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THE CHANGING FEDERAL ROLE IN SCHOOL ACCOUNTABILITY

Brian Jacob

When President George W. Bush signed the No Child Left Behind Act (NCLB) in
2002, it marked a historic expansion of the federal government’s role in U.S. educa-
tion policy. NCLB had a broad and deep impact on education policy and practice
throughout the country.

One of the most immediate and visible effects of NCLB was the requirement that
schools administer standardized exams in reading and math in grades 3 to 8. Prior
to the passage of NCLB, testing was often determined at the district level, adminis-
tered in only select grades, and not consistently used by school or district leaders.
The legislation also required states to report student performance for each school
annually, indicating the fraction of students meeting proficiency standards overall
and separately for a variety of subgroups. Mandated subgroups included traditional
race and gender categories, as well as categories for economically disadvantaged,
limited English proficient, and special needs students.

The legislation required schools to increase the fraction of students meeting
proficiency each year in order to attain the goal of 100 percent proficiency by
2014. Schools failing to meet these goals were designated as not making Adequate
Yearly Progress (AYP), and subject to an increasingly severe set of sanctions, which
ranged from the requirement to develop a school improvement plan to a complete
restructuring of the school.1

THE THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK OF SCHOOL ACCOUNTABILITY

The underlying rationale for school accountability policies such as NCLB stems
from what economists refer to as a principal-agent problem. The idea is that

1 NCLB included several other accountability provisions, including requirements to provide all students
with a “highly qualified” teacher and to allow students in schools failing to meet AYP to obtain supple-
mental education services and exercise school choice. In practice, these provisions had little impact on
schools and quickly disappeared from public discourse.
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because the principal (i.e., stakeholders in the educational system such as par-
ents and policymakers) has difficulty monitoring day-to-day activity within schools,
it is possible for the agents (i.e., teachers or school personnel) to act in ways
that do not advance the interest of the stakeholders. For example, teachers might
spend more time on subjects such as art or social studies that policymakers view
as less important than math and reading. Alternatively, principals may eschew
the time-consuming and socially uncomfortable task of removing an ineffective
teacher.

An accountability system will establish clear, measurable, and ambitious per-
formance standards; seek to align curriculum and instruction to these stan-
dards; assess students to measure their progress in meeting the standards;
and attach rewards or sanctions to school performance.2 However, as many
observers have noted, accountability policies also provide incentives for schools
to engage in a host of behaviors that might interfere with student learning even
while helping the school meet its performance targets. For example, school ac-
countability systems provide educators an incentive to reduce time devoted to
low-stakes subjects or grades (e.g., art, music, social studies), to shift effort
toward students whose performance is most consequential for the school’s rat-
ing (which is often students close to the proficiency threshold), teach narrowly
to the content most likely to be assessed in the high-stakes exam, or reclassify low-
performing students into programs where they are exempt from testing (e.g., special
education).

The goal of this article is to discuss the influence of school accountability policies
on educational inputs (e.g., funding, teacher quality, instructional practices, and
school organization) as well as outputs (e.g., student achievement). I will first review
the evidence on NCLB as well as earlier state accountability systems, discussing the
evidence for both positive and negative effects and reviewing what we still have left
to learn with regard to these policies. I will then summarize what we know about the
potential effects of the current federal approach to school accountability. Finally, I
offer some thoughts about what role the federal government should play in school
accountability.

THE GOOD

School accountability has had several positive effects. First, the requirement that
schools regularly test all students and report results separately by subgroup has
illuminated large and persistent inequities in student performance, many of which
had been ignored in the past. In my judgment, this is one of the most impor-
tant impacts of the legislation. The proliferation of such data has not only galva-
nized advocacy groups and spurred policy reforms, but also fostered new research
studying the predictors of student performance and the effectiveness of various
interventions.3

Second, the existing research suggests that test-based accountability has had
a modest positive effect on student performance. There is a vast body of re-
search on this issue and a comprehensive review of the literature is beyond the
scope of this article. I highlight several key findings below, and refer interested

2 As Figlio and Loeb (2011) recognize, accountability systems can be effective even if the threatened
sanctions are not credible. The public disclosure of student performance information alone can induce
considerable pressure for reform (see, e.g., Figlio & Lucas, 2004).
3 Unfortunately, NCLB did not require states to use the same assessment and allowed states considerable
latitude in defining proficiency. As a result, states adopted tests of varying quality and set wildly different
standards for what constituted proficiency.
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readers to the review pieces by Figlio and Ladd (2015) and Figlio and Loeb
(2011).

