
TAP Alignment with the Teacher Incentive Fund 
 
The federal government has used the competitive grant process to spur innovation and fund 
proven reforms in education. One of these efforts, the Teacher Incentive Fund (TIF), supports 
programs that develop and implement performance-based compensation systems (PBCS) for 
teachers and principals in high-need schools.  Broadly, TIF aims to support sustainable 
differentiated compensation systems that reward teachers and principals for increases in 
student achievement.  In addition, TIF seeks to improve student achievement by increasing 
teacher and principal effectiveness. 
 
The goals of TIF closely align to the mission and design of TAP™: The System for Teacher and 
Student Advancement.  TAP is a comprehensive school reform model that leverages the 
expertise of effective teachers to increase the skills of teachers and students using the following 
model: 
 

 
 
 

Multiple career paths: TAP provides teachers with 
career growth opportunities and the selection 
process is competitive, rigorous and performance-
based. 
Ongoing applied professional growth: 
Professional development in TAP schools is 
ongoing, tailored to the school’s particular needs 
and led by expert instructors. 
Instructionally focused accountability: Teachers 
are evaluated four or more times a year by trained 
evaluators using a standards-based rubric. 
Performance-based compensation: TAP provides 
additional compensation to teachers based on 
skills, knowledge, responsibilities as well as the 
academic growth of their classrooms and their 
schools.  

In the last round of TIF funding, applicants proposing the TAP system won eight of the 34 
awarded grants.  Since the last round of TIF funding, TAP has continued to prove itself as an 
effective sustainable model of performance compensation and now serves more than 7,500 
teachers and 85,000 students nationwide.  As shown in the TAP research summary,1 TAP 
schools have increased student achievement growth and have retained more effective 
teachers, all while increasing the number of high-need schools implementing the TAP system.  
The proposed guidelines for the new round of TIF were made public for comment on March 5, 
2010.  Comments are due to the U.S. Department of Education on March 29, 2010, and the final 
regulations will follow.  Given that the guidelines for the new TIF competition are not final, this 
paper summarizes TAP’s alignment with the proposed project design criteria.   
 

                                            
1
 http://www.tapsystem.org/publications/tap_research_summary_0210.pdf  

http://www.tapsystem.org/publications/tap_research_summary_0210.pdf


Criterion 1: “The extent to which the PBCS is part of the strategy for improving the process by 

which participating schools reward teachers and principals based on effectiveness, as 

determined by student growth.” 

The TAP system uses multiple valid measures to evaluate teacher and principal effectiveness in 
its performance-based compensation system: value-added assessments and classroom 
observations.   The TAP system, several state education agencies and many contemporary 
researchers use a statistical method called “value added” to measure the contributions of 
teachers and schools to student achievement during a school year.  This method requires 
matching each student’s test scores to his or her own previous scores in order to measure the 
student’s progress during the year—not only the student’s attainment as of the end of the year. 
Value added separates the impact of a school year on a student from the student’s prior 
experiences in and out of school, individual characteristics, socioeconomic status and family 
conditions. As a result, schools and teachers can become more accountable for how well they 
teach rather than how advantaged or disadvantaged their students were at the beginning of 
the year. To put it another way, value added tells you how much the school and teacher have 
contributed to student learning compared to other schools and teachers with similar students.  
Value-added data, measured at the classroom and school levels, accounts for half of teacher 
annual bonuses under the TAP performance-based compensation system. 
 
In TAP schools, higher classroom observation scores for teachers during the school year are 
associated with higher value-added assessment scores for their students at the end of the year 
(using data for 1,780 TAP teachers in ten states for school years 2006-07 and 2007-08). As the 
graph below shows, the relationship between teacher classroom observation scores and 
student achievement growth holds true regardless of the school’s overall level of performance. 
This provides an important validation of the TAP system’s teacher evaluation system and its link 
to improvements in student achievement.    

 
Teachers with High Classroom Observation Scores Demonstrate High Value-Added to Student 
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The TAP Skills, Knowledge and Responsibilities score (from TAP’s classroom observation) 
measures the same thing—excellence in teaching—as the value-added score based on student 
achievement outcomes. When teachers demonstrate strong instructional skills as measured by 
the TAP observation methods and rubrics, their students show higher academic growth 
regardless of previous achievement and socioeconomic status. 
 
