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SCHOOL ACCOUNTABILITY BEFORE ESSA

Introduction

The increasing sophistication of information technology and the availability of rich data
have contributed to the growing prevalence of data-driven performance monitoring across
a diverse array of personal and institutional interactions. The complex and decentralized
system of K-12 public schools in the United States is no exception. The broad availability of
data on US public schools reflects an interest in supporting the mission of these important
public institutions and in holding them accountable. Over the last half century, a variety

of state and federal initiatives to promote accountability in education have relied on

such data systems as well as encouraged their growth. The focal points of these varied
accountability policies have included students (e.g., high-school exit exams), school
districts, and, more recently, teachers. However, the dramatic and controversial expansion
of school-focused accountability systems is arguably the signature development in education
policy over the last three decades. In particular, nearly twenty years ago, the federal
government brought test-based school accountability to a national scale through the No
Child Left Behind (NCLB) Act. And the recent reauthorization of NCLB as the Every Student
Succeeds Act (ESSA) provides a national framework for the latest developments in the
complex evolution of state accountability systems focused on multiple dimensions of school
performance.

In this paper, I provide an overview of the evolution and design of school performance
accountability systems in the United States over the last fifty years. And I provide a brief
survey of the literature on the effects of these reforms. I conclude with a discussion of the
implications of this body of evidence for the state of school accountability systems as they
now exist under ESSA. I note that under ESSA’s flexibility, states have created strikingly
diverse accountability regimes whose design features reproduce many of the important
traits of prior state reform efforts. On the basis of the evidence on the impact of these
prior reforms, I suggest that many of the state accountability systems currently being
implemented under the increased autonomy provided by ESSA have worrisome features
that are likely to attenuate their capacity for positive impact. For example, under ESSA, a
number of states fail to articulate meaningful consequences for underperforming schools
(i.e., even at the level of a clearly informative summative rating of a school’s performance).
Second, several current state accountability systems place comparatively little emphasis
on the performance of key student subgroups (e.g., by race, ethnicity, and socioeconomic
status). Third, recent evidence suggests that effective school reform relies critically on the



capacity of states and districts to articulate clear, evidence-based strategies and to provide
energetic guidance that reaches schools and classrooms. However, ESSA appears to do
little to support this sort of system capacity. For example, ESSA does require that targeted
school reforms find support in explicit “tiers” of evidence. However, the striking breadth
and flexibility of this evidentiary guidance may render this requirement meaningless. The
empirical relevance of all these concerns will become more apparent in the near future as
our experience with ESSA’s flexibility unfolds and informs sensible adaptations of these
varied accountability systems.

The Evolution of Education Accountability in the United States

State and federal efforts to promote accountability in public education followed at least
two notable historical antecedents. One was the sharp growth during the twentieth
century in the state and federal support for local public schools. In 1920, the share of
public-school revenues from state and federal sources was 17 percent. However, a century
later, state and federal sources instead contributed roughly 55 percent of school funding.
Second, the Equality of Educational Opportunity study commissioned by Congress and
released in 1966 dramatically reshaped how we understood those investments in public
schools.! The “Coleman Report” provided important evidence on racial segregation, racial
gaps in student achievement, and inequities in access to some school resources (e.g.,
textbooks, science laboratories, advanced curricula). More surprisingly, the Coleman
Report also reported that the inequities in school resources did not appear to influence
meaningfully the variation in school performance, noting “One implication stands out
above all: That schools bring little influence to bear on a child’s achievement that is
independent of his background and general social context; and that this very lack of

an independent effect means that the inequalities imposed on children by their home,
neighborhood, and peer environment are carried along to become the inequalities with
which they confront adult life at the end of school.”> The eventual broad dissemination of
this finding seeded concerns about the organizational performance of public schools and
a long-lived controversy over conventional education policies that had focused on school
inputs.

These concerns also informed the conceptual foundations for the existence and design

of accountability systems. For example, a common motivation for school-focused
accountability involves a distrust of conventional, input-based education policies and the
parallel concern that parents and taxpayers cannot easily monitor the performance of their
school districts. Such “information asymmetry” can allow for an equilibrium in which
school leaders and teachers make self-interested decisions that do not necessarily contribute
to school effectiveness. In theory, accountability systems facilitate oversight and create
incentives that support school improvement. The growing prevalence of public-school
choice (e.g., charters, intra-district choice) may have also contributed to the growing interest
in performance data and school accountability. However, another more benign motivation
for accountability systems is that schools may simply not be very well informed about the
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outcomes that are uniquely salient to key education stakeholders. Similarly, in the absence
of performance monitoring, districts and schools may have poor information on how well
they are doing, particularly with regard to subgroups of students who have historically been
served poorly by their schools.

