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What’s Wrong with  
Accountability by the Numbers?

How do you know if a school is good, 
bad, or in-between? Are test scores, 
graduation rates, attendance data, 
and the like all you need? What if you 
were selecting a school for your child? 
Would you just review a school’s report 
card online, or would you schedule a 
visit so that you could get to know the principal, observe a few 
classes, and even interview some students? Would you contact 
some parents, check out the neighborhood, and look for nearby 
after-school activities? We hope that you would both pay attention 
to the data and pay a visit to the school. And so we wonder: why 
would our education accountability system do anything less? 

In this article, Richard Rothstein explores the well-established 
problems—in education, health care, and other fields—with 
accountability systems that focus exclusively on quantitative data. 
Then, in the article that follows (see page 24), Rothstein and his 
colleagues, Rebecca Jacobsen and Tamara Wilder, propose a com-
pletely new approach to accountability that’s inspired in part by 
England’s system of inspecting schools and calls for a national 
assessment of a full range of cognitive and noncognitive skills.

Did they get it right? That’s for you to decide. Their goal is to 
start a conversation. Since dissatisfaction with our current 
accountability system is widespread, it’s time to ask: what are our 
goals for education and how can we help all schools meet them?

–EDITORS

By Richard Rothstein

In 1935, a 19-year-old political sci-
ence major at the University of Chi-
cago interviewed Milwaukee city 
administrators for a term paper. He 

was puzzled that, when money became available to invest in 
parks, school board and public works officials could not agree 
on whether to hire more playground supervisors or improve 
physical maintenance of the parks themselves. He concluded 
that rational decision making was impossible because “improv-
ing parks” included multiple goals: school board members 
thought mostly of recreational opportunities for children, while 
public works administrators thought mostly of green space to 
reduce urban density. 

The next year, the director of the International City Managers’ 
Association hired the young graduate as a research assistant. 
Together they reviewed techniques for evaluating municipal 
services, including police, fire, public health, education, librar-
ies, parks, and public works. Their 1938 book, Measuring Munici-
pal Activities, concluded that quantitative measures of perfor-
mance were mostly inappropriate because public services have 
goals that can’t easily be defined in simple numerical terms. 
Public services have multiple purposes and, even if precise defi-
nitions for some purposes were possible, evaluating the services 
overall would require difficult judgments about which purposes 
were relatively more important. Also, it was never possible to 
quantify whether outcome differences between cities were 
attributable to differences in effort and competence of public 
employees, or to differences in the conditions—difficult to mea-
sure in any event—under which agencies worked.

The senior author, Clarence E. Ridley, directed the City Man-
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agers’ Association until retiring in 1956. His assistant, Herbert A. 
Simon, went on to win the Nobel Prize in economics for a lifetime 
of work demonstrating that weighing measurable costs and ben-
efits in simple numerical terms does “not even remotely describe 
the processes that human beings use for making decisions in 
complex situations.”1 

The past few decades have seen growing enthusiasm among 
politicians and policymakers for quantitative accountability sys-
tems that might maximize public service efficiency. But they have 
rushed to develop measurement systems without giving great 
thought to issues that Ridley and Simon raised 70 years ago. 

In Great Britain a quarter century ago, Margaret Thatcher 
attempted to rationalize public enterprises: where they could 
not be privatized, her government hoped to regulate them, using 
rewards and sanctions for numerically specified outcomes. Tony 
Blair later accelerated these efforts, while in the United States, 
the Clinton administration’s Government Performance Results 
Act of 1993 proposed to “reinvent government” by requiring 
measurable outcomes for all government agencies. 

Enthusiasm for holding schools accountable for student test 
scores is but part of this broader trend that has proceeded oblivi-
ous to the warnings of Herbert Simon and other notable social 
scientists. Scholars have often concluded that, when agents in 
other sectors are held accountable for improving production of 
a simple numerical output, performance on that easily measured 
output does improve. But overall performance frequently deterio-
rates. So economists, sociologists, and management theorists 
generally caution against accountability systems that rely exclu-
sively, or even primarily, on numerical outcome measures. 

In 1975, social scientist Donald T. Campbell formulated what 
he called his “law” of performance measurement: 

The more any quantitative social indicator is used for social 
decision-making, the more subject it will be to corruption 
pressures and the more apt it will be to distort and corrupt 
the social processes it is intended to monitor.2 

Such corruption occurs primarily because of the problem Her-
bert Simon identified—an indicator that can be quantified often 
reflects only an aspect of the outcome of interest, so undue atten-
tion to this aspect will distort the balance of services being 
provided.

Examples of Campbell’s law abound. Motorists stopped by 
police for trivial traffic violations may have experienced an 
accountability system in which police sergeants evaluate officers 
by whether they meet ticket quotas. Certainly, issuing citations 
for traffic violations is one measure of good policing, but when 
officers are disproportionately judged by this easily quantifiable 
outcome, they have incentives to focus on trivial offenses that 
meet a quota, rather than investigating more serious crimes 
where the payoff may be less certain. The numerical account-
ability system generates false arrests, and creates incentives for 
police officers to boost their measured productivity by disregard-
ing suspects’ rights. In New York City a few years ago, the use of 
quantifiable indicators to measure police productivity resulted 
in the publicized (and embarrassing, to the police) arrest of an 
80-year-old man for feeding pigeons and of a pregnant woman 

for sitting down to rest on a subway stairway.3 
The annual rankings of colleges by U.S. News and World 

Report offer another example of Campbell’s law. The rankings 
are truly an accountability system; many colleges’ boards of 
trustees consider the rankings when determining presidential 
compensation. In at least one case, a university president (at 
Arizona State) was offered a large bonus if the university’s rank-
ing moved up on his watch.4

U.S. News rankings are based on several factors, including the 
judgments of college presidents and other administrators about 
the quality of their peer institutions, and the selectiveness of a 
college, determined partly by the percentage of applicants who 
are admitted (a more selective college admits a smaller percent-
age of applicants). Thus, the rankings are a candidate for illustra-
tion of Campbell’s law, because these factors would be quite 
reasonable if there were no stakes attached to measuring them. 
College presidents and other administrators are in the best posi-
tion to know the strengths and weaknesses of institutions similar 
to their own, and asking them for their opinions about this 

should be a good way to find out about college quality. But once 
an accountability rating is based on these answers, presidents 
have incentives to dissemble by giving competing institutions 
poorer ratings and making their own institutions appear rela-
tively superior.

