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The New Accountability

by Susan H. Fuhrman

As part of standards-based reform, states and districts are
designing new approaches to holding schools and districts
accountablefor discharging their missions. Virtually every
state and thousands of districts are working on developing
standards for student learning and aligning student assess-
ments to those expectations. Most are taking the next step
which isto use achievement of the standards as abasisfor
accountability.

Thenew accountability approachesemerging from thiswork
differ from more traditional systemswith respect to one or
moreof sevenfactors'. Digtrict/school gpproval isbeing linked
to student performance rather than compliance to regula-
tions; accountability isfocusing more on schoolsasthe unit
of improvement; continuousimprovement strategiesinvolv-
ing school-level planning around specific performance tar-
gets are being adopted; new approaches to classroom in-
spection are being developed; more categories or levels of
accreditation are being developed; school-level test scores
arebeing publicly reported; and more consequencesare be-
ing attached to performancelevels. Thispalicy brief reviews
these devel opments and discussesissues arising from their
design and implementation. It drawson severa CPRE stud-
iesof accountability, most of which aretill in progress. There-
foreanumber of thefindingswecite, particularly about the
effects of emerging accountability systems, are tentative.
However, sncepolicymakersareactively designing and modi-
fying accountability policies, we believe that conveying cur-
rently availableinformeation about how they ssemto beworking,
evenif that informationis preliminary, isworthwhile.

Characteristics of New
Accountability Systems

A Focus on Performance. States are trying to put more
emphasis on student performance and less on compliance
with regulationsin their accreditation or certification of dis-
trictsand schools. Traditionaly, stateshave monitored com-
plianceto input and process standards through self-reports
and periodic visits. For example, state agencies have moni-
tored pupil/teacher ratiosthrough local forms specifying per-
sonnel assignmentsand student enrollments, and crosswalked
them with state certification data to monitor assignment of
teachersby field. Minima curricular requirements have been
monitored through on-siteinspection of syllabi and other pa-
per work, such as school board minutes, indicating adoption
of specific curricula.

More recently, the focus on student performance hasled to
the monitoring of outcome data such astest scoresand gradu-
ation rates. Outcome measures (either the level of perfor-
mance or growth in performance) are now being used as
criteriafor accreditation. Not only are policymakersinter-
estedinprogressinthethreeR’s, but they area so including
measures of performancein all core subjectsin accountabil -
ity systems.

At the sametime, policymakersin many states say they are
trying to reduce regulationsand compliance monitoring. The
ideaisto free schoolsfrom the old compliance mentality and
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to provide moreflexibility so they can maximize student per-
formance using new standards.

Schoolsasthe Unit of |mprovement. Whereastraditional
accountability systemsheld districtsresponsibleand focused
ondigtrict-level activities such asemploying teachers appro-
priately and developing policiesto implement Statedirectives,
new systems focus on schools. Now measures of success
are collected and reported school by school. Districts might
also be held responsible for aggregate performance, asin
Kentucky, but the important point isthat data are now ana-
lyzed and reported by school. Inthe new systems, the state
might act—impose a consequence—on these school data,
regardless of how good thedistrict-level datalook or how the
district definesits own responsibilitiesvisa vis school per-
formance.

Continuous I mprovement Strategies. Most of the new
accountability approaches rest on state-determined perfor-
mance standards or benchmarks of adequate progress. How-
ever, one new approach involves school -site determination
of and planning around specific performancetargets, such as
improved test scoresin reading and math. Progresstoward
meeting locally set targetsisthe primary measure on which
accreditation or state approval hinges. In Kansas, schools
develop improvement planswith the assistance of avisiting
team of peers within the first 18 months of a 5-year cycle.
At theend of the cycle, the same (external) visiting team of
3-4 peers returns to see whether the goals stated in the
school’ s plan have been achieved.

I nspections. Some states are trying to focus their school
and digtrict visitson teaching and learning. Instead of paper
reviewsand central officevisits, the new formsof inspection
consist of lengthy peer visitsthat include classroom observa:
tion and involve feedback and extensive discussions about
practice. Inadditionto Kansas, just referred to above, Rhode

Idand is among the states using in-depth reviews. These
new inspection approaches are sometimeslikened to private
agency accreditation, but the aims of the newer state ap-
proaches are more ambitious with respect to providing for
reflection on practice and attention to student work.

More Accountability Categories. Categories of perfor-
mance are being expanded to discriminate more discretely
among districtsand schools. Districtsand schoolsnolonger
simply passor fail. Rather, they earnratingsthat vary along
acontinuum. For example, Missssppi hasfivelevels. Those
scoring high (level s4 and 5) arejudged to have high-quality
programs offering the best opportunity to students. They are
allowed somefreedom from regulatory policiesliketeacher
certification, time and scheduling, and designing thingslike
K-4 groupings. Attheother end arelevel 1 districts, which
are placed on probation.

