
T
he No Child Left Behind Act (NCLB) of 
2001 requires that all states hold districts 
and schools accountable for student per-
formance based on test scores in reading 

and mathematics. Th e accountability system 
was designed to promote high achievement for 
all students and reduce the disparities in perfor-
mance among diff erent groups. Under NCLB, 
states must set standards for profi ciency in 
reading and mathematics, collect and dissemi-
nate information about student achievement in 
these subjects, and implement strong corrective 
actions for schools and districts that do not meet 
the program’s overall goal of moving all students 
toward profi ciency by 2014. However, both crit-
ics and supporters agree that NCLB accountabil-
ity has not led to enough improvement in student 
achievement to achieve this goal. 

In 2006–2007, more than 10,000 Title I 
schools were identifi ed as needing improvement 
after two years of low performance; more than 
2,500 were subject to corrective action or restruc-
turing because of poor performance for three or 
more years. However, many researchers question 
whether the test scores on which these judgments 
are based are infl ated due to widespread teach-
ing to the test. As NCLB reauthorization looms, 
some call for staying the course, some for major 
changes, and some for abandoning accountability 
all together. Th is research brief summarizes the 
key fi ndings on accountability and the implica-
tions for policy changes in the future.

Research Reveals Benefi ts and 
Shortcomings of the Current 
Accountability System
Educators are focusing more attention on read-
ing and mathematics. Schools have worked hard 
to improve student scores in reading and math 
by aligning their curricula with state content 
standards, focusing instruction on the standards, 
and using test results to help improve instruction. 
Teachers and principals report that these changes 
have been benefi cial. 
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Improving Accountability in Public Education

Test scores have improved. Th e percentage 
of students reaching profi ciency has gradually 
increased in most states, and, in many states, the 
gaps between population subgroups have nar-
rowed. However, the current rate of increase is 
not rapid enough to achieve NCLB’s goal of full 
profi ciency for all students within the next fi ve 
years or to close the achievement gaps between 
population subgroups.

However, test-score gains may not be all they 
seem. Excessive practice on test-like exercises can 
increase performance on the test without increasing 
general mastery of the content, meaning students 
would not perform as well on a diff erent assessment 
of the same skills. Consistent with this concern, 
scores on the National Assessment of Educational 
Progress reading and math tests have not risen as 
much as scores on state tests, although the dispar-
ity between black and white students has decreased 
somewhat. It may also be that improvement in 
school performance comes from the reported focus 
on students near the profi ciency cutoff  point at the 
expense of those far from that threshold. Another 
concern is that students are mastering routine skills 
easily measured by multiple-choice tests at the 
expense of higher-order thinking skills that are not 
well represented on these tests.

Abstract

This is one in a series of policy briefs on 
key education issues prepared by the RAND 
Corporation for the Obama administration. 
The accountability systems put in place by No 
Child Left Behind have not produced enough 
improvement to meet the goal of all students 
meeting profi ciency standards by 2014. While 
the current accountability system has produced 
some positive effects, it has numerous fl aws 
that policymakers should address. RAND 
recommends fi ve policy actions to improve the 
system if accountability is to be retained when 
the law is reauthorized.
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Profi ciency means diff erent things in diff erent states. 
Because NCLB allows each state to set its own profi ciency 
standards, it is far easier for students to succeed in some 
states than in others. One consequence of this is that we are 
unable to compare performance across states and identify the 
schools most in need of assistance or those that could serve as 
models for improvement on a national level. 

Accountability requirements have drawn attention 
away from other subjects. Teachers report that they have 
increased instructional time in mathematics and reading, 
although they do not report commensurate reductions in 
time for other subjects. Th is incongruity raises questions 
about the eff ect of NCLB on the rest of the curriculum. 
Since few states monitor performance in other subjects, we 
do not know how students are performing in those areas. 

Growing numbers of schools are failing to meet the 
annual targets for profi ciency, and the required interven-
tions are not helping these schools improve. After eight years 
of eff ort, many schools remain unable to meet NCLB’s expecta-
tions for improvements in student performance. More impor-
tantly, fewer schools are improving, and the proportion slated 
for corrective action or restructuring is increasing. Existing 
interventions do not seem to be working at these schools, and 
more teachers and administrators report frustration with the law.

These Shortcomings Suggest Several Policy 
Improvements
Th e research suggests that states, districts, and schools have 
worked hard to implement NCLB, leading to some positive 
changes in school practices and student performance. How-
ever, the research also identifi es limitations in the NCLB 
approach to accountability. If accountability is going to be 
retained when the law is reauthorized, then policymakers 
should consider several improvements, described below.

Adopt a broader set of accountability measures. Th e 
current system relies on multiple-choice tests because such tests 
are relatively inexpensive to administer. A more eff ective system 
would include other kinds of measures that provide richer rep-
resentations of content—such as writing samples—and math-
ematics and reading questions that require written responses.