Likewise, the selectiveness of a college was once a reasonable 
factor to consider, since higher-quality colleges are likely to 
accept relatively fewer applicants because demand for admis-
sion is strong. But once this indicator became an accountability 
measure, colleges had an incentive to recruit applicants who 
were bound ultimately to be rejected. Colleges, for example, have 
sent promotional mailings to unqualified applicants and waived 
application fees in order to attract unsuccessful (and unsuspect-
ing) applicants. The indicator nonetheless persists in the U.S. 
News rankings, although it now has questionable value.5 

As a 1968 presidential candidate, Richard M. Nixon promised 
a “war” on crime. After his election, the FBI publicly reported 
crime statistics by city. It judged whether police departments 
were effective by the sum of crimes in seven categories: murder, 
forcible rape, robbery, aggravated assault, burglary, auto theft, 
and serious larceny (defined as theft resulting in a loss of at least 
$50). Many cities subsequently posted significant reductions in 
crime.6 But the crime reductions were apparently realized by 
playing with crime classifications. The biggest reductions were 
in larcenies of $50 or more in value. Valuing larceny is a matter 

Enthusiasm for holding schools accountable 
for student test scores is part of a broader 
trend that has proceeded oblivious to  
the warnings of notable social scientists.
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of judgment, so police departments placed lower values on 
reported losses after the implementation of the accountability 
system.7 Although the number of alleged $50 larcenies (which 
counted for accountability purposes) declined, the number of 
alleged $49 larcenies (which did not count) increased.

More Sophisticated Measures Help,  
But Not Enough
Probably the most obvious solution to the goal distortion that 
results from blunt measures is to create more sophisticated mea-
sures. But even carefully constructed quantitative measures fall 
short. In education, test-based accountability systems should 
(though often do not) adjust results for differences in student 
characteristics. A school with large numbers of low-income 
children, high residential mobility, great 
family stress, little literacy support at 
home, and serious health problems may 
be a better school, even if its test scores 
are lower, than another whose pupils 
don’t have such challenges. Education poli-
cymakers sometimes try to adjust for these 
differences by comparing only “similar” 
schools—those, for example, with similar 
proportions of minority students, or similar 
proportions of students who are low income 
(eligible for the federal free and reduced-price 
lunch program). Such adjustments are 
worth making, but they don’t really solve 
the problem. Stable working-class fami-
lies, with incomes nearly double the 

poverty line, are eligible for the federal lunch program; schools 
with such students can easily get higher scores than schools with 
very poor students, yet the latter schools may be more 
effective. 

Medicine faces similar problems; some patients are much 
sicker, and thus harder to cure, than others with the same dis-
ease. Patients’ ages, other diseases, history of prior treatment, 
health habits (smoking, for example), diet, and home environ-
ment must all be taken into account. So before comparing out-
come data, health care report cards must be “risk-adjusted” for 
the initial conditions of patients. Although risk adjustment in 
medicine is far more sophisticated than controls in education 
for minority status or lunch eligibility, health policy experts still 
consider the greatest flaw in medical accountability systems to 

be their inability to adjust performance 
comparisons adequately for patient 
characteristics. 

For example, the Health Care 
Financing Administration (HCFA) ini-

tiated its accountability system for cardiac surgery 
in 1986 with its reports on death rates of Medicare 
patients in 5,500 U.S. hospitals. HCFA used a com-
plex statistical model to identify hospitals whose 
death rates after surgery were greater than expected, 
after accounting for patient characteristics. Yet the 
institution labeled as having the worst death rate, 

even after sophisticated risk-adjustment, turned 
out to be a hospice caring for terminally ill 

patients.8 
The following year, HCFA added even more 

When New York City Mayor Michael 
Bloomberg announced a 2007 teachers’ 
union agreement to pay cash bonuses to 
teachers at schools where test scores 
increase, he said, “In the private sector, 
cash incentives are proven motivators for 
producing results. The most successful 
employees work harder, and everyone 
else tries to figure out how they can 
improve as well.”1 Eli Broad, whose foun-
dation promotes incentive pay plans for 
teachers, added, “Virtually every other 
industry compensates employees based 
on how well they perform…. We know 
from experience across other industries 
and sectors that linking performance and 
pay is a powerful incentive.”2 

These claims misrepresent how 
private sector firms motivate employees. 
Although incentive pay systems are 
commonplace, they are almost never 
based exclusively or even primarily on 
quantitative output measurement for 
professionals. Indeed, while the share of 

private sector workers who get perfor-
mance pay has been increasing, the 
share of workers who get such pay based 
on numerical output measures has been 
decreasing.3 The business management 
literature nowadays is filled with 
warnings about incentives that rely heav-
ily on quantitative rather than qualita-
tive measures. 

Because of the ease with which most 
employees game purely quantitative 
incentives, most private sector account-
ability systems blend quantitative and 
qualitative measures, with most empha-
sis on the latter. This method character-
izes accountability of relatively low- and 
high-level employees. McDonald’s, for 
example, does not evaluate its store 
managers by sales volume or profitability 
alone. Instead, a manager and his or her 
supervisor establish targets for easily 
quantifiable measures such as sales 
volume and costs, but also for product 
quality, service, cleanliness, and person-

nel training, because these factors may 
affect long-term profitability as well as 
the reputation (and thus, profitability) of 
other outlets.4

Certainly, supervisory evaluation of 
employees is less reliable than numerical 
output measurements such as storewide 
sales (or student test scores). Supervisory 
evaluation may be tainted by favoritism, 
bias, inflation and compression (narrow-
ing the range of evaluations to avoid 
penalizing or rewarding too many 
employees), and even kickbacks or other 
forms of corruption.5 Yet the widespread 
management use of subjective evalua-
tions, despite these flaws, suggests that, 
as one personnel management review 
concludes, “it is better to imperfectly 
measure relevant dimensions than to 
perfectly measure irrelevant ones.”6

–R.R.

See last page for endnotes for this excerpt.

What Really Happens in the Private Sector?
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patient characteristics to its statistical model. Although the 
agency now insisted that its model adequately adjusted for all 
critical variables, the ratings consistently resulted in higher 
adjusted mortality rates for low-income patients in urban hos-
pitals than for affluent patients in suburban hospitals.9 Camp-
bell’s law swung into action—when surveyed, physicians and 
hospitals began to admit that they were refusing to treat sicker 
patients.10 Surgeons’ ratings were not adversely affected by 
deaths of patients who had been denied surgery. Surveys of 
cardiologists found that most were declining to operate on 
patients who might benefit from surgery but were of greater 
risk.11 Some hospitals, more skilled at selection, got higher rat-
ings, while others did worse because they received a larger share 
of patients with more severe disease. In 1989, St. Vincent’s Hos-

pital in New York City was put on probation by the state after it 
placed low in the ranking of state hospitals for cardiac surgery. 
The following year, it ranked first in the state. St. Vincent’s 
accomplished this feat by refusing to operate on tougher 
cases.12 

Attempts to hold schools accountable for math and 
reading test scores have corrupted education by 
reducing the attention paid to other important cur-
ricular goals; by creating incentives to ignore students 

who are either above or far below the passing point on tests; by 
misidentifying failing and successful schools because of test 
unreliability; by converting instruction into test preparation that 
has little lasting value; and by gaming, which borders on (or may 
include) illegality.