Public Reporting. More states are publicly reporting dis-
trict and/or school test scoresaong with other outcome mea-
sures such as attendance and dropout rates. According to
the Council of Chief State School Officers(CCSSO), 47 dates
publicly report scores; 39 of them report school-level data.
(CCSSO, 1998)

Consequences Attached to Performance Levels. Increas-
ingly, consequences are being attached to various accredita-
tionlevelsand/or levelsof performance. Inadditionto public
reporting, which drawscitizensinto the process of evaluating
progress and generates its own consequences for schools,
some states also provide monetary rewards or other forms
of tangible recognition, such asflagsor pennantsfor schools
meeting or exceeding performance targets. Currently 14
states provide rewards, mostly monetary in nature (ECS,
1997).
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Sanctions now being proposed for poor performance reach
beyond the punishmentsthat states have previoudy employed
for non-compliance. Theultimate punishment for non-com-
pliance in the past has been loss of state aid, a step rarely
taken. Inthe 1980s, six states developed programsfor state
intervention in severely troubled school districts, sometimes
referred to as* academically bankrupt” digtricts (OERI, 1988).
Additiond states have adopted such approachesin the 1990s;
now 31 have sanction provisionsin effect. Generaly, ase-
ries of interventions such as visits by technical assistance
teams and the appoi ntment of on-site monitorsor conserva
tors precede the ultimate sanctions: state takeover, removal
of local governance, or school closureor reconstitution with
new faculty and perhaps reassigned students as well. For
example, low performersin Oklahomamust developimprove-
ment plans and can ultimately face reassignment of faculty
and financial pendty. In Maryland, sanctions can include
recongtituting schoolsand bringing in new staff.

Issues in Designing and
Implementing New Accountability
Systems

Despite widespread interest in these new approachesto ac-
countability, they are having ahard timegetting off theground.
It appearsthat statesand districtsare encountering problems
putting the new performance-based systemsinto effect. Stud-
iesof accountability systemsin 10 statesreveal anumber of
difficultissuesthat face policymakersand educators (EImore,
Abelmannand Fuhrman, 1996; Massell, 1998). Someof these
concerns are technical?, some have to do with the capacity
needed to implement new designs, and someare political.

HowisPerformance M easured? Measuring student per-
formanceinvolveschoosing aset of indicatorsand instru-
ments. Most policymakersare mindful of the desirability
of using multiple measures and not just relying on student
test scores (e.g., see Oakes, 1986). So, in addition to stu-
dent achievement, they include indicatorslike graduation
rates, post-secondary behavior, and attendance.

Each of theseindicatorsinvol ves making decisions about
the most appropriate data, but the most difficult and con-
tenti ous choi ces have concerned student assessment instru-
ments. For example, when anumber of states began to
design new accountability systemsinthe early 1990s, many
policymakers hoped to include performance measures us-
ing newer typesof assessment formats. Performancetasks

and open response formats were thought to provide better
assessments of theknowledge and skillscalled for in new
standards. However, questions about the reliability and
vaidity of someinnovative assessment instrumentssuch as
those used in Kentucky and Vermont led to hesitancy about
building new accountability systems, especialy thosewith
significant rewards and sanctions, around them (EImore,
Abelmann, and Fuhrman, 1996; Koretz, Deibert, and
Stecher, 1994; Catterdl, Mehrens, Ryan, Flores, and Rubin,
1998; Kentucky Institutefor Education Research, 1995).
Someearly adoptersof new forms put multiple choicefor-
mats back into their assessment systems, and by mid-de-
cade, most were concerned about “ balance,” about mixing
some open-ended formatswith moretraditional item for-
mats (Massall, Kirst, and Hoppe, 1997). Limiting open-
ended formats al so reducesthe cost and time requirements
of assessments. Thisisimportant if statestest each indi-
vidual student, asmany parents prefer, and not just samples
of students.

States al so have to decide whether to devel op their own
assessments, designed specifically to address their stan-
dards, or to purchase commercia assessments, many of
which are advertised as being based on nationa curricular
standards. These decisonshave become more complex as
commercia publishers haveincluded open-responsefor-
matsand performancetasksin their tests, seeking the bal -
ancethat states havetried to achieveintheir own custom-
designed assessments.