Institute accountability for a broader set of student 
outcomes. Now that the infrastructure of standards and 
assessments has been developed, it is feasible to hold schools 
accountable for other valued subjects. Most states have stan-
dards for history/social studies, science, music, art, health, 

and physical education. A new policy could hold all schools 
accountable for these subjects as well, with weights to refl ect 
public priorities. States would not necessarily have to test all 
subjects, but could use other methods, such as monitoring 
lessons or course enrollment. 

Set more-consistent standards for profi ciency. Most 
educators agree that the variation among state profi ciency 
standards is problematic; however, they disagree about how 
to make them more consistent. Policymakers could consider 
a combination of voluntary and mandatory approaches to 
make standards more comparable across states.

Set more-appropriate improvement targets. Th e 
accountability system should set targets in terms of growth 
rather than requiring each student to reach an absolute level 
of performance. And regardless of whether accountability is 
based on growth or absolute level, targets should be informed 
by how rapidly students have improved under optimal condi-
tions in the past.

Redesign the system of consequences so that it more 
eff ectively addresses the most serious problems. Under the 
current system, rigid and seemingly mechanical rules govern 
the number of schools receiving interventions and the nature of 
the consequences they receive. A more eff ective system would 
allow states to identify and prioritize the schools most in need 
and to design consequences to address their particular needs. 
A two-stage process might work better than the current set of 
automatic interventions. In the fi rst stage, states would gather 
information about local defi ciencies; in the second, they would 
craft interventions that responded to these shortcomings. 

The Role of Accountability in Future Educational 
Improvement
Th e research on NCLB suggests that accountability per se 
will not result in success for all schools. Eff ective educational 
improvement requires more than just measures and incentives: 
It also requires access to eff ective curricula and instruction 
that engages and enlightens students as well as increased capac-
ity to eff ect change within districts and schools. In addition 
to reforming the accountability system, policymakers should 
commit resources for experimentation to fi nd better instruc-
tional methods, better strategies for allocating resources, and 
more-eff ective forms of governance. Th ey should also support 
capacity-building in districts and schools. Accountability will 
be more eff ective when educators have larger repertoires of 
options to apply and greater capacity to apply them. ■

http://www.rand.org/pubs/research_briefs/RB9426/index1.html#references
http://www.rand.org/pubs/research_briefs/RB9426/index1.html#references


This PDF document was made available from www.rand.org as a public 

service of the RAND Corporation.

This document and trademark(s) contained herein are protected by law as indicated in a notice appearing later 
in this work.  This electronic representation of RAND intellectual property is provided for non-commercial 
use only.  Unauthorized posting of RAND PDFs to a non-RAND Web site is prohibited.  RAND PDFs are 
protected under copyright law.  Permission is required from RAND to reproduce, or reuse in another form, 
any of our research documents for commercial use. For information on reprint and linking permissions, please 
see RAND Permissions.

Limited Electronic Distribution Rights

THE ARTS

CHILD POLICY

CIVIL JUSTICE

EDUCATION

ENERGY AND ENVIRONMENT

HEALTH AND HEALTH CARE

INTERNATIONAL AFFAIRS

NATIONAL SECURITY

POPULATION AND AGING

PUBLIC SAFETY

SCIENCE AND TECHNOLOGY

SUBSTANCE ABUSE

TERRORISM AND 
HOMELAND SECURITY

TRANSPORTATION AND
INFRASTRUCTURE

WORKFORCE AND WORKPLACE

This product is part of the RAND Corporation 
research brief series. RAND research briefs present 
policy-oriented summaries of individual published, peer-
reviewed documents or of a body of published work.

The RAND Corporation is a nonprofit research 
organization providing objective analysis and effective 
solutions that address the challenges facing the public 
and private sectors around the world.

Support RAND
	 Browse Books & Publications

	 Make a charitable contribution

For More Information
	 Visit RAND at www.rand.org

	 Explore RAND Education

	 View document details

http://www.rand.org/pdfrd/
http://www.rand.org/pdfrd/publications/permissions.html
http://www.rand.org/pdfrd/research_areas/arts/
http://www.rand.org/pdfrd/research_areas/children/
http://www.rand.org/pdfrd/research_areas/civil_justice/
http://www.rand.org/pdfrd/research_areas/education/
http://www.rand.org/pdfrd/research_areas/energy_environment/
http://www.rand.org/pdfrd/research_areas/health/
http://www.rand.org/pdfrd/research_areas/international_affairs/
http://www.rand.org/pdfrd/research_areas/national_security/
http://www.rand.org/pdfrd/research_areas/population/
http://www.rand.org/pdfrd/research_areas/public_safety/
http://www.rand.org/pdfrd/research_areas/science_technology/
http://www.rand.org/pdfrd/research_areas/substance_abuse/
http://www.rand.org/pdfrd/research_areas/terrorism/
http://www.rand.org/pdfrd/research_areas/infrastructure/
http://www.rand.org/pdfrd/research_areas/workforce/
http://www.rand.org/pdfrd/education/
http://www.rand.org/pdfrd/pubs/online/
http://www.rand.org/pdfrd/giving/contribute.html
http://www.rand.org/pdfrd/
http://www.rand.org/pdfrd/education/
http://www.rand.org/pdfrd/pubs/research_briefs/RB9426/


