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A key assumption of NCLB appears to be that assessment data in and of itself can foster or promote change. Specifically, the
supposition is that by requiring assessment data to be reported yearly, schools will be motivated - and will have the ability -
to address those areas where student achievement is lagging. This assumption rests on the notion that educator competence
in understanding and utilizing such data will result in academic success. Testing this assumption with empirical evidence is
an important component of researching the efficacy of current accountability policies and practices in general. Over the past
three years we have been involved in a series of empirical examinations of accountability. Each of these studies has been
aimed at gathering varied perspectives on and about accountability, ranging from superintendents to principals to teachers.
Our research examines education accountability at three interconnected layers: district administrators, principals, and teach-
ers. This nested data set (superintendents were surveyed, as were their principals, and their principals’ teachers) allows for not
only an examination of the perceptions and reflections of the members of each group but also for an evaluation of the con-
sistency of those beliefs across the members of the educational community. This study will present findings from research
projects that speak to each of these levels, focusing on how each understands education accountability and how those mean-
ings are consistent across groups and to what degree.
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Introduction 
No Child Left Behind (NCLB) was enacted in the public
interest as a means to improve student achievement in the
United States. A key assumption of NCLB appears to be
that assessment data in and of itself can foster or promote
change. Specifically, the supposition is that by requiring
assessment data to be reported yearly, schools will be moti-
vated—and will have the ability—to address those areas
where student achievement is lagging. This assumption
rests on the notion that educator competence in under-
standing and using such data will result in academic suc-
cess. For example, at the district level, the expectation
appears to be that administrators, given a set of indicators,
will have the capacity and resources to assess the situation
and use this information as they establish policies and
press for changes that will lead to improved student per-

formance. Testing this expectation with empirical evidence
is an important component of researching the efficacy of
current accountability policies and practices in general.
Additionally, this analysis provides comprehensive view of
these policies and practices, which is essential to under-
standing of the issues to implementation (Desimone, 2006,
in press).

Over the past three years, we have been involved in a
series of empirical examinations of accountability. Each of
these studies has been aimed at gathering varied perspec-
tives on and about accountability, ranging from superin-
tendents to principals to teachers. Drawing from these
examinations of accountability, we maintain that accounta-
bility serves many different functions. Our research exam-
ines education accountability at three interconnected lay-
ers: district administrators, principals, and teachers. This
nested data set (superintendents were surveyed, as were
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their principals and their principals’ teachers) allows for not
only an examination of the perceptions and reflections of
the members of each group but also for an evaluation of
the consistency of those beliefs across the members of the
educational community. This study will present findings
from research projects that speak to each of these levels,
focusing on how each understands education accountabil-
ity and how those meanings are consistent across groups
and to what degree.

Seven Characteristics of Effective
Accountability Systems
This article summarizes a comprehensive literature review
of how education researchers define high-quality assess-
ment systems (see Goodwin, Englert, & Cicchinelli, 2003).
Surveys based on this literature review, as well as addition-
al research, were developed and administered to superin-
tendents, principals, and teachers in order to gain an under-
standing of how they view the quality of accountability
systems and how they are using these data to impact
change.

The effectiveness of schools’ accountability policies is
of paramount concern to the success of NCLB. If schools
are not actively engaged in effectively using accountability
data, generating the increases in student achievement
required by this legislation becomes unattainable.
Goodwin, Englert, & Cicchinelli (2003) reviewed the liter-
ature on accountability systems and identified 12 frequent-
ly cited characteristics of good systems that are essential to
examine when evaluating accountability systems.1

Of these 12 characteristics, the following seven were
identified as being particularly relevant to the way educa-
tors use and perceive their accountability systems: (1) high
expectations for all students; (2) high-quality assessments
aligned with standards; (3) alignment of resources, sup-
port, and assistance for improvement; (4) sanctions and
rewards linked to results; (5) multiple measures; (6) diag-
nostic uses for data; and (7) data that are readily under-
standable to the public. These elements, or a subset thereof,
were selected and used as the foundation for constructing
a set of three surveys given to superintendents, principals,
and teachers. Grounding the research study in these char-
acteristics allows for an examination of the overall effective-
ness of current school policies and practices. By examining
these characteristics, a better sense can be gained of how

and if accountability systems are being used in ways that
might yield increases in student learning and achievement.
The selected characteristics are discussed in more detail in
the following section.

High Expectations for All Students 
An important purpose of accountability systems is to
ensure that all students have equal access to opportunities
for learning. One way to promote this equity is to set high
expectations for all students (Goodwin et al., 2003).
Grissmer and Flanagan (1998) found particularly salient
examples of high expectations in both the Texas and North
Carolina state accountability systems. The accountability
policies in both states emphasized the expectation that all
students should meet standards. These policies called for
teachers and administrators to hold students, both advan-
taged and disadvantaged, to the same high standards.

According to Baker, Linn, Herman, and Koretz,
“Accountability systems should include the performance of
all students, including subgroups that historically have
been difficult to assess” (2002, p. 2). Research has found
that maintaining and communicating a schoolwide aca-
demic press for achievement is a contributing factor to
helping low-achieving students reach higher standards
and, consequently, to creating an effective school (Creemers,
1994; Kannapel & Clements, 2005; Marzano, 2000; Teddlie
& Reynolds, 2000).