One large set of studies examines the effect of accountability threats and
sanctions on student achievement by comparing student performance (or changes
in performance) in sanctioned versus (otherwise similar) non-sanctioned schools.
For example, Chiang (2009) uses a regression discontinuity design to study the im-
pact of receiving a failing grade in Florida’s pre-NCLB accountability system.4 He
finds modest positive effects that are larger in math, on the high-stakes exam and
among previously low-performing students. Perhaps most interestingly, he finds
that the threat-induced improvements to math scores in elementary school persist
into middle school. More recent studies have taken the same approach to studying
NCLB, and typically find modest positive effects (see, e.g., Ahn & Vigdor, 2014;
Chakrabarti, 2014; Reback, Rockoff, & Schwartz, 2014).

Because these studies compare schools on the margin of being sanctioned, they
do not capture the full systemic effects of school accountability. Several studies
attempt to measure these broader impacts of accountability by examining the trends
in student performance across states over time (Carnoy & Loeb, 2002; Dee & Jacob,
2011; Hanushek & Raymond, 2005). An additional advantage of these studies is that
they rely on the National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP)—a low-stakes
exam with broad content coverage and good psychometric properties—to measure
student performance. The consensus from this research is that school accountability
led to increases in elementary math scores. For example, Dee and Jacob (2011)
study the impact of NCLB using a comparative interrupted time series analysis
that relies on comparisons of the test-score changes across states that already had
school accountability policies in place prior to NCLB and those that did not. They
find positive effects in math on average, as well as at the top and bottom of the
ability distribution, and no evidence of a negative effect on science performance
(a low-stakes subject).5

It should be noted, however, that the effects vary considerably based on the
context, nature of the sanctions, and so on. For example, several studies find that
student performance only increases in the subject for which the school was sanc-
tioned, and there is evidence that intermediate sanctions have less impact than
either initial sanctions or the final, most severe sanctions.

Second, there is evidence that the early pressure introduced by school account-
ability led to some positive changes in terms of school organization and instruc-
tional practices. For example, using data from principal surveys administered over
time, Rouse et al. (2013) examine how pressure under Florida’s pre-NCLB account-
ability system influenced a host of school policies and practices. They find that
schools receiving an “F” rating made a variety of substantial changes, such as focus-
ing more attention on at-risk students through mandatory before- and after-school
tutoring, lengthening the time devoted to instruction, increasing common planning
and individual prep time for teachers, increasing resources to teachers, and making
organizational changes such as introducing block scheduling.6 In contrast to many
anecdotal accounts, Grissom, Nicholson-Crotty, and Harrington (2014) find that
teacher reports of various work environment measures improved over the period
coinciding with the implementation of NCLB. When they compare trends in states
with and without pre-NCLB accountability systems, they find little evidence that

4 A number of other studies have found comparable results when studying the Florida system (see Figlio
& Loeb, 2011).
5 Non-linear trends in reading performance over the 1990s prohibit the authors from confidently mea-
suring the effects of NCLB on reading performance.
6 See also Reback et al. (2014).
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these measures changed in response to NCLB. At the same time, the studies that
report positive effects focus on the years immediately following the introduction
of accountability systems, and there was considerable and growing dissatisfaction
with NCLB as the required performance levels rose.

THE BAD

As with most educational policies, school accountability has had some neg-
ative consequences. There is substantial evidence that schools strategically
responded to accountability in ways to maximize a school’s rating without
moving underlying student learning. Researchers have documented that under
pre-NCLB accountability systems, schools (a) reclassified students into programs
such as special education where they would not be subject to accountability pro-
visions (Jacob, 2005), (b) fed students high-calorie food to boost performance
on test day (Figlio & Winicki, 2005), (c) strategically disciplined low-performing
students so that they were not in school during the testing window (Figlio,
2006), and (d) changed student answers on high-stakes exams (Jacob & Levitt,
2003).

