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Preface

Debate continues over the basis by which public schools are deemed to perform adequately 
under the federal accountability system, No Child Left Behind (NCLB). The question at the 
center of the debate is which aspects of schooling should inform those determinations—only 
the percentage of students taking and scoring proficient or higher on standardized math and 
reading exams, or a broader set of measures about other domains of schooling? If the latter, 
what are the right categories, and should they inform school accountability decisions? Further, 
should the federal government mandate, encourage, or leave it to states to decide whether 
schools should employ a broader set of measures? 

The Sandler Foundation asked key federal policymakers involved in reframing the 
Elementary and Secondary Education Act (ESEA) (Pub. L. 89-10) what information from 
research they most needed to do their work. Congressional and administration officials and 
their staff indicated that they are uncertain about what is known regarding expanding mea-
sures of school performance. In an effort to address this concern, the Sandler Foundation asked 
the RAND Corporation to review the evidence regarding expanded measures of school perfor-
mance beyond those currently required under NCLB and discuss how the federal government 
might best promote or support the use of such measures. This report documents the findings 
from our review. The findings and recommendations should be of interest to federal and state 
legislators and policymakers as they consider upcoming modifications to school accountability 
systems, such as through the reauthorization of ESEA. 

The research sponsor, the Sandler Foundation, is a national foundation that works to 
improve quality of life. In the area of education, the foundation seeks to further policies that 
support high-quality learning environments that are equitable for all students.





v

Contents

Preface . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . iii
Figure and Tables . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . vii
Summary . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . ix
Acknowledgments . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . xv
Abbreviations . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . xvii

CHAPTER ONE

Introduction . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 1

CHAPTER TWO

The Rationale for Expanding the Set of School Performance Measures . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 5
Purposes of a School Indicator System . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 6

CHAPTER THREE

Which Additional Measures Are Currently in Use? . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 9
Common Measures Found in State Accountability Systems That Supplement NCLB . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 10

State Accountability Systems in Addition to NCLB . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 10
Beyond Accountability Systems: Broadening School Indicator Systems . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 15

Establishing Safe and Supportive School Environments . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 16
Identification of Students at Risk . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 22
Improving Academic Performance . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 23

CHAPTER FOUR

What Guidance Does Research Offer for Expanding Measures of School Performance? . . . . . . . 25
Lessons Learned from Research on Test-Based Accountability . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 25
Possible Benefits of Expanded Measures . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 27
Risks and Trade-Offs Associated with Expanded Measures . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 28
Additional Technical Considerations . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 31

CHAPTER FIVE

Recommendations for a Federal Role to Promote Improved Measurement of School 
Performance . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 35

Bibliography . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 39





vii

Figure and Tables

Figure

2.1. Relationship Between School Inputs, Processes, and Short-Term Outcomes . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 6

Tables

3.1. Twenty States’ School Rating Systems . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 11
3.2. School Climate and Input Measures from Administrative Data . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 21





ix

Summary

The upcoming reauthorization of the ESEA, combined with other recent education policy 
trends, such as improvement to the quality of state data systems and a growing emphasis 
on data-driven decisionmaking, provides an opportunity to reconsider what factors school 
performance-reporting systems should include. Critics of NCLB have pointed to the narrow-
ing effects of the law’s focus on mathematics and reading achievement, and they have called 
for efforts to broaden the measures used to rate schools. In this report, we pose and address the 
following questions regarding expanded measures of school quality: 

• What alternative measures of school performance do states currently use in their own 
accountability systems (in addition to the measures used for NCLB)? 

• What are the emerging trends outside the school accountability context in the types of 
performance measures that districts and states employ to help principals and teachers 
improve schools?

• What guiding principles can research offer public education agencies about trade-offs 
to consider when adopting new measures, given limited evidence about whether various 
school performance measures ultimately lead to improved student outcomes? 

• In what ways might the federal government encourage the development and expansion of 
alternative measures of school performance? 

To answer these questions, we convened a panel of five experts on school accountability 
policies, scanned published research about expanded measures of school performance, con-
ducted ten semistructured phone interviews with staff from local or state education agencies 
and research institutions, and reviewed the measures employed in each state that publishes its 
own school ratings in addition to those required under NCLB. After classifying the measures 
state education agencies (SEAs) use to develop their own school ratings, we then describe cat-
egories of measures that research indicates are the most rapidly growing in usage by SEAs and 
local education agencies (LEAs). We supplement our categories of measures with more detailed 
examples of localities that have adopted them, examining why they adopted the measures and 
how the measures are employed.

Rationale for Expanding School Measures

NCLB has focused public attention on student performance on statewide, standardized math 
and reading exams and, to a lesser extent, the other elements of states’ accountability formulae, 
such as graduation rates. Yet public schools are expected to promote a variety of outcomes, of 
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which academic achievement as measured by standardized tests is only one. Additional goals 
of schooling include the preparation of students for life after school, which includes not only 
readiness for college or the workplace but also social and behavioral outcomes, such as display-
ing self-regulating behavior, taking personal responsibility, and demonstrating an ability to 
work in teams. Schools are also expected to promote civic-mindedness (e.g., political knowl-
edge and participation, tolerance, propensity to vote or engage in civic life) and other positive 
outcomes, such as good physical health and the avoidance of drugs. The adoption of measures 
that pertain to these other areas of schooling could provide useful information to school-based 
staff and to the public about how well schools are meeting these collective goals. Further, an 
expanded set of measures could increase the validity of inferences about schools’ effectiveness 
and offer relevant information to principals and teachers about how to improve their schools’ 
performance.

Additional Measures Currently in Use

In response to NCLB, in 2002, states either established new school accountability systems, 
revised their existing ones to comply with federal requirements, or operated dual account-
ability systems that included their own measures as well as those required by federal law. We 
identified a total of 20 states that publish their own ratings of schools as of the 2008–2009 
or 2009–2010 school year that were in addition to the federal annual accountability ratings. 
Among these 20 states, the most common categories of school performance that were included 
in state ratings and went beyond NCLB include the following:

• student performance in additional tested subjects (most often, history or social studies)
• measures of growth in student performance over time
• indexes to assign increasing weight to test scores along the entire spectrum of low to high 

performance instead of the NCLB focus on only proficiency or above 
• college-readiness measures, such as American College Testing (ACT) scores or Advanced 

Placement course taking and test scores. 

Although almost all 20 states also included information on their school report cards 
about school inputs, such as student demographics or school resources, and three states pro-
vided information about school processes, such as the quality of student life as reported on stu-
dent surveys, in almost all cases, state accountability ratings were based exclusively on student 
outcomes, such as test scores, dropping out, or course taking. 

In addition to considering the measures used by states in their own accountability ratings 
of school performance, we also identified three categories of measures that are rapidly becom-
ing more common in state reporting: 

• establishing a safe and supportive school environment
• identifying students who are at risk of failing 
• improving student outcomes through more frequent assessments or advanced coursework. 

Examples of measures within these categories include students’ perceptions of their 
schools’ climate and indicators to predict which students are at greatest risk of failing to com-
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plete high school on time. A number of public education agencies are also expanding their 
measures of student outcomes beyond annual, summative math and reading scores to include 
additional measures of college readiness, such as advanced course taking, and scores from 
periodic assessments intended to provide timely information to school-based staff to allow for 
instructional adjustments during the school year. 

Collectively, these measures indicate the additional aspects of school performance to 
which public education agencies most commonly attend. A number of the measures, such as 
periodic assessments, at-risk indicators, and student satisfaction, are designed as leading indi-
cators of student achievement or graduation, which are currently the primary measures that 
determine a school’s rating under NCLB. As such, they illustrate the profound influence the 
federal accountability system has had not only on the development of data systems that have 
enabled the creation of additional measures but also on the prioritization of certain aspects of 
schooling that align with NCLB outcomes. 

What We Know from Research on Measures of School Performance

Although we identified considerable descriptive information about types of measures and their 
uses, we found, with a few notable exceptions, almost no published research about the techni-
cal quality of the measures,1 the theories of action that instigated their adoption, the utility of 
the measures for promoting improved decisionmaking, or the effects of the measures on school 
practice or student outcomes. Admittedly, assessing their quality, utility, or effects is compli-
cated because these measures are typically used in combination with other new and existing 
measures and because of other constraints on their use (e.g., the inability to identify or create 
an appropriate comparison group that is not included in the measurement system). As a result, 
there is no consensus yet regarding the overall quality of most measures or their utility for 
improving school performance. However, there is research on the effects of test-based account-
ability that provides a rationale for developing and adopting additional measures. 

Research on test-based accountability systems reinforces the common-sense notion that 
what gets tested is what gets taught. In particular, high-stakes testing can lead to a narrowed 
curriculum and other potentially undesirable consequences (such as a focus on students at the 
threshold of proficiency, in the case of NCLB). But research on the effect of adopting addi-
tional measures to broaden ratings of school performance is quite limited, partly because many 
of the systems adopting such measures are in their early stages. The potential benefits of an 
expanded set of measures are that they could do the following:

• Allow for a more accurate assessment of the school characteristics widely valued.
• Promote more valid inferences about school performance by offering opportunities to 

compare performance on multiple overlapping dimensions.
• Provide a more balanced set of incentives to teachers and principals to improve perfor-

mance in multiple areas. 

1 Exceptions include technical documentation on achievement tests and some surveys.
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But there are also risks and trade-offs associated with the adoption of new measures. For 
example, the proliferation of measures could be a costly reform that could potentially dilute 
rather than focus attention on core aspects of schooling. 