High-Quality Assessments Aligned with Standards
Assessments have become the primary tool for gauging
students’ success as well as the success of teachers, schools,
and districts. Because of the central role that assessment
instruments play in accountability systems, it is necessary
to ensure that they are of high quality.After specifying clear
academic standards, authors of most accountability sys-
tems contend that student progress on standards needs to
be measured using assessments that are aligned to those
standards (Baker et al., 2002; Buckendahl, Impara, & Plake,
2002; Guth et al., 1999).

Alignment of Resources, Support, and Assistance for
Improvement
Many models of accountability emphasize the need to align
resources and support with the goals of the system.
Grissmer and Flanagan note that “recent research is now

1. The 12 essential characteristics identified by Goodwin, Englert, and Cicchinelli (2003) were (1) clear standards and expectations; (2) high expec-
tations for all students; (3) high-quality assessments aligned with standards; (4) alignment of resources, support, and assistance for improvement;
(5) sanctions and rewards linked to results; (6) multiple measures; (7) diagnostic uses for data; (8) data that are readily understandable to the pub-
lic; (9) flexibility and fairness to allow for local differences and creativity; (10) balanced, comprehensive design; (11) stakeholder support and
engagement; and (12) fairness provisions.
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supporting the hypothesis that resource levels can make
significant differences in achievement, and that disadvan-
taged students probably benefit more from increased edu-
cational resources” (1998, p. 24).

Researchers have argued that in addition to ensuring
equitable funding, states must help schools develop the
capacity to make necessary improvements and the flexibil-
ity to direct the funds toward specific programs that target
areas in need of improvement. New York City schools, for
example, which were given the authority to align resources
with their instructional improvement plans, saw a small yet
significant increase in student test scores (Siegel &
Fruchter, 2002). Grissmer, Flanagan, Kawata, and
Williamson found that states with a lower average socioe-
conomic status can show significant gains in student
achievement “through modest increases in resources, if allo-
cated to specific programs” (2000, p. 101).

Sanctions and Rewards Linked to Results
There are many examples of accountability models that use
sanctions and rewards to spur school improvement efforts.
In a report examining the gains in elementary and junior
high school test scores in Texas and North Carolina,
Grissmer and Flanagan found that both states “have finan-
cial rewards for schools based on performance, and have
the power to disenfranchise school districts and remove
principals based on sustained levels of poor performance”
(1998, p. iv). Accordingly, Education Week’s ratings of state
accountability systems include whether the state “holds
schools accountable for performance” (2002, p.12) through
rewards and sanctions, including closure, reconstitution,
transfers, and withholding of funds. Sanctions and rewards
are also listed in the National Center for Research on
Evaluation, Standards, and Student Testing’s (CRESST)
Standards for Educational Accountability Systems with the
advisement that they should start out broad and diffuse,
then “move to specific consequences for individuals and
institutions as the system aligns” (Baker et al., 2002, p. 5).
This allows stakeholders the opportunity to make the
changes necessary to meet expectations. More recently,
Nichols, Glass, and Berliner (2006) found contradictory
evidence in that high-stakes testing might increase student
performance in some areas such as 4th and 8th grade
mathematics where drill and teaching to the test might be
easier, whereas reading scores were not affected by the
degree of pressure felt by the accountability system.

Multiple Measures
Many accountability guidelines call for the use of multiple
measures to ensure a more complete and accurate assess-

ment of students, teachers, and schools (Baker et al., 2002;
Sirotnik & Kimball,1999). Sirotnik and Kimball argue that
an “accountability system must not be driven by a single
indicator (e.g., test scores) and simplistic formulas for
rewards or sanctions based on that indicator” (1999, p. 211).
Similarly, researchers at CRESST maintain that “decisions
about individual students should not be made on the basis
of a single test” (Baker et al., 2002, p. 3). They suggest that
it “is important to consider other student outcome data
such as attendance, mobility, and rates of retention in grade,
dropout and graduation” (p. 2).

District and School Personnel Data Usage
Measuring in multiple ways student achievement and
school progress toward goals is important; equally critical
is strategically using these data to diagnose problems and
work toward solutions. Research has found that principals
want to use data to provide instructional leadership in a
more informed way (Torrence, 2002). Conversely, Fuhrman
(1999) found that many schools labeled as “inadequate”
did not use test results diagnostically. By using data to eval-
uate curricula, staff, and students, principals can focus their
efforts and resources in the areas that are the most defi-
cient.

Informative to Parents and the Community
Another commonly identified element of accountability
systems is their ability to inform students, parents, and
teachers about student progress and status. In its evaluation
of state accountability systems, The Princeton Review, for
example, checks to see if the “performance data [are]
shared with the public along with explanation and contex-
tual detail appropriate for a general audience” (2002, p. 6).
According to Walberg, one principle that encourages the
effective use of accountability system data is “user-friendli-
ness” (2002, p. 158). Reports about student and school
progress should be useful and understandable to all inter-
ested parties regardless of their level of technical knowl-
edge.

