-based practices within their instructional program.
•Demonstrate knowledge of their discipline and how to use that knowledge to create effective lesson plans with meaningful content and appropriate instructional strategies.
•Use assessments to ascertain the degree of student learning and adjust instructional strategies for students in need of additional support.
•Establish and meet challenging student growth expectations for all of their students.
•Reflect on their practice by understanding where they have been successful, where changes will need to be made to improve student learning, and what type of additional professional development will assist them in their practice.
Measuring teacher performance rigorously through the use of student results is not, in and of itself, an improvement strategy. This point mirrors the dilemma that districts face when trying to improve student performance by testing students more frequently or to increase rigor by raising the thresholds for mastery. As an improvement strategy, SLOs provide a more rigorous, data-based planning process and foster teacher thinking about and efforts to increase student academic growth. They also can be integrated with other approaches, such as teacher observations, as part of comprehensive performance-based systems.
SLOs provide a vehicle to ensure that high quality and rigorous student assessments are matched by high quality and rigorous instructional practices.
When used for purposes of measuring student growth or teacher practice, the quality of SLOs matters. In Denver, students whose teachers had high quality objectives outperformed their peers at elementary, middle and high schools levels over a multi-year period as demonstrated by two independent measures.2 In Charlotte-Mecklenburg, results are similarly positive.
The SLO framework is composed of a set of key components. Research findings indicate that, in following the framework to develop SLOs, teachers are thinking differently.
The SLO process fosters planning for instruction with more science through the use of data and systematic analysis. Further, it motivates performance through the setting of growth targets to be reached by both teachers and students. The process of thinking this through is what matters most. Therefore, it is critical to develop this thinking process rather than distribute “model” SLOs or use boilerplate, one-size-fits-all samples.
Teachers and principals identify the inter-related features of the SLO process as being critically important to helping teachers improve student learning:
•The thorough baseline analysis of student data, using both archival and pre-assessment data.
•The focus on key learning content and instructional strategies as detailed below.
•The use of an individual growth measure—the difference between where a student starts and ends—as a more informative and exacting measure for teacher use than the typical proficiency scale.
•The collaboration among teachers and principals on data analysis and instructional planning.
•The alignment of SLO components with an evidence-based teacher appraisal system.
The integration of these features is a core requirement of the SLO process.
Teachers, principals and central administrators emphasize that identifying student needs, determining the learning content critical for students to master, and then planning and delivering instructional strategies go hand-in-hand. More is involved than just determining whether an SLO growth target is met or unmet.
In tandem with baseline data analysis, many teachers speak of how best to approach student needs through their teaching strategies. Practical knowledge and research indicate that teachers with in-depth knowledge of a range of instructional strategies for addressing the subject matter content and different needs see more student success. This is not to suggest variety for variety’s sake. Rather, it is to stress that there are strategies which are research-based and more pedagogically sound for teaching certain content and meeting specific learning needs. Teachers and principals indicate that strategic thinking about instructional strategy is prompted in the SLO process. Absent an emphasis on instructional best practices, performance-based systems run the risk of simply labeling educators with a number while not improving practice—the “gotcha” so rejected by teachers and parents.
In Denver, the emphasis on learning content and instructional strategies catalyzed marked improvements in student academic growth. Charlotte-Mecklenburg built TIF-LEAP on a similar foundation and also had positive results.
Successful SLO implementation depends, in significant measure, on understanding the differences between these three types of support and the need for their implementation to be mutually reinforcing. Training refers to helping teachers and principals to understand the components of the SLO framework, the rating rubric, and the relationship of the SLOs to the new evaluation and/or compensation system. Professional development focuses on the capacities teachers need to plan and deliver instruction differently and more effectively. Leadership development refers to the support needed by principals, assistant principals and site-based instructional leaders to advance the work of all the educators in the school building.
When districts and states under conceptualize the role of these three supports and simply merge them together under a professional development heading, they characteristically fall short of providing the assistance needed by frontline practitioners to implement the reform effectively. By contrast, the TIF-LEAP team in Charlotte-Mecklenburg developed a quick response capability to address anticipated and emerging needs from the schools in all three areas.
With respect to role, there needs to be clarity on whether the VAM is the only measure of student academic growth or one of several measures. To build understanding, there needs to be a straight-talk explanation of what the VAM is. The straight-talk should be a true dialogue between district leadership and teachers. The need for both the reality and perception of fairness means that growth has to be measured with teachers in both tested and non-tested grades and subject areas. In terms of application, a district needs to show how the VAM is going to be used to help improve instruction.
A high level of teacher and principal accountability benefits both schools and districts when it is the impetus for ongoing problem solving and continuous improvement in practice. This may explain why the value-added measure, as implemented in the TIF-LEAP schools, failed to connect with many teachers—the implementation failed to map out the route from a VAM percentile rank to improving one’s planning and delivery of instruction.
These four pivotal considerations undergird a VAM approach, particularly if it is introduced by educators who are perceived as credible by teachers and site administrators. Abstract and complicated to communicate, misunderstood VAMs easily become a distraction for the initiative participants, particularly in tandem with other changes, such as layoffs and school closures. Thoughtful and precise implementation is always important, but program fidelity, together with open communication with participants, is critical in performance-based initiatives because the stakes are so high for teachers and principals.
Addressing these three kinds of validity is important for purposes of program measurement and constituency building.
First, there is statistical validity. Whatever measures are reported or actions taken should be the result of assessments that are measured using statistically valid methods. There are various approaches to addressing this problem, including using multiple measures of achievement and/or multiple years of a teacher’s results. While these methods add some complexities to the process, they can be used to increase the statistical validity of an assessment, making it both fairer and more useful.
Second, there is educational validity. It is possible for statistical results to support practices that are not educationally valid. It also is possible for educationally sound practices to be difficult to measure or prove statistically. Any initiative put into place must also satisfy what is known about how students learn: it must have educational validity. Further, if the performance-based system does not make sense to teachers and principals in educational terms, it will not be implemented with fidelity or buy-in.
Third, there is political validity. This becomes extremely important if comparing scores on standardized tests is one of the methods being used to gauge teacher effectiveness. Even where results are significant statistically, they may not be perceived as legitimate. If teachers perceive that measures being used to partially determine their compensation or evaluation are not legitimate, no amount of statistical validation will be of value. Therefore, political validity—the perception that the system is fair—is critically important at every step of implementation of performance-based systems.
Increasing student achievement means identifying and fostering an outstanding teacher for every classroom. The Board of Education of Denver Public Schools and the Denver Classroom Teachers Association, during contract negotiations in 1999, took up the challenge of connecting compensation to effective teaching. Starting with a pilot of SLOs, they reformed the teacher compensation, evaluation, and professional development system and won a tax measure to fund it. More than a decade later, they continue to monitor and improve it.
Charlotte-Mecklenburg Schools is an accomplished district. While implementing the TIF-LEAP initiative, it was in the midst of qualifying for and then winning the Broad Prize in 2011. In the design, structure, and staffing of the TIF-LEAP initiative, the strengths of the district were evident. In its laboratory of performance-based approaches, the district experienced what worked and what did not. In navigating through a fiscal crisis, the district managed to keep the initiative going.
This initiative benefitted students, teachers and administrators—thereby demonstrating that, when it comes to effective performance-based systems, more is involved than money alone.
1 Slotnik, W. (2009, July 15). Get performance pay right: Six cornerstones of successful compensation reform. Education Week, 28(36), 26-32.
2 Slotnik, W., Smith, M. et al. (2004). Catalyst for change: Pay for performance in Denver. Boston, MA: Community Training and Assistance Center.
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