Another important issuein measuring sudent performance
is the determination of the standards of performance.
Policymakers must not only pick ameasure, but they must
decidewhat isgood or proficient performance on that mea
sure. Itisimportant that these standards of performance
not seem arbitrary to the public. When newer and less
familiar assessmentsare used, it may not be easy to explain
to the publicwhy oneleve of performanceisproficient and
another isnot. Thisisespecially thecaseif morefamiliar
measures (e.g., SATsor ACTs) seemto providedivergent
information, asthey didin some Kentucky schools, for ex-
ample. Avoiding aperception of arbitrarinessrequiresnot
only clear explanations of the sandards-setting process, but
aso provison of examplesof itemsand performanceat each
level, so people can seefor themselves how performance
levelsdiffer and how they reflect different levelsof knowl-
edgeand Kills.



Difficult Issues Facing
Policymakers and Educators

» How isPerformance Measured?

» What isSatisfactory Progress?

» Holding Schools Accountablefor Vaue-Added
e Perverselncentives

e Complexity and Trade-Offswith Fairness

»  What About the Middle of the Distribution?
» State Capacity for Remedy

o Stability and Credibility

* ProcessRegulationsDon't Go Away

» PublicUnderstanding

e Student Incentives

What is Satisfactory Progress? Many new state account-
ability systemshold schoolsresponsiblefor growth in student
performance. But how much growth isreasonableto expect
in each measurement period? Isit reasonableto expect that
the samerate of growth can be sustained over along period
of time? And should the same amount of growth be expected
for schoolsthat start at different levels of performance?

Early versions of these new systems used growth projec-
tions developed through consultative processes, in the ab-
sence of actual evidence about how much growth would be
reasonable to expect in each measurement period. InKen-
tucky, for example, each school is expected to progress to
the point where the average student is performing at aprofi-
ciency level on the state assessment in all core subjects at
the end of a20-year period; every two years aschool must
move a tenth of the way toward that. However, now that
these systems and their assessment mechanisms have been
inplacefor afew years, some policymakersaretrying to set
growth curves for schools based on empirical evidence of
what isfeasible. Policymakers should consult test publishers
aswell asother states and districtsthat have used the mea-
sures they are considering in order to learn about the aver-
age growth paths and variation in performance of schools
starting at different levels. Drawing on these experiences,
policymakers can determinewhat growth expectationsto build
into their new accountability systems.

Holding Schools Accountable for Value-Added. Many
policymakersbeievethat it isunfair to hold school saccount-
able for factors beyond their control, such as variations in
preparation associ ated with the socio-economic background
of students. So they focus accountability systemson satis-
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factory progress, rather than on absol ute performance—all
the more reason for setting progress goals carefully. But
focusing on growth, often called the “value-added” by the
school, generates new controversies. For one thing, many
accountability systems compute growth by looking at changes
between thisyear’ s4™ grade scoresand last year's 4™ grade
scores. Inother words, they measure achievement by 1ook-
ing at the differencein performance of two different student
“cohorts.” But teachers know that classes vary in unpre-
dictable ways. A better measure of “value-added” would
track the performance of individua students' scores over
time from grade to grade, but that can be very expensive,
requiring yearly testing of all students. If the student popula-
tionishighly mobile, itiseven moreexpensive. In addition,
some peopl e say that accepting modest increments of growth
in schools starting out with a very low performance base
might never get their students to the level where they can
participatefairly in society. Rewarding schoolsfor making
such gains without motivating them to reach standards of
proficiency could be setting lowered expectations for their
students. Many states try to incorporate both growth and
absolute measuresin their systemsfor thisreason.

Mesasuring learning gainsthat can be attributed to individual
schoolsiscomplicated immensdly by student mobility. If stu-
dent turnover ishigh, it ishard to hold school s accountable
for growth as the students being tested change frequently.
Schoolsshowing low growth rates overall sometimes show
much higher rates of growth for students who have been
attending for two or threeyears. Policymakers can use sta-
tistical adjustmentsto deal with this problem athoughitis
unlikely that they can addressit to everyone' s satisfaction.

Perverse Incentives. Most educators know that they can
bring school-level average scores up by working extrahard
with studentsin afew areas of the assessment, or by focus-
ing their efforts on those students poised to make the largest
gains. Toavoid such manipulationsof theaccountability sys-
tem, which ostensibly isintended toimprovethe overal per-
formance of all students, policymakers often try to build in
safeguards. They monitor student exclusionsto make sure
that low-performersare not kept out of the testing pool and
take security precautions so that no one can tailor test prepa-
ration to afew items. In addition, they can require that the
scores of the most low-achieving students must improve as
well as the average scores of schools. Texas holds schools
accountablefor showing significant growth in the scores of
sub-populations of students, so that educatorswill focustheir
efforts on each ethnic group. Similar procedures can be used
to ensure that gender differences are not neglected.