The adoption and implementation of performance-based school accountability systems also
raises several other important design considerations. In general, accountability systems have
three necessary features. This “tripod” consists of the articulation of clear standards, the
collection of aligned and valid performance measures, and productive consequences based
on these measures.® These three policy choices are frequently the focus of both scrutiny
and controversy. For example, the recent debate over the Common Core State Standards
has underscored the challenge of promulgating ambitious and contemporary academic
standards that are harmonized across states. However, the most prominent criticism of
accountability systems is the view that linking consequences to performance measures
may “corrupt the social process it is intended to monitor.” Opponents of test-based school
accountability (e.g., teachers’ unions) often point to “Campbell’s Law” and argue that these
polices should be abandoned because of their unintended consequences (e.g., narrowing
curricula, the triaging of student support). However, it is worth pointing out that in his
original article, Campbell did not frame this as a reason for abandoning performance
measurement but rather as a problem to be solved: “We must develop ways of avoiding

this problem if we are to move ahead. We should study the social processes through which
corruption is being uncovered and try to design social systems that incorporate these
features.” He also noted his belief that “the use of multiple indicators, all recognized

as imperfect, will alleviate this problem.” Interestingly, the widespread use of multiple
indicators, each imperfect on its own, has become a hallmark of the evolution of school
accountability I describe below.

Early accountability policies

In the wake of the Coleman Report, state-level policy innovations with a focus on

standards, particularly at the high-school level, soon followed. Specifically, the “First

Wave” of accountability began during the 1970s when several states introduced minimum

competency exams that required students to demonstrate basic skills in order to graduate.¢

A broad motivation for these state policies was the growing perception that a high-school

diploma, once a meaningful credential, no longer guaranteed student mastery of basic skills.

This early form of student-facing accountability evolved into the exit-exam requirements

currently active in several states. For the class of 2017, seventeen states required students

to pass one or more exit exams in order to graduate.” The influential 1983 report A Nation

at Risk also contributed to the enthusiasm for standards-based accountability. Drawing on

both national and international comparisons, A Nation at Risk criticized the performance of

US schools with strident rhetoric: “If an unfriendly foreign power had attempted to impose

on America the mediocre educational performance that exists today, we might well have A

viewed it as an act of war.”® The leading recommendation from this report was that states Il
il
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require their high-school graduates to complete a “New Basics” curriculum that included
four years of English; three years of mathematics, science, and social studies; and a half
year of computer science. Nearly every state responded by increasing its course graduation
requirements in core academic areas, though few implemented the ambitious “4/3/3/3”
standard.’

The 1989 Education Summit between forty-nine state governors and President

George H. W. Bush marked another watershed moment for standards-based reform.”° The
summit resulted in the articulation of national education goals and a National Education
Goals Panel (NEGP) to oversee them. The 1989 summit was also notable in terms of the
politics of federal education policy because it involved action by states and the president
without congressional input. However, the federal government formally acknowledged
national education goals and the NEGP’s reporting responsibilities when President Clinton
signed the Goals 2000: Educate America Act in 1994. Though Goals 2000 marked the
articulation of ambitious standards and increased federal attention to schools, it also

lacked explicit accountability mechanisms for meeting those goals. Similarly, the 1994
reauthorization of the Elementary and Secondary Education Act as the Improving America’s
Schools Act (IASA) brought federal encouragement to the development of state standards
and state assessments as well as the alignment of these with curricula, instruction, and
professional development. This period also saw the introduction of new state-level testing as
part of the federal National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP) assessments.

State policy making responded to the enthusiasm for academic standards and assessments
as well as to the federal encouragement. Beginning in the 1990s, most states began
articulating their own academic standards, introducing statewide testing programs, and
implementing different forms of test-based school accountability. On the eve of the No
Child Left Behind (NCLB) Act, all fifty states tested their students and forty-seven states
had academic standards in all four core subjects.!! Most states also reported that these tests
reflected student mastery of their ambitious academic standards. However, independent
analyses suggested that some state tests actually covered only some of their academic
standards and often did so with a focus on low-level skills and knowledge. By 2001, forty-
five states had instituted accountability through requiring the publication of annual school
“report cards.” The most common basis for judging school performance at this time was
student test scores. However, several states also relied on attendance rates and, for high
schools, graduation rates. The use of site visits and interviews was much less common.

