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Reforming Teacher Pay in Maine - Part 1 

How Alternative Teacher Compensation Systems are Improving Student Outcomes 
By Stephen Bowen, M.Ed. 

 

The current effort to consolidate Maine’s many small school districts is the latest in a series of recent efforts to improve the 
state’s schools.  During the past decade, Maine has enacted tougher learning standards, developed new assessment systems to 
test student achievement, reformed the state’s school funding formula, distributed laptop computers to thousands of middle 
and high school students, and dramatically increased state funding for K-12 education.  Despite these efforts, student perform-
ance, as the State Board of Education reported in a recent study, has remained “flat through recent years.”1 
 
What may have been missing from these attempts at reform was a focus on teacher quality.  Studies suggest that effective 
teachers can have a profound impact on student outcomes.  Maine, like many states, has struggled to attract and retain top 
teachers.  The consolidation of school districts, however, presents the state with a unique opportunity to investigate how the 
adoption of new models of teacher compensation could improve the effectiveness of the state’s teachers and correspondingly 
improve student achievement. 
 
Indeed, across the nation, states and school districts are looking to abandon a system for paying teachers which was adopted 
nearly a century ago, and are embracing in its place a compensation system focused on student outcomes, encouraging teacher 
leadership, and rewarding excellence in the complex and demanding job of teaching. 
 
Is it time for Maine to embrace a revolutionary new way to pay its teachers? 
 

Findings: 

• Virtually every teacher in Maine is compensated according to what is known as a “single salary schedule.”  Under this 
system, teachers with similar educational backgrounds and years in the classroom are paid the same.  Because such sys-
tems are considered equitable and easy to administer, they remain in near universal use across Maine and the nation. 

 

• Single salary schedule systems have come under increasing criticism in recent years.  A number of studies have found 
that the factors which determine teacher pay under the salary schedule system, such as longevity and level of education, 
have little or no impact on teacher effectiveness or student outcomes.  Studies have concluded that these salary systems 
“work against” teacher quality because they do not encourage the attainment of teaching skills more directly related to 
student outcomes, do not encourage professional growth and leadership, and do not attract top students into the teaching 
profession. 

 

• The recent development of more advanced assessment instruments makes it possible to more carefully measure student 
achievement, and therefore more accurately and fairly judge the effectiveness of individual teachers.  This has led a num-
ber of states and school districts to adopt “performance-based” compensation systems, which more directly connect 
teacher pay to student outcomes and other indicators of teacher effectiveness. 

 

• Though relatively new, such alternative compensation systems have already been shown in a number of studies to im-
prove student outcomes.  Such systems have also been used successfully to encourage teachers to take on professional 
leadership roles and more demanding teaching assignments. 

 

• Maine’s need for more highly effective teachers, combined with the focus on teacher pay that is accompanying the cur-
rent school district consolidation effort, suggest that this may be an opportune time for reform-minded teachers, union 
leaders, and school boards to carefully investigate the adoption of alternative teacher compensation systems. 
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Teacher Pay Today 

For generations, public school teachers in Maine and elsewhere 
have been paid according to a so-called “single salary sched-
ule,” which bases a teacher’s pay on his or her years of service 
and level of education.  Under such a system, two teachers in 
the same school unit with identical levels of education and 
years in the classroom will be paid the same.  When this model 
was first advanced in the early part of the 20th century, it was 
thought to be “fair” and easy to administer.2   When teachers’ 
unions became prominent years later, they too became ardent 
supporters of the salary schedule system, arguing it was “the 
only pay arrangement that offered all teachers a system of eq-
uitable salary distribution.”3  As a result, virtually every public 
school teacher in the country today is paid according to some 
kind of salary schedule model.4 
 
The salary schedule model, though, has been the subject of 
intense criticism.  According to a 2007 report by the nonparti-
san National Governors Association, the model “has not just 
failed to enhance teacher effectiveness…it works against qual-
ity teaching.”5  Among the criticisms of the model are that it 
does not “reward additional skills and knowledge or exemplary 
practice,” does not “provide incentives for teachers to acquire 
new skills,” and that it “undermines teacher recruitment and 
retention” because it has not “produced salaries that are com-
petitive in the current job market.”6  
 
