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tell us mostly about which students take or are "excused" from taking
the tests, test familiarity, and cramming for the test. For example,
school districts that place special education or language-minority stu­
dents in separate programs, and therefore exclude them from the
tests, artificially raise their average scores in comparison with juris­
dictions that mainstream these students. Further, a district with a

high dropout rate will have inflated test scores because only the
higher-achieving students remain in school
to take the test. Under those circumstances,
the district simply is not serving lower­
achieving students, yet its scores give the
impression that it is a superior district. In
contrast, a district that retains a high pro­
portion of students in school is at a disad­
vantage in the test comparisons.

The
proposals also would establish

counterproductive incentives by
placing states and school districts
under pressure to give higher prior­
ity to raising test scores than to the

best interests of students. Districts would
have a strong incentive to exclude poten­
tially low-achieving students from taking
the test by assigning them to special pro­
grams. Moreover, extensive evidence shows

high retention and dropout rates in the
grade immediately preceding the test-ad­
ministration year, a fact that artificially in­
flates test scores. In a recent report, for ex­

ample, Marguerite Clarke and colleagues at
Boston University present data from Texas'

highly publicized testing program suggest­
ing that many students are being retained in
9th grade, the grade before the Texas As-
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COMMENTARY

What Are We Doing
To Our Schools?

'ACCOUNTABILITY' MAY BE A POLITICALLY CORRECT SLOGAN,

BUT IT'S A FLAWED REFORM STRATEGY

A
ccountability has become the politically correct slogan
for educational reform. It would be risky for any candidate
(either for a superintendency or the presidency) to

question the wisdom of proposals to distribute rewards
and sanctions to school systems based on students'

test scores. Yet these campaign proposals would have significant
negative consequences.
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sessment ofAcademic Skills is admmm1s

Thus, anticipated test results, as well
results themselves, appear to work tog
to increase grade retention and dee
high school graduation rates.

Ken Condon These problems would occur regard}
the sophistication or uniformity of the

used to measure performance. For example, the National Assess1
of Educational Progress tests may give the illusion of objectivit
no sampling design can assure representativeness when jurisdic
have dramatically different rates of student dropouts, grade reten
assignment to special programs, and exclusions from the test. In
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First, the average test score of a state or school district is more closely
linked to poverty than to anything else: Typically, the higher the pro­
portion oflow-income children, the lower the test score. Moreover, states
with high poverty rates, on average, spend substantially less on educa­
tion than do wealthier states. An accountability system based on test
scores, therefore, risks taking resources from poor jurisdictions and giv­
ing them to the rich. If that were to happen, lower-income children
would be the losers.

Moreover, the rewards and sanctions would be based on flawed mea­
sures of performance. Standardized-test scores tell us little about the
strengths or weaknesses of schools. In addition to poverty, the scores



to tne •.
and that it does not suppaw­
what otherwise would have
been spent by states and locali­
ties. Federnl programs can ac­

complish little if states and
localities reduce overall educa­
tion expenditures, or funding
for low-income schools, by re­
placing their expenditures with
federal grants.

Third,

the American pub­
lic should be given an
accurate and realistic
assessment of the cur­
rent status of U.S. edu­

cation nnd the public policies re­
quired to make a difference:

• Do not tell the public that our
schools have failed or that stu­
dent achievement hs declined.
Those conclusions are not sup­
ported by the evidence. Do not
cite the findings of international
test-score comprisons ns n in­
dicator of the success or failure
of our schools. 'These studies are
seriously flawed. They tell us lit­
tle about the quality of educa­
tion because countries differ
substantially in a range of vari­
ables the international studies
do not, and cannot, controlfor
example, student selectivity
(overrepresentation in the sam­
ple of the highest-achieving stu­
dents), the proportion of low­
income students in the test-tak­
inpg population, and the coun­
try's practice with respect to the
inclusion or exclusion of low­
achieving students, language- '

minority tudents, students
with disabilities, vocational or
apprenticeship programs, and
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serve to nddres Lhom. Procln­
mntions thnt "nll children cnn
lenrn to n high level" will not.
mnke it happen nnd, instend,
obscure the need for wolf.
financed programs focused on
tho lowest-income school «dis­
tricts. We can begin by giving
the American people nccurnte
information bout the major
commitment needed to mnke
n difference,in students' aca­
demic achievement. ■

blo for the broader problems in
our society. One in five children
lives in poverty. 'The aggregate
income of the poorest 20 percent
of US. households is one-third
the aggregate income of the rich­
est 1 percent. Given tho hiph
correlntion between tudent por­
formnnce nnd socioeconomic tn­
tuns, we should not blnme teach­
er for the resulting educntionnl
problems.