As the examples provided demonstrate, each of these cor-
ruptions has parallels in other fields, often studied by social 
scientists and management theorists. But education policymak-
ers have paid little attention to this expertise.13 Instead, state and 
federal governments adopted test-based accountability as the 
tool for improving student achievement, duplicating the worst 
features of flawed accountability systems in other public and 
private services.

Some advocates of test-based accountability in education, 
confronted with evidence of goal distortion or excessive test 
preparation, have concluded that these problems stem only 
from the inadequacy of teachers. As one critic argues, good 
teachers “can and should” integrate subject matter so that rais-
ing math and reading scores need not result in diminished 
attention to other curricular areas.14 But this expectation denies 

the intent and power of incentives that, if successful, should 
redirect attention and resources to those outputs that are 
rewarded. The consistency with which professionals and their 
institutions respond in this fashion in all fields should persuade 
us that this is not a problem with the ethos of teachers, but an 
inevitable consequence of any narrowly quantitative incentive 
system.

And yet, the fact that exclusively quantitative accountability 
systems result in goal distortion, gaming, and corruption in a 
wide variety of fields is not inconsistent with a conclusion that 
such systems nonetheless improve average performance in the 
narrow goals they measure. At the very least, they may direct 
attention to outliers that warrant further investigation. Several 
analyses by economists, management experts, and sociologists 

have concluded that narrowly quantitative incen-
tive schemes have, at times, somewhat improved 
the average performance of medical care, job train-
ing, welfare, and private sector agents. The docu-
mentation of perverse consequences does not 
indicate that, in any particular case, the harm out-
weighed the benefits of such narrow quantitative 
accountability. But it does raise important 
questions.

In education, how much gain in reading and 
math scores is necessary to offset the goal distor-
tion—less art, music, physical education, science, 
history, character building—that inevitably results 

from rewarding teachers or schools for score gains only in reading 
and math? How much misidentification of high- or low-perform-
ing teachers or schools is tolerable in order to improve their aver-
age performance? How much curricular corruption and teaching 
to the test are we willing to endure when we engage in, as one 
frequently cited work in the business management literature puts 
it, “the folly of rewarding A while hoping for B”?15 

Fortunately, no accountability at all is not the only alternative 
to the flawed approach of exclusive reliance on quantitative 
output measures. It is possible, indeed practical, to design an 
accountability system in education to ensure that schools and 
educators meet their responsibilities to deliver the broad range 
of outcomes that the American people demand, without relying 
exclusively on measures as imperfect as test scores. Such a sys-
tem would be more expensive than our current regime of low-
quality standardized tests, and would not give policymakers the 
comfortable, though false, precision that they want quantitative 
measures like test scores to provide. 

Because Americans have broad goals for their children—
from solid academics to responsible citizenship to good 
health—we require an equally broad accountability system, one 
that considers test scores, but also relies on human judgment. 
And, because schools cannot be solely responsible for youth 
development (or even for closing the achievement gap, which 
exists before kindergarten), this broad accountability system 
should include both schools and other institutions that support 
our children. For more on what such a system should look like, 
please see the next article.  ☐

See last page for endnotes for this excerpt.

How much gain in reading and math scores is 
necessary to offset the goal distortion—less 
art, music, physical education, science, etc.—
that inevitably results from rewarding schools 
for score gains only in reading and math?
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By Richard Rothstein,  
Rebecca Jacobsen, and Tamara Wilder

Noble though its intent may be, the No Child Left 
Behind Act—the federal law that requires virtually 
all students to be proficient in reading and math  
by 2014—is an utter failure. Many critics have 

denounced it, as well as similar state accountability policies 
based exclusively on quantitative measures of a narrow set of 
school outcomes. Critics have described how accountability for 
math and reading scores has inaccurately identified good and 
bad schools, narrowed the curriculum (by creating perverse 
incentives for schools to ignore many important purposes of 
schools beyond improving math and reading test scores), caused 
teachers to focus on some students at the expense of others, and 
tempted educators to substitute gamesmanship for quality 
instruction.

Despite widespread dissatisfaction with No Child Left Behind 
(NCLB), Congress has been unable to devise a reasonable alter-
native and so, for now, NCLB remains on the books. There have 
been many proposals for tinkering with the law’s provisions—
extending the deadline for reaching proficiency, measuring 
progress by the change in scores of the same group of students 
from one year to the next (instead of comparing scores of this 
year’s students with scores of those in the same grade in the 
previous year), adding a few other requirements (like gradua-
tion rates or parent satisfaction) to the accountability regime, 
or standardizing the definitions of proficiency among the states. 
Yet none of these proposals commands sufficient support 
because none addresses NCLB’s most fundamental problem: 
although tests, properly interpreted, can contribute some 

Grading Education
Test-Based Accountability Can’t Work,  

But Testing Plus Careful School Inspections Can

important information about school quality, testing alone is a 
poor way to measure whether schools, or their students, per-
form adequately.

Perhaps the most important reason why NCLB, and similar 
testing systems in the states, got accountability so wrong is that 
we’ve wanted to do accountability on the cheap. Standardized 
tests that assess only low-level skills and that can be scored elec-
tronically cost very little to administer—although their hidden 
costs are enormous in the lost opportunities to develop young 
people’s broader knowledge, traits, and skills. 

The fact is, schools have an important but not exclusive influ-
ence on student achievement; the gap in performance between 
schools with advantaged children and schools with disadvan-
taged children is due in large part to differences in the social and 
economic conditions from which the children come.1 For this 
reason, schools can best improve youth outcomes if they are part 
of an integrated system of youth development and family sup-
port services that also includes, at a minimum, high-quality early 
childhood care, health services, and after-school and summer 
programs. An accountability system should be designed to 
ensure that all public institutions make appropriate contribu-
tions to youth development. When schools are integrated with 
supporting services, they can substantially narrow the achieve-
ment gap between disadvantaged and middle-class children.

A successful accountability system, such as the one we will 
propose in this article (and which we more fully explain in our 
book, Grading Education: Getting Accountability Right), will 
initially be more expensive. Our proposal calls for both a sophis-
ticated national assessment of a broad range of outcomes and a 
corps of professional inspectors in each state who devote the 
time necessary to determine if schools and other institutions of 
youth development—early childhood programs, and health and 
social services clinics, for example—are following practices likely 
to lead to adult success. But while such accountability will be 
expensive, it is not prohibitively so. Our rough estimate indicates 
that such accountability could cost up to 1 percent of what we 
now spend on elementary and secondary education. If we want 
to do accountability right, and we should, this level of spending 
is worthwhile.