The model has been further criticized because it “rewards 
teachers for characteristics (such as certification and years of 
experience) that are at best weakly related to teacher effective-
ness.”7  An important 2003 study of teacher quality found that 
“a master’s degree has no systematic relationship to teacher 
quality as measured by student outcomes.”  In fact, the report 
concluded that “degrees and teacher test scores are not consis-
tently or strongly correlated with teaching skill.”  Current sal-
ary schedule models, therefore, reward the possession of teach-
ing credentials that “may have little impact on student perform-
ance.”8   
 
Perhaps worst of all, the salary schedule model has led to dra-
matic variations in teacher quality from district to district and 
classroom to classroom.  Novice teachers tend to get tougher 
teaching assignments, which go unfilled by veterans because 
there are no additional financial incentives for taking them.9  

Additionally, effective veteran teachers often end up leaving 
the classroom to become administrators, which, for those 
teachers at the top of the salary scale, represents the only way 
to continue advancing financially and professionally.  
 
Even here in Maine, serious questions have been raised about 
the effectiveness of the salary schedule system.  In a 2006 re-
port on K-12 education in Maine, a 15-member blue-ribbon 
panel of the state’s education experts, including the current 

commissioner of education as well as a former governor, was 
critical of what it called “a compensation structure that treats 
all teachers the same rather than rewarding teachers on the ba-
sis of performance.”  The report, The Learning State: Maine 
Schooling for the 21st Century, concluded that Maine’s current 
teacher compensation system is “a major impediment to at-
tracting and retaining superior teachers.”  It went on to advo-
cate for a compensation system that allows for “high perform-
ing teachers to advance financially at a faster pace than is cur-
rently the case.” 10  
 

Time for a Change 

Despite growing misgivings about the salary schedule system, 
its backers have continued to defend it vehemently.  They ar-
gue, as researcher Brian Hassel put it, “that despite their limita-
tions,” such systems “are superior” to any other model out 
there, especially ones that propose to use “more direct meas-
ures of teachers’ skills, knowledge, and actual success with 
students” as a basis for compensation.  “Perhaps this was the 
case 80 years ago,” Hassel continues, but today “states and 
private entities have developed elaborate systems of teaching 
standards and ways of assessing teachers’ skills, knowledge, 
and performance, [which] have made it much more feasible to 
assess schools’ and teachers’ contributions to student learn-
ing.”11 
 
The same assessment instruments that have made alternative 
compensation systems possible have also produced data that 
demonstrates the critical role that highly effective teachers play 
in raising the academic achievement of students.  The Wash-
ington D.C.-based Education Trust concluded ten years ago 
that “students who have several effective teachers in a row 
make dramatic gains in achievement, while those who have 
even two ineffective teachers in a row lose significant ground, 
which they may never recover.”12  Additionally, research shows 
“that teachers near the top of the quality distribution can get an 
entire year’s worth of additional learning out of their students 
compared to those near the bottom.”13  Clearly, as a number of 
recent studies have concluded, “there can be little doubt that 
teacher quality is an important determinant of achievement.”14 
 
These findings come at a time, however, when there is some 
question as to the quality of the teacher corps.  A recent report 
by the Hoover Institution cataloged a series of indicators which 
suggest the number of good teachers is in “perilous decline.”  
Among the findings were that “academically stronger students 
tend to shun the teaching profession,” while those that remain 
on as education majors “typically have lower SAT and ACT 
scores than other students.”  The evidence also suggests “the 
lower the quality of the undergraduate institution a person at-
tends, the more likely he or she is to wind up in the teaching 
profession.”15 
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There is little reason to think that Maine stands apart from 
these troubling trends.  With so many teachers nearing retire-
ment, Maine must take substantive action immediately in order 
to bring effective new teachers into the profession. 
 