During this pre-NCLB era, far fewer states had adopted forms of accountability with any
meaningful consequences beyond the public reporting of school performance data through
report cards. In 2001, only seventeen state accountability systems rated all their schools.
Ten additional states identified only their lowest-performing schools. And, critically,

the attention to “subgroup” performance (e.g., by race and ethnicity) under these state
accountability systems was even more rare (i.e., in five states). Similarly, only a distinct
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minority of states had clear authority for any sort of sanctions such as closing failing
schools, replacing individual principals or teachers, permitting students to enroll elsewhere,
or revoking accreditation. And most state accountability systems did not articulate any
school supports such as technical assistance or extra funds.

The No Child Left Behind (NCLB) era

The federal NCLB Act, which was signed in January 2002, marked a dramatic expansion

in the scale and ambition of these earlier state-level school accountability systems. In
particular, NCLB brought test-based accountability to scale across the United States with an
emphasis on both consequences and subgroup performance. Specifically, NCLB required
public schools receiving Title I funding to test students in reading and mathematics in
grades three through eight and once in high school. NCLB also required public reporting of
school-level test results, both overall and for various subgroups (e.g., English learners, low
income, special education, racial minorities). NCLB gave states flexibility in the design of
their tests and their standards but also required state participation in NAEP assessments as
a form of auditing. However, NCLB also mandated the public rating of schools with respect
to whether they were making “adequate yearly progress” (AYP) toward having all students
at their state’s “proficient” level by 2013-14. Schools that persistently failed to make AYD,
even for a single subgroup of students, were also subject to a cascade of further sanctions
that included allowing students to transfer to a better district school, offering supplemental
services (e.g., free tutoring), and, after five years of failing to make AYP, restructuring (e.g.,
comprehensive school reform, closure, or reconstitution). However, as a practical matter,
the implementation of these sanctions appears to have been bounded. The take-up of
public-school choice among eligible students was low.!? And schools required to take up
restructuring often used the “any other major restructuring” option rather than the more
prescriptive and politically contentious options defined in the law.!?

Under “increasing pressure to grant states relief from NCLB’s onerous accountability

requirements,” the Bush administration began offering states the opportunity to secure

waivers from NCLB'’s key provisions.!* Specifically, in November of 2005, Secretary of

Education Margaret Spellings invited states to submit proposals for “growth models”

that measured student achievement through gains rather than relying on proficiency

thresholds. This allowed the Bush administration to avoid a messy legislative overhaul of a

key feature of its domestic agenda as the law approached its 2007 expiration date.! In 2010,

the Obama administration’s articulated a “Blueprint” for reauthorizing NCLB. However,

this proposal was effectively “dead on arrival” in the wake of an increasingly rancorous

political climate as well as other policy challenges (e.g., the Great Recession, the health

care debate).”® Instead, the Obama administration opted to make more extensive use of

the waiver authority articulated in the NCLB Act. In 2011, the administration unilaterally

invited states to apply for waivers from key NCLB requirements through a formal process in

which they would articulate new accountability plans consistent with the administration’s A

vision for reauthorization. Most states applied for and all but seven states received these Il
il
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federal waivers. Notably, this structured waiver process occurred within the context of other
prominent federal efforts to promote particular policy innovations. Specifically, the US
Department of Education used part of its 2009 stimulus spending to fund revamped School
Improvement Grants (SIGs) and state competitions such as Race to the Top (RttT) and the
Teacher Incentive Fund (TIF). Some stimulus-funded initiatives as well as the waiver process
also encouraged states to adopt the Common Core State Standards and aligned testing.
Adding further to the complex regulatory environment for schools and districts under
NCLB and waivers, some states simultaneously maintained their own parallel and often
incongruent school accountability systems.