These seven characteristics of effective accountability
systems outlined here provided a theoretical framework for
this study. The method derived from this framework
allowed for an examination of the consistency of percep-
tions across the characteristics. Our hypothesis was that
there would be no differences in perceptions of these char-
acteristics across the three groups. In other words, if a char-
acteristic in the system was deficient, all three stakeholder
groups would view this inadequacy in a similar fashion.
Conversely, if a characteristic was of high quality, the stake-
holder groups would consistently rate it as such. The goal

3
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of implementing an effective accountability system might
only be met if important characteristics are consistently
implemented and perceived across different levels in the
educational system from administration to the classroom.

Research Questions
To understand the consistencies in the use and perception
of assessment and accountability systems, the following
research questions guided this study:

• How similar are superintendents’, principals’,
and teachers’ beliefs regarding policies that are
being implemented to meet new accountability
demands?
• Are administrators and teachers consistent in
how they use policies and practices that research
and literature have identified as being effective?
• Do policies and practices of principals and
teachers in high-performing schools differ from
those of low-performing schools?

Method
A series of three surveys were constructed to measure the
degree to which the practices of superintendents, princi-
pals, and teachers reflect the seven effective characteristics
identified above, as well as how these educators perceive
school and district level policies and other assessment
related issues. Each survey measured educators’ perceptions
and policies on accountability through closed-ended ques-
tions and generated detailed contextual information about
these elements via open-ended items. Items and response
sets were kept as consistent as possible to better ensure
comparability across stakeholder groups (Fowler, 1995, as
cited in Desimone, 2006). Measures were
developed from the closed-ended items
to provide more reliable indicators of the
constructs and to ensure that the prac-
tices related to each of the elements were
more accurately interpreted. Prior to dis-
tributing each survey, it was pilot-tested
with a small group of current and former
teachers and administrators. This pilot
testing resulted in clarification of the
wording of existing items and inclusion of
additional items. A final group of surveys
was developed and reviewed by the proj-
ect team based on reviewers’ comments.

Sampling
As described in earlier reports (Englert, Fries, Goodwin, &
Martin-Glenn, 2003; Englert, Fries, Goodwin, Martin-
Glenn & Michael 2004; Englert, Fries, Martin-Glenn &
Michael 2005), contacts from the seven state departments
of education in the Central Region (Colorado, Kansas,
Missouri, Nebraska, North Dakota, South Dakota, and
Wyoming) were contacted and asked to participate in a
series of three studies. State departments from four of these
states (Colorado, Kansas, Missouri, and South Dakota)
agreed to participate. Each contact was asked to identify a
sample of 20 districts that would be representative of the
state on several contextual factors. Specifically, they were
asked to identify districts that represented the state in
terms of the percentage of low-, middle-, and high-per-
forming districts; percentage of rural, suburban, and urban
districts; varying amounts of per-pupil expenditures; and
varying percentages of minority students and English lan-
guage learners.2 Of the 80 districts identified and contact-
ed, 49 superintendents completed surveys regarding their
assessment and accountability policies and practices. For
the study on principals, a sample of administrators in the
districts whose superintendents participated was selected
to participate; this resulted in 121 principals responding.
For the final sample of teachers, the responding principals
were contacted to see if their teachers could participate. Of
those contacted, 25 schools participated, resulting in a sam-
ple of 153 teachers completing surveys3 (see Figure 1). For
some of the analyses the entire sample from each popula-
tion was used. For other analyses, a sample was pulled from
the larger sample that represented all of the teachers
(N=153), only the principals of those teachers (N=27), and

2. Having the chief state school officers select the sample may have resulted in sampling bias; however, because they were most familiar with their

states and districts, it was determined that they were best qualified to purposively select appropriate districts.
3. For more details on sampling issues, see individual reports (Englert et al., 2003; 2004; 2005).

Figure 1. Phases of Study Data
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then the superintendents of those principals (N=19). The
latter allowed for a comparison of how the different groups
of educators responded relative to each other within a sys-
tem while the analyses from the complete sample allowed
for results that were more general across the groups.

Analyses

Analysis of the Nested Data 
Analyses were conducted to examine the degree to which
respondents viewed the components of effective systems
consistently within the same school district. In other
words, did teachers view the use and quality of the com-
ponents in a similar way relative to the superintendents
and principals? Although this analysis reduced the sample
sizes for superintendents and principals, an analysis of the
nested data provided more robust evidence on the similar-
ities and differences across the groups.

The first step in this analysis was to select a sub-sam-
ple of nested data from the larger dataset. This sample
selection would allow us to examine the data from a sys-
tem perspective. In other words, we only looked at respons-
es for which we had a complete set of school and district
responses (i.e., we had responses from teachers, their prin-
cipal, and their superintendent). The entire teacher sample
of 153 was used in connection with that of their principals
and superintendents. This allowed us to examine only
those responses for which we had data from all three
groups. Because we were working with a sub-sample of
principals and superintendents, demographic data were
examined to see if there were differences compared to the
original populations. In terms of location, percentages of
minority students, and percentages of students receiving
free or reduced price lunch, there were not substantially
different percentages from those reported in the larger sam-
ples or from the percentages in the population. These data
led us to conclude that there seemed to be no apparent
sampling biases from the smaller sample of administrators
in the nested sample.