While some of the more egregious practices were less common under NCLB
because of stricter test security along with the requirement that schools test at least
95 percent of students, there is evidence that schools focused efforts on high-stakes
grades and subjects, and began “teaching to the test”—that is, narrowly tailoring
instruction to focus on content most likely to appear on the high-stakes exam. As a
result, student performance on high-stakes exams is typically much higher than on
low-stakes measures of the same subject (see, e.g., Jacob, 2005; Jennings & Bearak,
2014; Jennings & Lauen, 2016).7 At the very least, this represents an inefficient
allocation of teacher effort and school resources; at worst, one might worry that all
of the gains were ephemeral.

Interestingly, while there is good evidence that these policies have induced schools
to shift time away from low-stakes subjects such as science and social studies (Dee,
Jacob, & Swartz, 2013; Reback, Rockoff, & Schwartz, 2014), it does not appear that
there have been any negative impacts on student test performance in these areas
(see, e.g., Dee & Jacob, 2011; Winters, Trivitt, & Greene, 2010). It is possible that
the improvements in reading and math had positive spillovers into these subjects.
On the other hand, it is hard to quantify the impact of less time on subjects such as
art, music, and physical education.

THE UNKNOWN

A critical question with respect to school accountability, and NCLB in particular,
is how it influenced the distribution of student achievement. That is, how did it
help low-performing or economically disadvantaged students or students of color
relative to other students? Many observers have noted that accountability systems
such as NCLB provide schools an incentive to focus attention on students close to the
proficiency threshold, and potentially neglect particularly low- or high-performing
students.

While dozens of studies have examined this issue of “educational triage,” the
results are all over the board. Several studies find evidence consistent with such

7 Fuller and Ladd (2013) find evidence that schools in North Carolina strategically reassigned more
qualified teachers from lower (i.e., untested) to higher (i.e., tested) elementary grades following the
introduction of school accountability policies.
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targeting (Krieg, 2008; Neal & Schanzenbach, 2010; Reback, 2008), but many other
studies do not (Ballou & Springer, forthcoming; Chakrabarti, 2014; Dee & Jacob,
2011; Gaddis & Lauen, 2014; Ladd & Lauen, 2010; Reback, Rockoff, & Schwartz,
2014; Springer, 2008).

One potential reason for the inconsistent empirical findings is that the marginal
student is hard to identify in practice, and likely depends on a variety of factors
including the level of the proficiency threshold (Ballou & Springer, forthcoming;
Lauen & Gaddis, 2016). In addition, most studies do not measure school effort
directly, but rather focus on student performance across different groups. To the
extent that some school actions have spillovers to inframarginal students, or stu-
dents are differentially responsive to similar inputs, these results can be difficult
to interpret. Finally, studies that use low-stakes exams typically do not find such
evidence, suggesting that the additional attention paid to students near the cutoff
comes in the form of test-specific coaching (Jennings & Sohn, 2014).

So, while certain accountability systems at certain times may have differentially
benefited a narrow set of students, the weight of the evidence is that accountability
systems have produced gains for most students, with the largest gains accruing to
low-performing or traditionally disadvantaged groups.

Another important question is how school accountability policies influence
student outcomes in the long run. Only one large, quantitative analysis addresses
this issue. Deming et al. (forthcoming) study the long-run impact of Texas’ school
accountability system in the 1990s that served as the model for NCLB. They find
that students who attended high schools in years when the school was subject to
greater accountability pressure not only had higher 10th-grade test scores, but also
were more likely to have attended college, completed a four-year degree, and had
higher earnings at age 25. These long-term benefits were driven by students with low
8th-grade test scores. Unfortunately, there is no evidence on the long-term impacts
of accountability in elementary or middle schools.

Finally, as mentioned above, there is not much systematic evidence on how school
accountability influenced school-level policies and practices several years after the
initial introduction of the policies. And there is little evidence on how accountability
influenced high school organization or outcomes more generally.

THE FUTURE

In 2015, Congress passed the Every Student Succeeds Act (ESSA), which replaced
NCLB’s system of school accountability with a more narrowly focused and less
highly prescribed approach. ESSA maintains the testing and reporting provisions
established under NCLB. But instead of requiring all schools to meet annual per-
formance targets, ESSA requires states to focus on a small set of persistently low-
performing schools and allows states and districts greater flexibility to design the
interventions they deem appropriate.