Ultimately, the selection of measures should be informed by the purposes of the measure-
ment system—e.g., whether it will be used solely for monitoring, in a diagnostic or prescriptive 
way to guide school improvement decisions, or whether it will be included in an accountability 
system with explicit stakes attached to results. Aside from technical considerations about the 
construction of measures, the major decisions to make when adopting new measures of school 
performance include how narrowly the system should be focused, how to balance complexity 
versus transparency, how to create an affordable system that is still reasonably comprehensive, 
whether to allow flexibility in choice or use of measures across units, how much to emphasize 
formative and summative purposes, and whether to adjust for differences in school inputs. 

Recommendations for a Federal Role to Promote Improved Measurement of 
School Performance

The federal government has traditionally played a limited role in shaping state and local educa-
tion policy, but the NCLB experience provides an example of how the federal government can 
exert a powerful influence on state and local policy and practice through new accountability 
requirements. To prompt policymakers’ thinking about actions the federal government might 
take to encourage the development of more comprehensive school measurement systems, we 
offer three recommendations:

• In the ESEA reauthorization, incorporate a broader range of measures as a basis for 
accountability decisions than is currently mandated under NCLB. Although there is cur-
rently insufficient evidence to make specific choices about which measures should be 
used, evidence from research on high-stakes testing indicates that educators tend to shift 
their focus away from what is not measured and toward what is. A federal mandate that 
states (or state consortia) select their own measures within a broader set of predefined 
categories might mitigate this risk and might allow stakeholders to draw more valid infer-
ences regarding school performance that better reflect the multiple goals of schooling. We 
suggest the following five domains of expanded measures as places to start:
– Expand the measures of achievement and attainment to account for both status and 

growth and to capture a broader range of academic outcomes in subjects besides math 
and English and language arts (ELA), as well as in advanced course taking.

– Promote a positive school culture, including indicators, such as student and teacher 
satisfaction, academic challenge, engagement, safety, or orderliness.

– Adopt leading indicators, such as measures of being on track for high school gradua-
tion, that provide schools information about students as they progress toward college 
and career readiness.

– Promote positive behavioral, emotional, and physical health outcomes for students, 
including indicators of suspensions, expulsion, and physical health.

– Augment unadjusted performance indicators with indicators that adjust for discrepan-
cies in resources that children and, by extension, schools have available. 
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• Avoid creating an immediate new federal mandate to adopt specific measures. As states 
begin to validate additional measures, these can be gradually integrated into a refined 
federal system for measuring school performance. States should be required to conduct an 
evaluation of the technical quality and the effects of the inclusion of new measures within 
an ESEA accountability framework on student outcomes and school resource allocation. 
For that, they might require technical assistance or collaboration, which leads to our third 
recommendation.

• Incorporate the development and evaluation of additional school performance measures 
as an area of focus within existing competitively awarded federal grants. In light of the 
variance in state capacity to develop and test new measures and the desirability of devel-
oping measures that are consistent across states, offering federal grants for such develop-
ment could create incentives for states to coordinate their efforts, as through interstate 
consortia. 

The reauthorization of ESEA should be informed by lessons learned from NCLB and 
other efforts to promote school-level measurement and accountability. Although there are a 
number of limitations to the NCLB approach, the path toward improving federal reporting 
and accountability provisions is not always clear. This report describes promising directions for 
expanding the set of measures that schools have at their disposal while acknowledging the need 
for more research on the effects of new policies and for a careful consideration of trade-offs 
involved in designing a new system.
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CHAPTER ONE

Introduction

A common criticism of the No Child Left Behind (NCLB) legislation is that it defines school 
quality using a set of measures that is too narrow. Critics assert that, in so doing, the federal 
accountability system overlooks important student outcomes and other factors that school 
leaders and citizens should consider in judging their schools’ performance. The system’s other 
reported shortcomings include encouraging teachers to distort instructional content to priori-
tize tested skills over nontested skills and to emphasize students’ proficiency levels rather than 
improvement (Economic Policy Institute, 2008; Hargreaves and Shirley, 2008). 

In view of these limitations, a careful exploration of measures of school performance is 
timely for a number of reasons. Primary among them is the upcoming reauthorization of the 
Elementary and Secondary Education Act (ESEA), of which NCLB is the latest iteration. 
Second, the majority of states have endorsed the Common Core State Standards (CCSS) in 
reading and mathematics, which create more uniform expectations for student performance 
in these subjects and could make many existing assessments of student performance obsolete. 
Third, the large federal investment in the Race to the Top assessment consortia has gener-
ated momentum to revise and expand existing student achievement assessments. Fourth, the 
increasingly widespread practice of gathering interim or benchmark assessment data through-
out the school year provides an expanded set of information on student performance that could 
be utilized in a variety of ways. Finally, rapid advances in data systems that offer teachers and 
school leaders real-time information about individual students have facilitated the generation 
and application of new school performance measures. 

The proliferation of student and school performance measures has also led to the devel-
opment of new analytic methods that could facilitate the development of more useful esti-
mates of school and teacher performance by better adjusting for differences in school and 
student inputs. For example, to create incentives for continuous improvement, most states with 
accountability systems that go beyond the NCLB requirements now factor growth in students’ 
test scores over time into their school ratings.1

In this report, we pose and address the following questions regarding expanded measures 
of school quality: 

• What alternative measures of school performance do states currently use in their own 
accountability systems (in addition to the measures used for NCLB)? 

1 This is also a feature that is becoming increasingly common within the NCLB context. As of 2009, 13 states reported 
the use of student-level test-score growth models as part of a pilot with the U.S. Department of Education (ED), while an 
additional 21 states reported considering it for accountability purposes (Altman et al., 2010). Only ten states indicated that 
they were not considering the use of growth models for either informational or accountability purposes.
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• What are the emerging trends outside the school accountability context in the types of 
performance measures that districts and states employ to help principals and teachers 
improve schools?

• What guiding principles can research offer public education agencies about trade-offs 
to consider when adopting new measures, given limited evidence about whether various 
school performance measures ultimately lead to improved student outcomes? 

• In what ways might the federal government encourage the development and expansion of 
alternative measures of school performance? 

Our research proceeded in four steps to identify alternative measures in use by local or 
state education agencies (LEAs and SEAs, respectively) and research about those measures. 
First, in August 2010, we convened a conference call with five school accountability experts 
to solicit their guidance on our research questions and suggestions for localities to examine.2

Second, we identified research about multiple or expanded measures of school performance 
using the online databases Education Resources Information Center (ERIC) and the ISI Web 
of Science. We expanded our literature search to include online research from organizations, 
such as the Baltimore Education Research Consortium, the Consortium on Chicago School 
Research, or foundations that have sponsored work on this topic. In this scan of published 
research, we identified localities that use alternative measures of school performance beyond 
those required by NCLB, and we sought evidence regarding the effects that adopting a spe-
cific measure or set of measures could have on school inputs, processes, or outcomes.3 Third, 
we reviewed the accountability websites of each of the 20 states that publish their own ratings 
of their schools’ performance separately from NCLB. From these 20 states, we identified and 
categorized the types of non-NCLB measures they employ. We consider these measures an 
indication of the broader set of school outcomes SEAs deem relevant for public information 
and for imposing consequences on schools. Finally, we conducted semistructured phone inter-
views with ten staff persons from localities identified as using expanded measures. Specifically, 
we identified these localities or persons using a snowball sample to identify localities reputed 
to use innovative measures of school performance. Our sample started with the recommenda-
tions we received in the August 2010 call with experts and proceeded with the recommenda-
tions obtained from each subsequent interviewee. In the end, we interviewed staff at three 
SEAs, four LEAs, and two research institutions to identify the reasons for their locality’s use of 
expanded measures. In particular, we interviewed staff working for departments of education 
in the states of Ohio, South Carolina, and Rhode Island and in the districts of Atlanta, Geor-
gia; Cincinnati, Ohio; Charlotte-Mecklenburg, North Carolina; and Prince Georges County, 
Maryland. We also interviewed staff working for the American Institutes for Research and the 
Baltimore Education Research Consortium. 

In these interviews, we posed questions about types of alternative measures the systems 
employed, the timing of the measures’ adoption, and the motivation for their use. For each 

2 These experts are Linda Darling-Hammond, Brian Gong, Robert Linn, Joan Herman, and Elaine Allensworth.
3 Note that we did not catalog the much larger literature establishing correlations within secondary data between specific 
measures and outcomes of interest. Although this research is relevant, the evidence of relationships between one indicator 
and another (e.g., between student satisfaction and attendance) does not provide information about the effect the collec-
tion and reporting of those indicators have, when adopted by LEAs or SEAs, on improving school performance. Thus these 
studies are not included in this report.



Introduction    3

locality, we also conducted web searches to obtain technical documentation about the mea-
sures (where available) and to confirm how they are reported to the public. We note the specific 
sources of particular data points in the chapters that follow.

A comprehensive review of measures developed and used by each school, each organi-
zation working with schools, or each of the approximately 13,350 U.S. school districts was 
beyond the scope of this study. In our scan of alternative measures of school performance, 
we focused on those currently in use by SEAs or LEAs to provide information for principals 
and teachers. Although a number of these measures can and do have additional purposes, 
such as informing parents about school conditions or influencing a superintendent’s resource-
allocation decisions, we prioritized in our search those measures that provide information on 
which principals and teachers could theoretically act (as opposed to indicators, such as state 
per-pupil funding allocations that are beyond the control of school-based staff). Based on our 
literature review, web searches, and interviews, we describe categories of measures that research 
indicates are the most rapidly growing in terms of SEA or LEA use. 