In the long run, trustworthy accountability is cost effective. 
Because narrow test-based accountability can neither accurately 
identify nor guide schools that need to improve, we now waste 

Richard Rothstein is a research associate at the Economic Policy Insti-
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and author of several books, including Class and Schools: Using Social, 
Economic, and Educational Reform to Close the Black-White Achieve-
ment Gap. Rebecca Jacobsen is an assistant professor of teacher educa-
tion and education policy at Michigan State University. Tamara Wilder 
is a postdoctoral fellow at the University of Michigan’s Ford School of 
Public Policy. Adapted with permission from a book by Rothstein, 
Jacobsen, and Wilder, Grading Education: Getting Accountability Right 
(www.epi.org/publications/entry/books_grading_education),  
published in 2008 by the Economic Policy Institute and Teachers College 
Press.IL
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billions of dollars by continuing to operate low-quality schools. 
And we waste billions by forcing good schools to abandon high-
quality programs to comply with the government’s test obses-
sion. We cannot know how much money could be saved by more 
intelligent accountability, but it is probably considerable.

Of course, no accountability system can be successful without 
first defining the outcomes that schools and other institutions 
of youth development should achieve. Before we put forth our 
vision for a new approach to accountability, let’s take a moment 
to compare the goals that Americans have long valued with the 
goals that we are currently pursuing. 

First Things First: Accountability for What?
From our nation’s beginnings, Americans have mostly embraced 
a balanced curriculum to fulfill public education’s mission. 
Looking back over 250 years, we reviewed a small sample of the 

many statements produced by policymakers and educators to 
define the range of knowledge, skills, and character traits that 
schools ought to develop in our youth. We were struck by how 
similar the goals of public education have remained during 
America’s history. Although some differences of emphasis have 
emerged during different eras, our national leaders—from Ben-
jamin Franklin to Horace Mann to various university presidents 
and school superintendents—seem consistently to have wanted 
public education to produce satisfactory outcomes in the fol-
lowing eight broad categories:

Basic academic knowledge and skills1. : basic skills in read-
ing, writing, and math, and knowledge of science and 
history. 
Critical thinking and problem solving2. : the ability to analyze 
information, apply ideas to new situations, and (more 
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recently) develop knowledge using computers. 
Appreciation of the arts and literature3. : participation in and 
appreciation of musical, visual, and performing arts as 
well as a love of literature. 
Preparation for skilled employment4. : workplace qualifica-
tions for students not pursuing college education.
Social skills and work ethic5. : communication skills, per-
sonal responsibility, and the ability to get along with oth-
ers from varied backgrounds. 
Citizenship and community responsibility6. : public ethics; 
knowledge of how government works; and participation 
by voting, volunteering, and becoming active in 
community life. 
Physical health7. : good habits of exercise 
and nutrition. 
Emotional health8. : self-confidence, 
respect for others, and the ability 
to resist peer pressure to engage 
in irresponsible personal 
behavior. 

Having examined recent 
surveys of the public’s 
goals for education and 
having conducted our 
own poll (in 2005) of the 
general public, school 
board members, and 
state legislators, we are 
fairly confident that these 
are, indeed, the outcomes 
that Americans still want 
from our schools and other 
youth institutions. 

Unfortunately, today’s obsession with reading and math 
scores means that almost all of these eight goals are ignored. 
Several surveys of school and district officials, principals, and 
teachers confirm that the public school curriculum has been 
dangerously narrowed. But the narrowing did not begin with No 
Child Left Behind; there was evidence of it throughout the last 
couple of decades as math and reading tests steadily gained 
importance. In a 1994–95 survey of Maryland teachers, two-
thirds said that they had reduced the amount of time they spent 
on instruction in nontested subjects, especially art, music, and 
physical education.2 In the 1990s, similar curricular shifts were 
also common in Texas (which, being George W. Bush’s home 
state, provided the model for NCLB). In that state, and especially 
in schools serving disadvantaged minority students, teachers of 
art, history, and science were required to put their curricula 
aside to drill students in the basic math and reading skills that 
were tested by the state exam.3 

A survey of school principals in North Carolina, after the state 
implemented a test-based accountability system in 1999, found 
that over 70 percent had redirected instruction from other sub-
jects and from character development to reading, math, and 
writing, and that this response was greatest in the lowest-scoring 
schools.4 A 2003 survey of school principals in Illinois, Maryland, 

New Mexico, and New York found that those in high-minority 
schools were more likely to have reduced time for history, civics, 
geography, the arts, and foreign languages to devote more time 
to math and reading.5 

The most comprehensive investigations of test-driven cur-
ricular shifts have been conducted by the Center on Education 
Policy, which surveyed 349 representative school districts during 
the 2006–07 school year. It found that accountability does work: 
62 percent of these districts had increased time devoted to read-
ing and math. The increases were greatest in urban districts 

sanctioned under NCLB because their test scores were too 
low; in such districts, the increase in reading and 

math instruction totaled an average of over 
four hours a week.6  

This is just what test-based accountabil-
ity systems intend to accomplish. Students 

whose reading and math performance 
was lowest were getting a lot more 

instruction in these subjects. But 
increased time for test preparation in 
reading and math comes at the expense 
of time for something else. These dis-
tricts cut an average of an hour or more 
per week from instruction in social 
studies, science, art and music, physi-
cal education, and recess. Most dis-

tricts facing sanctions cut time from 
several of these subject areas to make 

room for more reading and math test 
preparation.

To make matters worse, even such drastic 
measures are unlikely to bring all students to pro-

ficiency in reading and mathematics. Inadequate 
schools are only one reason disadvantaged children 

perform poorly. They come to school under stress from high-
crime neighborhoods and economically insecure households. 
Their low-cost daycare tends to park them before televisions, 
rather than provide opportunities for developmentally appropri-
ate play. They switch schools more often because of inadequate 
housing and rents rising faster than parents’ wages. They have 
greater health problems, some (like lead poisoning or iron-
deficiency anemia) directly depressing cognitive ability, and 
some (like asthma and vision difficulties) causing more absen-
teeism or inattentiveness. Their households include fewer col-
lege-educated adults to provide more sophisticated intellectual 
environments, and their parents are less likely to expect aca-
demic success.7 Nearly 15 percent of the black-white test-score 
gap can be traced to differences in housing mobility, and 25 
percent to differences in child and maternal health.8 

Yet contemporary test-based accountability policies expect 
that school improvement alone will raise all children to high 
levels of achievement, poised for college and professional suc-
cess. Teachers are expected to repeat the mantra “all children 
can learn,” a truth carrying the false implication that the level to 
which children learn has nothing to do with their starting points 
or with the out-of-school supports they receive. Policymakers 
and school administrators warn teachers that any mention of 
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children’s socioeconomic disadvantages only “makes excuses” 
for teachers’ own poor performance. 