When comparing groups, we first compared principal
and superintendent responses and then compared princi-
pal and teacher responses. The rationale for only examin-
ing differences between these groups was that we believed
superintendents and teachers had roles that were too far
removed from each other and that studying the differences
through the role of the principal would provide an ade-
quate bridge. This would also limit the number of t-tests
that were performed, in turn limiting the chance of com-
mitting a Type I error.

These results show interesting differences in the man-
ner and degree to which the different groups of educators
perceive and are implementing the different components of
accountability systems, such as the quality of their assess-
ment systems and how the data are being incorporated
into the decision-making process. Perhaps not surprisingly,
teachers rated many of the different components of effec-
tive accountability systems the lowest of the three groups
(see Table 1, page 6).

The component that is perhaps the most critical in
terms of implementing an accountability system is ensur-
ing that the data are used to make better and more system-
atic decisions. This is one of the intentions of NCLB—that
by monitoring student achievement, superintendents, prin-
cipals, and teachers will be able to work together to make
the necessary improvements to address and correct any
weaknesses in the education of all students. This goal can
only be met if data are used systematically across different
levels in the educational system from administration to the
classroom. The data in this study were analyzed to exam-
ine those consistencies. The results indicate that overall,
teachers rated their usage of data much lower than did
principals and superintendents. Mean differences between
teachers and principals, for example, resulted in statistical-
ly significant and medium effect size (0.79) differences. In
comparison, mean differences between principals and
superintendents suggested nonsignificant and small effect
size (-0.39) differences.

Respondent comments suggest several reasons why
teachers rated their level of data usage lower than school
and district administrators. The most pressing reason,
noted by both principals and teachers, appears to be a lack
of time. While principals and superintendents also object-
ed to not having enough time to critically examine data,
comments indicated that this need is more pronounced for
teachers. One principal commented that “[there are] too
many demands for time, too much pressure on students
and staff.” The following quote from a teacher illustrates
their perspective:

I would like to have the TIME, during the teach-
ing day (not before school, at lunch, after school,
or during summer vacation), to evaluate/make
sense of data. . . . Teachers at my school are
swamped with many duties, and with internal
and external pressures to change or adapt curricu-
lum, strategies, and instructional delivery styles to
meet NCLB standards, with little time or training
given to us so that we may determine the best way
to do this. . . .
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Principals also noted that their teachers need more
training on data use and data-driven instructional strate-
gies. According to one principal, the top three needs that
school has around data use are, “Teacher training to inter-
pret data. Teacher training in the application to teaching.
Teacher training in how to better use classroom formative
and summative data for instruction.” Some principals
would like more training in data analysis for themselves as
well.

In addition to these needs, when asked what their top
issues were around using achievement data, many teachers
voiced complaints about the assessment system in general.
Several teachers responding to the survey believe that their
state’s assessments do not accurately reflect students’
knowledge and skills. One teacher stated emphatically that
the state assessment “does not show what the students can

do.” Another commented
that “achievement data
does not give the whole
picture—there are many
components to students’
achievement that can-
not/are not addressed
(i.e., home life, attitude,
intellectual ability).”
Others expressed dis-
agreement with the
whole system of high-
stakes testing in general.
One teacher wrote, “I
don't want to use it [the
state assessment]. I
would like to focus on
my class in my commu-
nity without expectation
from NCLB.” This lack of
confidence in current
accountability systems
may also contribute to
teachers working with
data less than the other
respondent groups.

Similar differences between teachers and administra-
tors were also found when examining how these educators
view their needs around what resources they had available
to help them use data. When asked to list such tools or
resources, superintendents and principals frequently listed
computer software programs and dedicated personnel.
However, when teachers responded to this question, their
most frequent response was simply citing the test data
itself. This is noteworthy because it indicates that teachers
may not have access to resources that would allow them to
efficiently use data. For example, if they don’t have adequate
hardware or software, manipulating data to address ques-
tions they might have about student achievement data
becomes cumbersome, if not impossible.

In another question, respondents were asked to
describe the policy or expectation in their school that

TTaabbllee 11.. CCoommppaarriissoonnss AAccrroossss EEffffeeccttiivvee CChhaarraacctteerriissttiiccss ffoorr tthhee NNeesstteedd SSaammppllee
4

VVaarriiaabbllee SSuuppeerriinntteennddeenntt
MMeeaann
((SSDD))
NN==1199

PPrriinncciippaall
MMeeaann
((SSDD))
NN==2277

EEffffeecctt SSiizzee
((SSuuppeerriinntteennddeenntt

––PPrriinncciippaall))

TTeeaacchheerr
MMeeaann
((SSDD))

NN==115533

EEffffeecctt SSiizzee
((PPrriinncciippaallss––
TTeeaacchheerrss))

HHiigghh EExxppeeccttaattiioonnss NA 4.39

(0.50)

NA 4.19

(0.59)

0.37

HHiigghh--qquuaalliittyy 
aasssseessssmmeennttss

3.42

(0.63)

3.79

(0.72)

--00..5555 3.29

(0.73)