The TAP system rewards teachers and principals in multiple ways for their effectiveness. On an 
annual basis, all teachers and principals may earn rewards for increasing school-wide student 
academic growth.  Teachers are also eligible for awards based on the growth of students in 
their individual classrooms, and the results of their multiple classroom evaluations.  TAP 
recommends 50 percent of annual teacher bonuses be based on classroom evaluation results, 
30 percent based on classroom student achievement growth, and 20 percent based on school-
wide student achievement growth.  TAP recommends a minimum of $2,000 per teacher be put 
into the bonus pool.  Based on TAP’s multiple measures of performance, an individual teacher’s 
performance compensation could range from zero to $5,000 or $6,000.  Teachers in untested 
subjects have their bonuses determined 50 percent by their evaluations and 50 percent based 
on school-wide value added growth.  Bonuses for TAP principals are calculated based on school-
wide student achievement growth and other factors including principal evaluations, graduation 
rates or other measures determined locally.  
 

 
Master and mentor teachers are hired through a competitive, rigorous, performance-based 
selection process.  These teacher leaders can be from within the school or from outside schools 
or districts.  Master and mentor teachers must have expert curricular knowledge, outstanding 
instructional skills and the ability to work effectively with other adults.  They take on additional 
responsibilities and authority, and are required to have a longer work year. Master and mentor 
teachers are held to a higher performance standard than the career teachers in their school, 
and are compensated accordingly.  Master and mentor teachers form a TAP Leadership Team 
with the principal.  The TAP Leadership Team members drive school planning, lead weekly 



professional development sessions and become the trained teacher evaluators.  Mentor and 
master teachers are compensated for taking on these responsibilities, earning an additional 
$5,000 and $15,000 annually.  Thus, in combination with annual performance bonuses, the 
most effective teachers in TAP schools may earn as much as $20,000 in performance-based 
compensation. 
 
Criterion 2: “The extent to which the PBCS has the involvement and support of teachers, 
principals, other certified personnel and unions.” 
 
TAP builds and maintains support from a broad group of stakeholders.  Prior to the adoption of 
TAP, teachers, unions, principals, and district leadership engage with TAP state leadership to 
promote understanding of the TAP model, including planning for its implementation and 
financial sustainability.  In select TAP sites across the country, union leadership has been 
instrumental in bringing TAP to schools.  TAP leadership participants hold presentations at the 
school site to answer remaining questions and build staff buy-in before the teacher vote.  NIET 
recommends an approval vote of 75 percent of the faculty prior to the adoption of TAP, which 
ensures the active participation and support of teachers and their unions.   
 
TAP schools communicate extensively internally and externally about the elements of the TAP 
system and its components.  For example, NIET and the Algiers Charter Schools Association in 
New Orleans put together a communications plan to manage both internal and external 
communications about TAP in general, performance-based compensation and community 
engagement.  This communications and outreach activity has been well-received and has 
effectively educated the community about the mission of TAP and the Algiers charter schools. 
 
NIET provides extensive training and support to the TAP state-based technical assistance teams, 
who in turn provide training to school-based TAP Leadership Teams.  The training, support and 
oversight of the state TAP staff by NIET create the capacity to effectively implement TAP at 
scale.  The high level of support schools receive from TAP state and district staff builds support 
among school administrators.  In the case of smaller TAP projects, NIET’s training staff may 
provide direct support to schools or districts.  This support includes the use of the TAP 
Instructional Rubric used in teacher evaluations, the effective running of professional 
development cluster groups and more.  The state/district teams support schools in the 
collection and analysis of teacher and student data. TAP state/district support staff also ensure 
the rigor of implementation through monitoring and evaluation of success. 
 
Critics of performance incentives for teachers claim that they will result in competitiveness and 
a loss of collegiality among teachers. In fact, we find evidence of a high degree of collegiality in 
TAP schools as reported by teachers:   
 

 
 
 
 



Collegiality in TAP Schools 

 
 
Simultaneously, levels of support for the elements of TAP including instructionally-based 
accountability and performance-based compensation are also high and growing, as shown in 
the following chart.  When combined with professional growth in an applied, collaborative 
setting, accountability through classroom evaluations and performance-based compensation 
are compatible with increased collegiality.  Whatever concerns teachers may have over the shift 
in culture to performance-based compensation and greater accountability are mitigated by the 
TAP cluster groups that provide teachers with a shared path toward improvement and naturally 
facilitate collegiality. 
 

Teacher Support for the TAP Elements 

 



Criterion 3: “The extent to which the applicant includes rigorous, transparent and fair 
evaluation systems for teachers and principals that differentiate effectiveness using multiple 
rating categories that take into account student growth and at least two classroom 
observations per year.” 
 