Complexity and Trade-Offs with Fairness. In order to
use multiple measures, focus on val ue-added, adjust for mo-
bility and avoid perverseincentives, many stateshave devel-
oped very complex indicesto judge school performance and
progress. Such formulasmay be necessary to fairly account
for al thefactorsinfluencing performance, but they arediffi-
cult toexplaintothepublic. Frequently policymakersthem-
selvesdo not understand them, and when various congtituen-
ciesobject to sanctions or complain about failure of aschool
to get a reward, they are unable to defend the system.
Policymakers should hold themsel ves responsible for what-
ever accountability system they adopt and for making it com-
prehensibleto thelarger public. They should balance com-
plexity in the name of fairness with clarity in the name of

legitimacy.

What About the Middle of the Distribution? Most of these
emerging systemsfocus attention on thelowest-performing
schools, which are subject to sanctions, and the highest-per-
forming schools, which are éligible for rewards. They do
littlefor thoseinthemiddle. Schoolsplodding dong at apace
not sufficient to get areward keep their nosesout of trouble,
but they are unlikely to get technical assistance (or at least
nonedirectly associated with the accountability system) that
might boost them into reward categories. Schoolsthat are
not improving, but not declining, arelikely to avoid sanctions
in many systems, they are aso likely to be ignored. Evi-
dence of alack of attention to the middleistheflip-flopping
of school s between sanctioned status and non-sanctioned sta-
tus. Insomegtates, schoolsintrouble get enough attention to
get them out of trouble, but then are left alone for ayear or
two without further help, and often dip right back into asanc-
tion-eligible category.

State Capacity for Remedy. The reason schools in the
middleof thedigtribution arelikely to beignored, and schools
at the bottom frequently get insufficient help, isthat states
have limited capacity. Not only are agencies hard-pressed
dueto cutsin state funding, but they al so often lack thekind
of instructional expertise necessary to make adifferencein
troubled schools. To generaize, states employ a series of
remediesfor schoolsjudged to be low-performing, ranging
from technical assistanceto takeover to actualy closing the
schooals, by either redistributing students elsewhereor by re-
opening it with new staff. But often theremediesare vague
and the technical assistance ismeager. One part-time per-
son might serve asan advisor, for example. Thenew federa
Comprehensive School Reform Design Program, which pro-
vides $50,000 annually for schools employing external de-

signs, might help low-performing Title | schools get assis-
tancethey wouldn’t otherwise. However, themost troubled
schools may be too distressed to pick or profit from agood
design. They need an infusion of assistance nonetheless,
and few statesadequately budget for it. It appearsthat many
statesfail to appreciate just how costly the remedy or sanc-
tion side of the accountability system can be. They know
how to cost out rewards, but tend to underestimate the cost
of sanctions.

Stability and Credibility. Political changeisthreateningto
accountability systemsthat depend on educators' faith that
the conseguencesthey aretold to expect will really happen.
L eadership turnover and change of heart—and the tendency
to back away from severe sanctions at the end of the day,
which has happened in some places—undermine the cred-
ibility of these systems. Anillustrative anecdote is the fa-
mous“$300” problemin Kentucky. Inthe1980s, thelegida-
ture passed and then failed to fund a promised bonus for
teachers. The new accountability system enacted in 1990
had to overcomethishistory and convince teachersthat they
really would get the rewards built into the new system. Skep-
ticism wasamajor barrier to making the new system work.
Legidators might consider putting reward dollarsin escrow
to reassure teachers that they really will be availablein the
future.

Those Process RegulationsDon’t Go Away. Bearing down
on performance makes senseif the state smultaneoudly re-
laxesfrom processregulationsthat might restrict flexibility in
reaching the new performance goals. Examples are man-
datesto teach students or teachers specific topics, likeLyme
Disease prevention, that might beworthwhile but that are not
related to the state’s performance goals. Despite rhetoric
about more autonomy in return for greater accountability,
however, most states have not repeal ed much of theexisting
process regulation. Opposition from those attached to the
status quo, comfort with traditional arrangements, and iner-
tia, among other reasons, makeit unlikely that policymakers
will revigit old policy whenthey passnew policy. Someregu-
lations protect powerful political constituencies, like specia
interest groups seeking anicheintheschool curriculum. And
many regulations are intended to ensure that minimal stan-
dards are met in districts of varying wealth, location, size,
and capacity. Theseregulationsform the cornerstone of tra-
ditional approaches to equity, and whether or not they are
effective, itisstill difficult to argue for their removal in the
face of persistent differences in resources, teacher quality,
and program offerings.