In describing these categories of measures, we provide more detailed examples of locali-
ties that have adopted them, including information about why they adopted the measures and 
how the measures are used. Our examples draw primarily from U.S. districts and states, but we 
also include two from the United Kingdom and Australia because they are developed countries 
with school performance-measurement systems based on a broad set of measures. Although the 
discussion below does not comprehensively sample from all types of public education agencies,4

it does include the most current innovative cases we could find.
Although we identified considerable descriptive information about types of measures and 

their uses, we found, with a few notable exceptions, almost no published research about the 
technical quality of the measures,5 the theories of action that instigated their adoption, the 
utility of the measures for promoting improved decisionmaking, or the effects of the measures 
on school practice or student outcomes. Admittedly, assessing their quality, utility, or effects 
is complicated because these measures are typically used in combination with other new and 
existing measures and because of other constraints on their use (e.g., the inability to identify or 
create an appropriate comparison group that is not included in the measurement system). As a 
result, there is no consensus yet regarding the overall quality of most measures or their utility 
for improving school performance. In lieu of this ideal, we highlight where there is emerging 
evidence and focus on the trade-offs that need to be considered when thinking about expand-
ing the set of measures used to assess school quality and support school improvement. 

As a final note, this report attends to the question of expanding measures of school per-
formance and not to the separate but important topics of evaluating individual teachers or 
school principals.6 Nor do we cover measures available at only the district or the state level (e.g., 
some indicators in the Annie E. Casey Foundation KIDS COUNT database or the Schott 
Foundation’s Opportunity to Learn index, such as the percentage of children in poverty or 
the number of teens not in high school). Given the vast literatures devoted to these topics, we 
also do not discuss the numerous technical issues related to developing measures, such as guid-

4 For example, we do not systematically sample across rural, suburban, and urban districts, nor do we select for regional 
diversity.
5 With the exception of technical documentation on achievement tests and some surveys.
6 For a recent overview of technical considerations in measuring teachers’ contributions to improving students’ test scores, 
see McCaffrey, Sass, et al. (2009) and Baker, Barton, et al. (2010). 
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ance for building data systems,7 developing and validating measures, approaches to assigning 
weights to various measures and combining them into a single index, or specific approaches 
on how to use data to promote school improvement.8 All of these are important considerations 
that relate to the development and use of school measures, but a thorough discussion of them 
is beyond the scope of this study.

Evidence about the rationale for and availability of a variety of types of school measures 
and the trade-offs involved in their use could help policymakers think about additional options 
as they consider revising federal legislation. Chapter Two presents some of the rationales for 
expanding the set of measures of school performance. Chapter Three presents a summary of 
additional measures currently in use in selected states, districts, and other countries. Empirical 
evidence about the benefits of additional measures is summarized in Chapter Four, along with 
a discussion of the trade-offs inherent in their use. Finally, Chapter Five presents recommenda-
tions for expanding measures and the role the federal government could play.

7 In addition to legal considerations about the merging and sharing of data about individual students and teachers, there 
are numerous technical considerations in developing a data-management system. See ED and the Chief Council of State 
School Officers’ efforts to develop a comprehensive P–20 National Education Data Model (National Center for Education 
Statistics, undated).
8 Guidance regarding the technical quality of measures used in accountability systems can be found in published stan-
dards for testing (Joint Committee on Standards for Educational and Psychological Testing, 1999) and for accountability 
systems (Baker, Linn, et al., 2002). Several sources provide guidance on effective data use; these include the Data Quality 
Campaign (undated) and a What Works Clearinghouse Practice Guide (Hamilton, Halverson, et al., 2009).
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CHAPTER TWO

The Rationale for Expanding the Set of School Performance 
Measures

NCLB has focused the public’s attention on measures of school performance that are based 
on student achievement tests. The law’s reporting requirements have led to an unprecedented 
availability of information on student achievement in mathematics and language arts, student 
graduation rates, and teacher qualifications. At the same time, most users of this informa-
tion recognize that it is inadequate for understanding what is happening within schools or 
the extent to which schools are promoting a variety of other outcomes that states and citizens 
value.1 In this chapter, we present an expanded view of school performance, and we summarize 
the broad categories of measures that could be used to support this expanded view. We also 
discuss the purposes for which these measures might be used by school-based staff. 

There are a variety of educational outcomes that society values and expects its public 
schools to promote. Student achievement is paramount in most policy debates concerning 
the goals of schooling, but there is disagreement about how much weight should be given 
to achievement in subjects other than math and reading. There is also disagreement about 
whether and how to incorporate achievement data from assessments, such as Advanced Place-
ment (AP) exams, which are given to only a subset of students. An additional but related set of 
goals for schools relates to attainment—including preparing students for life after high school, 
such as postsecondary education, work, or service in the military. Key milestones toward these 
postsecondary goals include normal progression to the next grade level, enrollment in col-
lege-preparatory coursework, and graduation. Readiness for college or the workplace can also 
include social and behavioral outcomes, such as displaying self-regulating behavior, taking per-
sonal responsibility, and developing an ability to work in teams. Schools are also expected to 
promote civic-mindedness (e.g., political knowledge and participation, tolerance, propensity to 
vote or engage in civic life) and the adoption of positive personal and social behaviors, such as 
the promotion of health and the avoidance of drugs. Many citizens, policymakers, and educa-
tors have assigned high priorities to attaining these broader outcomes, including productivity 
and citizenship, because they are crucial to a well-functioning democracy. Therefore, including 
these outcomes in a broad school indicator system could provide valuable information about 
how well schools are meeting society’s goals for them, and excluding them could both signal 
their unimportance and preclude investigation of their status.

Information about the extent to which schools are promoting important outcomes for 
children is essential, but the effectiveness of a school also depends on the quality of the envi-
ronment it provides for its students and how well it functions as an organization. Therefore, it 

1 We take as evidence of the claim that many other outcomes are valued the fact that states have adopted academic stan-
dards and curriculum frameworks in these areas.



6    Expanded Measures of School Performance

might be beneficial to supplement outcome measures with indicators relating to school inputs 
and processes. By inputs, we refer to the social and fiscal resources available to the school—
resources, such as the level of funding, parental involvement, class size, course offerings, 
teacher qualifications, conditions of school facilities, and the health of students.2 By processes, 
we mean the activities that occur during the school day and the environment in which learn-
ing takes place. Examples include the quality of instruction, teacher and student attendance, 
teacher–student interactions, school safety and order, and students’ sense of belonging. Invari-
ably, school inputs and school processes influence one another, and they collectively comprise 
the conditions for learning. Taken together, they can provide school-based staff with informa-
tion that theoretically improves desired outcomes. Figure 2.1 provides a schematic to illustrate 
these concepts.

The school performance data that are widely available to support NCLB are lacking in 
a variety of ways: They include only a small subset of school outcomes, and they tell us virtu-
ally nothing about what is happening within schools (processes) or what resources are at the 
school’s disposal (inputs). The emphasis in NCLB on outcomes is consistent with a view of 
standards-based accountability as a means to motivate improvement by attaching stakes to 
outcome measures, but it provides little information that can help educators determine how 
best to improve their practices. To support reasonably valid inferences about a school’s organi-
zational effectiveness and provide useful information for improving school performance, it is 
therefore necessary to collect additional measures. In particular, measuring these goals requires 
richer, more comprehensive information about what schools are doing and what outcomes they 
are producing, along with information to permit possible adjustments to reflect their differ-
ing levels of resources. These measures would not necessarily have stakes attached and, as we 
point out later, probably should not if their main purpose is to provide information to inform 
improvement efforts. Throughout this report, we employ the terms measure, metric, and indi-
cator synonymously and refer to this broadened set of measures as a school indicator system.

Purposes of a School Indicator System

Under NCLB, student test scores and graduation rates are primarily used to identify schools 
for required interventions and, to a lesser extent, to help diagnose weaknesses as a basis for 

2 Note that, to the degree that schools can affect student-level inputs, such as student health (not shown in Figure 2.1), 
they might also be considered outcomes of schooling.

Figure 2.1
Relationship Between School Inputs, Processes, and Short-Term Outcomes

RAND TR968-2.1

Inputs
Examples:
• Level of funding
• Class size
• Teacher qualifications
• Student’s family background

Processes
Examples:
• Quality of instruction
• Teacher–student interactions
• School climate, order, safety

Outcomes
Examples:
• Test scores
• Student attainment
• College and workforce readiness
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school improvement planning. However, it is important to realize that measures can serve 
broader purposes than they do in the NCLB context. Before discussing specific measures that 
might be included in a school indicator system, it is important to consider the four main pur-
poses it could serve. An understanding of purposes should guide the choice of measures and 
the structure of research needed to establish the validity of inferences drawn from the mea-
sures. These are as follows: 

• Monitoring. A school indicator system can be used as a simple temperature-taking mech-
anism, a way for policymakers or the public to get periodic snapshots of how schools are 
doing in terms of outcomes and processes. 

• Diagnosis and prescription. An indicator system can provide evidence to help district 
leaders or others identify areas in which schools might be struggling, as a way of diagnos-
ing the problems that might be contributing to lack of success. Just as diagnostic student 
assessment systems produce subscores indicating areas of relative strength and weakness, 
an indicator system that is intended for diagnostic purposes would collect multiple mea-
sures of different aspects of schooling to help users pinpoint problems. Moving beyond 
diagnosis, the system can guide educators in deciding what steps should be taken to 
improve school performance. These steps might include the adoption of targeted improve-
ment strategies, such as improved professional development or revisions to curricula. Pre-
scriptive information can provide a basis for discussion among school or district staff who 
are responsible for implementing changes in schools and can also help parents identify 
areas on which they might want to focus their energies.