In general, the design of NCLB waivers gave states substantially increased flexibility but

did so within the structure of two broad school-accountability features. First, these federal
waivers required states to define and implement “college and career ready” standards and
school-level performance reporting. This new guidance continued to require state content
standards in reading and mathematics as well as aligned “high quality” assessments."”
However, states were no longer required to achieve universal student proficiency on these
test measures. Instead, NCLB waivers allowed states to articulate “ambitious but achievable”
goals for school improvement.”® And the measurement of school performance under waivers
no longer focused exclusively on test-based proficiency thresholds and the performance of
multiple subgroups. Instead, waivers allowed states to measure school performance using
more complex performance indices. The school-level indices developed by states featured
the weighting of multiple factors in addition to achievement levels such as growth in
student achievement, measures of college and career readiness, and of improvements in
school climate.!” However, relative to NCLB, these school performance indices were also
based on fewer measures of subgroup performance or on more broadly defined subgroups.
And, instead of a binary indicator for whether a school was achieving AYP, school ratings
under waivers were based on multiple performance levels such as star ratings or letter
grades.?®

Second, NCLB waivers required states to develop and implement a system of “differentiated
accountability” that targeted a distinct minority of each state’s schools for unique
identification and reform. Specifically, states were asked to identify two separate groups of
schools for targeted interventions and supports. One group, “Priority Schools,” consisted
of the schools identified as persistently lowest performing in the state (i.e., 5 percent

of the Title I schools in the state). The waiver process required states to implement one of
several federally prescribed reforms in these schools (e.g., transformation, turnaround,
restart, or closure). “Focus Schools,” a second group, were defined as those with the
lowest performance for specific subgroups or with the greatest within-school gaps in
performance in the state (i.e., a minimum of 10 percent of a state’s Title I schools). The
federal regulations for Focus Schools were substantially less prescriptive than those for
Priority Schools, asking only that states implement interventions that were “consistent
with” federal turnaround principles or adopt any other “research-based” interventions to
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meet the needs of students at the school. Notably, under these waivers, schools identified
for improvement were no longer required to offer public school choice or supplemental
services to their students.

The Every Student Succeeds Act (ESSA)

In late 2015, the era of NCLB and its waivers ended when President Obama signed the
Every Student Succeeds Act (ESSA). The school-accountability requirements articulated in
this long-anticipated reauthorization reflect a substantial degree of continuity with the
design features of NCLB waivers as well as a delicate bipartisan compromise between those
who wanted robust federal encouragement to promote school improvement and those

who wanted to grant states more autonomy. In particular, ESSA requires states to articulate
“challenging” academic standards in math, ELA, and science and the alignment of these
standards with college and career readiness.?! States are also required to continue fielding
high-quality assessments aligned with these standards. ESSA also mandates the publication
of annual report cards on school performance.?

However, ESSA requires that these school report cards reflect a breadth of information
beyond the mandates of previous federal regulations, a clear indication of the broad
dissatisfaction with NCLB’s narrow focus on test-based proficiency in math and reading.
Specifically, school report cards under ESSA must include several specified indicators. These
include performance on math and English language arts (ELA) assessments relative to

state goals but also a second academic indicator (i.e., graduation rates for high schools or

a different test metric for elementary and middle schools), and a measure of the progress
of English learners toward English proficiency. An additional indicator of school quality

or student success is also required. Most states use a measure of chronic absenteeism. ESSA
also allows measures of students’ social-emotional learning (SEL) as an additional indicator.
However, no state chose to use SEL measures, partly because of concerns that they are
currently “unreliable and unusable for accountability purposes.”?® ESSA also requires that
all of this school information be reported annually for both all students and multiple
subgroups (i.e., major racial/ethnic groups, economically disadvantaged, children with
disabilities, English learners, homeless students, students in foster care, and the children

of active military members). Interestingly, ESSA further mandates reporting of per-pupil
spending, a potentially interesting and politically controversial metric that has historically
been unavailable at the school level.*

To comply with ESSA, states must define a system for the “annual meaningtul

differentiation of all public schools in the State” using performance data defined for both

all students and major subgroups. States have latitude in how they map the underlying

school indicators into an overall performance measure. According to data from the