00..6699****

AAlliiggnnmmeenntt ooff
rreessoouurrcceess,, ssuuppppoorrtt,,
aanndd aassssiissttaannccee ffoorr 
iimmpprroovveemmeenntt

3.25

(0.69)

3.51

(0.57)

-0.41 3.48

(0.73)

0.05

AAppppllyyiinngg ssaannccttiioonnss
aanndd rreewwaarrddss

3.95

(0.54)

3.48

(0.56)

00..8855**** 3.22

(0.79)

0.39*

DDiissttrriicctt aanndd sscchhooooll
ppeerrssoonnnneell ddaattaa
uussaaggee

3.72

(0.42)

3.91

(0.56)

-0.39 3.44

(0.63)

00..7799**

IInnffoorrmmiinngg ppaarreennttss
aanndd ccoommmmuunniittyy

4.11

(0.54)

3.33

(0.77)

11..1199**** 3.20

(0.80)

0.17

* Significant to p<0.05. **Significant to p<0.01. Effect sizes in Italics=Small, BBoolldd==MMeeddiiuumm, LLaarrggee==BBoolldd IIttaalliiccss
5, 6

4. For all items, a 5-point Likert scale was used, in which 1 indicates the negative end of the scale and 5 indicates the positive end (i.e., to no extent

versus to a great extent or strongly disagree to strongly agree).
5. The effect size is the difference between the two groups expressed in standardized units. An effect size is the mean of one group minus the mean

of a second group, all divided by the pooled standard deviation. This statistic provides additional evidence when examining group differences. Effect

sizes are particularly useful for comparing group differences when a very small or very large sample size is used because the results of significance

testing can be unduly influenced by extreme sample sizes.
6. Effect sizes are generally considered to be “small” if they are between 0.20 and 0.50, “medium” if they are between 0.50 and 0.80, and “large” if they

are greater than 0.80 (Cohen, 1988).
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teachers use assessment data to inform their classroom
practices. Overwhelmingly, the administrators indicated
that teachers are expected to plan their instruction and
curriculum for their students based on the needs reflected
in the data. One superintendent stated that teachers in that
district “are expected to meet in grade levels and content
areas to analyze the data, and incorporate their findings
into instruction.” A principal echoed this statement by say-
ing, “Our staff spends a great deal of time at inservices
going over data, sharing ideas on how to improve instruc-
tion, and how to significantly reach every student.”
However, teachers’ responses did not reflect a high degree
of dialogue between administrators and teachers or that
training was provided to help them address weaknesses in
student achievement. One comment that was indicative of
teachers’ attitudes was, “It is just asked of us and we do it.”

Educators also differed on the adequacy with which
parents and community members are being informed of
their student’s and school’s progress.Although superintend-
ents had relatively high ratings on the extent to which par-
ents were informed of assessment results, principals’ mean
rating was significantly lower, and the rating of teachers was
lower still. When asked to comment on policies regarding
sharing assessment information with parents, superintend-
ents tended to simply state that a policy was in place, with-
out giving many details as to its implementation.
“Individual student assessments are made available to par-
ents” and “policy by handbook” were typical comments in
many responses.

Principals and teachers tended to be more specific
about how student results are shared with parents. The
most often cited method was direct teacher–parent com-
munication at conferences and meetings. Though respons-
es indicated that parents are usually given written informa-
tion in the form of a letter or report card as well, this trend
to share assessment results in person could be seen as an
opportunity for school staff to have dialogues with parents
about the results and to work with them to ensure their
understanding of the data. However, principals’ and teach-
ers’ descriptions of how data are shared were often cursory
(e.g., “Teachers are to share assessments results with par-
ents,” “Scores are given,” “Results are explained”). Neither
group of respondents mentioned any established tech-
niques or guidelines in practice to assist teachers in ensur-
ing that parents actually understand assessment results,
and only a few respondents mentioned sharing strategies
with parents on how they can best support their child’s
learning at home. Moreover, the above findings that teacher
data use is limited due to lack of time, knowledge, and per-
sonal investment suggest that teachers themselves may not

have a full understanding of assessment data. Schools
might not be taking steps to provide information through
creative channels to reach parents who may be difficult to
reach or those who have different language or cultural
backgrounds.

Communication of student and school success
becomes a critical issue when examining the role of
accountability data, particularly as parents face decisions
such as evaluating school choice options or supporting
their child’s learning at home. Schools and districts need to
examine their policies around providing accountability
data in order to be responsive and responsible to the needs
of the public for information about their schools.

Differences between educator groups were also appar-
ent when it came to the application of sanctions and
rewards. Superintendents were more likely to be using data
to monitor the progress of schools towards data driven
goals and to attach consequences to those results compared
to principals. Interestingly, teachers were even less likely
than principals to respond that rewards and sanctions were
a factor at their school. These results could mean that the
unprecedented challenges of all students being grade-level
proficient in reading or language arts and mathematics by
2014, as mandated in NCLB, are placing demands on super-
intendents to respond to issues regarding sanctions but that
these demands are not yet critically felt at the school or
classroom level.