• Signaling. Simply by virtue of being tracked, measures included in an indicator system 
can encourage school or district staff to focus on particular practices or outcomes. For 
example, a system that incorporates measures related to high school graduation or course 
taking sends a message to educators that these outcomes are valued and that educators 
should pay attention to them; absence of such measures can diminish the salience of these 
outcomes. Whereas the monitoring and diagnostic or prescriptive purposes are served 
primarily through the scores that are produced on the measures, a signaling purpose can 
be achieved even in the absence of any provision of information about performance. It is 
the content of the measure, rather than the scores produced by the measure, that sends 
the signal.

• Accountability. Finally, an indicator system can create incentives for quality, either 
through explicit rewards and sanctions or through the public scrutiny that accompa-
nies the publication of school-level performance information. Most of the policy debate 
around accountability in recent years has focused on outcomes, but stakes could also be 
attached to the provision of certain kinds of services or other process-related measures. 
For example, an indicator system might be designed explicitly to incentivize particular 
kinds of practices, such as the use of data from formative assessments to alter instruction 
and thereby reduce the risks associated with exclusively test-based systems (see Hamil-
ton, Stecher, and Yuan, 2009, for a discussion of how indicator systems might improve 
accountability policies).

It is critical that developers and users of school indicator systems understand the purposes 
for which they are intended. An assessment that has been validated for a particular purpose 
(such as a student’s placement into a mathematics course) is not necessarily valid for a different 
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purpose (such as evaluating teacher effectiveness) without additional evidence related to that 
use (Joint Committee on Standards for Educational and Psychological Testing, 1999; Kane, 
2006). Similarly, an indicator system that proves to be appropriate for monitoring or diagnosis 
might not be appropriate for a different purpose, such as accountability. In particular, attach-
ing consequences to information can lead to score corruption and undesirable narrowing of 
effort to focus on measured outcomes or processes at the expense of those that are not mea-
sured. Such risks and limitations are discussed in more detail in Chapter Four. 

School indicator systems are often designed to serve multiple purposes, in which case 
it is essential to obtain validity evidence related to each of those purposes and to recognize 
trade-offs that are likely to be introduced when a given set of measures is put to diverse uses. 
Including a process-related measure of instructional practices in an indicator system could 
prove valuable for informing decisions about professional development, but, if that measure 
gets incorporated into a formal teacher evaluation system, teachers might respond in ways that 
raise their scores without fundamentally altering the nature of their practices. As this example 
illustrates, using a measure for a new purpose might diminish the validity and utility of the 
measure for its original purpose, so decisions about how to use measures should involve a care-
ful analysis of the possible consequences and the development of strategies to mitigate undesir-
able consequences. 

In addition, the design of an indicator system should be informed by an understanding of 
who will use the system for each of its purposes. A school indicator system that primarily mea-
sures school resources might not provide actionable information to teachers, who have little 
power to alter the level of resources their school receives, but it would provide information on 
which superintendents or parents could act. Potential users of school indicator systems could 
include policymakers, district- and school-level administrators, teachers, parents, students, and 
the business or higher education communities. Each of these groups has different needs and 
interests, and the design of the system needs to recognize these differences. It is unlikely that 
any one school indicator system could effectively serve the purposes of every audience. As 
stated earlier, in this report, we focus primarily on those measures that, at a minimum, school-
based staff can use. 

An overview of existing indicator systems reveals a range of purposes and intended users. 
In the next chapter, we briefly describe the data requirements of NCLB and present some exam-
ples of alternative measurement systems that states, districts, and other nations have adopted 
that go beyond the NCLB requirements. We did not find sufficient evidence to recommend 
particular measures that should be used for specific purposes, but attention to purposes should 
influence the final selection of measures in a school indicator system.



9

CHAPTER THREE

Which Additional Measures Are Currently in Use?

To identify the range of measures currently used in school indicator systems, we first noted 
which states operate their own school accountability systems that go beyond NCLB and then 
categorized the measures that these systems include. We consider the inclusion of these mea-
sures as an indication of what non-NCLB aspects of schooling states deem important to weigh 
when assessing school performance. Indicators currently required under the federal law include 
measures of highly qualified teachers, persistently dangerous schools, graduation rates, and 
scores from math, science, and reading on statewide standardized tests.1 We find that the 
preponderance of measures in states’ supplemental systems derive from summative statewide 
exams, as they do for NCLB. However, the states’ non-NCLB measures typically focus on 
growth in performance over time (as compared with achieving threshold levels of proficiency 
in a given year) and include tests for an expanded set of academic subjects. 

Looking beyond state accountability systems, we also explored through a literature search 
and a snowball sample of LEAs and SEAs other increasingly popular categories of school-level 
measures that are not necessarily used for school accountability purposes. We identified three 
broad categories of measures whose collection is expanding most rapidly: establishing a safe 
and supportive school environment, identifying students who are at risk of failing, and improv-
ing student achievement. Although several of these measures are based on data obtained from 
individuals (e.g., a parent’s satisfaction rating, or the probability that an individual student will 
not complete high school on time), the ones we discuss are also aggregated to the school level 
to judge school performance, and are thus included here. 

As the following examples illustrate, there are a plethora of measures in use by public 
education agencies for purposes of school monitoring, diagnosis, prescription, signaling, and 
accountability. Unfortunately, as noted earlier, with a few exceptions, there is scant research 
available about the technical quality of most measures other than standardized achievement 
test scores (and some student and teacher surveys), the utility of the school measures for promot-
ing decisionmaking, or the effects of school measures on student outcomes or school practice 
(Faubert, 2009). One reason for this lack of evidence is that many of the measures reviewed in 

1 The two primary sets of measures in NCLB are the percentage of students within each school who (1) take the state 
accountability tests and (2) score proficient or above. The participation-rate measure is intended to prevent the exclusion of 
students from the accountability system, while the minimum proficiency rates provide clear benchmarks that schools must 
meet to avoid sanctions. Beginning in 2007–2008, states had to assess the math and reading proficiency of all third through 
eighth graders and at least one level for grades 10 to 12, and science proficiency for at least one level within three respective 
grade bands: 3 to 5, 6 to 9, and 10 to 12. States’ Adequate Yearly Progress (AYP) definitions also include additional mea-
sures, such as graduation rates for high schools, but these tend to be less-heavily scrutinized. Finally, under NCLB, states 
must publicly report progress toward meeting the goal of all teachers being “highly qualified,” along with school safety data.
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this report have been developed in recent years, and research about their effects is not yet avail-
able. We therefore do not assess the quality of the individual measures discussed in this report. 
However, research suggests that indicators, such as test scores, that have been tracked for a long 
time, or class size, that do not require a lot of inference for interpretation tend to be of higher 
quality than measures of more complex constructs, such as pedagogy and school leadership, 
that often lack common definitions and are less-widely available (Mayer, Mullens, and Moore, 
2000). Where research about individual measures is available, we note it in the discussion. 

Common Measures Found in State Accountability Systems That Supplement 
NCLB

State Accountability Systems in Addition to NCLB

At the time that No Child Left Behind was first adopted in 2002, many states already oper-
ated their own accountability systems. In response to NCLB, states established new systems, 
revised their existing ones to comply with federal requirements, or operated dual accountabil-
ity systems that included their own measures as well as those required by federal law. In this 
section, we focus on those states that opted to continue a second school rating system with 
elements that go beyond those required for NCLB. These systems include measures to which 
states attach their own rewards or sanctions, as well as measures provided solely for public 
information or monitoring.

State (and local) accountability ratings supplement rather than supplant federal account-
ability designations. The federal rules for identifying schools as “in need of improvement” take 
precedence, and state accountability ratings, where present, typically further specify the type 
and level of intervention required in those schools. In addition, in some states, the state ratings 
also determine which schools receive state-based rewards. Most often, the state school indicator 
systems are used to help prescribe responses to failings identified under NCLB.

The Education Counts database, maintained by the national trade newspaper, Education 
Week, reports that, in 2010, 24 of 50 states operated their own independent accountability sys-
tems in which the states assigned ratings to all of their schools based on state-developed crite-
ria. We consulted the websites of each of the 24 states to obtain school report cards and techni-
cal documentation regarding the methodology of each rating system. We were able to confirm 
that 20 of them assigned and published school rankings on the basis of their state system as of 
2008–2009 or 2009–2010, although not all rankings were attached to accountability require-
ments in addition to the federally required designations.2 Table 3.1 sets out additional criteria 
that states considered in their accountability systems. Note that, if a measure applies to either 
a reward or a sanction (or both), we classify it as an accountable measure (A) in Table 3.1. If 
the indicator is included on the state school report card where the state rating is provided but 
does not factor into the rating, we classify it as an informational measure (I). Although it is 
likely that these measures are used for multiple purposes, those that count toward account-
ability ratings typically determine sanctions, act as signals to school staff of high-priority areas 

2 For example, Tennessee assigns A–F letter grades to its schools, but these are not attached to accountability consequences 
or rewards separate from NCLB. 