Education Commission of the States, forty-five states and the District of Columbia have

defined accountability systems that apply summative ratings to schools.?®> Under NCLB, all A

states clearly labeled any school that failed to make progress toward the state’s proficiency Il
il
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standards as failing to make AYP. However, the character of the summative ratings
developed by states under ESSA is more variegated. Thirteen states have introduced A
through F ratings for schools. Another eleven states use descriptive ratings (e.g., Excellent,
Good, Average, Needs Improvement) while four states (and Washington, DC) rate schools
using stars (i.e., one to five stars). Twelve states rate schools using an index system (i.e.,

one to one hundred or one to ten). Four states (i.e., California, Idaho, North Dakota, and
Oregon) have federally approved ESSA plans in which they provide no summative ratings
for all public schools but rather focus on publishing a broad array of available indicators
defined for both all students and subgroups. The exhaustive breadth of data and the manner
in which the data are presented has raised some concerns. For example, on December 15,
2018, the editorial board of the Los Angeles Times argued that California’s revised school
dashboard, while an improvement in some ways, was “not helpful to parents or the public”
because it can be “hard to parse” and “make schools look like they’re doing a lot better than
they are.”?¢

Six other states rate schools by sorting them into “tiers of support” that are related to

the targeted accountability that ESSA requires in all states. Specifically, like the Priority
School and Focus School reforms required under NCLB waivers, ESSA requires states

to “meaningfully differentiate” specific types of schools for targeted assistance and
improvement.?” However, ESSA requires the identification of three types of schools.
Comprehensive Support and Improvement (CSI) schools must include the lowest-
performing 5 percent of Title I schools in a state as well as high schools that fail to graduate
at least two-thirds of their students. Targeted Support and Improvement (TSI) schools are
those that have one or more persistently low-performing subgroups of students. ESSA gives
states latitude in defining what constitutes persistent underperformance as long as it is
based on all the accountability indicators. Additional Targeted Support and Improvement
(ATSI) schools are those in which the performance of at least one subgroup of students on
its own would lead to the school being identified as a CSI school.

Relative to previous federal policies, under ESSA, states have autonomy in choosing
strategies for these targeted schools. ESSA only requires that the proposed interventions
have evidence of effectiveness consistent with defined “tiers” of evidence (Section 8101[21]).
Tiers 1 and 2 refer, respectively, to strategies supported by well-designed and implemented
experimental and quasi-experimental studies. Tier 3 interventions find support in
correlational studies with statistical controls while Tier 4 interventions need only a
“rationale based on high-quality research findings or positive evaluation that such activity,
strategy, or intervention is likely to improve student outcomes or other relevant outcomes.”
Schools that receive support from a federal School Improvement Grant (SIG) must choose
an intervention supported by evidence in the first three tiers.

As newly designed accountability indicators have become available, states have begun
identifying schools as CSI, TSI, or ATSI in accordance with their ESSA plans. However,
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recent evidence indicates that states vary considerably in the share of schools they have
identified in one of these three categories.?® For example, Florida has identified 69 percent
of its public schools and Rhode Island, 99 percent. In contrast, several states (e.g., Alabama,
Connecticut, Georgia, Maryland, Massachusetts, Nebraska, Oklahoma, and Virginia) have
identified S percent or less of their schools. Because states also allow for a planning period
after being identified, the full implementation of school improvement activities is just now
beginning or starting in the next year.*

The Effects of School Accountability

The extraordinary prominence and variation in accountability policies over the last

four decades have motivated a large body of research studies that have sought to answer
fundamental questions about their impact. Are such policies effective at measuring

and reporting on school performance? Are such policies effective in improving school
performance? In what ways might the design features of accountability policies have
unintended as well as intended effects? For example, critics of accountability policies often
emphasize the concern that the extrinsic incentives embedded in accountability systems
may degrade intrinsic motivation.*® The literature on student-facing incentives generally
fails to find evidence in support of this concern.® In fact, there is some evidence that
well-designed and targeted student incentives (e.g., rewarding behaviors students clearly
control, leveraging loss aversion) can generate their intended effects.®> However, there is also
evidence that student accountability based on external standards has negative effects on
student outcomes. Several studies find that restrictive high-school graduation requirements
(e.g., exit exams and course graduation requirements) reduce the probability of completing
high school, particularly for Black students.*?

