Issue: Accountability
In our contemporary American setting, educational accountability has come almost universally to mean the practice of placing high-stakes (such as highly public acclaim or shaming, financial consequences, additional bureaucratic requirements, loss of local control, and staff reconstitution or dismissal) on the outcome of a single inexpensive state assessment.  These assessments are comprised primarily of multiple-choice questions designed to assess mainly low-level knowledge and skills.  Under No Child Left Behind, attention focused almost exclusively on low-level tests in just reading and math.  This form of high-stakes accountability has become essentially our only public policy strategy for school improvement.  
However, accountability is only one possible approach public policy-makers might choose to employ in order to improve public education.  Indeed, many other countries that are generally regarded as out-performing the US on international educational comparisons, Finland being an excellent example, do not have high-stakes accountability systems at all, but rather, systems of school improvement focused on empowering teachers with the skills, knowledge, support, professional development, autonomy, and authority needed to be successful.  Most educators believe the latter approach is significantly superior to the current punitive accountability approach used in the United States.

From an educational perspective, high-stakes accountability actually undermines the quality of public education because the strategy is fatally flawed in three ways;
1. The design of high-stakes accountability is based on a flawed view of the purpose of public education.

2. High-stakes accountability is based on flawed assumptions about what promotes good teaching and learning.
3. The details (or parts) of high-stakes accountability policies are flawed.
Flaw #1: The design of high-stakes accountability is based on a flawed view of the purpose of public education.

During the past two decades America has experienced a little-noted, yet dramatic shift in the commonly held agreement regarding the purpose of public education.  Rather than its traditional role of addressing the whole child and empowering students to become critical, creative, caring human beings who thrive in a democratic society and diverse, changing world, the purpose of public education has been drastically diminished to merely increasing “student achievement” (basic skills) test scores, primarily in math and reading.  With increased pressure from powerful corporate interests, schools have shifted away from preparing citizens and toward preparing workers.  These changes are very real and are reflected in almost every organizing principle and practice in today’s public schools.  The consequence of this dramatic narrowing threatens an entire generation of citizens and perhaps even our democracy itself.  A great democracy cannot function properly or long endure with citizens whose education is geared toward producing only minimal competencies in reading and math.
Further, the goals of our public schools can be divided into two broad categories; quantitative goals that can be easily measured like scores on math and English tests on the one hand, and qualitative goals that cannot easily be assigned a number, like developing a sense of civic responsibility, perseverance, curiosity, respect for diversity, critical thinking and problem solving, effective communication, learning how to learn, caring, creativity, ability to work well with others, and so forth on the other. While the quantitative goals for public education are important, the qualitative goals are often of more value not only in terms of helping individuals thrive, but also in terms of truly helping us collectively become “a more perfect union.” Unfortunately, the qualitative matters do not show up on accountability measures so these goals are smothered by the arguably lesser quantitative goals that appear on the high-stakes tests.  In fact, "that which we value is often not easily measurable... and that which is easily measurable is often of little value."

Flaw #2: High-stakes accountability is based on flawed assumptions about what promotes good teaching and learning.

High-stakes accountability based on cheap paper-and-pencil tests rest on the assumption that rewards and punishments improve teaching and learning.  This behaviorist view of education is not supported by educational psychology, or teaching and learning research, nor is there broad public policy data to suggest this approach is successful.  In fact, what we know from research is that students learn best when they are intrinsically motivated by the joy of learning.  We also know that behaviorist extrinsic motivators like rewards and punishments are counterproductive in the long run, turning students off to learning.  Consider these passages from education researchers Sheldon and Biddle…