It is possible that some states do have their own school accountability systems that diverge from NCLB requirements but are 
not so indicated in the Education Counts database. In such a case, the state is not included in Table 3.1.
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Table 3.1
Twenty States’ School Rating Systems

State
Additional Tested 

Subjectsa

Outcomes Not 
Derived from 
State Testsb

Growth Scores 
Calculated at 

Individual Level

Growth Scores 
Calculated at 
Group Level 

Scores Weighted 
for Entire 

Distributionc
Ratings Are 

Relatived
School 

Demographics
Learning 

Conditionse

Arizona A A A

Arkansas I A A I I

California A A A I

Colorado A A A I I

Delaware A A A I I

Florida A A I

Indiana A I A A A I

Louisiana A A A I I

Massachusetts A A A A I I

Michigan A Af A A A

Mississippi A A A A I

North Carolina A A A A I I

Ohio A A A A I

Oklahoma I A A I I

Oregon I A A A I

South Carolina A A A A I I

Tennessee I I I I I I I

Texas A A A A A I

Utah I A I I

Virginia A I I
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State
Additional Tested 

Subjectsa

Outcomes Not 
Derived from 
State Testsb

Growth Scores 
Calculated at 

Individual Level

Growth Scores 
Calculated at 
Group Level 

Scores Weighted 
for Entire 

Distributionc
Ratings Are 

Relatived
School 

Demographics
Learning 

Conditionse

SOURCE: Accountability information from SEA websites.

NOTE: A = accountable; the measure is included in the state accountability framework for interventions, sanctions, or rewards. I = informational; the measure is 
reported on the school report card and used for monitoring, diagnostic, or prescriptive purposes but not in an accountability rating.
a Refers to subjects outside of math, reading, English and language arts (ELA), writing, or science. Examples include history and social studies.
b Examples include dropout rates and American College Testing (ACT) scores.
c An example would be a performance index.
d That is, compared with peer schools or students.
e An example would be course offerings.
f Growth scores were slated to begin in the 2010–2011 school year.

Table 3.1—Continued
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for attention, or trigger districts’ and states’ intervention to help “failing” schools. Measures 
that we term informational, on the other hand, are typically used for monitoring (e.g., to the 
end of redistributing resources) or for the diagnosis of reasons for schools’ underperformance. 

In this section, we discuss which measures shown in Table 3.1 are used for monitoring, 
diagnostic, or prescriptive purposes and which are used for accountability purposes. In many 
state systems, school ratings either trigger rewards (e.g., blue ribbon school status or financial 
rewards) or determine the level of state or district interventions or sanctions, such as the provi-
sion of outside experts for technical assistance, a review committee required to approve a school 
improvement plan, or decreased management authority at the school level. We turn to these 
informational measures first.

Measures Provided for Monitoring, Diagnosis, and Prescription. This section describes 
measures provided for monitoring, diagnosis, and prescription.

• State accountability systems often provide contextual information about school inputs 
or processes alongside performance ratings, but rarely does this information have con-
sequences for schools. Most states shown in Table 3.1 provided information in school 
report cards about school conditions, such as student demographics, attendance, and 
mobility. We identified a wide array of measures that were used as indicators of context. 
Some examples include school per-pupil spending, course offerings, technology in the 
classroom, parental attendance at teacher conferences, community demographics, “prime 
instructional time,” the availability of arts programming, the number of first graders 
who attended full-day kindergarten, grade inflation, on-time progression through school, 
school principal turnover rate, the presence of a written student code of conduct, a crisis-
management plan, and availability of public school choice. In a unique case, North Caro-
lina included prompts for schools to provide information about student health and food 
offered within the school. However, almost none of these measures were factored into 
states’ ratings. The exception was in Michigan, where one-third of the basis for a school’s 
letter grade was derived from a rating by school teams on a 40-item set of indicators that 
included both school process and performance measures.

• College-readiness measures were the second-most common indicator in state account-
ability systems (after test scores). Nine of the 14 states that provided college-readiness 
measures attached stakes to them; the other five used them strictly for informational 
purposes. As with school input and process indicators, there are a wide variety of mea-
sures related to college readiness, including participation rates and average scores on the 
SAT, ACT, and AP tests,3 as well as participation in advanced coursework more generally 
(including dual-enrollment courses), and rates at which high school graduates enroll in 
remedial courses upon entering college.4 Dropout rates were among the most common of 
these indicators (where dropping out signals lack of readiness for college and is separate 
from the federally required graduation-rate indicator). Several states weighted dropout 

3 Research examining states’ efforts to increase AP enrollment and success found that, although incentives, such as AP 
exam-fee exemption, increased the likelihood of AP course enrollees taking the exam, the performance-based incentives 
for schools, such as including AP participation and pass rates in its rating system, were not associated with improved AP 
participation rates and performance (Jeong, 2009).
4 Charlotte-Mecklenburg offers an interesting related measure in its accountability system: adjusted participation and pass 
rates in AP that are reported for only those students with scores sufficiently high on the PSAT to predict AP passage.
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and graduation measures by students who are at risk to create an incentive for schools to 
keep those students in school. Some (rural) states also applied weights to the type of high 
school diploma received (e.g., technical or vocational, General Educational Development 
Tests [GED], or standard), as a means of giving schools an incentive to encourage their 
students to pursue rigorous coursework. Other states tracked students one or two years 
beyond high school to develop measures of “transition to adult life,” such as the percent-
ages of graduates who were enrolled in two- or four-year colleges, remedial classes within 
college, or vocational training; who were engaged in full-time work, part-time work, or 
military service; or who were unemployed. As one might expect, college-readiness mea-
sures generally applied only to high schools, with the consequence that secondary schools 
had to meet more criteria than elementary schools to obtain an acceptable state rating. 
We are not aware of states that included nontest measures beyond attendance in their 
elementary school ratings, although such metrics, such as students’ on-time promotion 
rates, could be employed for monitoring or diagnostic purposes. 

State Test-Related Measures for Accountability. This section describes test-related mea-
sures for accountability.

• Half of states’ accountability systems included more tested subjects than the federal 
requirement to test math, reading, and science. In almost all cases, the additional subjects 
included in state accountability frameworks were among what is often termed the core 
courses—i.e., social studies or history in addition to math, reading, and science. In rare 
cases, additional accountable subjects include civics, economics, or geography.

• Most states that maintained their own accountability systems incorporated into their 
rating some consideration of growth in student test scores over time. As Table 3.1 indi-
cates, there was variety in the types of growth scores that states adopted. Fifteen of 
20 states calculated the growth in individual students’ test scores from one year to the 
next. These student-level scores were then aggregated to the student subgroup and school 
level for school accountability ratings. Ten of 20 states calculated the average growth 
in groups of students’ test scores from one year to the next by comparing, for example, 
fourth-grade proficiency rates in 2010 to fourth-grade proficiency rates in 2009 within 
the same school. Sometimes, the same states calculated both the individual- and group-
level growth rates. The calculation of growth in the average test scores of groups of chil-
dren is less costly, complex, and data intensive than the calculation of change to indi-
vidual children’s scores over time. However, these kinds of group-level growth scores 
do not necessarily reflect improvement in children’s performance because they compare 
scores from two different cohorts of students and could thus be an artifact of differences 
in the characteristics of these students rather than a reflection of true changes in achieve-
ment. Despite the prevalence of growth ratings in state accountability systems, in most 
states, growth alone does not determine a school’s score; rather, school ratings are typi-
cally jointly determined by proficiency rates taken from a single point in time that are 
compared to an absolute standard (per NCLB) and growth over time.

• Although most states established uniform expectations for rates of growth in test scores, a 
number constructed relative standards for growth rates by comparing a student or school 
only to “peer” students or schools. This feature takes into consideration that students are 
likely to experience different rates of growth in performance over time and that schools 
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serve student populations with different demographic characteristics. Comparisons of 
growth to “peer” schools or students (where peer is typically defined through an algo-
rithm that weights academic performance, free-lunch status, racial/ethnic groups, or 
other student demographics) make this assumption explicit. Note that, although several 
states designed their growth-score measures to be relative (by comparing, for example, a 
focal student to 40 other demographically similar students in the state), in no case was 
a school’s rating entirely based on a relative measure of performance. In other words, a 
school’s rating always included some indicators that held it accountable to an absolute, 
statewide standard, such as a threshold level for a minimum percentage of students that 
must score proficient or higher. 

• Many states with their own accountability systems weighted student performance along 
the entire spectrum of low to high performance rather than apply a single proficiency 
threshold. In 11 of 20 instances, states created a performance index score that assigned 
an increasing number of points to student scores by performance level. In most of these 
11 states, points were awarded within four or five performance levels (e.g., below basic, 
basic, proficient, advanced) as an incentive for schools to move children up the entire 
test-score distribution. In other cases, states weighted individual scores based on their 
continuous scale scores. 

Beyond Accountability Systems: Broadening School Indicator Systems

Summative test scores are the primary factor determining a school’s rating within the 20 state 
accountability systems we reviewed. Yet the number of school performance measures in use 
outside the context of formal accountability systems is growing at a fast pace (see, for example, 
Broad Foundation, undated [a]; Sparks, 2010; Hartman et al., 2011). In this section, we discuss 
the most common or most–rapidly expanding categories of such measures. These include input, 
process, and outcome measures, and they represent a variety of approaches to expanding infor-
mation systems and using data to improve decisionmaking and promote school improvement. 

In developing these categories of measures, we relied on information obtained from a 
snowball sample of districts recommended by school accountability experts as having innova-
tive measures (see discussion of methods in Chapter Two). From our own literature review and 
interviews, we identified approximately 130 individual metrics. In addition, we reviewed mea-
sures cataloged as part of a Broad Foundation initiative to provide performance-management 
tools for school districts. The foundation posts on its website a school performance-metric 
data bank (undated [a]) with 873 metrics that have each been developed in 2005 and beyond. 
These 14  localities include 12 LEAs, one charter school management organization (Green 
Dot), and one SEA (South Carolina). In addition, the foundation posts a list of 2,381 survey 
items (undated [b]) found on parent, teacher, or student surveys administered by 13 organiza-
tions. A number of these organizations are also represented in the metric data bank.5

The sheer number of metrics prevents a detailed listing of each one. But among the mea-
sures we collected and those that the Broad Foundation has gathered, we focus on those mea-

5 The public school districts in the survey data bank include Oakland, Chicago, New York City, Charlotte-Mecklenburg, 
and Denver. The remaining seven organizations are charter management organizations, such as Knowledge Is Power Pro-
gram (KIPP), Green Dot, Aspire, or charter schools. 
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sures of school performance on which teachers or principals could, in theory, act. We classified 
these measures into three broad categories: establishing a safe and supportive school environ-
ment, identifying students who are at risk of failing, and improving student outcomes. 