We will not raise student
achievement by substituting
rhetoric for n renlistic ses­
mont of our oducntionl prob­
lems nnd the policies thnt will

school environment that nt­
trncts the best teachers. Wo will
not nttrnct these tenchers if
nlries re noncompetitive or if
education policies crente excos­
sivo or contrndictory demands.
Many Lenchers will move to
schools with better working con­
ditions or lenve the teaching
profession nltogether. Our low­
est-income children will be hurt
the most.

• Do not hold schools responsi-

[), ten de pubie that our
schools have failed or that student

achievement has declined.
Those conclusions are nol supported

by the evidence.

cnlly re spurious nnd do not
tell us nbout the qunlity of n
child's oducntionnl experience.
'They tell us instead about cram­
min, fmilinrity with the test,
nnd, if we look behind the dntn,
which students (low-nchievin,
pecinl education, lnnpune­
minority) do, or do not, take
the test.

• Do not support eduction
policies without nssessinp their
potentinl impact on our ability
to recruit nnd retnin hiphly
qunlifiod teachers. If "reforms"
nr to ntrenthen elucntion,
Lhey will nod to contribute to n

Lnua Costs

dren taking the test; nnd they
nre likely to discourape the most
qunlilied tenchers from remain­
in in the tenching profession,
particularly in low-income dis­
tricts. Moreover, even reported
test-score gins, or losses, typi-

effort to raise students' ntnn­
dardized-tent scores. 'Test-bnsed
nccountability ystems often
do more harm thnn good be­
cnuse they estnblish counterpro­
ductive incentives. 'T'hey turn
schools into "crnm course" do­
signed to raino test core rnther
thnn to educate students; they
encournpe nchools to nssign chil­
dren to specinl educntion pro­
prnms in order to reduce the
number of low-achieving chil-

entire regions of the country.
• Do not nssume thnt the lntest

quick fix will produce ncndemic
benefits. "Connecting" every tu­
dent to the Internet or ending
ocinl promotion will do little to
improve tho ovornll qunlit.y of
eduction. Moreover, we nod n
lot moro ovidonce before wo cnn
conclude, for oxnmplo, that chnr­
tor schools will hve n sipnifi­
cnnt offoct on student nchieve­
ment, thnt they will, indeed,
include "nll" children, and that
they cnn be stnffed by nn inex­
haustible supply of qualified
tenchers. Or that vouchers (the
code word is "free choice") cnn be
financed in menninpful nmounts
nnd will result in an ever­
expnndinp supply of private
schools thnt offer high-qunlity
eduction at modest tuition.

Porhnps most importnnt, we
need more informntion before we
cnn be confident thnt charter
schools nnd vouchers will not en­
cournpe racinl, ethnic, nnd reli­
pious homogeneity within schools
as well s increased isolntion of
lanpuge-minority children nnd
children with disnbilities.

• Do not accept the current
conventional wisdom that stntes
and school districts should hold
teachers' "feet to the fire" in an
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contributions or pny hiph pri­
vnte school tuitionhaven't
henrd the mes9e.

• We should be renlistic nbout
whnt federnl educntion pro­
prnms cnan nnd nnnot nccom­
plish. 'Tho fedornl government
currently counts for only 7

percont of the npproximntely
$330 billion spent ench yenr on
public elementary nnd sec­
ondnry schools. The United
Stntes hs nenrly 1B5,000 school
districts. A federnl program
funded at $200 million, for ex­
ample, provides nan avernape of
less thnn $14,000 per district,n mount that would not sup­
port oven one ndditionnl hlf.
time tencher for the entire dis­
trict. Here, too, it would be wise
to focus federnl resource on n
limited number of well-funded
programs that serve schools nnd
students with the grentest
neds and avoid the prolifera­
tion of underfunded programs
each with its own burenucracy
nnd pnperwork requirements
thnt promise more than they
cn nchiove.

• 'The federnl government also
hould ensure thnt its funding
results in ndditional spending
on eduction, that it is targeted

• ended beneficiaries,