Of course, there are better and worse schools, and better and 
worse teachers. And of course, some disadvantaged children 
excel more than others. But our current federal and state test-
based accountability policies have turned these obvious truths 
into the fantasy that teachers can wipe out socioeconomic dif-
ferences among children simply by trying harder. 

It is surprising that so many education policymakers have 
been seduced into thinking that simple quantitative mea-
sures like test scores can 
be used to hold schools 

accountable for achieving com-
plex educational outcomes. 
After all, similar accountability 
systems have been attempted, 
and have been found lacking, 
in other sectors, both private 
and public, many times before. 
The corruptions and distor-
tions resulting from test-based 
accountability are no different 
from those that have been 
widely reported in the business 
world, as well as in fields like 
health care, welfare, job train-
ing, law enforcement, and other government services. (For a 
quick review of the problems caused by quantitative measures 
in law enforcement, higher education, health care, and other 
sectors, see “What’s Wrong with Accountability by the Num-
bers?” on page 20.)

The solution, as we briefly stated in the introduction, is not 
to abandon testing, but to supplement it with periodic inspec-
tions of both schools and other organizations that support our 
youth. Appreciating the arts, developing a strong work ethic, 
accepting responsibility as a citizen—these goals are as impor-
tant as our academic goals, and our accountability system should 
treat them as such. Simply put, we must devise ways of holding 
schools and other youth development institutions accountable 
for achieving all eight of the goals that Americans have long val-
ued. And, instead of setting fanciful targets that set up our insti-
tutions to fail, we must devise realistic targets that inspire con-
tinuous improvement.

Test Prep or True Learning:  
What’s Behind Those Test Scores?
Other nations have also struggled with accountability for public 
education. Yet while Americans have relied upon test scores 
alone—and even worse, proficiency cut scores—to judge school 
quality, others have supplemented standardized testing with 
school inspection systems that attempt to assess whether stu-
dents are developing a balanced set of cognitive and noncogni-
tive knowledge and skills. While England, Scotland, Wales, 
Northern Ireland, the Netherlands, the Czech Republic, Belgium, 
Portugal, France, and New Zealand9 all have some form of 
inspection system, Her Majesty’s Inspectors in England offer us 

a particularly intriguing model because they hold schools and 
other social welfare institutions accountable for education and 
youth development.

Because the English inspection system continually undergoes 
revision, the following describes the English inspectorate as it 
existed until 2005, when a major revision commenced. 

Accountability is overseen by an independent government 
department, the Office for Standards in Education (Ofsted). In 
the early part of this decade it had a corps of about 6,000 inspec-
tors who visited schools and wrote reports on their quality. Most 
inspectors, usually retired school principals or teachers, were 

directly employed by a dozen 
or so firms with which Ofsted 
contracted to conduct the 
inspections. An elite group, 
about 200 of “Her Majesty’s 
Inspectors” (HMIs), were 
employed directly by Ofsted 
and oversaw the entire pro-
cess. Ofsted trained the con-
tracted inspectors, required 
them to attend annual retrain-
ings, and certified them prior 
to employment. Ofsted also 
assured the reliability of 
inspectors’ judgments by hav-
ing several inspectors judge 

the same educational activity and then comparing their ratings. 
Ofsted monitored the inspectors’ work and removed those 
whose quality was inadequate—for example, those who never 
found lessons to be unsatisfactory.10 

To ensure quality, the leader of each school inspection team 
underwent a higher level of training than the other team mem-
bers, and an HMI sometimes also participated in each larger 
team of contracted inspectors. Ofsted also required each team 
to include one lay inspector, often a retiree from another profes-
sion, to give the inspections greater credibility with the public. 
Each inspection resulted in a report published on the Internet 
within three weeks; the report was mailed to every parent, with 
photocopies also made available to the public.11 In the case of 
schools that persistently failed to pass inspection, local govern-
ments assumed control and, in the most serious cases, closed 
them.12 

Until 2005, a typical full-time English inspector may have 
visited from 15 to 30 schools each year, and part-time inspectors 
(usually retired principals) may have visited seven or eight.13 
Because of this experience and their training, English inspectors 
were highly respected by teachers and principals, who were thus 
more likely to take inspectors’ advice seriously and consider 
inspectors’ evaluations legitimate. Ofsted inspectors were 
required to spend most of their time observing classroom teach-
ing, interviewing students about their understanding, and exam-
ining random samples of student work.14 Ofsted inspectors 
decided which students to interview and which classrooms to 
visit at any particular time.15 Although they spent relatively little 
time meeting with administrators, Ofsted inspectors did require 
principals to accompany them on some classroom observations, 

Teachers are expected to repeat the 
mantra “all children can learn,” a truth 
carrying the false implication that 
the level to which children learn has 
nothing to do with the out-of-school 
supports they receive.
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after which the inspectors asked the principals for their own 
evaluations of the lessons. In this way, the inspectors were able 
to make judgments (which became part of their reports) about 
the competence with which the principals supervised 
instruction.16

Ofsted’s contracted inspectors observed every teacher in each 
school, evaluating pupil achievement in all academic as well as 
in noncognitive areas.17 Ofsted inspectors rated everything they 
observed, including teaching skill, student participation, 
achievement, and academic progress, on a seven-point scale, 
with supporting paragraphs justifying the ratings. They also 
wrote reports on student assemblies, playground 
practice, school cafeteria quality, 
student behavior in hallways, the 
range of extracurricular activi-
ties, and the quality of physical 
facilities.18

Ofsted reports also eval-
uated how well schools 
teach not only aca-
demic knowledge and 
skills but personal 
development : “the 
extent to which learners 
enjoy their work, the 
acquisition of workplace 
skills, the development of skills 
which contribute to the social and 
economic well-being of the learner, the 
emotional development of learners, the behaviour 
of learners, the attendance of learners, the extent to which learn-
ers adopt safe practices and a healthy lifestyle, learners’ spiritual, 
moral, social, and cultural development, [and] whether learners 
make a positive contribution to the community.”19

Inspections used to be every six years, but then Ofsted 
changed them to every three years20 and became more flexible 
about the frequency of inspections. As the system developed, 
schools with a history of very high ratings were visited less fre-
quently, with smaller teams, and without every classroom and 
teacher visited. Schools with a history of poor ratings were visited 
more often and more intensively.21 

In recent years, Ofsted added on inspections of early child-
hood care providers and vocational education programs, and 
evaluations of how well schools coordinate their own programs 
with such services. When possible, Ofsted conducts inspections 
of schools and other child and welfare services in the same com-
munity simultaneously.22

Ofsted has made no effort to produce fine rankings of schools 
by which the public could judge each school in comparison with 
all others. Rather, Ofsted has reported which of three categories 
schools fall into: those that pass inspection, those in need of 
fairly modest improvements, and those requiring serious inter-
vention to correct deficiencies.