Teachers are evaluated by members of the TAP Leadership Team (principal, assistant 
principal(s), master and mentor teachers) four to six times a year in announced and 
unannounced classroom observations.  To ensure the rigor of these observations, the TAP 
Leadership Team must undergo annual training and certification in the use of TAP’s rigorous 
classroom evaluation standards, known as the TAP Skills, Knowledge and Responsibilities 
Performance Standards (SKR).  The SKR establishes a 26-indicator, research-based rubric of 
effective teaching, spanning the sub-categories of instruction, designing and planning 
instruction, the learning environment and responsibilities.  The rubric offers a content-neutral, 
objective means to evaluate teacher effectiveness.  As shown in the chart on page 2, higher 
classroom evaluation scores for teachers during the school year are associated with higher 
value-added student achievement scores for their students at the end of the year.  Evaluators 
use a five-point scale, where a score of 1 indicates unsatisfactory performance and a score of 5 
indicates exemplary performance on a particular indicator.  All teachers are trained in the 
details of the rubric and know the standards to which they will be held accountable before they 
are evaluated.  They also receive extensive feedback on their performance through post-
conferences following the evaluation.  The table below illustrates one of the instructional 
indicators on the rubric. 
 
Example: Academic Feedback Indicator from the Instructional Portion of the TAP Rubric 

 Exemplary (5) Proficient (3) Unsatisfactory (1) 

Academic 
Feedback 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 Oral and written feedback is 
consistently academically 
focused, frequent and high- 
quality. 

 Feedback is frequently given 
during guided practice and 
homework review. 

 The teacher circulates to prompt 
student thinking, assess each 
student’s progress and provide 
individual feedback. 

 Feedback from students is 
regularly used to monitor and 
adjust instruction. 

 Teacher engages students in 
giving specific and high-quality 
feedback to one another. 

 Oral and written 
feedback is mostly 
academically focused, 
frequent, and mostly 
high-quality.  

 Feedback is sometimes 
given during guided 
practice and homework 
review. 

 The teacher circulates 
during instructional 
activities to support 
engagement and 
monitor student work. 

 Feedback from students 
is sometimes used to 
monitor and adjust 
instruction. 

 The quality and 
timeliness of feedback is 
inconsistent.   

 Feedback is rarely given 
during guided practice 
and homework review. 

 The teacher circulates 
during instructional 
activities, but monitors 
mostly behavior. 

 Feedback from students 
is rarely used to monitor 
or adjust instruction. 

 
To ensure the fairness and consistency of evaluations, all evaluation data is entered into the 
TAP Comprehensive Online Data Entry (CODE) system.  The CODE system allows TAP Leadership 



Teams to monitor inter-rater reliability of evaluators, scoring inflation or deflation, and will flag 
cases where there appear to be discrepancies in teachers’ assigned evaluation scores. 
 
TAP teacher evaluations produce more than a score; after each classroom observation, 
teachers have a “post-conference” session with their evaluator to discuss the evaluator’s 
findings.  This offers teachers the opportunity to plan how to address any weaknesses and build 
on strengths identified during the evaluation.  In addition, evaluators must present evidence 
supporting the score they assigned to the teacher, further increasing the credibility, relevancy 
and transparency of the evaluation system.   
 
The TAP system of teacher evaluation differentiates effective from ineffective teaching, in 
contrast to many existing evaluation systems that rate all teachers as satisfactory.  The TAP 
Instructional Rubric sets high expectations for what effective teaching should look like.  And 
because it is designed to identify a range of proficiency on various indicators, it is not expected 
that a teacher should receive a score of 5 on every indicator during an evaluation.  As a result, 
there is a wide distribution of individual teacher performance ratings in TAP schools, providing 
a more accurate representation of teachers’ instruction.  For example, during the 2007–2008 
school year, teacher ratings on the TAP Instructional Rubric ranged from a score of 1 to 4.95, 
with a median score of 3.57, as shown in the following chart. 
 

Differentiated Teacher Evaluations in TAP2 

 
 
 

                                            
2
 Data from 15 states covering 2005-2009. 



Criterion 4: “The applicant includes a data management system that can link student 
achievement data to teacher and principal payroll and HR systems.” 
 
TAP provides state, district and school leaders with data and technology tools to provide a 
means for real-time monitoring of system implementation.  Teacher evaluation data is entered 
into TAP’s Comprehensive Online Data Entry (CODE) system to track teacher performance and 
monitor the inter-rater reliability of the evaluators.  This system also facilitates monitoring of 
evaluations to ensure “grade inflation” or “grade deflation” is not occurring.  Any significant 
discrepancies between evaluators in scoring teacher evaluations are flagged and discussed.  
 
