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EIGHT REASONS NOT TO TIE TEACHER PAY TO  
STANDARDIZED TEST RESULTS 

A New Issue Brief from The Century Foundation 
 
New York City, October 29, 2009—Should teachers be judged by how well their students perform on standardized 
test?  The U.S. Department of Education has determined that the answer is “yes.” In the proposed rules for the Race 
to the Top Fund—the federal program that is seeking to distribute $4.3 billion in aid to states that are implementing 
innovative and ambitious plans for increasing student achievement—Education Secretary Arne Duncan insists that 
in order to receive these funds, states should be ready evaluate and compensate teachers based in part on how well 
their students perform on standardized tests. 
 
In a new issue brief, Eight Reasons Not to Tie Teacher Pay to Standardized Test Results released today by The 
Century Foundation, Fellow Gordon MacInnes points out why this plan doesn’t make the grade.  According to 
MacInnes, the problems with the plan range from the government’s rationale for the plan, to its ability to implement 
the rules fairly among states with widely differing educational standards. The eight reasons not to tie teacher pay to 
standardized test results are: 
 

• Tying test scores to teacher compensation suggests that teachers are holding back on using 
their experience, expertise, and time because they are not being paid for the extra effort. 
However the evidence is strong that many teachers school districts, leaders, boards of education, and 
national and local legislators simply don’t know how improve educational prospects for poor children. 

• The standardized tests in most states are poor and so are the standards they are designed to 
measure.  

• The idea of compensating teachers individually in order to differentiate their performance 
from their school colleagues defeats a principal tenet of good instruction—that teachers 
need to learn from one another to solve difficult pedagogical challenges.  

• Most teachers do not teach a grade or subject that is subject to standardized testing.  
 

• Even reliable standardized tests are valid only when they are used for their intended 
purposes.   

 
• A key assumption of using test scores to judge teachers is that students are randomly 

assigned, first, to schools, and, second, to classes. Neither is true.  
  

• State data systems are in their infancy. It turns out that it is harder, is more expensive, and 
takes longer for states to produce reliable, accurate, and secure longitudinal data on students 
and teachers than widely assumed.  

• The rationale for tying tests to compensation is not clear. One possible reason is to increase the 
effort, time, and resources devoted to teaching the content and skills to be tested. However, the consensus is 
very strong that the No Child Left Behind Act’s testing mandate has narrowed instruction too much already 
at the expense of art, music, social studies, and foreign language instruction. Another reason might be to 
instill better practice; however there is no evidence that such measures improve instructional practices or 
student outcomes.   

 



 
Page Two – Eight  Reasons… 
 

MacInnes writes that Secretary Duncan is correct when he catalogues the weaknesses in the present system 
of preparing, recruiting, mentoring, retaining, inspiring, retraining, promoting, and dismissing teachers.  
 
However, MacInnes contends, tying teacher compensation to standardized tests is not likely to produce the 
desired results. MacInnes recommends that the secretary revise the proposed regulations to give emphasis 
to other ideas—such as supporting high quality preschool that is tied to intensive early literacy in the 
primary grades—which have documented evidence that they can work today.   

 
Eight Reasons Not to Tie Teacher Pay to Standardized Test Results  can be downloaded free of charge from The 
Century Foundation Web site at www.tcf.org. You can also view other commentary on education issues by Gordon 
MacInnes here. 
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