Intrinsically-motivated behaviors are actions carried out because people enjoy doing them. (In contrast, externally-motivated behaviors are engaged in to earn a tangible reward or avoid a punishment.) A huge literature now documents the relative advantages of intrinsic motivation. Although externally-motivated persons can demonstrate impressive feats of short​-term, rote learning, intrinsically motivated learners retain such rote mater​ial longer, demonstrate a stronger understanding of both rote and more complex material, and demonstrate greater creativity and cognitive flexibility.6 This happens because intrinsically-motivated persons are more wholly engaged and absorbed in their activities, bringing more of their previous knowledge and integrative capacities to bear in their pursuit of new understanding and mastery.7
However, the literature makes it clear that states of intrinsic motivation are fragile; they are easily undermined by factors such as concrete rewards, surveillance, contingent praise, and punitive sanctions.10 The common denominator connecting such factors is that they tend to move the "per​ceived locus of causality" for the activity outside the person's phenomenal self and into the external environment. When this happens, the person feels like a "pawn," rather than an "origin."11 And once a -person begins to feel like a pawn, it is difficult for him or her to reclaim the self-directed ini​tiative and sense of involvement that promote maximal learning, creativity, and performance.
Not only is student learning adversely affected by the achievement focus created by high-stakes accountability systems.  The behavior of teachers is adversely affected as well.  Consider this passage again from Sheldon and Biddle…

[An illustrative] study, conducted by Deci, examined the effects of two types of instructional sets upon the performance of teachers asked to teach stu​dents about spatial relations puzzles.17 In one condition, teachers were told, "Your role is to facilitate the student's learning how to work with the puzzles. There are no performance requirements; your job is simply to help the student learn to solve the puzzles." In the other condition teach​ers were told, "Your role is to ensure that the student learns to solve the puzzles. It is a teacher's responsibility to make sure that students perform up to standards." Thus, the study provided- two very different types of instructional set: one in which student understanding was the goal; the other which stressed the need for students to perform "up to standards."

The investigators found sharp differences in the ways in which teachers behaved given these two conditions. Specifically, teachers in the "perfor​mance standards" condition talked more and used more controlling strate​gies (i.e., they issued more "should" statements and made more criticisms of students). Furthermore, they let students solve far fewer puzzles on their own. Although students in this condition completed more puzzles, only in four percent of cases were they allowed to solve the puzzles by themselves. In contrast, students in the "learning only" condition solved 30 percent of completed puzzles by themselves and rated the teacher as promoting greater understanding. Thus, although students with control​ling teachers may have appeared to accomplish more, they actually learned less because their teachers were, in essence, doing the puzzles for them.

Findings such as these surely challenge the vaunted "advantages" of telling teachers they must make sure their students meet higher performance standards!
In conclusion, if our nation wants the next generation to be able to think, work together to solve problems, it must move beyond high-stakes accountability to new types of school improvement public policy that authentically promote improved teaching and learning.
Flaw #3: The details (or parts) of high-stakes accountability policies are flawed.

Little discussion is required here.  The flaws in the parts of high-stakes accountability are well documented, especially with regard to the affects of reducing learning to that which can be easily measured on a standardized test.  For example, Berliner has noted the following…

1. Administrator and Teacher Cheating: In Texas, an administrator gave students who performed poorly on past standardized tests incorrect ID numbers to ensure their scores would not count toward the district average.

2. Student Cheating: Nearly half of 2,000 students in an online Gallop poll admitted they have cheated at least once on an exam or test. Some students said they were surprised that the percentage was not higher.

3. Exclusion of Low-Performance Students From Testing: In Tampa, a student who had a low GPA and failed portions of the state’s standardized exam received a letter from the school encouraging him to drop out even though he was eligible to stay, take more courses to bring up his GPA, and retake the standardized exam.

4. Misrepresentation of Student Dropouts: In New York, thousands of students were counseled to leave high school and to try their hand at high school equivalency programs. Students who enrolled in equivalency programs did not count as dropouts and did not have to pass the Regents’ exams necessary for a high-school diploma.

5. Teaching to the Test: Teachers are forced to cut creative elements of their curriculum like art, creative writing, and hands-on activities to prepare students for the standardized tests. In some cases, when standardized tests focus on math and reading skills, teachers abandon traditional subjects like social studies and science to drill students on test-taking skills.

6. Narrowing the Curriculum: In Florida, a fourth-grade teacher showed her students how to navigate through a 45-minute essay portion of the state’s standardized exam. The lesson was helpful for the test, but detrimental to emerging writers because it diluted their creativity and forced them to write in a rigid format.

7. Conflicting Accountability Ratings: In North Carolina, 32 schools rated excellent by the state failed to make federally mandated progress.