The more prominent concerns about the unintended consequences of accountability have
focused on the school accountability systems brought to scale nationally by the federal
government over the last twenty years. In particular, critics of NCLB and its state-level
antecedents argue that test-based accountability narrows teaching to tested subjects and
further to tested items within a subject. Consistent with this concern, states often had
dramatic growth on high-stakes tests linked to accountability systems but without parallel
gains on contemporaneous, low-stakes tests in the same subjects.?* A related concern is that
NCLB’s focus on proficiency thresholds would lead to educational “triage” in which students
well above or below the standard would receive little attention. The available empirical
evidence does not provide empirical support consistent with this concern.? However, a
review article by Figlio and Loeb discussed the evidence for other types of strategic responses
to accountability incentives (e.g., teacher cheating, shaping the test-taking population).3¢

This research literature both underscores the importance of thoughtfully designed

accountability systems and raises questions about whether accountability has been

genuinely effective in improving school performance. Surveys of the studies that have A

examined the impact of accountability policies have privileged those with credible Il
il
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quasi-experimental designs and a focus on low-stakes test outcomes.?” In general, these
studies found that accountability systems lead to meaningful, though not transformative,
improvements in school performance. For example, Hanushek and Raymond examined

the impact of pre-NCLB, state-level accountability systems on state-level growth in NAEP
scores.?® They found that “report card” accountability did not have statistically significant
effects. However, the adoption of consequential accountability systems did lead to improved
NAEP scores. Studies that examined the impact of differentiated incentives under NCLB
found similar results. For example, Reback, Rockoff, and Schwartz leveraged the differences
in the standards states set under NCLB to compare changes across schools that were

subject to AYP pressure in one state but were not in others.* They found that AYP pressure
increased student performance on low-stakes reading tests by 0.06 standard deviations with
similarly positive and less precise gains in math and science. Like Hanushek and Raymond,*
they did not find that these effects differed across subgroups. They also found no evidence
that accountability pressure influences students’ reported enjoyment of learning or test
anxiety.

One methodological concern with studies based on accountability pressure is that the
result impact estimates may be biased downward because they rely on comparisons
among schools, all of which operate under the same accountability regime.*! Motivated
in part by this concern, Dee and Jacob instead examined the impact of NCLB on
low-stakes test scores by comparing changes across states that already had NCLB-like
accountability with the changes in states where NCLB created entirely new experiences
with test-based accountability.*> They found that NCLB increased grade-four math scores
on the NAEP by 0.23 standard deviations with smaller but positive effects on grade-
eight math and grade-four reading performance. They reported negative but statistically
insignificant effects on grade-eight reading but also noted that the nonlinear trends

in this measure prior to NCLB may make this measure unsuitable for their quasi-
experimental research design. Wong, Cook, and Steiner reported similar results using
different design features.** Comparisons in the changes in low-stakes test performance
across public and Catholic schools similarly suggest a positive impact of NCLB, though
the contemporaneous change in Catholic school enrollment due to sexual-abuse scandals
qualifies these findings.**

The National Research Council report on test-based accountability averaged over these
heterogeneous estimates to conclude that NCLB increased test scores overall by 0.08
standard deviations.* That report also noted accurately that gains of this magnitude

are “small compared to the improvements the nation hopes to achieve.” However, Dee,
Jacob, and Schwartz noted that these effects are not necessarily small from a cost-benefit
perspective.*® The present discounted value of the earnings gains implied by the math-
score gains due to NCLB is large relative to the corresponding increases in expenditures

in states where NCLB created new accountability systems (i.e., roughly $600 per pupil).
Recent evidence on the potential long-run effects of NCLB is consistent with this inference.
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Specifically, Harris, Liu, Barrett, and Li presented quasi-experimental evidence that NCLB
contributed to the recent rise in high school graduation rates (and a decline in general
equivalency degrees) and that these gains could not be easily explained by credit-recovery
activities or the strategic manipulation of reporting.*’

In sum, studies of pre-NCLB and NCLB-based accountability systems indicate that they
generated meaningful, though not transformational, improvements in school performance.
The available evidence on the impact of the targeted school reforms that took place
subsequently under the aegis of NCLB waivers and stimulus-funded initiatives is more
mixed. For example, a national study of the targeted school-turnaround reforms funded

by federal School Improvement Grants (SIGs) suggested that these expensive reforms were
largely ineffective.*® However, this study appeared to have been poorly powered to detect
meaningtul effects.*” Also, quasi-experimental studies that focused on the experiences of
specific states found evidence that SIG-funded school reforms often but not always had
positive effects.®

The Priority School reforms that occurred under NCLB waivers closely paralleled SIG-
funded reforms in that they required schools to implement federal turnaround principles
(e.g., staff and leadership change, increased learning time, embedded professional
development, social and emotional supports) but lacked the additional financial support
of SIGs. The available evidence on Priority Schools is more limited. Hemelt and Jacob
examined Priority School reforms in Michigan and found that they had no impact on
school staffing or performance.® Their evidence suggested that these null findings reflect
weak implementation at the school and district levels coupled with limited capacity for
state oversight. Similarly, Zimmer, Henry, and Kho reported weak effects of Priority School
reforms in Tennessee except among schools placed under the management of a district
“innovation zone” that had additional autonomy and resources.>?