Public Understanding. Not only are new accountability
systemslikely toinvolve complex formulas, but aso they of-
ten entail many other unfamiliar e ements: standards-based
testsgiven to samplesof studentsat key grades (as opposed
to thefamiliar pattern of norm-referenced testsbeing given
every year and yielding scoresfor each child relativeto other
children); new roles for states intervening in schools; and
new publicity attached to performance. It isimportant that
the public be educated about all of these aspects; without
public support, new systemswill wither over time. 1tispar-
ticularly important that people accept the need for students
to do well on the measures selected; it should be clear that
performance on state assessments affectsimportant life out-
comes. Otherwise, parents will not encourage students to
work hard in preparation, not understand why state money
should go to rewarding schools that do well on such tests,
and not support sanctions accorded to schoolsthat don’t do
well.

Student I ncentives. Most of the new systems do not em-
bed consequences for students in their accountability ap-
proaches. These systems are not designed to motivate stu-
dents. Yet education is co-produced; teachers successis
dependent on students’ effortsto learn. Many teachers ar-
guethat ignoring student consegquencesis unfair. They can
be penalized if the studentsdon’t do well but thereisnothing
to motivate students to take the tests serioudly. Gradualy,
some states are attaching promotion and graduation conse-
guences to their new assessment measures, phasing in the
requirements so that schools have alot of timeto give stu-
dents adequate opportunity to learn the necessary material.

International evidence suggeststhat curriculum-based exami-
nationsat thetime of high school completion can spur higher
overdl achievement. Studentsfrom countriesusing medium-
and high-stakes assessment systemsoutperform studentsfrom
other countries, at acomparablelevel of economic develop-
ment, that lack such systems. Inaddition, qualificationsfor
entry into secondary school teaching are aso higher in na
tionswith curriculum-based external exit examinations. Evi-
dence from Canada shows this same pattern among that
nation’ sprovinces. Not only did 13-year-oldsfrom Canadian
provinces with exit exams know more science and math-
ematicsthan studentsin other provinces, they watched less
TV and talked with their parents more about schoolwork.
Schoolsin provinceswith external examswere morelikely
to employ specialist teachers of mathematics and science;
hire math and science teachers who had studied the subject
in college; have high-quality sciencelaboratoriesand experi-
ments; schedule more hours of math and scienceinstruction;

and assign more homework in math, in science, and in other
subjects. Clearly, Canadian external exams have not low-
ered the quality of instruction, they appear to have enhanced
it (Bishop, 1998).

Even low-stakes curriculum-based exit exams such asthe
New York State Regents exams appear to have an effect.
Holding student demographicsconstant, New Y ork State tu-
dentsdo significantly better than studentsin other stateson
the SAT test and the NAEP math assessments (Bishop, 1998).
New Y ork iscurrently phasing in arequirement that all stu-
dents must pass the Regents exams to graduate, creating a
high-stakes accountability environment for students.

How Do New Systems Work?

New accountability systemsfocusattention on performance,
seeking to inspire school personnel to attend moreto student
achievement. What we don’t yet know is the quality and
duration of theingtructiona changesthat occur in responding
schools. Wedon't know whether such systems causeteach-
ersand adminigtratorsto attend to the kind of capacity-build-
ing that will enablethem to improveinstruction and learning
over time.

Getting Attention. Evidence on effectscomesfrom studies
of high-stakes systems. Clotfelter and Ladd (1996) found
higher passratesin reading and math in Dallasschools, where
a complex reward system is in place, than in other Texas
cities, even after adjusting for other reform effortsin those
cities. Inaddition, thedisaggregated, sophisticated informa:
tion collected to operate theincentive programin Dallas pro-
vided auseful managerial tool.

CPRE has conducted interviews and large-scale surveys of
teachers and principals in two research sites with new ac-
countability systems: North Carolina s Charlotte-Mecklenburg
School District and Kentucky (Kelley, Milanowski, and
Heneman, 1998). We found that setting student achieve-
ment goalsfor aschool helps provide teacherswith afocus
for their work and increases the energy devoted to instruc-
tion. New systemshelp channel teachers work to the most
important goals of the system, largely thoseincludedin the
performance measure, which, in the caseswe are studying,
is student achievement in the core academic subjects.

Teachersplaced value on the consequencesincluded in these
accountability systems, and those consequences helped mo-
tivate them to work in more focused ways to produce im-
proved student achievement. In the Kentucky and Char-



lotte-Mecklenburg studies, wefound that teachers positively
valued persond satisfaction from increasing student learn-
ing, professional recognition for doing agood job, and receiv-
ing a monetary bonus. Bonuses seemed to be less of an
incentivefor many teachersthan a“thank you” for ajob well
done, but teachers tended to agree that the bonus was an
important symbol of accountability or efficiency to the pub-
lic. Negativeoutcomes, whichwereequally motivating, in-
cluded increased pressure and stressto improveresults, fear
of beinglabeled asa* school indecling’ and the accompany-
ing professiond embarrassment, lossof freedom through some
state directed assistance or “takeover,” and expanded work
hours.

