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It is no secret that Missouri Rep. Scott Dieckhaus (R-Washington, Mo.) is not a fan of Missouri's
teacher tenure law. Last year, he filed legislation to require annual teacher evaluations . Under
that bill, the public school teachers who perform best would receive four-year teaching
contracts, and those performing the worst would receive single-year contracts. If poor teachers
failed to improve, they could be terminated.
T here also was good news for some teachers in Dieckhaus' 2011 legislation . T he proposal
called for the best teachers to be paid at least twice as much as the poorest-performing teachers.
While this may seem like common sense (why not pay the best teachers more, as a reward for
their effort?), it runs contrary to the current system of paying Missouri public school teachers.
T he 2011 legislation did not pass. However, Dieckhaus is considering submitting tenure reform
legislation again this year . T he bill is not yet available, but I have listed two areas of reform that
are needed to help improve student academic achievement in Missouri. Our priority should be
educating children, not rewarding those who happen to have been teaching for the longest
period of time.
Let's pay g ood teachers more: In Missouri, teachers are paid under what is known as a
"teacher salary schedule." Broadly, teachers who have more years of experience and higher
levels of education are paid more (here is an example ). At many school districts, these are the
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only components of teacher pay — teachers who teach difficult subjects, at-risk students, and
teachers who have the best track record of helping students learn do not get a pay boost.
T eachers who do a poor job of teaching students can actually earn more than the good
teachers if the poor teachers have a higher education level and/or more years of teaching
experience.
Dieckhaus told the St. Louis Post-Dispatch in 2011 that "It's time we move away from paying
people based on how long they've been teaching and what piece of paper they have hanging on
the wall." I certainly agree.
Paired with the issue of teacher compensation is the question of how to deal with teachers
who have a track record of failing to teach students. Right now, those teachers can stay at a district
for years, if not indefinitely.
Let's help school districts g et rid of bad teachers: State law awards teachers "indefinite
contracts" if they have taught at the same school district for at least five years. T hese
"permanent teachers" can be terminated, but only through a lengthy process. If a school district
terminates a teacher (after going through all of the notification requirements specified by state
law ), that teacher can appeal the termination, triggering a court case . If the teacher wins in
court, the school district must pay that teacher all of the compensation he or she would have
received had he or she stayed at the district during the period of appeal.
I suppose that if you are trying to discourage teacher termination, the above makes sense. But,
as a state, our concern should not be to hire and keep on as many teachers as possible. We
should instead be concerned with how to provide quality education to students. Allowing failing
teachers to continue to teach students does nothing to help students, and may be hurting them.
It is an uncomfortable truth, but one we must acknowledge. As U.S. Secretary of Education Arne
Duncan put it , "We can no longer pretend that all teachers or all principals are from Lake
Woebegone where everyone is above average." Many academic studies have shown that
teacher quality matters. Eric Hanushek, an education economist at Stanford University, has
shown that good teachers can teach students three times as much as bad teachers — in a
single year . Improving student academic achievement can be achieved in part by attracting
more good teachers to the profession, and encouraging the bad teachers to leave the field.
I hope that the 2012 teacher tenure reform legislation can help enable school districts to have
more autonomy when it comes to rewarding good teachers and terminating the worst teachers.
When the full text of the bill becomes available, I will post my take on it here.
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