The Broad Foundation data bank underscores the general trend we also noted in our 
purposive sample of districts: Most LEAs and SEAs are still in the process of developing, 
piloting, or refining additional measures of school performance. A number of studies have 
identified correlations between the leading indicators, such as being at risk of dropping out, 
and outcomes of interest, such as on-time graduation.6 Due to the relatively recent adoption of 
most of these measures, we are not aware of published studies that document the effect these 
new measures have on teacher and principal practice or student outcomes.7 However, there are 
several ongoing studies of such measures, and more information about their effects should be 
forthcoming (Osher, 2010; Connolly et al., 2010).

Establishing Safe and Supportive School Environments

Beyond the federal requirements in this area, a number of localities in the Broad Foundation 
data bank and LEAs or SEAs we interviewed have developed measures of school inputs and 
processes that are alternatively referred to as students’ “opportunity to learn,” their “condi-
tions for learning,” the “school climate,” or the “school environment.” Although there is no 
consensus about how to define these terms, alternative definitions draw on similar constructs, 
such as a safe school climate, high academic expectations, and a supportive environment from 
teachers and peers.8 According to surveys of parents, taxpayers, and educators conducted prior 
to the passage of NCLB, school safety and teacher qualifications were two elements most 
commonly desired on school report cards, ranking above test scores (Brown, 1999). However, 
these aspects of schooling are not uniformly measured and reported at the school level. Fur-
ther, in a 2006 scan of the 50 states, the National School Climate Center noted that few states 
incorporated their climate-related measures into a general accountability system (McGabe and 
Cohen, 2006). This comports with our finding that, among the 20 state accountability systems 

6 As stated previously, a review of the literature establishing associations between specific process measures and outcomes 
is beyond the scope of this report. For examples, see Allensworth and Easton (2005, 2007) on Chicago’s “on-track” mea-
sure of ninth graders, or the strong association between chronic absenteeism and student performance (Chang and Romero, 
2008). Establishing correlations is a necessary first step in selecting measures to help improve school performance, but cor-
relations between measures and outcomes do not ensure that the adoption of a measure will, in fact, alter staff or student 
behavior or improve outcomes. 
7 A notable exception is the preliminary findings from the ongoing Measures of Effective Teaching project funded by the 
Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation showing that student perceptions of their teachers (particularly their perceptions of their 
teachers’ ability to control the classroom and to provide challenging material, as measured by questions on Tripod student 
surveys) are related to the gains in academic achievement of that teacher’s students in other classrooms (Bill and Melinda 
Gates Foundation, 2010). See Rothstein (2011) for a review that questions the strength of the reported relationships.
8 For example, Osher and colleagues (2008) identify four primary factors that, according to research, can help establish 
necessary “conditions for learning”: (1) a school climate in which students feel physically and emotionally safe; (2) a sup-
portive, engaging community with challenging academic expectations; (3) students who feel that their teachers support 
them; and (4) social and emotional learning about how to empathize with others, establish positive relationships, recognize 
and manage emotions, such as anger, and handle challenging situations effectively. Alternatively, the National School Cli-
mate Center says that the following dimensions contribute to school climate (McGabe and Cohen, 2006): (a) cleanliness, 
adequate space, inviting aesthetic quality of school; (b) school course offerings and size of school; (c) socioemotional and 
physical safety; (d) high expectations for students, individualization of instruction; (e) positive, connected relationships 
between students and teachers; (f ) a sense that there is a school community; (g) high morale among teachers and students; 
(h) peer norms that learning is important; and (i) home–school–community partnerships with ongoing communication.
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reviewed above, none reported social and emotional learning or student–teacher interactions 
measures for either informational or accountability purposes. This could change in upcoming 
years, however, because, in October 2010, ED awarded $39 million to 11 states to develop 
measures of safe and supportive schools.9 

Where measures of school climate and opportunities to learn are in place, data are typi-
cally gathered from surveys, school inspections, or existing administrative records. As we dis-
cuss later, our interviews of districts and states suggest that these measures are often collected 
for the diagnostic purpose of identifying the sources of academic success or failure in schools. 
We describe each of the three data sources in this section. In describing surveys, we focus on 
several examples from the United States and note that the use of school-climate surveys has 
grown among states and districts (Pinkus, 2009; Ho, 2008). Because school inspections are 
relatively rare in the United States, we also highlight two examples from England and Aus-
tralia, where attention to school processes plays a much greater role in accountability systems. 
Finally, we list metrics using administrative data already provided by the 20 states with school 
rating systems. 

School Climate and Input Measures from School Surveys. Numerous cities, states, 
and charter management organizations, such as those in Washington state, Rhode Island, 
North Carolina, Anchorage, Cincinnati, Cleveland, New York City, Chicago, Charlotte-
Mecklenburg, Denver, Oakland, KIPP, Green Dot, and Aspire, gather survey data from stu-
dents, teachers, or principals related to school climate and opportunities for learning (Broad 
Foundation, undated [b]; Osher, 2010; Cobitz, 2010; New York City Department of Educa-
tion, undated; Votta, 2010). This is by no means a comprehensive list. With the low costs of 
online survey administration, it is likely that the number of individual schools and districts 
administering surveys will expand.

With a few exceptions that we discuss in this section, climate and opportunity measures 
are typically not included in a formal school accountability system but rather are used for 
diagnostic purposes.10 This is their primary use in Rhode Island, for example, which is the 
only state of which we are aware that imposes a near mandate that all its public school teach-
ers and students must complete surveys (Votta, 2010).11 The state recently replaced its former 
SALT surveys, which were administered since 1998, with Surveyworks! surveys that are cur-
rently administered to all students in grades 4–12. The state expects to administer the surveys 
in spring 2011 to all K–12 teachers and principals and to all parents of students in grades K–12 
in the state. The purpose of the surveys is to provide diagnostic information to superintendents 
and to school staff to understand the “why” of their academic performance indicators. For 
example, if a school is having truancy problems, which depresses academic performance, the 
surveys are intended to help administrators uncover the reasons for and the means by which 
to address them. They will also serve as the survey component for school accreditation and as 
a planning tool for the accreditation visits, which occur once every ten years for each public 
school. 

9 Note that, although this discussion focuses on the use of input and process measures to assess school performance, 
another purpose might also be their use by district, state, or even federal leaders to allocate resources to schools.
10 See Table 3.1 for a review of the types of measures used in states’ school accountability ratings.
11 Parents and students can opt out, but the state does not tell teachers or principals that the survey is voluntary.
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The Rhode Island surveys are a direct product of the state legislature’s emphasis on assess-
ing school climate in Article 31, which was first enacted in 1997. Based on its experience 
over the past decade, the state, in its redesign of the school surveys last year, moved to an all 
online administration (with a 95-percent participation rate for the student survey this year) 
and is also abbreviating both the teacher and parent surveys to increase participation. The 
Rhode Island Department of Education finds that, in general, NCLB accountability crowds 
out school attention to the survey results, which have low or no stakes attached. However, they 
find that their larger, urban districts in particular pay close attention to survey results to help 
inform policy changes to reduce test failure rates and to understand whether and why students 
do not feel safe or supported at school. 

Chicago has among the oldest and most comprehensive practice of administering school 
surveys (Consortium on Chicago School Research, undated). Since 1991, the Consortium on 
Chicago School Research (CCSR) has surveyed principals, teachers, and students in the dis-
trict. As of 2006–2007, Chicago Public Schools has expanded the student survey and created a 
separate parent survey to produce indicators of school climate and parent involvement for Chi-
cago Public Schools’ scorecards. These indicators do not influence the school district’s rating of 
its schools (which is based primarily on test scores), but they are provided to parents and stu-
dents as information on which to base school choice decisions. The surveys solicit information 
about more aspects of school climate than are shown in school report cards, but those reported 
alongside school accountability ratings are parental overall satisfaction and satisfaction with 
opportunity for involvement. Likewise, student survey data are used to create four rating scales 
for the report cards: safe and respectful climate, social and emotional learning, academic rigor, 
and student support. 

New York City is the only locality we examined that factors survey responses into its own 
school accountability rating (New York City Department of Education, undated). As of 2007, 
New York City began to release annual school progress reports that assign a letter grade of A 
to F to each public school. Parent, teacher, and student responses to surveys about the school 
environment account for 10  percent of the 100-point scale. According to the 2010 survey 
results, about half of eligible parents completed the survey, while 82 percent of students and 
76 percent of teachers did so. Survey items pertain to academic expectations, communication, 
engagement, safety, and respect. 

These topic areas generally align with those found in the 13 organizations (which include 
five public school districts and eight charter school management organizations) compiled by 
the Broad Foundation (undated [b]). Among these 13 organizations, additional categories on 
student surveys include satisfaction with course offerings, extracurricular activities, school 
facilities, technology, food, and school discipline rules. Teacher surveys address some of the 
same categories but also include questions about the principal, the quality of the professional 
community, professional self-development, and resources at their disposal. Finally, parent sur-
veys focus on communication with teachers and their children about school, academic expecta-
tions, school safety, and satisfaction with teachers.