<<
  /ASCII85EncodePages false
  /AllowTransparency false
  /AutoPositionEPSFiles true
  /AutoRotatePages /None
  /Binding /Left
  /CalGrayProfile (Dot Gain 20%)
  /CalRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CalCMYKProfile (U.S. Web Coated \050SWOP\051 v2)
  /sRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CannotEmbedFontPolicy /Error
  /CompatibilityLevel 1.4
  /CompressObjects /Tags
  /CompressPages true
  /ConvertImagesToIndexed true
  /PassThroughJPEGImages true
  /CreateJobTicket false
  /DefaultRenderingIntent /Default
  /DetectBlends true
  /DetectCurves 0.1000
  /ColorConversionStrategy /LeaveColorUnchanged
  /DoThumbnails false
  /EmbedAllFonts true
  /EmbedOpenType false
  /ParseICCProfilesInComments true
  /EmbedJobOptions true
  /DSCReportingLevel 0
  /EmitDSCWarnings false
  /EndPage -1
  /ImageMemory 1048576
  /LockDistillerParams false
  /MaxSubsetPct 100
  /Optimize true
  /OPM 1
  /ParseDSCComments true
  /ParseDSCCommentsForDocInfo true
  /PreserveCopyPage true
  /PreserveDICMYKValues true
  /PreserveEPSInfo true
  /PreserveFlatness true
  /PreserveHalftoneInfo false
  /PreserveOPIComments false
  /PreserveOverprintSettings true
  /StartPage 1
  /SubsetFonts true
  /TransferFunctionInfo /Apply
  /UCRandBGInfo /Preserve
  /UsePrologue false
  /ColorSettingsFile ()
  /AlwaysEmbed [ true
  ]
  /NeverEmbed [ true
  ]
  /AntiAliasColorImages false
  /CropColorImages true
  /ColorImageMinResolution 150
  /ColorImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleColorImages false
  /ColorImageDownsampleType /Average
  /ColorImageResolution 300
  /ColorImageDepth -1
  /ColorImageMinDownsampleDepth 1
  /ColorImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeColorImages false
  /ColorImageFilter /None
  /AutoFilterColorImages false
  /ColorImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /ColorACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /ColorImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasGrayImages false
  /CropGrayImages true
  /GrayImageMinResolution 150
  /GrayImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleGrayImages false
  /GrayImageDownsampleType /Average
  /GrayImageResolution 300
  /GrayImageDepth -1
  /GrayImageMinDownsampleDepth 2
  /GrayImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeGrayImages false
  /GrayImageFilter /None
  /AutoFilterGrayImages true
  /GrayImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /GrayACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /GrayImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasMonoImages false
  /CropMonoImages true
  /MonoImageMinResolution 1200
  /MonoImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleMonoImages false
  /MonoImageDownsampleType /Average
  /MonoImageResolution 1200
  /MonoImageDepth -1
  /MonoImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeMonoImages false
  /MonoImageFilter /None
  /MonoImageDict <<
    /K -1
  >>
  /AllowPSXObjects false
  /CheckCompliance [
    /None
  ]
  /PDFX1aCheck false
  /PDFX3Check false
  /PDFXCompliantPDFOnly false
  /PDFXNoTrimBoxError true
  /PDFXTrimBoxToMediaBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXSetBleedBoxToMediaBox true
  /PDFXBleedBoxToTrimBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXOutputIntentProfile ()
  /PDFXOutputConditionIdentifier ()
  /PDFXOutputCondition ()
  /PDFXRegistryName (http://www.color.org)
  /PDFXTrapped /Unknown

  /CreateJDFFile false
  /SyntheticBoldness 1.000000
  /Description <<
    /JPN <FEFF3053306e8a2d5b9a306f30019ad889e350cf5ea6753b50cf3092542b308030d730ea30d730ec30b9537052377528306e00200050004400460020658766f830924f5c62103059308b3068304d306b4f7f75283057307e305930023053306e8a2d5b9a30674f5c62103057305f00200050004400460020658766f8306f0020004100630072006f0062006100740020304a30883073002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee5964d30678868793a3067304d307e305930023053306e8a2d5b9a306b306f30d530a930f330c8306e57cb30818fbc307f304c5fc59808306730593002>
    /FRA <>
    /DEU <>
    /PTB <>
    /DAN <>
    /NLD <>
    /ESP <>
    /SUO <>
    /ITA <>
    /NOR <>
    /SVE <>
    /ENU <>
  >>
>> setdistillerparams
<<
  /HWResolution [2400 2400]
  /PageSize [612.000 792.000]
>> setpagedevice