Additiona findings about the bonus part of these programs
were that teachers who reported being most motivated by
the program and wished to see it continue were also those
who were most dissatisfied with their current level of pay,
those who felt it was fair to receive a bonus for improving
student achievement, and those who felt that administration
of the bonus processwasfair.

Our conclusionisthat, contrary to the views offered by some
commentators, money bonuses are valued by teachers and
can be motivating, and sanctions such as school reconstitu-
tion or identification as a school in decline are also valued
(though negatively) and can also function to motivate. Both
get teachers' attention.

Variable Responses. It isalso clear from our work, how-
ever, that teachers and schools vary in their responses to
these accountability systems. Several factors help account
for this variation. 1f schools had previously received are-
ward, the possibility of another positive outcometended to be
a primary motivator. If a school was in a non-improving
mode, the negative outcomes seemed more salient.

Much of thevariation in responseisrelated toindividua and
organizational capacities. Teachersbelievethat their knowl-
edgeand skill and school conditionsarethecritical elements
that hel p them accomplish accountability gods. Principa lead-
ership kills, the opportunity for feedback on results, curricu-
lum alignment, professional development, and the sense of
professional community at the school are more likely to be
assessed positively in schoolsthat accomplished their goals
for improving student achievement than in schoolsthat did
not.

In fact, without strong leadership, a cohesive professional
community, and accessto good professional development, a

school’ sresponse may be short-term and superficial. Onthe
whole, the school s operating under severe sanctions (recon-
stitution and probation) that CPRE isstudying in San Fran-
cisco and Chicago do not appear to be making fundamental
changesin their core processes. These schools seem to be
placing considerable emphasis on test preparation. Some
maly incorporate some structural changes (such asbreaking
up into small schools) but few appear to be making extensive
or deep effortsto rethink their instructional program (O’ Day,
inpress).

An important question for research is how these new state
and local accountability systemsinteract with variationsin
school capacity. If, as previous research predicts and cur-
rent studies confirm, factors such asteacher knowledge and
skill, principa leadership, professional community, etc. “en-
able’ positive school responses to externa accountability
systems, how do we work to foster these conditions? In
other words, how can accountability systemslead to effec-
tive capacity-building? Are certain approachesto account-
ability morelikely than othersto engender capacity-building?
Over the short-term? Over the long-term? How else can
policy providefor capacity-building in addition to establish-
ing accountability systems?

Relationship Between I nternal and External Accountabil-
ity Systems. One way to think about the relationship be-
tween school capacity and new accountability systemsisto
ask about pre-existing conceptions of accountability within
schools.  What are the within-school or “internal” norms
about accountability and how do they interact with the “ ex-
ternal” systems created by state or district policy? When
new external systems, such as the ones we have been de-
scribing, hit schools, can we expect variationsin responses
based on how schoolsalready think about their responsibility
for student learning? In other words, “When accountability
knocks, will anyoneanswer?’ 1n 20 public, parochia, inde-
pendent and charter schools, CPRE found that internal ac-
countability systemsvaried widely and were not necessarily
related to the external accountability system (e.g., whether
the school wasacharter school). It isimportant to note that
none of these schools were in Kentucky or other settings
with strong new accountability systems (Abelmann and
Elmorewith Even, Kenyon, and Marshall, 1999).3

Inthetypica school in our sample, individual teachers' con-
ceptions of their responsibility exercised the greatest influ-
ence over how schools addressed the accountability prob-
lem. For themajority of schoolswe studied, questionsabout
the collective purposes of the enterprise were answered by



the aggregation of individual teachers decisions. Theviews
of individual teachers about their capacity and that of their
studentsdetermined what, if anything, wasdonetoimprove
performance, not collective deliberation or explicit manage-
ment decisions. In such circumstances, the school’ s solu-
tion” to the accountability problem—to whom, for what, and
how?—became smply acollection of individua, oftenidio-
syncratic, judgments by teachers, growing out of their back-
grounds, capacities, and individual theories about what stu-
dentscan do. Thesejudgmentswere powerfully influenced
by teachers preconceptionsabout theindividual traitsof their
students, aswell asthe characteristics of students' families
and the communities from which they come, and typically
uninformed by systematic knowledge of what these students
might be capable of learning under different conditions of
teaching.

Hence, in these schools, teachers assigned the most power-
ful causality intheir own conceptionsof responsbility tofac-
tors over which they, as teachers, have little or no control,
and they assigned the least powerful causality to those con-
ceptions over which they havethe greatest control, the con-
ditionsof teaching and learning in the school. Schoolsoper-
ating in this mode were characterized by an emphasis on
order and control (the one collective expectation on which it
was possibleto get consensusin an essentialy isolated work
environment) and by low expectationsfor student learning,
usualy wrapped i n theories about the rel ative deprivation of
students, their families, and their communities.