In addition to regular school inspections, the English system 
has also included special inspections to evaluate particular prob-
lems or curricular areas—for example, music instruction, physi-
cal education, the underachievement of minority students, or 

disparate punishments meted out to them.23 For these, HMIs 
visited only a representative group of schools. There were enough 
of these special inspections, however, that schools were likely to 
have experienced an inspection for some purpose more fre-
quently than was required by the regular schedule.24 

England’s inspection system may not be perfect—and even if 
it were, we could not simply adopt it in this country. But it does 
offer a compelling alternative to our test-based accountability. 
In the United States, there have been attempts to create a similar 
inspection system. In the late 1990s, a student of the English 

inspection system designed a school visit system 
for the state of Rhode Island.25 But with the 

advent of NCLB, it lost importance as 
schools came to be judged solely on 

progress toward universal profi-
ciency levels in math and read-

ing. The Chicago school 
system hired a former 

English HMI to design 
a school review sys-
tem for the district.26 

New York City hired 
an Ofsted contractor to 

visit and evaluate all 
New York City schools; 

the evaluations resulting from 
these visits apparently have credibility 

with both district administrators and teach-
ers.27 But these efforts are in conflict with contem-

porary state and federal accountability standards, which 
make schools almost exclusively accountable for math and 

reading test scores. 
Such attempts to create better accountability systems 

shouldn’t be allowed to collapse under the weight of our obses-
sion with reading and math scores. To fulfill our desire to hold 
American schools and their supporting public institutions 
accountable, it makes sense to design a system that draws upon 
the best elements of standardized testing and inspection 
systems.

A Better Model: What Would It Look Like?
It is not our intent to present a fully developed accountability 
proposal; that is a task for policymakers, public officials, and 
citizens. We only hope to provoke discussion that will help move 
American policy beyond an exclusive reliance on standardized 
testing of basic skills.28 

To begin, we assume that accountability should be a state, not 
federal, responsibility. Not only do we have a constitutional tra-
dition of state control of education, but the failure of No Child 
Left Behind has made it apparent that in this large country, the 
U.S. Congress and U.S. Department of Education are too distant 
to micromanage school performance. 

There are, however, two important tasks for the federal gov-
ernment: (1) to ensure that each state has the fiscal capacity to 
provide adequate education and other youth services, and (2) to 
expand the National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP) 
to provide state policymakers with information on the achieve-
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ment of their states’ young adults and 17-, 13-, and 9-year-olds 
in the eight broad areas we presented earlier. These two tasks are 
prerequisite to an accountability system that ensures we, as a 
nation, are raising the performance of disadvantaged children—
and of middle-class children as well. We’ll briefly discuss each.

For the last 30 years, reformers concerned with the inadequate 
resources devoted to the education of disadvantaged children 
have directed attention almost entirely to intrastate equaliza-
tion—trying to see that districts serving poor students have as 
much if not more money to spend as districts serving middle-
class children in the same state. These reformers have largely 
ignored the vast resource inequalities that exist between states. 
Yet about two-thirds of nationwide spending inequality is 
between states and only one-
third is within them.29 Efforts 
to redistribute education 
funds within states cannot 
address the most serious fis-
cal inequalities. Consider one 
of the most extreme cases, 
Mississippi: no matter how 
deep the commitment of its 
leaders may be to improving 
achievement, its tax base is 
too small to raise revenues in 
the way that wealthier states 
can, while its challenges—the 
number of its low-income 
minority children relative to the size of its population—are much 
greater than those of many states that are considered more pro-
gressive. In general, fewer dollars are spent on the education of 
the wealthiest children in Mississippi than on the poorest chil-
dren in New York or New Jersey. 

Yet federal aid exacerbates inequality in states’ fiscal capaci-
ties. Federal school aid—to districts serving poor children—is 
proportional to states’ own spending.30 New Jersey, which needs 
less aid, gets more aid per poor pupil than Mississippi, which 
needs more. 

It is politically tough to fix this, because sensible redistribution, 
with aid given to states in proportion to need and in inverse pro-
portion to capacity, must take tax revenues from states like New 
Jersey (whose representatives tend to favor federal spending) and 
direct them to states like Mississippi (whose representatives tend 
to oppose it).31 Nonetheless, it is unreasonable to expect states 
that lack sufficient resources to hold their schools and other insti-
tutions of youth development accountable for adequate and 
equitable performance in each of the eight goal areas.

The second critical task for the federal government should be 
gathering valid and reliable information on the relative perfor-
mance of students in the different states. One helpful aspect of 
No Child Left Behind was the requirement that every state par-
ticipate in NAEP reading and math assessments for the fourth 
and eighth grades every two years. Because these are the only 
assessments administered in common to representative samples 
of students in all states, they provide a way to compare how each 
state ensures that its elementary school children gain these two 
academic skills. To spur effective state-level accountability, the 

NAEP state-level assessment should:

Assess representative samples of students at the state level and •	
on a regular schedule, not only in math and reading, but in 
other academic subject areas—science, history, other social 
studies, writing, foreign language—as well as in the arts, citi-
zenship, social skills, and health behavior. These assessments 
should include paper-and-pencil test items, survey questions, 
and performance observations.

Gather better demographic data.•	  NAEP has collected system-
atic demographic data from its samples of test takers only for 
race, Hispanic ethnicity, and free or reduced-price lunch eli-

gibility. The range of charac-
teristics within these catego-
ries is wide. For example, 
first- and second-generation 
Hispanic immigrant chil-
dren are in different circum-
stances from those who are 
third generation and beyond, 
and students eligible for free 
meals come from families 
that may be considerably 
poorer than those in the 
reduced-price program. 
Since 2000, NAEP has col-
lected data on maternal edu-

cational attainment, and it would be relatively easy to collect 
a few other critical characteristics—most notably family 
structure (e.g., single parent) and the mother’s country of 
birth. Such data could be collected by schools upon a child’s 
initial enrollment and become part of a student’s permanent 
record. Adding these demographic characteristics to state-
level NAEP may require minimal expansion of sample sizes, 
but the payoff to this relatively modest expansion would be 
substantial, and it would facilitate the ability of state leaders 
to draw valid conclusions about their policy needs. 

Report NAEP scores on scales, not achievement levels.•	  Reports 
of average scale scores at different points in the distribution, 
such as quartiles, could be published in language easily 
understood by the public. State policymakers should then be 
interested in how the average scale scores of students in each 
quartile of each relevant demographic subgroup compare 
with scores of similar students in other states. Successful 
progress should then be judged by whether such average 
scores in each achievement quartile make progress toward 
the scores of comparable students in better-performing states. 
Note that this approach does away with today’s ill-considered 
achievement levels (which are based on fanciful definitions 
of “proficiency” that vary wildly from state to state). Since 
there would be no all-or-nothing cut score, there would then 
be no “bubble” of students just below the cut score, and 
teachers and schools would have no incentive to concentrate 
instruction only on these students. All students would be 
expected to make progress.

