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This memo briefly summarizes research on the effects of accountability on teaching, teachers, and learning and draws implications for the consideration of multiple measures in the NCLB reauthorization.

Research on the Effects of Accountability Testing on Students’ Opportunities to Learn

Ample research in states and districts across the country provides a consistent picture of the effects of accountability on students’ opportunities to learn.  Among the positive findings are that: 

· Accountability assessments focus schools’ attention.  Educators listen to the signal communicated by test and moderate the content and format of their teaching accordingly.

· Schools are working hard to align their curriculum and instruction with state standards and assessment.  They are creating new courses and trying new strategies to help at risk students to reach proficiency.

· Schools are augmenting available resources and programs—after school, summer, and special courses—to try to accelerate the learning of low performing students.

· More and more schools are using test scores to refine their programs and to identify students who need extra help.  Recognizing that once a year testing is not enough to guide their decision-making, they are moving to more frequent testing to monitor and improve student learning over the course of the year. 

But at the same time, these positive consequences carry some costs: 

· Schools are working hard to align their programs—but are aligning them with the specifics of what’s tested.  Instruction, particularly for low performing students, can become strictly (and boringly) test preparation.

· What is not tested becomes invisible—both within and across content areas.  Science, social studies, and the arts are disappearing from the elementary school curriculum and at the secondary level; struggling students receive double periods of basic reading and/or math, missing electives and other academic subjects.

· There is anecdotal evidence of other curriculum distortions as well:  reading courses whose content mimics multiple choice reading test and includes no book reading; schools that focus their efforts on what they consider to be “pushables “ and “slippables“—students who are on the edge of proficiency—and virtually ignore those who most need help.

A major implication from these findings is the need for safeguards against both curriculum narrowing and against gaming strategies that reduce attention to our most at-risk students.

Effects of Accountability Testing on Performance

The data are less clear about the effects of accountability on student performance. Studies prior to NCLB found positive relationships between the strength of states’ accountability systems and performance on NAEP, but the evidence since NCLB is murkier – the links between assessment and improvements in learning are not as direct or clear, and conclusions seem to depend, in part, on where one looks in the performance distribution.  For example, conclusions on whether the achievement gap is narrowing vary depending on whether one uses changes in scale scores, percent proficient or percent basic.  Moreover, consistent with anecdotal evidence noted above, longitudinal analyses show that schools are least likely to be promoting exceptional progress for their lowest achieving students.  In any event, comparisons between scores on state standards-based test and NAEP show wide differences in the percentage of students who score proficient and generally dramatic difference in trends in performance over time.  State scores in general show strong upward trends over the years, while NAEP trajectories are more modest.  All these data raise questions about the validity of state test results and how well they generalize to beyond the tests themselves to indicate actual, usable competency.

Looking at specific types of accountability, Chicago’s comprehensive and long term study of its test-based promotion policy found overall positive effects for middle school students that carried into high school, but negative effects for the system’s most vulnerable students, those who actually were held back because of the policy.

Similarly, high school exit exams also show mixed effects.  States with exit exams show higher performance on NAEP, but apparently at the cost of higher drop out rates.  However the studies here also suggest that the nature of the test matters: rigorous, course-based exams of the type used in Europe are associated with higher performance, without the increasing high school drop out rates, and states that use multiple measures, which include complex performances and compensatory decision rules, for their high school exit decisions show higher performance, but not increases in drop out rates.  The latter is consistent with results from a recent Gates survey indicating that students do not drop out of school primarily because they cannot do the work or pass their courses, but more often because they are bored by school.
Effects of Accountability Testing on Teachers

Research documenting the relationship between teacher quality and student performance underscores the need for NCLB to promote quality in the teaching force.  However, research on the effects of accountability testing on teachers suggests some possible negative consequences for the retention of the most able teachers.

Survey data from a variety of sources suggest that teachers have strong reservations about where current accountability is taking schools.  They believe that schools are focusing too much on state tests and not pushing schools in educationally productive directions, including the sorts of concerns raised earlier about curricular distortion, neglect of complex thinking, and a focus on test format and test preparation rather than on effective pedagogy.  Teachers feel pressured, a condition that supports the positive effects on instruction noted above, but which also carries potential negative effects for teacher morale, motivation, and ultimately retention. 

