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What a performance
A new study claims to have found a direct link 
between test scores and teacher quality — much to 
Julie Bishop’s delight. Unfortunately for her, argues AEU 
research officer John Graham, it does no such thing.

My God’s bigger than your God
Luckless Julie has been saddled with the PM’s Godforsaken school chaplains 
scheme, but she sounded upbeat last month announcing bumper applica-
tions. But what are we to make of  her comment that applications will be 
“competitively assessed”?

We look forward to seeing her merit pay plans for chaplains — pay rises on 
a miracle-by-miracle basis perhaps, or a measure of  successful conversions 
like rugby teachers…

Dotty
“I’ve been signposting (performance pay) for quite some time. If  people wanted 
to join the dots, it’s all there” — Sydney Morning Herald, May 11

JULIE Bishop, the Federal Minister for 
Education, has all the energy of  a 

jack-in-the-box — and just as much 
sense. 

Despite having been soundly 
rebuffed by the states, and even by the 
very research papers she commis-
sioned on the topic, the minister last 
month seized on a new study from an 
economist at the Australian National 
University to claim that performance 
pay for teachers can and does work.

The study, Estimating Teacher 
Effectiveness from Two-Year Changes 
to Students’ Test Scores, was written 
by Andrew Leigh and claims to be an 
“Australian-first”. It purports to show 
that individual teacher performance 
can be judged by student external test 
results, and the outcomes used to 
develop new salary structures  
for teachers. 

Minister Bishop told the media: 
“The results make a mockery of  claims 
by the Australian Education Union and 
Labor that a teacher’s performance 
cannot be measured.”

The study in question looks at the 
difference in student external test re-
sults between Years 3 and 5, and be-
tween Years 5 and 7. It estimates the 
extent to which a student’s perform-

ance has changed in the second test 
relative to the average performance of  
their year level cohort. The change in 
relative performance is allocated to the 
teacher who is teaching the student at 
the time of  the second test. The data 
came from Queensland, after Victoria 
and New South Wales refused Leigh 
access to their records.

The problems with Leigh’s study 
are many and varied. The “effect” on 
student learning of  the teacher at the 
time of  the second test cannot reliably 
be separated from that of  the teacher 
in the “gap” year or the effect of  the 
original teacher between the first test 
being administered (August) and the 
end of  the year.

The influence of  factors — home 
background, differential school effects 
and so-on — other than the teaching 
quality of  the second teacher are also 
only partially controlled by the study, 
and Leigh even admits to computa-
tional and data constraints affecting 
his findings.

The proposition that this study pro-
vides the basis for a new performance 
pay system is hard to take seriously. 
Not only does it have questionable 
methodology, but to generalise Leigh’s 
findings into a new pay system would 

at the very least 
require a massive 
increase in external 
testing in every subject 
at every year level. 

Even then, no-one 
would be convinced that 
the outcomes were fair, and 
schools would be left with a 
narrowly-focused curriculum 
designed to deliver a dodgy 
performance pay scheme.

Andrew Leigh’s previous interven-
tion in the teacher quality debate was 
also enthusiastically welcomed by  
Julie Bishop. In August 2006 he  
published a study with another 
ANU economist, Chris Ryan, which, 
again using contested methodology, 
concluded that the academic aptitude 
of  teachers had “fallen considerably” 
between 1983 and 2003.

The authors speculated that this fall 
was primarily due to a relative decline 
in average teacher pay over the same 
period and further speculated that it 
could be reversed “in a more cost-ef-
fective way” (than raising average pay) 
by introducing performance pay.

True to script, Julie Bishop con-
curred and announced that perform-
ance pay was the only way to improve 

the quality of  Australian teachers.
The Bishop campaign to force 

performance pay on teachers is 
conservative ideology dressed up as 
a concern about teacher quality. The 
research backing for her proposals 
is transparently thin — an ANU 
economist. 

The comprehensive research review 
on this matter carried out by ACER 
(and paid for by the Minister’s depart-
ment) concluded that using student 
performance to evaluate individual 
teacher performance, in ways that are 
reliable and valid, is “a problem that 
leading researchers in the field agree 
no one has solved as yet”.

Only Andrew Leigh and Julie Bishop 
seem to disagree. ◆

PH
OT

O:
 P

HO
TO

SP
IN

.C
OM

Uh-oh
“Spending $101.7 million over four years and rewarding the so-called best 
teachers with $5000 for attending 10 days of  professional development … 
appear to be good ideas at first sight … But research suggests that such 
short-term (PD) programs have little effect.” — Kevin Donnelly, The Australian, 
10 May.

— When even Kevy D doesn’t agree, you know you’ve got a problem.

Nothing to do with me
“Schools have been asked to provide a huge range of  services that go far be-
yond what was traditionally the role of  schools, and this has the potential to have 
a negative impact on their ability to teach” — JB, DEST press release, 4 May.

— This “huge range of  services” that stops teachers teaching — anything 
to do with the Government’s demand for values education, flagpoles, bullying 
crackdowns, drug policies, parent contracts…? And will $60k for a “forum to 

develop a charter (to provide) a framework” be enough to fix it?
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