In general, fewer dollars are spent on the 
education of the wealthiest children in 
Mississippi than on the poorest children in 
New York. Yet federal aid exacerbates 
inequality in states’ fiscal capacities. 
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Use age-level, not grade-level, sampling.•	  Age-level assess-
ment is the only way to get an accurate reading of the relative 
effectiveness of state education and youth policies. With the 
current grade-level assessment, one state’s eighth-grade 
scores may be higher than another’s only because more low-
performing seventh graders were held back, not because its 
ultimate outcomes are superior. If 13-year-olds were 
assessed regardless of grade, this distortion would be 
avoided. With age-level sampling, results from states with 
different promotion and school-age policies could be com-
pared accurately.* 

Supplement in-school samples with out-of-school samples.•	  The 
best evidence of the qual-
ity of our education and 
youth development poli-
cies is the performance of 
17-year-olds, for whom 
states are completing 
their normal institutional 
responsibility, and of 
young adults,  to  see 
whether knowledge and 
skills developed earlier 
are being retained. To get 
representative samples of 
17-year-olds and young adults, assessments should include 
an out-of-school household survey that covers each of the 
eight broad goals. 

Dramatic expansion of NAEP in this fashion need not 
have the harmful effects that standardized testing 
under contemporary state and federal accountabil-
ity policies has produced. Incentives for teachers to 

“teach to the test” are avoided because NAEP is a sampled assess-
ment, with any one particular school rarely chosen, only a few 
students in the selected schools assessed, and those students 
given only portions of a complete exam. There are no conse-
quences for students or schools who do well or poorly, because 
results are generated only at the state level; nobody knows how 
particular students or schools performed. Because an expanded 
NAEP should assess the full range of cognitive and noncognitive 
knowledge and skills encompassed by the eight broad goals of 
education, NAEP can give state policymakers and educators no 
incentives to ignore untested curricular areas.

With this federal support, states can design accountability 
systems that include academic testing in core subject areas and 
in those nonacademic fields where standardization is possible, 
such as health awareness and physical fitness. State account-

ability systems can supplement such testing and provide 
detailed school-level data by use of inspection procedures that 
ensure that adequate performance in each of the eight goal 
areas is achieved, and that schools and other institutions of 
youth development implement strategies likely to improve that 
performance.

State-Level Accountability That  
Encourages School Improvement

An expanded NAEP can tell governors, legislators, and citizens 
the extent to which their states are doing an adequate job of gen-
erating student success in each of the eight goal areas. Then, 
citizens and state policymakers can use this information to guide 

the refinement of state 
policy. They will want to 
ensure that particular 
schools and school dis-
tricts, children’s health 
care institutions, early 
childhood and preschool 
programs, parental sup-
port and education pro-
grams, after-school and 
summer programs, and 
community redevelop-
ment agencies are con-

tributing to, not impeding, the achievement of such success. This 
requires ways for state government to hold these school districts, 
schools, and other supporting institutions accountable. 

The following proposals sound like a great deal of testing, but 
keep in mind that it is not necessary to test each subject in each 
grade level each year. Decisions about what to test, in which 
grade, and how often should be made at the state level, but a 
great deal of useful information can be gathered without more 
tests than students currently take. With that in mind, we propose 
that states:

Cover all eight goals of public education•	  to avoid the goal dis-
tortion that results from accountability for only a few basic 
skills. Many standardized tests in subjects other than math 
and reading now exist, but few include constructed-response 
items, in which students are not given multiple choices but 
must work out factual or prose answers on their own. Cer-
tainly, higher-quality academic tests in history, writing, the 
sciences, and other academic areas should be deployed, as 
should standardized assessment instruments, where possible, 
in nonacademic areas. For example, instruments exist that 
can assess a student’s upper-body strength and, combined 
with data on the student’s weight and height, inform the 
evaluation of a school’s physical education program.32 

Use standardized test scores very cautiously to judge schools, •	
and only in combination with other data. If states’ tests are 
improved, as they should be, to include higher-quality items 
that cannot be machine scored, the precision with which the 
tests can be scored will decline. Many schools are too small 
to generate reliable results for particular age groups even on 

A full accountability system requires  
judgment about whether schools, along with 
other institutions of youth development, are 
likely to generate balanced outcomes 
across the eight goals.

*Age-level sampling in NAEP need not mean that states’ own tests used for 
school-level accountability must be standardized for age instead of grade level. 
Because states, if they choose, can standardize school entry ages and social 
promotion policies, grade-level test results are less subject to misinterpretation if 
confined to particular states. States have an interest in using tests to determine if 
mandated grade-level curricula are being implemented successfully. Provided that 
NAEP assesses samples of students of the same age, not grade, we will have the 
data we need to understand if the combination of age-to-grade policies in some 
states are more effective than they are elsewhere.
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standardize (for example, cooperative behavior), and judgment 
about whether a school’s curriculum and instruction, along with 
a community’s other institutions of youth development, are 
likely to generate balanced and adequate outcomes across the 
eight goals.

To supplement test scores and evaluations of students’ writ-
ten work, states wanting to hold school districts, schools, and 
supporting institutions accountable require an inspection sys-
tem. Each state should:

Conduct mandatory inspections in each school and in each •	
related community institution (children’s health care services, 

early childhood and preschool programs, 
parental support and education pro-

grams, after-school and summer pro-
grams, and community develop-

ment agencies) approximately 
once every three years. 

Where feasible, accredi-
tation of all these insti-
tutions in a particular 

community should be 
coordinated. Once 
the system is firmly 
established, inspec-

tions might be con-
ducted less frequently 

in communities  and 
schools with satisfactory 

youth outcomes, and more 
frequently in communities and 

schools where outcomes are not satisfactory.

Design school inspections to determine primarily whether stu-•	
dents are achieving adequate outcomes in all eight goals, not 
whether schools are meeting the idiosyncratic goals of their 
faculties and administrations. Inspection teams should com-
pare schools’ performance to higher-performing schools with 
similar demographic characteristics. Such a standard neces-
sarily will lead to continual improvement by all schools.

Make most inspectors professional evaluators•	 , not volunteers, 
trained to ensure consistency of judgment, and certified as 
competent by state (or regional) inspection agencies.

Include members of the public, representatives of the business •	
community, or designees of elected officials on inspection 
teams. Not only would such participation give inspection 
greater public credibility, but these members, with their var-
ied backgrounds and perspectives, may detect aspects of 
school quality requiring improvement that may not be appar-
ent to professional educators. 

Conduct inspections with little or no advance notice, and give •	
inspectors access to all classrooms for random observation. 
Likewise, inspectors should choose random students to invite 
to interview, and whose work to review. 

existing low-level tests of basic skills. With more complex 
items included, reliability will decline further.