Alternative Models for Teacher Compensation 

The enormous need for better teachers, combined with wider 
recognition that current compensation systems are not produc-
ing them, has led to the development of a number of alternative 
compensation systems.  How are they different than the dec-
ades-old single salary schedule model?  In a 2007 paper for the 
Center for American Progress, researcher Joan Baratz-
Snowden characterized the approach of most existing reform 
models as containing “some combination” of the following 
elements, most of which are not included in teacher compensa-
tion systems today.16 
 

• Pay for skills and knowledge.  One of the many flaws of 
the current single salary schedule is it provides additional 
compensation to teachers for attaining college degrees that 
have little or no impact on their performance as teachers.  
In contrast, many alternative models instead reward pro-
fessional development and training that has a more direct 
application to teaching practices.  Minneapolis, Minnesota, 
for instance, has launched the Alternative Teacher Profes-
sional Pay system, which increases pay for teachers who 
complete professional development training programs, 
then undertake research and complete reports describing 
“how they applied what they learned in their classrooms 
and what results they achieved.”17  

 
•
 Pay for leadership.  As the focus on teacher quality has 

increased, there has been renewed interest in taking advan-
tage of the skills and experience of effective teachers al-
ready in service.  Where once such teachers left the class-
room to go into administration, a number of alternative 
compensation systems seek to recognize and encourage 
these teachers to take more active leadership roles while 
remaining in the classroom.  New compensation systems 
in Ohio and South Carolina “provide additional compensa-
tion for teachers who serve as masters or mentors, or par-
ticipate in planning or curriculum development for the 
school.”18   Other reform models create “career ladders,” 
beginning at “novice” and continuing on to some type of 
“master teacher” credential.  With each step along the way, 
teachers are given more responsibility and leadership op-
portunities, and an increase in pay.19  

 

• Pay for need.  In a dire need for teachers in certain short-
age areas and in hard-to-staff schools, a number of states 
and school districts have turned to alternative compensa-
tion models that provide incentives for teachers to work in 
high-need areas.  Hamilton County Schools in Tennessee 

adopted a series of incentives to attract teachers to its low-
est-performing schools, including scholarships, housing 
allowances, and $5,000 annual bonuses.20  A pilot program 
in Arkansas paid bonuses to teachers who took on assign-
ments of at least three years in what were identified as 
“high-priority districts.”21 

 

• Pay for performance.  Perhaps the most controversial 
element making its way into alternative compensation sys-
tems is a “pay-for-performance” element tying salary bo-
nuses to objective measures of student achievement.  
Teachers’ unions have resisted such approaches for years, 
arguing it is almost impossible to assess to what extent 
teacher quality impacts how a student performs.  The de-
velopment of more advanced student assessment systems, 
however, ones that are able to track student growth and 
learning from year to year, have weakened those argu-
ments.  Today, a number of states and school districts have 
adopted, with the cooperation of teachers, compensation 
systems with a performance component. 

 
The Ohio city of Toledo’s TRACS program, for instance, 
allows teachers to “select an area of student achievement 
to focus on and continually assess their students’ progress 
toward it.”  Bonuses result from the achievement of these 
goals.22  Under the “Q Comp” program, developed in Min-
nesota, “60 percent of a compensation increase must be 
based on district professional standards and on classroom-
level student achievement gains.”23  The reform model 
developed by the Center for Teaching Quality not only 
rewards teachers for increased student achievement on 
both standardized tests and classroom-based assessments, 
but also includes recognition of achievement by grade-
level or subject-area teams. This approach is intended to 
inspire more teamwork and cooperation among staff mem-
bers.24 

 

The Effects of Performance-Based Compensation Systems 

These alternative compensation systems are relatively new, but 
the research that has been done on them, both in the United 
States and abroad, indicates that such systems hold great prom-
ise for increasing student performance. 
 

• A recent study of a pay-for-performance model in Arkan-
sas found “students whose teachers were eligible for per-
formance pay made substantially larger test score gains in 
math, reading, and language” than students of teachers 
who were ineligible for bonuses.25 

 

• A 2007 study of teacher incentive programs using data 
from the National Educational Longitudinal Survey found 
that “test scores were higher in schools that offer individ-
ual financial incentives for good performance.”26 
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• A 2004 study of a “teacher bonus” system in Israel, in 
which sizable salary bonuses were tied to student perform-
ance on a number of assessments, found “the performance 
of participating teachers increased, relative to a compari-
son group of teachers who did not participate in the incen-
tive program.”27 