Differences were also apparent when it came to issues
of resources. Superintendents rated this component much
lower than either principals or teachers.This result was sur-
prising because often it is assumed that teachers working
in the trenches might feel the most pressure from not hav-
ing enough supplies, computers, curricular materials, and
staff. These results, however, could be due to the fact that
district administrators are more focused on issues of budg-
ets and resources because they are responsible on a day-to-
day basis for directing resource allocations, making this
issue more salient to them.

Finally, large differences were detected between princi-
pals’ and teachers’ perceptions of the degree to which High
Expectations are embodied by staff at their schools. Though
the magnitude of the effect size difference was small (0.37),
findings indicate that principals in the nested sample were
more likely to feel that High Expectations were part of their
school’s culture relative to teachers. This might be due to
the different roles principals and teachers play in the edu-
cation of students. Whereas teachers experience direct
interaction with most of their students on a daily basis,
principals experience this interaction with only a few.
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Analysis of Responses from Educators Based on
Improvements in Student Achievement

While these findings provide a picture of the overall
consistency between groups of educators and how they
perceive their assessment systems, a crucial factor associat-
ed with utilizing assessment and accountability informa-
tion effectively is understanding how these data are associ-

ated with improvements in student learning. The next set
of analyses focuses on this factor by comparing educators
who perceived their students’ achievement to be static or
declining with those who perceived student achievement
in their schools to be improving within each of the three
groups. For these analyses, all district and school adminis-
trator responses were used, regardless of whether respons-

TTaabbllee 22.. CCoommppaarriissoonn ooff EEdduuccaattoorrss ffrroomm DDiissttrriiccttss//SScchhoooollss wwiitthh IImmpprroovviinngg aanndd SSttaattiicc oorr DDeecclliinniinngg SSttuuddeenntt
AAcchhiieevveemmeenntt LLeevveellss

7

SSuuppeerriinntteennddeennttss PPrriinncciippaallss TTeeaacchheerrss

VVaarriiaabbllee Declining or

Static Levels

of

Achievement

N=16

Mean

(SD)

Improving

Ach.

Levels

N=32

Mean

(SD)

Effect

Size

Declining or

Static Levels

of Ach.

N=34

Mean

(SD)

Improving

Ach. Levels

N=75

Mean

(SD)

Effect

Size

Declining or

Static Levels

of Ach.

N=35

Mean

(SD)

Improving

Ach.

Levels

N=58

Mean

(SD)

Effect

Size

High 
expectations

NA NA NA 4.09
(0.81)

4.36
(0.57)

0.39* 4.08
(0.61)

4.28
(0.60)

0.33*

High-quality assess-
ments aligned with
standards

3.42
(0.59)

3.49
(0.66)

0.13 3.49
(0.97)

3.66
(0.74)

0.20 3.17
(0.74)

3.38
(0.71)

0.29

Alignment of
resources, support, and
assistance for improve-
ment

3.27
(0.76)

3.09
(0.74)

-0.24 3.19
(0.57)

3.68
(0.59)

00..8844**** 3.34
(0.76)

3.59
(0.68)

0.35*

Applying sanctions
and rewards

3.62
(0.63)

4.16
(0.49)

00..9966** 3.44
(0.55)

3.53
(0.62)

0.15 3.27
(0.79)

3.59
(0.76)

0.41*

District and school
personnel data usage

3.36
(0.48)

3.81
(0.60)

00..8833** 3.71
(0.50)

3.96
(0.50)

00..5500**** 3.25
(0.63)

3.96
(0.50)

11..2255**

Informing parents and
community

3.97
(0.53)

4.13
(0.56)

00..5555 3.27
(0.59)

3.49
(0.67)

0.35* 3.00
(0.79)

3.36
(0.76)

0.46*

* Significant to p<0.05. **Significant to p<0.01. Effect sizes in Italics=Small, BBoolldd==MMeeddiiuumm, LLaarrggee==BBoolldd IIttaalliiccss
8, 9

7. For all items, a 5-point Likert scale was used, where 1 indicates the negative end of the scale and 5 indicates the positive end (i.e., to no extent ver-

sus to a great extent or strongly disagree to strongly agree).
8. The effect size is the difference between the two groups expressed in standardized units. An effect size is the mean of one group minus the mean

of a second group, all divided by the pooled standard deviation. This statistic provides additional evidence when examining group differences. Effect

sizes are particularly useful for comparing group differences when a very small or very large sample size is used because the results of significance

testing can be unduly influenced by extreme sample sizes.
9. Effect sizes are generally considered to be “small” if they are between 0.20 and 0.50, “medium” if they are between 0.50 and 0.80, and “large” if they

are greater than 0.80 (Cohen, 1988).
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es were received from other educators in their school or
district. These educator comparisons indicate different per-
ceptions regarding implementation of the effective assess-
ment components across the educator groups (see Table 2).

There were differences on almost every measure when
comparing respondents’ scores relative to changes in stu-
dent achievement. Often, these differences became even
more apparent when moving from superintendents to prin-
cipals to teachers. This might be due to the changes in
proximity that each group of educators has with the stu-
dents. In other words, teachers, having the closest and most
direct relationships with students, might see more of an
impact from changes in their practices relative to student
achievement. Teachers are also privy to a myriad of non-
state assessment data (e.g., course grades, homework, class
participation) that can help inform their work.