Supplement information from standardized tests with expert •	
evaluation of student work. Even the most sophisticated test 
questions are not fully adequate to reveal students’ abilities. 
NAEP exams include a large number of constructed-response 
items. But even these questions are no substitute for expert 
examination of drafts and redrafts of student essays for evi-
dence of how students respond to critiques of their initial 
efforts and how they develop themes that are longer than 
those of a brief constructed response on an exam.

Collect richer background information on •	
students to make test score comparisons 
meaningful. As more states develop 
good student data systems, with 
unique student identification 
numbers and maintenance 
of cumulative records for 
each student in secure 
school databases for the 
student’s entire school 
career, it will become easier 
to attach richer background 
information to student assess-
ment results for purposes of analysis. 
As one example, schools already know 
which students are eligible for free meals and 
which are eligible only for reduced-price meals. Yet 
in their school “report cards,” many (but not all) states 
and school districts combine these categories, rendering 
them less useful for understanding and comparing student 
performance. It would be a simple matter for elementary 
schools to record, upon a student’s initial enrollment, not 
only the student’s subsidized lunch eligibility but also the 
educational attainment of the mother (or primary caretaker), 
whether the mother was born in the U.S., and the number of 
parents or other responsible adults in the student’s 
household. 

Use NAEP to set realistic goals that inspire continuous improve-•	
ment. Goals are valuable, but they should always be feasible, 
not fanciful. Once NAEP has been expanded, states can estab-
lish goals based on the performance of students with similar 
characteristics in other states. Such goals should be estab-
lished not only for average performance but also for NAEP 
performance at the higher and lower ends of the student 
achievement distribution. If all states regularly established 
and revised such realistic goals, it would result in a permanent 
process of continuous improvement. 

But test scores and evaluations of student work, even for 
larger schools, and even when connected to more 
nuanced student background characteristics, are of 
only partial value. A full accountability system requires 

evaluation of student performance in areas more difficult to 
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Have teams include in their reports an evaluation and inter-•	
pretation of schools’ standardized test scores, but supplement 
this by examining student work, listening to student perfor-
mances, observing student behavior, and interviewing stu-
dents to gain insight into their knowledge and skills.

Require inspectors to make clear recommendations•	  about how 
curriculum, instruction, or other school practices should be 
improved if they find a school’s 
performance to be inadequate 
in one or more goal areas. 
Although schools may choose 
not to follow the specific 
advice of inspectors, subse-
quent inspections (more fre-
quent than once every three 
years in cases where perfor-
mance is inadequate) should 
determine whether perfor-
mance has improved and, if 
not, why schools did not fol-
low recommendations for 
improvement. Inspections of other community institutions 
should employ similar procedures.

Make inspection reports public•	 , and in a timely fashion. 
Reports should include responses by administrators or teach-
ers to inspectors’ criticisms.

Establish consequences.•	  States should assume direct control 
of schools and other public institutions of youth development 
when improvement does not follow repeated inspection 
reports that indicate severe problems. 

The accountability system outlined here would not be 
cheap. But neither would it be so expensive that this 
proposal is unrealistic, as the following “back-of-the-
envelope” estimate shows. At present, the federal gov-

ernment spends about $40 million annually to administer a 
state-level NAEP exam in math or reading in grades 4, 8, and 12. 
Assessing 9-, 13-, and 17-year-olds instead could add a little, but 
not much, to the cost (because, for example, a few 13-year-olds 
might be found in high schools, not middle schools). Design 
costs (including substituting new items as old items are rotated 
out) also add relatively little cost. Expanding samples so that 
state-level information can be disaggregated into finer demo-
graphic subgroups also adds relatively little cost. Adding addi-
tional academic and nonacademic subjects (writing, history, 
other social studies, science, foreign language, health knowledge, 
physical fitness, and understanding of the arts and vocations) at 
the state level need not duplicate the full cost for each subject if 
only paper-and-pencil items are used, because NAEP could use 
many of the same schools that it samples for math and reading. 
There would, however, be additional costs for preparing test 
booklets that included sophisticated multicolor maps or art 
reproductions. Adding performance and other nontraditional 
items that can easily be standardized (for example, tests of upper-

body strength or identification of musical themes) would incur 
substantial additional expense. As a very rough estimate, expand-
ing regular state-level NAEP into all eight goals and into all sub-
ject areas within the academic categories, and administering 
such assessments every three years, with appropriate subgroup 
reporting, might cost a total of $500 million annually. 

Supplementing these in-school assessments with a NAEP for 
out-of-school 17-year-olds and young adults, requiring a house-

hold survey conducted once 
every three years, might cost as 
much as an additional $20 mil-
lion annually. 

In England, when inspections 
in each school took place approxi-
mately every six years, the school 
inspection system cost about one-
quarter of 1 percent of total ele-
mentary and secondary school 
spending. If we assume a similar 
ratio for a system in the U.S., with 
teams visiting schools approxi-
mately every three years, the 

annual cost would be about $2.5 billion, or one-half of 1 percent 
of current federal, state, and local spending on elementary and 
secondary education. Additional costs would be incurred for 
inspecting other institutions of youth development. 

Even with the additional costs of an expanded in-school state 
NAEP, and of a young adult and 17-year-old out-of-school state 
NAEP, the total cost of the accountability system we have out-
lined here would still be no more than 1 percent of total elemen-
tary and secondary public school spending in the U.S. This is not 
an unreasonable price for an accountability system that mea-
sures whether schools in every state, in coordination with other 
institutions of youth development, are preparing young adults 
to have adequate academic knowledge and skills, appreciation 
of the arts and literature, preparation for skilled work, social skills 
and work ethic, citizenship and community responsibility, physi-
cal health, and emotional health. If this system succeeded in 
correcting even some of the unproductive practices in schools 
and other institutions, the gains in efficiency would more than 
justify this expenditure. When accountability funds are spent 
correctly, they eliminate waste and save funds. 

But saving money, probable though that might be in the long 
run, is not the primary purpose of an accountability system. If 
we truly want to hold institutions accountable for fulfilling the 
missions to which they have been assigned by the nation, and if 
we are determined to reverse the corruptions we have visited on 
schools by narrow test-based accountability policies, we should 
willingly entertain a system of accountability that might require 
higher expenditures in the short run. 

No Child Left Behind has given accountability a bad name. 
An alternative program along the lines suggested here could 
redeem accountability’s reputation. And it could give the citizens 
of this nation a better means to fulfill our responsibilities to pro-
vide for our youth and the nation’s future.   ☐

See last page for endnotes for this excerpt. 

The total cost of the accountability 
system we have outlined here would 
be no more than 1 percent of total 
elementary and secondary public 
school spending in the U.S. 
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