 

• A new study of a performance incentive system for teach-
ers in India concluded “the incentives led to significant 
improvements in both math and language test scores.  The 
gains were spread out evenly across grades, districts, skills 
and competencies, and question difficulty.” The study 
found the incentive system to be “highly cost-effective,” 
compared to other reform strategies.28 

 

• A 2000 study of teacher incentive systems in more than 
500 public and private schools found that “high school 
seniors in schools with incentive pay programs scored 
slightly higher than those in schools without these pro-
grams.  Moreover, the effects were strongest in schools 
serving high-poverty students and those that rewarded 
teachers individually rather than in groups.”29 

 
Clearly, research suggests that such systems, if carefully devel-
oped and implemented, can have a positive effect on student 
outcomes. 
 

Why Maine, Why Now? 

Why should Maine take a serious look at alternative teacher 
compensation models?  Simply put, the state’s schools, like 
most across the nation, are simply not good enough.  The same 
2006 State Board of Education report that called for a reform 
of Maine’s teacher compensation system states in its very first 
paragraph that “Maine’s schools are not ready for the 21st cen-
tury.”  “The data is clear,” the report continues, “Maine has 
one of the most expensive public school systems in the nation, 
and yet our results measured by multiple indices are flat 
through recent years.”  The report concludes that “dramatic 
change must occur” in Maine schools.30 
 
Dramatic change is indeed coming in the form of the new 
school district consolidation law, which will require the merger 
of hundreds of Maine school districts.  However, this effort is 
primarily focused on saving money.  While an “estimate of 
cost savings to be achieved” is one of the key components of 
the reorganization plans required by state law, an “estimate of 
improved student performance to be achieved” is not.31 
 
Reorganization presents a golden opportunity to address the 
issue of teacher pay.  Among the many challenges that will 
face the soon-to-be consolidated school districts will be the 
negotiation of new district-wide teacher contracts.  Under law, 
teacher contracts in effect before consolidation are to be hon-

ored by the new regional school unit after consolidation.  At 
some point, however, the new regional district must negotiate a 
contract that covers all of the new unit’s teachers, regardless of 
which district they were in before consolidation.  The merger 
of higher-paying and lower-paying districts will no doubt result 
in an effort to bring up the salaries of the lowest-paid teachers.  
This will not only cost the new districts an enormous amount 
of money, but may also result in the highest-paid teachers be-
ing given smaller raises for a number of years as lower-end 
salaries are brought up. 
 
There is an opportunity for reform-minded teachers, union 
leaders, and school boards to look carefully at implementing 
some type of alternative compensation system.  Teachers at the 
top end of the salary scale have the most to lose from the con-
solidation of school units, and might be amenable to looking at 
alternative ways to increase their pay, especially if such alter-
native models come with more opportunities for professional 
growth and leadership.  With Maine’s declining student enroll-
ment meaning fewer teaching jobs, the teachers’ union faces a 
potentially dramatic drop in membership.  Embracing an inno-
vate new compensation system may attract more teachers to the 
union’s ranks.  Given the tight budget times, school boards will 
no doubt welcome the opportunity to look carefully at alterna-
tives to traditional compensation models, which essentially pay 
teachers for credentials, such as education level and years of 
service, both of which have been shown to have little effect on 
student outcomes. 
 
As always, there is pressure on everyone involved in Maine’s 
education system to improve student outcomes.  Given the suc-
cess such alternative compensation systems have shown else-
where, and despite the challenges presented by district consoli-
dation, Maine may never have a better opportunity to look 
closely at the issue of teacher compensation.   

 

Conclusion 

District consolidation is the latest in a long line of education 
reform efforts that, aside from having little effect on student 
outcomes, have had one other thing in common.  They did not 
focus on teacher quality.   
 
Research has proven time and again that highly effective teach-
ers can have a profound effect on student outcomes.  New as-
sessment instruments mean we can now accurately and fairly 
assess the effectiveness and performance of teachers, rather 
than simply count their college degrees and years of service.  
At the same time, we need to fill every teaching position in 
Maine with a highly skilled teacher, and we need to dramati-
cally expand the number of opportunities teachers have to dem-
onstrate continued professional growth and leadership.  By 
focusing our efforts on improving teacher excellence, we can 
create a new generation of teachers with the ability to dramati-
cally improve student performance. 