The most significant differences between the different
educator groups were found in how data were used to eval-
uate and identify strengths and weaknesses in decision
making at the school and classroom levels. Medium and
large effect size differences were apparent in the perceived
use of assessment data to inform policy and practice
between schools that were improving in student achieve-
ment and those believed to be either stagnant or declining.
Teachers reported the greatest perceived difference (1.25),
with superintendents also reporting a large effect size
(0.83). Also noteworthy are the apparent consistencies
across superintendents, principals, and teachers at improv-
ing schools in terms of the degree to which they rated their
data usage. This consistency may indicate more alignment
between these two groups on how data are being used
within the school. Overall, these findings indicate a strong
association between using data and improving academic
achievement.

Of further significance are the differences in beliefs
about the distribution of resources and levels of support
between the academically improving and the static or
declining schools. It seems reasonable that if educators are
using data in the ways described earlier, they might be bet-
ter positioned to make informed decisions about allocating
and aligning resources to improve student achievement.
Thus, the significant effect size differences between the
principal (0.84) and teacher (0.35) groups were not surpris-
ing. Nor is it shocking that principals and teachers from
improving schools reported using data to inform their deci-
sions and to support teachers in using data in the class-
room. A negative effect size comparing the superintendent
groups (-0.24), however, was unexpected.These administra-
tors in the static and declining group communicated a
slightly higher belief that they have the necessary support

needed to improve student performance than those in the
improving group. Differences in the kinds of support
expected to improve student achievement between super-
intendents representing the static/declining group and
those from the improving group may help to explain this
unanticipated finding. Superintendents who are using data-
driven goals and who are examining the needs of all their
schools to define the types of supports (specialized train-
ings, supplementary education programs, and so on) may
see a greater disparity in resources between what they need
to meet those goals and their current level of resources
than their colleagues whose expected support systems are
not as dependent on student performance (Ferguson, 2002;
Ogbu, 2003). Though superintendents were not surveyed
on this component, teacher and principal differences with
respect to clearly communicated school expectations that
all students perform at high standards indicate that educa-
tors in improving schools have significantly stronger beliefs
that their students can reach high levels of achievement
than educators in static or declining schools. Also, teachers
and principals in improving schools were fairly consistent
in their beliefs that high expectations were a part of their
school culture. This finding is especially noteworthy
because it is a fundamental component of the standards
based reform movement.

The application of rewards and sanctions showed
varying degrees of differences between administrators and
teachers. Superintendents in districts that were perceived to
be improving were significantly more likely to use data to
evaluate school progress and to attach consequences to
those results than were superintendents of static or declin-
ing schools. Teachers also showed significant differences in
the belief that assessment data was used to measure school
effectiveness and sanctions were imposed on those schools
not meeting standards. Principals, on the other hand, indi-
cated no significant differences in their beliefs about the
implementation of rewards and sanctions in their schools.
This pattern is interesting because the results of the first set
of analyses showed that teachers overall rated this compo-
nent significantly lower than principals. However, when
looking at the data disaggregated by the changes in
achievement, the teachers and principals in improving
schools rated the use of sanctions and rewards very simi-
lar to each other. This may indicate a degree of consistency
in “improving” schools—teachers and administrators view
the application of rewards and sanctions to the same
degree.

Educators at improving schools and districts also
reported supplying more information to parents and com-
munity members about their schools’ progress.
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Superintendents showed dramatic differences and a medi-
um effect size regarding the belief that policies for commu-
nicating results to the public (0.55) were established and
implemented. Principals and teachers also showed signifi-
cant differences between the two groups with small effect
sizes (0.35 and 0.46, respectively). However, the trend was
still apparent that was noted in the first set of analyses:
overall, superintendents rated this component higher than
principals and teachers even when consideration is given
for changes in student achievement.This might indicate the
need for an increased focus on this factor at the school level
as indicated previously.

Discussion
This study provides insights into how educators per-

ceive the quality and utility of their accountability systems
as well as the degree to which they are using these systems
to inform decisions in critical areas such as allocating
resources and adapting their instruction. Although the
descriptive nature of this research precludes the issuing of
causal claims, some conclusions can be drawn based on
the associations and differences between and across educa-
tor groups. Overall, the results indicate that educators view
the utility and quality of their systems in a positive light.
However, large disparities become apparent when compar-
isons are made across the administrator and teacher
groups; these may be a reflection of how group members
interact differently with the accountability system and the
data it produces. These findings show even greater differ-
ences than past research conducted on policy views of
school and district stakeholders (Desimone, 2006) who
found that stakeholders’ perceptions are different in areas
such as consequences of policies but similar in perceptions
around barriers to implementation.