Surveys solicit important information about perceptions, which can shed light on sources 
of satisfaction and dissatisfaction and areas in which school processes could be improved. 
Direct observations of classroom or school activity by outsiders can, on the other hand, offer 
independent information about other crucial school processes, such as the quality of instruc-
tion, curriculum, or interactions. 
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School Inspections. England and Australia offer examples of school indicator systems 
that place a much greater focus on direct observation of school processes by experts external to 
the school. In England, for example, the curriculum, standardized tests, assessment procedures 
for teachers and school leaders, annual school report cards, and school inspection reports are 
all nationally administered and regulated (Huber, Moorman, and Pont, 2008). The Office for 
Standards in Education, Children’s Services and Skills (Ofsted) conducts school inspections 
at least once every three years and develops a composite score by which it rates schools on a 
four-point scale.12 As with student achievement in schools, all school inspection reports are 
posted annually for public access. The school head (principal) is responsible for addressing the 
remedies or recommendations proposed in the inspection report within a set timetable. The 
report’s score carries sanctions such that schools receiving an unsatisfactory “special measures” 
rating cannot hire new teachers without Ofsted’s prior permission. Further, because (similar to 
in the United States) schools receive funding based on the number of pupils they enroll, nega-
tive ratings can produce enrollment declines and consequent reductions in school resources 
(Huber, Moorman, and Pont, 2008).

School inspections are elaborate and relatively lengthy (lasting up to five days) and con-
sequently require considerable preparation on the part of schools, including preparation of a 
written school-wide self-evaluation (Huber, Moorman, and Pont, 2008). During the inspec-
tion, observers examine the school’s self-evaluation, as well as its student performance data 
(including standardized test scores) and examples of student work. Observers also conduct 
classroom observations, analyze parent survey data, and interview pupils and staff. Among 
other things, the inspection reports evaluate schools along 11 dimensions, including student 
behavior; student safety; student enjoyment of learning; development of workforce and other 
skills; spiritual, moral, and cultural development; effectiveness of care, guidance, and support; 
and effectiveness of leadership in driving improvement. 

A second interesting example of school inspectorate systems comes from the state of Vic-
toria in southeastern Australia, which is home to the city of Melbourne and is the most popu-
lated state in the country. Approximately two-thirds of the state’s 850,000 students attend 
public schools (Matthews, Moorman, and Nusche, 2008). Australian public schools, like those 
in the UK, have national standards and assessments, but states have considerable autonomy 
over other aspects of schooling. As set out in a blueprint first published by the department 
in 2003, Victoria’s Ministry of Education and Training has focused its school-improvement 
efforts on capacity building through development of teacher knowledge, professional leader-
ship, and establishing a shared organizational vision that focuses on high expectations, pur-
poseful teaching, and creating safe and stimulating learning environments for students (Victo-
ria Department of Education and Training, 2006). 

Each year, Victoria’s government issues school performance summaries for parents and 
school staff that group data about schools into three categories: 

• student learning, including national examination scores
• student engagement and well-being 

12 Quantitative and qualitative research about the effects of inspectorates in the United Kingdom and the Netherlands on 
school performance yields inconclusive results. In their overview of the research, Dedering and Müller (2010) report that 
studies generally find a relationship between inspections and changes to school processes, such as management and instruc-
tion, but little to no evidence of effects of inspections on student achievement. 
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• student pathways and transitions. 

Each measure is compared with those from all other schools in Victoria, although the 
performance summaries are not tied to specific sanctions. As of 2009, in its annual reports, 
student performance is both reported in absolute terms and adjusted to schools with similar 
students. 

Within the three categories of student learning, engagement, and student transitions, the 
Victoria Ministry of Education and Early Childhood Development inspects all of its schools at 
least once every four years (Victoria Department of Education and Early Childhood Develop-
ment, 2009). Depending on a school’s performance level, the ministry applies one of four suc-
cessively detailed reviews. In the lowest-performing schools, the ministry conducts “extended 
diagnostic review” that can occur more than once every four years and entails four days of 
visitation that involves a previsit, a panel meeting with the principal and school council, and 
a report to the staff and school council. Successively higher-performing schools receive a two-
day diagnostic review, a one-day continuous improvement review, and (for highest-performing 
schools) a “flexible and focused” review on an area the school self-identifies as one in which 
improvement is needed. Following its review, the ministry prepares a report with recommen-
dations that the school is expected to share with parents and students. Its recommendations, 
however, are nonbinding, and no explicit sanctions are tied to the reviews. 

Relatively few districts or states in the United States engage in this level of extended 
inspections for all of their schools. Charlotte-Mecklenburg is one example among dozens of 
public education agencies in the United States that have recently engaged the services of Cam-
bridge Education to oversee inspections somewhat similar to those just described in the UK 
and Victoria (Charlotte-Mecklenburg Schools, undated). As reported in interviews with the 
district, schools in Charlotte can volunteer to participate in the school quality reviews that are 
led by an external team (one Cambridge Education staff person, several Charlotte district per-
sonnel) for a two-day visit. Eventually, all schools will be expected to receive a school quality 
review. Prior to the visit, schools are to fill out a self-evaluation form, and the visit itself yields 
a report that focuses on six criteria: student achievement, teaching and learning, curriculum, 
leadership and management, learning environment, and involvement of parents and the com-
munity. The report is not a part of the district’s accountability system but is rather intended as a 
diagnostic tool for both the school staff and district staff in distribution of resources to schools.

School inspections can gather information about the instructional core of schools, but 
they are not incorporated into the SEA or LEA performance-management systems we exam-
ined. Instead, the most common form of measures we found in states’ supplemental account-
ability systems or district performance-management systems that related to school inputs and 
processes came from existing administrative data. In most cases that we identified, this infor-
mation was gathered and publicly reported because either state legislatures or school boards 
required it (Votta, 2010; Cobitz, 2010; Busbee, 2010). We turn to this category of measures 
next.

School Climate and Input Measures from Administrative Data. Currently, the most 
common factors that states report on school report cards that pertain to conditions for learning 
relate to school inputs.13 These include indicators, such as course offerings, safety, school facili-
ties, and fiscal resources. Though such indicators are rarely included in the 20 states’ school 

13 See Table 3.1 for detail and data sources.
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accountability ratings, we found a wide variety of input measures on state or district school 
report cards. They included the categories and data points illustrated in Table 3.2.

These measures, all of which are derived from administrative data, focus on aggregated 
school-level information and almost exclusively pertain to school inputs rather than processes 
or outcomes. We are not aware of major innovations to this class of measures. They also tend 
to be the least actionable category of measures by teachers and principals because these inputs 
are usually (but not always) determined by factors outside the school, such as residential sorting 
patterns and school district decisions regarding resource allocation. 

The next subsection discusses a category of measures that also utilizes administrative data 
but employs the data prescriptively so that schools can intervene to assist struggling students. 

Table 3.2
School Climate and Input Measures from Administrative Data

Category Example of Measure

Student readiness Percentage of entering students who are ready for school according to 
DIBELS

Percentage of first graders who attended full-day kindergarten
Rate at which students are retained in grade

Technology Number of computers per classroom or number of students per 
computer

Average age of media center
Percentage of classrooms connected to the Internet

Adequate resources District-level (or, in one case, school-level) expenditures
Average teacher salary within the school
Property valuation per student
Percentage of total school funds spent on instruction

Staff resources Number of staff, by type (e.g., counselors, social workers, teachers)
Average age range of teachers as an indicator of experience

Courses Average class size
Course offerings or curriculum highlights
Opportunities in the arts
Access to college-preparatory curricula
Amount of prime instructional time
Presence of a character-development program

Student qualifications Students who are older than usual for their grade level
Percentage of students still present in the second semester of school
Eligibility for gifted and talented programming
Percentage of students receiving reading remediation

Parental involvement and investments Parental participation rates and number of parent volunteer hours
Percentage of students enrolled in extracurricular activities
Percentage of parent calls returned within three days
Number of grievance calls made to the district
Presence of written statements regarding crisis management, parent 
involvement, or student code of conduct

Safety Ratio of juvenile offenders
Out-of-school suspensions and expulsions
Acts of crime per 100 students

Inputs relative to outputs ROI, meaning test-score growth adjusted to account for the level of 
spending at a school or for instructional spending

SOURCE: Authors’ categorizations from accountability information on SEA websites. See Table 3.1 for list of SEAs.

NOTE: DIBELS = Dynamic Indicators of Basic Early Literacy Skills. ROI = return on investment.



22    Expanded Measures of School Performance

Identification of Students at Risk

There is considerable interest and activity devoted to developing leading indicators of which 
children are at greatest risk of either dropping out from school or failing to graduate on time 
(see, for example, Hartman et al., 2011; Massachusetts Department of Elementary and Sec-
ondary Education, 2010; Allensworth and Easton, 2005). This class of measures has gained 
urgency because of recent changes to NCLB requiring schools to measure graduation rates, 
which is a high-stakes indicator for AYP, using a uniform method. It is both in this area and 
in assessment that we discern the most rapid developments in school measures taking place. 
Many of the at-risk measures are intended for the diagnostic purpose of identifying at an early 
stage which students most need extra services. However, some of these measures have been 
aggregated to the school level and even included in school accountability ratings, as is dis-
cussed below. 