In these school s, teachersand principal s often dealt withthe
demands of formal external accountability structures (cur-
riculum guidance, testing, and thelike) either by incorporat-
ing themin superficial ways—claming, for example, that they
were consistent with existing practice when they clearly
weren’ t—or by rejecting them as“ unredlistic” for the type
of studentsthey served. Asnoted, none of the schoolsinthe
20-school study werelocated in strong external accountabil-
ity environments. Some were in districts or states in the
early stages of developing stronger external accountability
systems. The charter laws operating in these stateswerein
the early stages of implementation, and these states hadn’t
yet confronted the issue of charter renewa directly. Sothe
observed weak effects of external accountability systems
may Smply beattributableto the specific policy environments.

But, it seems highly unlikely that schoolsinwhich al ques-
tions of accountability are essentialy questions of individual
teacher responsibility will be capable of responding to strong,

obtrusive external accountability systemsin waysthat lead
to systematic, deliberateimprovement of instruction and stu-
dent learning. Theideathat a school will “improve’ itsin-
structional practice, and therefore the overall performance
of itsstudents, impliesacapacity for collective deliberation
and action that school soperatingin thetypica mode observed
inthisCPRE study smply did not display. Wherevirtudly al
decisions about accountability are decisions taken by indi-
vidud teachersbased ontheir individual conceptionsof what
they and their students can do, it seems unlikely that these
decisonswill mystically produce astrategy for overall im-
provement for the school. So for schools operating in this
mode, the key question for future research on the effects of
external accountability systemsis whether schools can, or
will, respond by devel oping congruent internal expectations
and accountability systems. And, perhaps moreimportant, a
related question ishow these school s devel op the capacity to
generate these new internal norms and processes.

Schoolsthat have devel oped clear internal expectationsand/
or accountability systemsraise adifferent set of issuesabout
the rel ationship between internal and external accountability.
Our research suggests that such schools answer the ques-
tion of what they are accountablefor in very different ways—
somefocuson reatively low-level thergpeutic purposes, some
on higher-level aspirationsfor student performance. Sofor
these schools, theissueisthe degree of aignment between
their interna expectationsand accountability systemsand the
demandsof external systems, aswell asthelevel of conflict
and accommodation that grows out of the confrontation be-
tweeninternal and external accountability. Areschoolsthat
manifest some capacity to deal collectively withtheinterna
accountability problem morelikely to adapt and align their
internal norms and systemsto the requirements of externa
systems, or arethey likely to be more resistant to changing
their normsand systems? Do such schools have the neces-
sary capacitiesto do thework of accommodating and adapt-
ing new external requirements? The existence of collective
internal expectations and accountability structures, in other
words, does not necessarily predict exactly how aschool will
respond to new external requirements. These are questions
to pursuein future research.

New Accountability Systems: Getting Attention vs. Get-
ting Capacity. Theresearch that we havejust summarized
shows that new accountability systems can be motivating,
especidly inthe presence of certain enabling conditions, and
that internal, shared beliefs about theimportance of student
performance arelikely to be key enablers.
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Previousresearch callsattention to both “will” (motivation)
and “sKill” (capacity) asinfluenceson improving schooling
(e.g., McLaughlin, 1987). Inour studiesof theinfluence of
accountability systems, we have been working with amodel
of motivation developed from Expectancy Theory (Vroom,
1964) and Goal-Setting Theory (Locke and Latham, 1990)
(see Figure 1). The model suggests that a teacher will be
motivated to try to reach the school’ s student achievement
goalsto the extent that she (a) perceives a high probability
that teacher effort will lead to students’ reaching achieve-
ment goals (expectancy perception); (b) perceives a high
probability that goal attainment will lead to certain conse-
quencesor outcomes such asabonusaward (instrumentality
perception); and (c) placesvalue, either positive or negative,
on these outcomes.

What we have learned is that new accountability systems
seemtowork primarily on (b) and (c); i.e., they relategoals
(student achievement) to outcomes or consequences (both
positive and negative) that teachersgenerally value. These
areimportant contributions. Asnoted previoudly, teachers
have often been skeptical about promisesthat reaching goals
will have consequences; in the systemswe have studied, this
skepticism was overcome. Teachers believed that the bo-
nuses or the sanctionswould actually take place. And, they
find both the positive consequences, including bonuses, and
the negative consequences motivating.