The policy initiatives that have the most relevance for predicting the impact of targeted
school reforms under ESSA are the Focus School reforms introduced under NCLB waivers.
Like the targeted reforms currently being introduced under ESSA (i.e., CSI, TSI, and ATSI),
waiver-based Focus Schools gave states considerable flexibility in how they chose to improve
these schools, asking only that their approach have evidentiary support. And, like the
targeting of ESSA’s TSI and ATSI reforms, states identified Focus Schools based on their
contributions to achievement gaps. Most of the evidence on the impact of Focus School
reforms is dispiriting. Quasi-experimental studies that examine Focus Schools in Rhode
Island,*® Louisiana,** and Michigan®® all reported no evidence of school improvement
coupled with evidence of weak implementation.

However, the exceptions to this pattern of null findings are particularly noteworthy.
For example, in a study of the Focus School reforms introduced in Kentucky, Bonilla
and Dee presented regression-discontinuity evidence indicating that these reforms !A‘
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significantly increased the test performance of the targeted “gap group” students.>®

They also discussed evidence of the state and district activities (e.g., a distinctive and
comprehensive school-planning process, high-quality teacher professional development)
that mediated this impact. Zimmer, Henry, and Kho examined the school-turnaround
initiatives implemented under the aegis of Tennessee’s Race to the Top initiative.>” They
found that state takeovers of chronically underperforming schools were not effective.
However, they also documented meaningful improvements in schools that were instead
placed within semiautonomous units within their districts (i.e., “innovation zones”).
They suggested that incentive pay and the selective retention and recruitment of high-
performing teachers mediated these positive changes. Schueler, Goodman, and Deming
also documented evidence of early improvements in a Massachusetts’ school district
that was taken over by the state and that implemented a variety of reforms (e.g., higher
expectations, increased learning time, data-driven instruction, and changes in school
leadership and staffing).’® Overall, these results suggest that the impact of federal school-
reform initiatives depends critically on the extent to which they catalyze meaningful
and thoughtful implementation at the state, district, and school levels. The success of the
few reform efforts that clearly engaged state, district, and school actors is consistent with
the hypothesis that such purposeful and supportive contexts are necessary moderators of
successful school-level reforms.

Assessing ESSA and Looking Ahead

The historical sweep of accountability reforms and research raises multiple questions
about how schools can improve and advance productively in near future. In that context,
the broad arc of federal and state policy changes that connect the current ESSA regime

to prior accountability reforms merits special attention. In surveying the current policy
environment, some have recently argued that “the education reform movement is dead.”*
However, to borrow from another context, reports of this death are greatly exaggerated.
Instead, with respect to accountability, a more accurate assessment is that public schools
now inhabit a diverse and complicated reform environment that features a devolution

of authority to state and local actors®® but that also has strong ties to the recent past. In
particular, while accountability under ESSA has distinctive features, its flexibility has
allowed states to produce diverse accountability systems that draw on different elements
unique to each of the preceding policy regimes (i.e., pre-NCLB, NCLB, and waivers).

One prominent concern is how some state accountability plans under ESSA seek to support
the educational potential of subgroups (e.g., Blacks, Hispanics, low-income, English
learners, special education) that have been historically underserved by public schools.

The emphatic attention that the NCLB era brought to the educational outcomes of these
student subgroups was one of its most universally admired features. A coalition of civil
rights groups recently asked to review their federally approved ESSA plans because of
concerns that they “do not hold schools sufficiently accountable for their responsibility

to all children, especially groups of children who have been shortchanged for too long.”s!
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Specifically, critics have argued that “most states are shirking their responsibilities

around two of the law’s most important provisions for historically underserved groups of
students.”®> Twelve states do not report student subgroups in their rating systems while
thirty-eight other states appear out of compliance because they do not use data on all
subgroups for rating all schools or because their reporting is at risk of obscuring subgroup
performance. Similarly, only six states provide a “strong, distinct” definition of subgroup
performance that merits school identification for Targeted Support and Improvement (TSI)
under ESSA.®® Because ESSA is likely to remain the federal framework for state accountability
systems for the foreseeable future, engaging these issues at the state level will be an
important domain of research and policy improvement.