8. Questions about the Meaning of Proficiency: After raising achievement benchmarks, Maine considered lowering them over concerns that higher standards will hurt the state when it comes to No Child Left Behind.

9. Declining Teacher Morale: A South Carolina sixth-grade teacher felt the pressure of standardized tests because she said her career was in the hands of 12-year-old students.

10. Score Reporting Errors: Harcourt Educational Measurement was hit with a $1.1 million fine for incorrectly grading 440,000 tests in California, accounting for more than 10 percent of the tests taken in the state that year.
Teacher Position:

· The heavy emphasis on school success being measured only by the state accountability assessments has caused schools to abandon philosophies, strategies, and subjects that are not easily assessed with a paper and pencil test.  This has had the effect of tremendously narrowing the purpose of public schools to merely raising reading and math basic skills test scores, rather than the preparing well-rounded human beings who can thrive as thoughtful citizens in our diverse, democratic society.  Any approach to school improvement public policy must begin with these broad democratic purposes as the focal point for all goals and strategies that are developed.

· Teachers strongly endorse an agenda for improvements in public schools.  The priorities for this empowering transformation should be caring and democratic learning environments, a strong emphasis on higher order thinking, reduction in class size, parental involvement, and valuing teachers through professional empowerment, compensation, and voice.

· Teachers believe public policy should be based on the concept of shared responsibility, rather than accountability.  They are eager to see legislation address parental, student, as well as state and federal responsibilities reciprocally with those of teachers and administrators.  

· Teachers increasingly conclude that school improvement should be assessed much more authentically, using multiple sources of rich evidence which are integrated into the teaching and learning experience in the classroom, rather than cheap standardized test scores.  The current high-stakes emphasis on scores is extremely alienating to both teachers and students, making schools joyless, high-pressure environments.

· Teachers believe attempting to reduce the performance of individual schools to a single index score is a misleading and counterproductive oversimplification which should be ended.  Instead, information on school success should be rich, identifying the many complex factors that must be considered in helping each school judge how to support continuous improvement.  This would also greatly reduce the pressure on schools to focus disproportionately on students or curriculum that directly contribute to raising high-stakes school performance scores.

· Teachers believe public policy should address expectations for private, parochial, and home school settings equitably with those of public schools.

· In Kentucky, the 50% ratio of teachers on school-based decision making councils must be maintained.
· Teacher quality needs to be ensured by requiring that only teachers certified through high-quality teacher preparation programs deliver classroom instruction.
· Teachers believe that using student test scores to evaluate teachers would undermine a mutually supportive atmosphere in schools. 

· The majority of teachers believe student portfolios can be extremely effective teaching tools, but they believe the policy of using portfolios to determine a school's success as part of an accountability index undermines the full potential of portfolios to be authentic assessments of student learning.  By imposing narrow rules for their content, development, scoring, and use, while placing high-stakes outcomes on portfolio scores, the scores are made more important than the portfolios, undermining the portfolio's educational value. 

· Teachers believe it is essential for professional development to be provided for all education employees prior to implementation of new systems and programs.
Rationale:  Teachers support school improvement strategies that promote high levels of rich student learning and ensure that best teaching practices are supported and utilized. Teachers also believe that the focus of these improvement strategies must be on the school, not on individual students, as the unit for evaluation and improvement of student learning. Development and implementation of the state school improvement system must ensure that the stakeholders at the school, district, state, and national levels share reciprocal responsibility for establishing clear goals, adopting challenging goals for student learning, growth, and development, and providing the necessary resources and support systems to empower schools, teachers, and students to be successful.

Opposing Viewpoints:  Some groups discuss using state assessment as part of teacher evaluation.  Other persons who might oppose typically do not believe in the concept of public education.  Usually these people are privatization advocates or others who would like the government to withdraw from public education.  Often this is part of broader privatization and/or social reform agendas.  Often little or no consideration in made for the demographics served by public education or the pedagogical practices of teachers.  They believe that the teachers and administrators have failed and other educational systems need to be put in place.  They believe basic top down management will increase/improve the product.  Many groups have not fully recognized that the many unintended consequences of our current emphasis on test scores actually undermine many of our most deeply-held goals for public education, such as creating a lifelong love of learning, and preparedness for engagement in a democratic society.  