Most TAP schools contract with independent, third-party providers of value-added analysis to 
process student achievement data on state assessments.  Once testing is complete, the 
contractor receives the data and processes it, returning teacher- and school-level value-added 
scores to the school.  As previously discussed, the school uses both the value-added and 
teacher evaluation data in awarding performance-based compensation.  
 
Criterion 5: “The extent to which the applicant incorporates high-quality professional 
development activities that increase the capacity of teachers and principals to raise student 
achievement, and are directly linked to the specific measures of teacher and principal 
effectiveness included in the PBCS.” 
 
An essential element of the TAP system is ongoing, job-embedded professional development 
designed to support teachers in increasing their skills and effectiveness.  Professional 
development in TAP schools is provided by school-based expert master and mentor teachers.  
Every week, master and mentor teachers lead “cluster groups,” small professional development 
sessions focused on instructional improvement for increasing student achievement.  Master 
teachers present instructional strategies that they have “field-tested” and refined with students 
in that school, ensuring that strategies are tailored to the specific needs of students.  
Professional development does not end with the cluster meeting.  Teachers receive 
individualized support in their classrooms.  This support is based on the needs of the teacher 
and may vary from lesson planning to a master or mentor teacher modeling the strategy in a 
teacher’s classroom. 
 
State and district analysis of TAP teacher evaluation data shows that teachers improve their 
skills throughout the year due to TAP’s effective support.  As previously discussed, the TAP 
Instructional Rubric takes the standards of effective teaching and breaks them down by 
operationalizing each of the standards according to a five-point scale and clearly spells out what 
effective instruction should look like on each of 26 indicators.  By identifying specific areas of 
improvement with detailed evidence from a teacher’s instruction and concrete examples to 
address these areas, the TAP Instructional Rubric leads to genuine effort on the part of teachers 
to improve and, as a result, to higher quality instruction.  
 
Growth in teacher skills over time increases the level of effectiveness of the entire school and 
leads to growth in student achievement.   The chart below shows the average improvement in 



instructional skill scores over a two-year period for teachers in Texas and Louisiana.  In the data 
shown, despite a dip over the summer, teachers demonstrated, on average, a path of 
improvement that continued over both years.3

 

 
Improvement in Average Observed TAP Teacher Skills, 2007-08 and 2008-094 
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Furthermore, TAP teacher evaluation ratings are positively related to value-added achievement 
growth of students in their classrooms.  A higher quality of instruction in the classroom would 
be expected to lead to greater student gains on standardized achievement tests, and this is true 
in the TAP system.  On the five-point value-added scale used by TAP schools, 1 represents 
significantly lower than one year of student growth for students of similar previous 
achievement; 3 represents one year of expected academic growth for similar students; and 5 
represents significantly higher than one year of growth for similar students.  As shown in the 
chart on page 2, NIET has identified a strong relationship between teacher classroom 
evaluation ratings and value-added indicators of student learning growth.  As the graph shows, 
the relationship between teacher evaluation scores and student value-added achievement 
growth holds true regardless of the school’s overall level of performance. 

 
In addition to building the capacity of teachers within the classroom, TAP increases the capacity 
of principals to effectively lead the schools through the development of the TAP Leadership 
Team, comprised of master and mentor teachers and the principal.  The TAP Leadership Team is 
structured so that the principal shares responsibility for instructional leadership with master 

                                            
3
 The growth in observed teacher instruction is not a linear relationship with time. Some teachers progress at 

different rates, so we would not expect to see a straight line of growth. 
4
 Average of Instructional Domain Indicators for the 2007-2009 cohort [N = 196 teachers]  



and mentor teachers.  They share responsibilities for developing and monitoring the school’s 
goals and academic plan; planning and implementing weekly “cluster group” meetings; 
analyzing student data; teacher evaluation and conferences; and monitoring individual 
teachers’ professional growth. 
 
In conclusion, the TAP system's goal is to draw more talented people to the teaching 
profession—and keep them there—by making it more attractive and rewarding to be a teacher. 
TAP provides teachers with: 
 

 Powerful opportunities for professional growth;  
 The ability to collaborate with peers during the school day;  
 Fair and rigorous classroom evaluations to identify and improve teaching skills;  
 School-based professional development led by expert master and mentor teachers to 

analyze student needs and identify strategies for student learning; and  
 The opportunity to take on a new role as master or mentor teacher in order to earn 

higher salaries and advance professionally, just as in other careers, without leaving the 
classroom.  
 

TAP helps teachers become the best they can be by giving them opportunities to learn better 
teaching strategies and holding them accountable for their performance.  


