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President Barack Obama and Secretary Arne Duncan recognize the critical importance of 
having an outstanding teacher for every student, particularly for students in poverty. That’s 
why their education agenda boldly advances reforms to the way teachers are paid as part of 
a broader vision for transforming the teaching profession into one that will better serve the 
needs of the country—children and adults—in the 21st century. 

The Obama administration has proposed a dramatic funding boost for the Teacher 
Incentive Fund, or TIF, a program that supports performance-based teacher and 
principal compensation systems in high-needs schools. This increase in funds, from 
$97 million in fiscal year 2009 to $487.3 million in fiscal year 2010, would significantly 
expand the program to serve a greater number of high-needs schools and spur changes 
across the country in how teachers are compensated. The administration and Congress 
also provided additional support for the program with $200 million in the American 
Recovery and Reinvestment Act.

Why is this funding increase so crucial? There is strong consensus that the way we pay 
teachers does little to attract talented candidates to the profession, and especially to high-
poverty schools. Nor does the current system reward the most effective teachers. Federal 
funding is needed to catalyze changes in the way teachers are paid by supporting experi-
mentation and innovation that shed light on better payment models—ones that recognize 
and reward excellence and level the playing field for children in poverty.

Everyone who understands that the status quo in public education is not working for most 
students should support TIF. Progressives and conservatives should stand together to sup-
port reforms that strengthen education for low-income students.

Unfortunately, there is a great deal of misinformation that hampers understanding of the 
program and undermines support for it. Let’s take a look:
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CLAIM: The federal government, through TIF, allows districts to 
evaluate teachers solely on the basis of student test scores.

FACT: TIF requires that compensation systems consider gains in student achievement, but 
classroom evaluations conducted several times a year must be considered as well. Existing 
programs use a variety of teacher performance measures to reward teachers, including 
classroom-level gains in student achievement, schoolwide gains in student achievement, 
and observations of teachers’ instructional practice. In fact, the Charlotte-Mecklenburg 
Schools’ Leadership for Educator’s Advanced Performance program employs two different 
evaluation systems ensuring at least three full classroom observations and additional brief 
“walk-throughs.”1 TIF also requires that programs “provide educators with incentives to 
take on additional responsibilities and leadership roles.”2

CLAIM: There hasn’t been an evaluation of the TIF program, so it is 
premature to increase funding for it.

FACT: There hasn’t been a national evaluation of the TIF program as a whole, but 
preliminary research on the program’s implementation in some grantee sites suggests 
that the programs are getting promising results. Teacher retention is up in participating 
Chicago schools, for instance. New teachers report higher levels of support, and there is 
no evidence that monetary bonuses, based in part on achievement of students in teachers’ 
classrooms and schools, have any negative impact on morale.3 And while it’s too soon to 
tell if the TIF program in Chicago has boosted student achievement, pay-for-performance 
programs supported by TIF have received promising evaluations. Evaluations of Denver’s 
Pro Comp program, Guilford County, NC’s Mission Possible program, and the Teacher 
Advancement Program all show preliminary evidence that performance-based pay has a 
positive effect on student achievement.4 

CLAIM: Compensation reforms supported by TIF won’t improve 
student learning because they focus narrowly on rewarding teachers 
for raising students’ scores on tests covering only a narrow swath of 
what students should learn in school.

FACT: The Obama administration plans to make modifications to the program first 
introduced by the Bush administration. It has demonstrated a commitment to support-
ing broad approaches to compensation reform stating that for all new TIF programs, “the 
department will place a priority on the support of comprehensive, aligned approaches 
that support improved teacher and principal effectiveness and help ensure an equitable 
distribution of effective educators.”5



3  Center for American Progress  |  Getting the Facts Straight on the Teacher Incentive Fund

CLAIM: Other valuable education programs are being cut to support 
this expansion of TIF. 

FACT: The programs that the administration has proposed eliminating are those with 
weak evaluation findings or programs that are too small to have much impact. The TIF 
program is based on a promising research base and could have a substantial effect with  
a greater investment.6 

CLAIM: Teachers and their representatives are not involved in the 
development of TIF programs. 

FACT: The Teacher Incentive Fund encouraged the involvement of teachers in the design 
of the program through a competitive preference for programs that involved teachers. 
Programs were more likely to receive a TIF award if they could provide “a plan to establish 
ongoing support for and commitment to the performance-based compensation system 
from a significant proportion of the teachers, the principal, and the community, including 
the applicable governing authority or LEA, for each participating high-need school.”7 The 
Obama administration has reaffirmed a commitment to involving teachers in the develop-
ment of TIF programs. In fact, the Department of Education will place a priority on pro-
grams that “actively involve teachers (including special education teachers) and principals 
in the design of human capital and compensation systems.”8

CLAIM: Pay-for-performance programs pit teachers against each other 
and discourage collaboration.

FACT: Evidence from successful pay-for-performance programs finds that programs that 
are well designed and actively involve teachers from their inception do not generate ill-will 
among teachers. For example, the Teacher Advancement Program, which is at the heart of 
many current TIF programs, explicitly rewards teachers in part based on the achievement 
gains of students in their whole school, not just their classrooms.9 The Obama administra-
tion is also working to make changes to the program that would allow performance-based 
compensation to go to all staff in a school. Potential applicants can therefore choose for 
themselves whether to reward only teachers and principals, or reward all school staff. 

CLAIM: Grantees are left stuck with the bill when TIF funds run out. 

FACT: TIF grants are explicitly structured to help schools transform their compensation 
practices in a responsible and sustainable way. The Department of Education favors appli-
cations that budget for decreasing levels of TIF funding over the five years of the grant, 
and, by the final year of a TIF grant, sources other than federal funds must account for 
three-fourths of the bonuses involved in the program.10 
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