While it is too early to assess the impact of ESSA itself, there have been a num-
ber of earlier efforts to turn around low-performing schools, including the School
Improvement Grants provided under Race to the Top and the reforms mandated
as part of NCLB waivers granted to virtually all states in 2012. Unfortunately, the
evidence thus far suggests that these reforms have not been successful in raising
student achievement.

A recent report from the U.S. Government Accountability Office found that many
states did not effectively implement the waiver-based reforms, and had difficulty
monitoring districts and schools (Nowicki, 2016). Recent evaluations of Priority
and Focus school reforms in several different states found that the efforts had no
impact on student performance levels or achievement gaps (Bonilla & Dee, 2016;

Journal of Policy Analysis and Management DOI: 10.1002/pam
Published on behalf of the Association for Public Policy Analysis and Management



474 / Point/Counterpoint

Basic

Proficient

Advanced

180

200

220

240

260

280

300

 ʹ90  ʹ92  ʹ96  ʹ00  ʹ03  ʹ05  ʹ07  ʹ09  ʹ11  ʹ13  ʹ15

M
ea

n 
Sc

or
e

Assessment Year

Black Hispanic
White

Figure 1. Trends in 4th-Grade Math NAEP Scores, by Race/Ethnicity.

Dee & Dizon-Ross, 2016; Dougherty & Weiner, 2016; Hemelt & Jacob, 2016). And
the broader research on school turnaround efforts is not particularly encouraging
either. While there have been a few successes (Ruble, 2015; Schueler, Goodman, &
Deming, 2016), in many instances state and district efforts have failed to produce
any notable improvement in student performance (Heissel & Ladd, 2016; Strunk
et al., 2016; Zimmer, Henry, & Kho, 2016).

While it is possible that the modest additional funding available for reform efforts
under ESSA may lead to better outcomes, the flexibility afforded in the new system
likely means that states and districts with the least capacity—exactly where many of
the most disadvantaged students reside—will have the most difficulty implementing
the ambitious reforms needed to impact achievement.

CONCLUSIONS

School accountability has played a prominent role in federal and state education pol-
icy for at least 20 years. In my view, these policies have had modest positive effects
on student achievement, particularly on math scores in typically low-performing
schools. At the same time, it is clear that schools have responded strategically to
accountability policies. In some cases, the responses were undoubtedly counter-
productive (e.g., cheating, exclusion of students, the most narrow forms of test
preparation); in other cases, the responses may simply reflect different priorities
(e.g., shift toward math and reading, strategic reassignment of teachers).

Figure 1 illustrates the trends in 4th-grade math scores for white, black, and
Hispanic students in the United States since 1992. Performance increased among
all groups through the mid-2000s, at which point it started to level off, and then
dropped in 2015.8 The same pattern is evident at different percentiles and is roughly
comparable for eighth graders. Improvement in reading has not been as rapid as in
math, though the pattern is similar (see Fig. 2).

These trends indicate that policy has a long way to go toward ensuring that all
students are prepared for the 21st-century job market. I would argue that some type

8 For more information on the levels and trends of student performance, see the NAEP results at
https://www.nationsreportcard.gov/reading_math_2015/#?grade=4.
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Figure 2. Trends in 4th-Grade Reading NAEP Scores, by Race/Ethnicity.

of school accountability that measures and publicly reports student performance
separately for specific populations is a necessary though not sufficient condition
for improvement. I am certain that teachers, administrators, and legislators will be
happier with the more limited and flexible approach to accountability embodied in
ESSA. I am skeptical that this approach will lead to meaningful improvement in
student performance. I fear that the more affluent districts and states, those with
more human capital or smoothly functioning political structures, will fare well,
while others will be left behind.
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NCLB: RESPONSE TO JACOB

Helen F. Ladd

Brian Jacob has done an excellent job of summarizing the research literature on
school accountability programs in the United States. Importantly, though, much of
the evidence he cites relates to state programs that were initiated prior to the passage
of No Child Left Behind (NCLB) at the national level. These state programs often
were part of more comprehensive reform packages and took different forms than
the federal NCLB law. For example, many of the state accountability systems were
based on average levels or gains in test scores rather than on the proficiency rates
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