Unrealistic accountability targets exacerbate the problem, according to motivation theory.  That is, expectancy theory posits that motivation is a function of expectancy, instrumentality and valence, meaning that people are motivated by things that are desirable, that they know how to do and that they feel capable of achieving.  The theory would anticipate serious negative effects on motivation (and retention) where there is low expectation for success.  Yet the feasibility of current Annual Yearly Progress (AYP) goals have been widely questioned, not because progress is not possible but because the rate of change required is beyond that which has been demonstrated anywhere nationally or internationally and proficiency targets and strong rhetoric to close the achievement gap ignore the reality of individual differences and the home and social factors that influence students’ academic success.  That is, differences in home and social circumstances before and during students’ school years mean that some students start behind and face out of school circumstances than can leave them as a relative disadvantage throughout their years of schooling.  If AYP goals are unrealistic, particularly for schools serving large proportions of economically disadvantaged, ethnically diverse, and language minority children, it is difficult to expect good teachers to remain and thrive in environments where their efforts may well be labeled as failure year after year.  Empirical data from North Carolina in fact documents the danger by showing the negative effects of strong accountability policies of the ability of schools serving low performing students to retain teachers in general, and quality teachers in particular.  

Implications for Multiple Measures


The three areas of research summarized above have implications for the design of alternative measures of AYP and for the use of multiple measures to increase the validity of state tests and to mitigate against their curriculum narrowing effects.


Multiple measures and constituting AYP.  A first issue is what measures should constitute Annual Yearly Progress (AYP) and/or what are alternative indices for addressing NCLB’s primary goals, e.g. assuring high expectations for all students, and continuing to promote and strengthen schools’ motivation to seriously address the needs of all students as well as to close the achievement gap.  Because the current AYP formulae, including safe harbor and growth projection alternatives, focus solely on the percentages of students at proficiency, they are blunt and insensitive instruments for assessing changes in student performance across the full range of the student performance distribution.  The calculations make the measures essentially blind to the progress that students who start way behind may make and blind too to the possibility that some schools that are serving large proportions of students starting far behind may be making exceptional progress in moving their students toward proficiency.  

Current formulae ignore as well the progress of the highest performing students.  While it may not be desirable to eliminate the current AYP targets as the ultimate goal, it may be possible to create another category of accomplishment that recognizes the reasonable success of schools that deserve it.  Rather than labeling and essentially punishing schools that are making exceptional progress as “needs improvement,” or ultimately sending them into re-organization and re-constitution, recognize their success in moving their students ahead and their partial success in moving toward AYP and reward them with funds to continue to accelerate their students’ improvements.  

There are various ways and indices that could be used to accomplish this goal, from the sort of API index that California uses based on annual cross-sectional data to sophisticated value-added modeling.  There are also various targets that such indices could address, including progress toward and beyond proficiency as well as various approaches to assuring whether and how the achievement gap is being narrowed.  The point is not that the NCLB re-authorization ought to lay out a particular option for states to use, but the re-authorization could encourage states to try out alternatives that are the best fit with their state context, including the nature of their assessment and student data systems.  Consider how to permit states flexibility in serious proposals for indices that meet the intent of NCLB—leaving no child behind—rather than slavish attention to a single definition of success.
Multiple measures and students opportunities’ to develop 21st century skills.  Measures of AYP or progress toward it are only as good as their underlying assessments, i.e., the validity of the state standards-based tests that are used to assess AYP.  As noted above, the relationship between NAEP estimates of the percent of students who are proficient and those in most states are widely divergent, raising questions about the validity of state tests and the rigor of state standards.  Recent United States national performance in international comparisons also give pause, as do criticisms from a number of quarters that state tests do not really measure what students need for success in the 21st century.  Part of the problem lies in the limits of what large scale assessments can actually assess feasibly and reliably with limited time and traditional item formats (mostly multiple choice), which tends to give short shrift to so-called 21st century skills of complex thinking, problem solving, communication, collaboration, but even more important is how an overemphasis on test preparation can compromise or contaminate test validity.  That is, policymakers, parents and the public care about test results and judgments of proficiency because they believe that the test performance represents something beyond getting specific items on a specific test right or wrong.  But when curriculum and instruction focuses almost exclusively on what is tested and how it is tested, the test may cease to represent the larger domain of interest and therefore not be a good indicator of students’ practical capability in a subject.  The potential deadening effects of a test preparation curriculum are also a concern, as the Gates survey mentioned above implies. 