Each of the three surveyed groups have different uses
for data, different levels of accountability, different respon-
sibilities and priorities, and, ultimately, each group impacts
the educational system in different ways. Superintendents,
for example, may have more at stake personally when con-
fronting issues of accountability. In particular, superintend-
ents’ job responsibilities, by their very nature, entail being
the spokesperson for their district. These administrators
arguably hold the primary position of addressing the pub-
lic at large about accountability. Additionally, superintend-
ents are accountable for answering questions about how
tax dollars are spent, answering to an elected school board,
and ensuring that their district meets federal requirements.
And, as accountability data are increasingly being reported
in the media, superintendents are forced under an even
higher-powered microscope; therefore, it is not surprising

that superintendents rated the area of informing parents
and the community of assessment and accountability
results very high given their high profile responsibility for
addressing the public’s concerns. This public role may
impose on superintendents the need to be acutely aware of
impending penalties and incentives as well as the conse-
quences they may bring. Thus, responses to issues such as
the degree to which sanctions and rewards are systemati-
cally employed may reflect relatively high levels of concern
and awareness among this type of administrator. It is evi-
dent accountability plays a large role in the day-to-day lives
of superintendents, and they are the key players in assuring
the public that tax dollars are being wisely spent. Therefore
superintendents are responsible for addressing issues and
concerns if schools in their districts do not meet such cri-
teria as adequate yearly progress.

Superintendents also reported lower degrees of
resources and support for improvement. This was evident
in the entire sample, for the nested sample, and surprising-
ly for superintendents in districts that were improving in
student achievement. Results suggest superintendents are
feeling the disparity between trying to match resources to
identified needs. The data further seem to indicate that
superintendents representing the most effective districts in
terms of student achievement are feeling the pinch even
more.

Because principals hold a crucial role as intermediary
between district administrators and teachers, their respons-
es often reflected a middle ground between the responding
superintendent and teacher groups. For example, principals
reported a significantly lower utilization of sanctions and
rewards than did superintendents but a significantly high-
er usage rate than was reported by teachers. Similar results
were found for the measure relating to communication
with parents and the community. These findings seem to
suggest there may be a decreasing level of perceived
responsibility as respondent roles move from administra-
tive to one more involved with day-to-day education of
children. It’s possible that these issues are more salient for
the superintendent and are seen as less relevant to building
level educators. However, some areas did not follow this
trend, such as data usage and the quality of the state
assessment, both of which were rated fairly high. Thus,
principals might feel that assessment and accountability
data adequately meet their needs at the school level.

Also noteworthy was that teachers reported following
school and district policies regarding using data to inform
their practices. However, further discussion of data usage
showed relatively superficial implementation compared to
that of administrators. For example, when describing the
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tools they used to analyze data, teachers stated that they
just looked at the test results but failed to mention using
resources such as hardware or software to assist them in
data use. This difference could be due to many factors,
including lack of training, lack of time, or lack of interest in
using data. It also is possible that accountability data are
not seen as relevant to teachers because the information
seems far removed from their day-to-day practices.Teachers
cited that often they get data too late or don’t receive data
at all from their state accountability system. These con-
cerns, coupled with a lack of resources (time, training, or
personnel) to support data usage, might help explain how
the data become irrelevant for them. Moreover, teachers
have increased access to different, alternate types of data
such as class participation, homework, and student and
teacher interactions that ultimately might be more inform-
ative to meeting their needs. Conversely, the responses of
principals and superintendents indicated a higher level of
data usage, which could be due to the fact that traditional
accountability data are more aligned with the responsibili-
ties associated with their respective roles, which often
entails looking at trends using data in aggregate forms.

Recommendations
The results from the study show inconsistencies across

different groups of educators in how assessment and
accountability systems are effectively implemented. The fol-
lowing are recommendations that can assist educators with
addressing the issues discovered and revealed in this study.
The results are intended to provide information that could
be used to facilitate a conversation around meaningful
issues that can directly impact and improve substantive
areas to influence constructive uses of data. Most impor-
tantly, additional research is needed to address practical
issues regarding implementation of effective accountability
systems across stakeholder groups.

• Using data to make informed decisions about
instruction is a crucial component to an effective-
ly functioning accountability system. Educators
from schools and districts must use data more to
inform their work, supporting teachers in ways
that make data usage more effective and easier.
This may include developing better supplemental
sources of data in addition to the statewide test to
provide teachers with diagnostic data on their cur-
rent students.
• Teachers need to be provided the resources to
analyze data so the process is efficient and aligned
with their needs.

• Training for teachers, principals, and adminis-
trators needs to be developed that allows for a
facilitation of a dialogue about how to best allo-
cate resources, to identify weak areas in the cur-
riculum, to support teachers, and to effectively
monitor policy implementation.
• Educators in schools and districts that have
not seen improvements in student achievement
might critically examine their practices around
using data to inform their work, to communicate
with parents, to allocate resources, as well as to
ensure they are in fact holding to the philosophy
that all students can become proficient in rigorous
academic standards.
• Schools and districts need to examine their
policies around providing accountability data in
order to be responsive and responsible to the
needs of the public for information about their
schools.
• Increased communication at all levels of edu-
cation is important to ensure consistency in how
policies are understood and implemented. A poli-
cy that is instituted at the district level cannot be
assumed to be used by teachers unless there is
dialogue about the intent and the meaning.

An important question remains about how to best
support the use of data with limited resources and com-
peting demands for time. These issues are complex but
addressing them is essential to ensuring student progress
and meeting yearly growth goals.
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