
If school officials remain fixated on test scores as the ultimate
measure of accountability, they will miss the big picture of
what schools can accomplish
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and the penalties to be avoided by state
sanctions are focused exclusively on
test scores rather than on broader mea-
sures of success? Critics are right
about the need to broaden the defini-
tions of educational success. However,
boards need practical alternatives that
preserve essential principles of
accountability without relying exclu-
sively on test scores.

Where is the middle ground
between destructive test mania and a
reversion to systems that elevate adult
complacency over student need? One
answer is to redefine accountability
from test scores to a comprehensive
reflection of the work of students,
teachers, administrators, board mem-
bers, parents, and communities. 

Comprehensive accountability

For the past decade, schools have set-
tled for an overly simplistic version of
accountability. When students in cer-
tain tested grades and tested subjects
do well, then schools, teachers, and
administrators are deemed successful.
When students in those grades and
subjects fail, schools, teachers, and
administrators are deemed failures. 

This toxic cycle threatens to under-
mine every nontested grade and sub-
ject, from kindergarten to the arts to
the most challenging and enriching
classes in school. One resolution is for

W hen we say that a school
or district is successful, exactly what
do we mean? 

Two respected critics of contempo-
rary educational policies—Diane
Ravitch and Alfie Kohn—suggest that
measuring success only by gains in test
scores leaves us at risk of many unin-
tended consequences. Test-based
accountability excludes powerfully
important educational factors such as
early childhood education, the fine
arts, student leadership, community
service, and a host of other elements
that are never fully described by a table
of reading and math scores. 

What should school boards do when
the price to be paid for federal grants

boards to reject test-based account-
ability and embrace comprehensive
accountability. Board members can
say, “Mr. President, we recognize the
value you place on reading and math
tests and we respect that—but let us
tell you about the other 90 percent of
the things we are doing.”

For example, ASBJ and the National
School Boards Association presented
the Magna Award to Indiana’s Wayne
Township School Board for an
accountability system that included
traditional scores as well as indicators
for every central office department—
finance, transportation, human
resources, recreation services, and oth-
ers. Each Wayne Township school
selected several additional account-
ability indicators that reflected the
unique needs of their students and
community.

The district reduced failure rates
dramatically and improved student
performance, while holding itself
accountable for a range of other indi-
cators that included student engage-
ment, parent involvement, and college
and career readiness. Along with
improvements in reading and math, the
district’s accountability system reflect-
ed pride in thriving music, art, and
physical education programs. 

Virginia’s Norfolk Public Schools
won the 2005 Broad Prize as the
nation’s best urban school district.
Again, significant increases in student
test scores were one result of the dis-
trict’s work, but teachers, administra-
tors, and board members also held
themselves publicly accountable for
community partnerships and educa-
tional equity. Accountability indicators
reflected the exceptional work of
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teachers and administrators, making it
clear that no student is more account-
able than the adults. 

By using accountability as a learning
system, teachers, leaders, and board
members know far more than test
scores. They can draw inferences
about what makes schools successful
and use them to inform their policy-
making, teaching, and leadership deci-
sions.

Test scores in perspective

In the United Kingdom, Australia, and
several parts of the U.S., there has been
recent enthusiasm over the use of edu-
cational “League Tables” that list
schools and scores as if they were
sports teams competing against one
another. But imagine the fate of the
sports editor in any country who, after
a dramatic season of competition, sum-
marized the final game of the season
with only a score.

Charlie Pierce of the Boston Globe is
a supremely talented sportswriter, but
if the only product of his work was the
fragmentary report “Red Sox 4,
Yankees 3,” (or even worse, the
reverse) he would soon be relegated to
writing the obituary column or, more
likely, the want ads, where no analysis
is necessary except for the repetition
of information already collected.

In sports and other matters in which
society is deeply engaged, we demand

the story behind the numbers. We want
to know, as citizens, professionals, and
policymakers, not just the results, but
also how those results were achieved.
Only a comprehensive accountability
system will provide such insight.

The White House garden

When First Lady Michele Obama led a
campaign to address childhood obesity
in the United States, it’s instructive that
she did not place a scale in front of the
White House and demand that students
be weighed once a year. Instead, she
planted a garden and led exercises on
the White House lawn. 

By her example, she taught the
nation that measurement is only a
small part of student health. We must
devote far more time and attention to
the daily choices that students and
adults make. That is as true in the
classroom as in the kitchen.

Some officials remain fixated on
test scores as the ultimate measure of
accountability, but creative school
boards at the local and state levels
already have demonstrated that it
does not have to be this way. Nothing
in any federal or state law prevents a
school district from being more
accountable than necessary, whether
it’s including adult as well as student
data in their accountability system.
Nothing prohibits you from consider-
ing the arts, health, service, and lead-

ership of students in public account-
ability reports. 

Consistency and control

Educational accountability presents a
true challenge for board members who
support with genuine conviction the
ideal of local control. We cannot say on
the one hand, “We resent federal intru-
sions into educational policy,” and then
say, “But our hands are tied—we can
only do what the authorities require us
to do.”

Enduring reading and math tests
one day in a 180-day school year is
hardly an excessive intrusion. But
allowing those tests to represent the
work of every student and teacher dur-
ing the other 179 days is unnecessary
and unwise. Leaders and policymakers
must redefine educational success to
include every day of the school year,
every student, and every subject. If we
fail to define accountability correctly,
we cannot blame the federal govern-
ment, only ourselves.   ■
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