 

 

The Maine View Vol. 6, Issue No. 5 

Page 5 

In a 2000 survey sponsored by several of the state’s leading 
media outlets, Maine people were asked whether “teacher sala-
ries should be based on performance in the classroom rather 
than seniority.  Fifty-five percent of respondents supported the 
notion, while 29 percent opposed it.”32  No doubt those who 
supported the idea knew from their own experience in school 
that inspiring and effective teachers are precious and few.   

Alternative approaches to paying teachers for the important 
work they do may be the best way to achieve the important 
goal of ensuring that highly skilled teachers can be found in 
every Maine classroom.   
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Denver’s ProComp System – a Model for Maine? 

 
The City of Denver’s Professional Compensation system, known as ProComp, is not only the na-
tion’s first major alternative compensation system, it is widely regarded as one of the best.  Devel-
oped with cooperation from the Denver teachers’ union, the ProComp system was begun as a pilot 
program before going system-wide in 2004.  The program establishes a base salary, with opportuni-
ties for salary increases and bonuses in four different areas: 
 

• Professional Evaluation.  With cooperation from the school system, the process by which teachers were evaluated was 
completely overhauled.  Teachers are assessed in five areas: “instruction, assessment, curriculum and planning, learning 
environment, and professional responsibilities,” and they must provide evidence of achievement, including student work.33  

Teachers meeting or exceeding performance standards earn salary increases. 
 

• Knowledge and Skills.  Denver developed a new system whereby teachers could earn “professional development units” 
for work related to improving student outcomes in their classrooms.  Teachers “must do more than simply sit through a 
course” to receive development units, they must “demonstrate the knowledge and skills in the classroom” and must reflect, 
using data, on “whether the application of that knowledge and skill made a difference.”34  Teachers are also accorded salary 
increases for attaining professional degrees and certification by the National Board of Professional Teaching Standards.35 

 

• Market Incentives.  Needing to fill challenging teaching positions, Denver included in the ProComp system incentives for 
teachers to take on high-need teaching assignments, either in more challenging schools or in subject areas with a shortage 
of teachers.  Each year, the teachers’ union and the school system establish a list of schools and teaching assignments that 
are designated as high need, and teachers opting to take those positions are accorded salary bonuses.36 

 

• Pay for Performance.  Denver’s innovative pay for performance component has since become a national model.  Teachers 
can earn performance pay in three areas.  First, each teacher meets with an administrator to set two achievement goals for 
the year and to establish the process by which the meeting of those goals will be measured.  The flexibility of this system 
allows teachers to adapt goals on an annual basis to meet the needs of each year’s class.  If teachers meet one or both goals 
for the year, they are entitled to a salary bonus.  Second, teachers earn bonuses if students exceed expected scores on Colo-
rado’s state achievement test.  Third, the ProComp system also includes a “Distinguished Schools” program, under which 
further salary bonuses can be earned by a school’s entire faculty if the school is identified as “distinguished” according to a 
long list of indicators such as test scores, yearly improvement, and attendance rates.37 

  
Though only a few years old, the ProComp system has shown signs of success.  A study of the program’s multi-year pilot found 
“significant learning gains” among the students of teachers making use of the program.38  Early evidence also indicates the new 
program is helping Denver to staff its most challenging schools.  The system now gets eight times as many teacher applications 
as there are openings for schools identified as “hard to staff.”39  A clearer sign of the program’s success is the enthusiastic re-
sponse of Denver’s teachers.  While all teachers hired after January 2006 must be a part of the Pro-Comp system, it is voluntary 
for teachers who were in the system prior to that. “About half” of those who had such a choice have chosen to use the Pro-
Comp system, indicating broad-based support for the program within Denver’s teaching community.40   
 
Indeed, the Pro-Comp system has become a national model.  Presumptive Democratic presidential nominee Senator Barack 
Obama mentioned the Denver model specifically in a December 2007 speech, saying it “proves” that performance-based 
teacher compensation, developed with the cooperation of teachers, “can work.”41 
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