Test publishers adherence to existing technology and the reality of the economics of changing it pretty much assure that there will not be dramatic changes in what is tested or how it is tested.  There have been requirements for including complex thinking and problem solving in the past, and these have been met with more of the same kinds of items and tests.  Requiring more frequent testing of the same kind is likely to further the problem of curriculum narrowing.  Because such tests commonly mimic the state tests, more of such testing increases the focus on the annual test, further eroding the validity/meaningfulness of scores. 

States need to find ways to reduce the exclusive focus on tests and to add something to the accountability system to make sure schools are actually engaging students in rich curriculum opportunities that will enable students to develop the complex thinking and problem solving skills they will need for future success.  It may be possible, for example, to add requirements for local, school-based evidence of such opportunities and make student work on such options available for public inspection—e.g., student work on research projects, extended problem solving, and demonstrations.  The idea is not that these would be formally scored and aggregated up as a measure in the accountability system, an alternative that was tried but failed in the 1990’s because of problems of cost, technical quality, and instructional time—but rather by the fact of their existing would help to mitigate against an exclusive focus on the test and promote attention to 21st century skills. In the same way that NCLB requires that states report test scores to parents, might there be a requirement that they provide parents evidence of their children’s status with regard to knowledge and skills that are not well assessed by state tests, including subjects that may not be tested, such as the arts and history social studies?  At the same time, because there simply is not sufficient time in the school day, or year to deal deeply with each academic subject as an independent endeavor, such requirements should encourage schools to engage students in complex work that integrates the content of various disciplines (e.g., a civics problem/project that requires reading, analysis, mathematics, science; an economics project that requires reading, arts, and mathematics).  The idea would be to get smarter about ways to combine requirements across disciplinary boundaries in ways that are satisfying and motivating for students, rather than adding, adding, adding separate requirements that are unattainable.  Again, the idea would NOT be to lay out a single model for states to follow but rather to encourage states to explore possibilities and to evaluate their effectiveness relative to technical and educational criteria and student learning.

Multiple measures and the validity of state tests and AYP determinations.  That state standards-based tests are the focus of some much attention and supposed to provide reliable measures of student learning and progress, make it essential that they are well validated for the purposes they are intended to serve, including particularly that doing well on the tests really mean that students have achieved the standards that will prepare them for success in the future, including college and the world of work.  While the Department has made great strides in assuring that states conduct studies of alignment and technical and psychometric studies, there is little attention to the validity of tests as measures of important and usable capabilities and/or whether doing well on the test sufficient prepares students for success after high school.  Alignment studies are a matter of just looking at test items and seeing whether they look like they measure topics and content in the standards, but research suggests that it is impossible to tell whether an item or test measures complex thinking and/or problem solving by just looking at it.  Moreover, there are few if any high quality and cost efficient measures available for states to use to look at the generalizability of their tests in this regard or for assessing the relative validity of various approaches to determining AYP.  (As noted above, test publishers have been slow to make any basic changes in the types of tests they produce).  NAEP provides one measure of generalizability, but because results are available only at the state or large district level, it cannot be used for closer examination of the validity of state tests or of AYP decisions.  

The federal government should consider strategies for leveraging investment in new forms of assessments, aligned with a national consensus view of what students need for future success and/or should continue to encourage NAEP to provide a leadership role in devising new approaches to assessments that consortia of or individual states could adapt and use for purposes of validation and for evaluating the value of alternative approaches to measuring AYP and assuring rigorous academic engagement.