With respect to (a), however, the expectancy that teacher
effort will actudly lead to thedesired leve of student achieve-
ment, accountability systems appear to provide only apart
of theanswer. God-setting theory (Lockeand Latham, 1990)
suggests that the nature of the goals themselves can affect
the effort-to-goal calculus. The clearer and more under-
standable the goals, the more likely teacherswill think that

their effort will lead to reaching them. So, to the extent that
new accountability systemsinclude clear and specific goals,
teacher expectancy may beaffected. Thisfinding certainly
argues that attending to several of the design issues men-
tioned previoud y—using meaningful measures, setting rea-
sonabl e expectations of progress, and establishing compre-
hensibleand fair systems—areimportant. Further, whennew
systemsinclude technical assistance, such asthe help pro-
vided by Distinguished Educators assigned to schoolsin de-
clineor crisisin Kentucky, they areattending directly to fac-
tors influencing expectancy: teacher knowledge and skills,
curriculumaignment, and other enabling conditions. Reward
schoolsin Kentucky that rebounded from decline status spe-
cificaly attributed their successto the assistance of aDistin-
guished Educator (Kelley, 1998).

Apart from the technical assistance provided to schoolsin
trouble (which, asnoted previoudy, isfrequently dropped when
the school improves), accountability systems as currently
designed do not directly work on the capacity issue—on the
teacher competencies and school conditions that affect the
effort-to-achievement calculus. Their designisbased onone
of two assumptions. either schools already possess the ca-
pacity, but not the will to meet goals, or, oncethe goalsare
clear and valued consegquences are attached, schoolswill shop
for or find the capacity they need to meet the goals.

However, we have already seen that the mereimposition of
anew accountability system—even oneslike the Kentucky
and Charlotte-Mecklenburg systems where the goals are
thought to be clear and outcomes both sure and motivating—
doesnot unleash some hidden capacity. Schoolsclearly vary
intheir responseto accountability systems, and that variation
is strongly associated with existing school and teacher ca-
pacities. Astowhether accountability systems cause schools
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to seek help and find or build the necessary capacity over
time, only research over alonger period can tell. We are
conducting such research, studying schoolsoperating in es-
tablished accountability systems as well asin systems just
coming on line. Wewill look at different types of account-
ability systems, including onesthat attend to student incen-
tives. Our work will examine both the demand side—whether
school s seek capacity-building hel p—and the supply side—
the adequacy and quality of capacity-building interventions
availableinthe public, private, and non-profit sectors. If ac-
countability systems do not creste sufficient demand over
timeand/or if the existing supply of assistanceisunsatisfac-
tory (or unavailable to schoolsthat lack sufficient fiscal re-
sources), then statesand districtswill haveto attend directly
to capacity-building themselvesif they want to increase sys-
tem performance. They will not be ableto rely on account-
ability systemsaloneto leverage significant improvement in
student achievement.

Also clear from our research isthat capacity-building efforts
must attend to internal normsabout accountability. Certainly
teacher knowledge and skillsare key, but so areteacher ex-
pectations about student learning. Teacher beliefs about
whether their studentswill benefit fromtheir effort exercise
astrong influence on the expectancy calculus. Aswe have
seen from our 20-school study of internal accountability, many
schools' teachers have no collective sense of responsibility
for learning, and individual teachersare strongly influenced
by what they think their students can or cannot do. They
have had no experience with students from disadvantaged
backgroundslearning challenging materid; giving them such
experiences and showing them how their children can learn
to high standards areimportant aspects of capacity-building.
In addition, the shared norms and processes underlying col-
lective school improvement must be devel oped.

Conclusion

New accountability systemsthat arewdll-designed (withfair,
comprehensible, meaningful, and stable features) are associ-
ated with improved student achievement when adequate ca-
pacity to improveinstruction is present in schools or can be
provided by an outside partner. Generally, teachersfind the
new systemsmotivating. But, inthe absence of explicit at-
tention to capacity, the new systems are insufficient ap-
proachesto improving student achievement. Our continuing
research will provide better information about therole of new
accountability systems in encouraging sustained capacity-
building and we look forward to reporting thefindingsin a
futurepolicy brief.
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End Notes

1. Thisdiscussion includes excerpts from Susan Fuhrman,
“Evaluation of Performancein the United States: Changesin
Accountability” prepared for the Organization of Economic
Cooperation and Development, August 1994.

2. New developmentsin testing technol ogy, such asinternet-
based computer-adapted testing, may alleviate some of the
technical problemsin thefuture (The Consortium on Renew-
ing Education, November 1998. 20/20 ision: A Strategy
for Doubling America’s Academic Achievement by the Year
2020. Nashville, TN: Peabody Center for Education Palicy,
Vanderbilt University).

3. Theremainder of this section draws heavily on language
inAbelmann, et a., 1999.
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