In contrast, the most unique and widely appreciated feature of ESSA-based accountability

is, arguably, the movement toward diverse measures of school performance that go beyond
simple proficiency thresholds in math and ELA (e.g., growth measures, chronic absenteeism,
high school graduation, college and career readiness). However, ESSA has also continued
NCLB'’s traditional emphasis on universal testing and on reporting performance data for
important subgroups. These richer data can be important in providing school leaders the
information they need to understand the needs of the students they serve. These diverse
data may also result in accountability incentives that attenuate, if not eliminate, the
potential for unintended consequences associated with Campbell’s Law.

However, to the extent that the benefits of school accountability are also to be found in
reducing “moral hazard” in the behavior of school leadership and staff, these newly diverse
accountability indicators will only be as effective as the consequences to which they are
linked. On this point, there appear to be highly relevant differences across states. Some
have developed school ratings that appear to carry consequential labeling not unlike those
previously associated with AYP and some pre-NCLB state reforms (e.g., A-F and star ratings).
However, other states have no summative ratings of schools or ratings that appear to lack
consequentiality (e.g., tiers of support). Instead, these accountability systems resemble
other state-level pre-NCLB accountability reforms in that they rely simply on publicizing
school performance data (i.e., “report card” accountability) rather than on articulating a
summative interpretation or clear consequences. The prior evidence that such information-
only reforms weren’t clearly effective® raises substantial doubt about the likely benefits of
ESSA accountability in such states.

Similarly, the research on targeted school reforms sponsored by stimulus spending and

conducted under NCLB waivers gives us relatively little reason to be optimistic about the

likely success of the parallel efforts being undertaken under ESSA. More specifically, if this

limited evidence is a reliable guide, we may expect ESSA’s CSI, TSI, and ATSI reforms to

improve student outcomes only if they happen to spark thoughtful and energetic initiatives

at the state and local levels. This may well happen in a few contexts. However, we do not

appear to have a particularly clear understanding of what factors contribute to whether IIA
il
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state and local actors respond to federal initiatives with genuine reform that is specific,
authoritative, and stable rather than with weak implementation or cosmetic regulatory
compliance. Furthermore, humility about the capacity of the federal government to drive
targeted school improvements appears to be a policy lesson that is frequently taught but
not well learned. For example, between 1998 and 2005, the US Department of Education
disbursed $1.8 billion to low-performing schools participating in a Comprehensive School
Reform (CSR) program. The available evidence suggests that CSR was not particularly
successful in raising student achievement and that implementation of the federal CSR
model was uneven in important ways.*

In other words, the available evidence from prior accountability systems suggests that the
federal school-reform initiatives under ESSA have some capacity to drive increases in the
performance of targeted schools. However, this power can be either enhanced or, more
likely, attenuated by the federalist structure that connects national policy to school and
classroom practices. In theory, the evidence standards defined under ESSA could compel
states and districts to select uniquely promising initiatives to improve their targeted
schools (e.g., studies singled out in the federal What Works Clearinghouse). However, the
astonishing breadth of ESSA’s “tiers of evidence” suggests that this is far from guaranteed.
Under ESSA, states have the latitude to choose reform strategies that may find only
evidentiary support from correlational studies (i.e., Tier 3) or even from a mere rationale
(i.e., Tier 4). Furthermore, the enforcement of these capacious standards is, in the current
policy environment, at best an open question. However, some accounts suggest that states
are pursuing strategies that privilege the ambitious use of strategies supported by high-
quality evidence.%® And early characterizations of school improvement under ESSA suggest
that the evidence standards are having a positive impact by allowing schools and districts
to make “thoughtful decisions about school improvement strategies.”s” Our experiences
with federally sponsored and targeted school improvement efforts (i.e., Comprehensive
School Reform, School Improvement Grants, Priority and Focus School reforms) suggest this
early optimism should be viewed provisionally. However, emerging evidence on the early
implementation of school reform under the aegis of ESSA will soon provide more definitive
evidence on this important question.
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