We identified four innovations occurring in this area: (1) developing individual-level pre-
dictions and thus creating ways to provide school leaders with lists of individual students for 
interventions; (2) more frequently refreshing these predictions, which requires an integrated 
database that synchronizes daily attendance data with student transcript data; (3) testing com-
binations of factors to collectively predict a child’s likelihood to stay in school and progress 
through grades on time; and (4) tailoring these predictions to apply even to children in the 
early grades. 

Fueled by the increased availability of student-level longitudinal data, a spate of research 
about leading indicators, such as credit accumulation, grade-promotion rates, attendance, 
mobility, enrollment in college-preparatory coursework, and course failures, have established 
correlations between the measure(s) of interest and outcomes, such as on-time graduation 
(Pinkus, 2009). For example, based on a combination of student discipline events, student 
mobility, and unexcused absences, Ohio provides each school annually a school-level “risk 
factor index” (Cohen, 2010). Some of the promising measures we identified in our literature 
reviews and interviews include the following: 

• On track to complete high school. CCSR has developed what has since become a rela-
tively widely used indicator of whether a ninth grader is “on track” to complete high 
school.14 Based on its analysis of student patterns in course taking and performance, 
CCSR has determined that first-time freshman students are considered on track at the 
end of their freshman year if they have accumulated at least five course credits and failed 
no more than one semester of a course in a core subject (English, math, social science, 
or science). This definition has since been incorporated into the Chicago Public Schools’ 
performance policy for high schools. In addition, the district provides weekly student-by-
student reports to schools that identify students at risk of being off-track by the end of the 
year to use in monitoring and targeting intervention.

• Chronic absenteeism. Given that chronic absenteeism (usually defined as missing 20 or 
more days of school in a single school year) is highly predictive of subsequent academic 
failure, Baltimore has been aggressive in documenting and attempting to reduce absences. 
A recent report (Mac Iver, 2010) found that 42 percent of Baltimore high school stu-
dents missed at least one month of school in 2008–2009. Increasing rates of absenteeism 
were also predictive of leaving school altogether. In response, the district has encouraged 

14 See Allensworth and Easton (2005, 2007) for evidence of its predictive power of on-time graduation.
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schools to develop policies to increase attendance, such as assigning an attendance moni-
tor or introducing incentives for students to attend school. 

• The 10 percent of students most at risk. As of 2010–2011, Charlotte-Mecklenburg has 
developed an at-risk measure that identifies the 10 percent of students within each grade 
level (from 1 through 12) with the highest at-risk index score (Cobitz, 2010). When 
principals log into their data portal, any students on this list who are enrolled in their 
particular schools are identified on the front page. Likewise, teachers can see which stu-
dents in their classrooms (if any) are among this group. Depending on the grade level of 
the student, the score is based on a weighted combination of the following factors: the 
percentage of days absent since the beginning of the school year; the number of siblings 
in the district and who have dropped out; and whether the child is over-age for his or her 
grade, is limited English proficient, has special needs within certain categories, has low 
test scores, or has a lack of extracurricular activities. Although a number of these metrics 
are not mutable, the purpose of the index is to direct the attention of principals, social 
workers, counselors, and teachers to students at an early stage who might not otherwise 
be identified as high risk based on any one single characteristic.

• Early warning indicator index. Massachusetts assigns each incoming ninth grader to one 
of five levels of risk based on their eighth-grade attendance, math, and ELA score (Massa-
chusetts Department of Elementary and Secondary Education, 2010). These were selected 
from among 11 variables initially considered or used in prior years for the index (factors, 
such as student mobility, limited English proficiency, and special-education status). The 
state provides student rosters along with their respective index values to districts for them 
to use or refine as desired. The most recent report identified a little more than one-third 
of incoming freshmen in Massachusetts as being at risk of dropping out (Vaznis, 2010).

Improving Academic Performance

College and Career Readiness. As described in the state accountability section, outside 
of state standardized test scores, college-readiness measures are the most common indicators 
included in state school accountability systems. The Broad Foundation data bank (undated [a]) 
corroborates this finding: Twelve localities have a total of 204 metrics pertaining to college 
and career readiness—one-quarter of the total number of metrics in the data bank. Not all 
of these 204 metrics are unique; some are quite similar to one another across the 12 locali-
ties. The range of measures pertain to participation rates, average scores, and the proportion 
of students obtaining passing scores on college-readiness tests, such as the SAT, International 
Baccalaureate (IB), AP, or ACT exams. Other indicators examine dropout rates and predictors 
of dropping out, such as credit accumulation or withdrawal from required courses. A number 
of the 12 localities track college entry through the percentage of seniors who have applied for 
financial aid or had transcripts sent to college, the percentage of graduates enrolled in col-
lege or in remedial courses, or the percentage of students who meet a state-developed college-
readiness index. Our review suggests that there is greater consistency among districts’ and 
states’ measures related to college or workforce readiness than among measures in other catego-
ries, such as student or parent satisfaction, school inputs, or student growth on standardized 
tests. Namely, the majority of the measures in this class focus on participation in challenging 
coursework (e.g., AP courses, dual-enrollment courses, academically oriented diplomas) and 
attainment on college-oriented tests, such as the ACT or the AP. Only one of the 20 states 
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with their own accountability rating systems (Oklahoma) has measures that explicitly relate to 
workforce readiness in the sense of tracking employment in the years following high school.15 

Periodic Assessments to Provide Information for Instructional Improvement. Aside from 
identification of students at risk, the other area of measures in which interviewees or relevant 
literature indicated the greatest growth is in district or state adoption of interim or formative 
assessments. Periodic assessments are standardized tests that are designed to be administered 
regularly during the year to provide more frequent information on student learning. Research 
suggests that the use of periodic assessments is increasing, and recent federal efforts could 
make them even more popular (Hamilton, Stecher, Marsh, et al., 2007). ED has awarded two 
state consortia $160 million to $170 million each to develop assessments that are aligned with 
the CCSS, and both consortia include periodic assessments in their plans. States are scheduled 
to first implement new assessments aligned to the CCSS in 2014–2015, and these assessments 
will likely substantially alter the way in which students are tested and how inferences are drawn 
from them.

Namely, the two consortia propose to increase the number of assessments administered 
throughout the school year, a goal that aligns with an ongoing shift in practice among many 
districts and some states. Cincinnati is one such example (Holtzapple, 2010). For the past seven 
years, the district has required its teachers to administer quarterly benchmark exams. However, 
as of 2010–2011, the district has revised this requirement to instead mandate that 14 short-
cycle assessments are to be administered throughout the year by all teachers in grades 3–8 of 
reading, math, science, and social studies. Teachers can decide at what times to administer 
them, but the assessments are timed to occur roughly once every two weeks. The 14 exams 
range from five to eight test items each and have both multiple-choice and constructed-response 
items. The assessments are intended to influence teachers’ instructional practice because data 
from the assessments are available within 24 hours via on online portal for teachers and prin-
cipals. In addition to the short-cycle assessments, the district also required diagnostic tests in 
August and in January in the four core subjects. Further, the dashboard indicates the percent-
age of students within each school who have taken each short assessment so that the district 
can ensure their widespread use.

15 Note that, although West Virginia and Kentucky do not issue school ratings separately from federally required NCLB 
ratings, they also have measures that relate to students in the years beyond high school.
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CHAPTER FOUR

What Guidance Does Research Offer for Expanding Measures of 
School Performance?

As the preceding chapter indicates, numerous states and districts are working to develop and 
implement school indicator systems for informational and accountability purposes. Because 
many of these systems are in their early stages, limited evidence exists about their effective-
ness as levers for improving school quality or student outcomes. However, research on the use 
of tests in accountability systems provides some guidance to help us predict the likely conse-
quences of the use of supplemental measures in these systems and to identify possible risks 
associated with their use. We briefly summarize key findings from this research, and then we 
describe some of the possible benefits, challenges, and trade-offs associated with school indica-
tor systems.

Lessons Learned from Research on Test-Based Accountability

A growing body of evidence from research on test-based accountability reinforces the common-
sense notion that what gets tested is what gets taught. Specifically, high-stakes testing tends to 
lead teachers to focus more on tested subjects and on tested content within a subject, and less 
on material that is not tested (for reviews, see Koretz, 2008; Hamilton, 2003; Stecher, 2002). 
School and district administrators often reinforce this tendency by aligning curricula, pacing 
guides, professional development, and other resources with the high-stakes tests (Stecher et al., 
2008; Hamilton, Stecher, Russell, et al., 2008; Center on Education Policy, 2006). 

Although some alignment of curriculum with a state’s content priorities might be appro-
priate, focusing curriculum and instruction narrowly on mastering a specific test rather than 
on teaching the underlying content (of which the test is merely a small sample) can contribute 
to score inflation. Score inflation occurs when students’ performance gains on a particular test 
outpace their actual knowledge gains in the underlying construct(s) the test was designed to 
measure (Koretz, 2008). The NCLB experience is illustrative: Researchers find that, although 
scores on state accountability tests have increased substantially (Chudowsky and Chudowsky, 
2010), scores on low-stakes tests, such as the National Assessment of Educational Progress, 
have at best shown positive but modest improvement (Chudowsky and Chudowsky, 2010; 
Reback, Rockoff, and Schwartz, 2011; Wong, Cook, and Steiner, 2009). 

Moreover, the metric matters: Systems that reward teachers or schools for moving stu-
dents from below a cut score to above it, as NCLB does, have been associated with efforts to 
target instruction to students who are performing just below the proficiency cut score (Booher-
Jennings, 2005; Hamilton, Stecher, Marsh, et al., 2007). Although such responses might seem 
efficient from the point of view of a school wishing to boost its proficiency rate, they are 
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undesirable because they allow an arbitrary proficiency cutoff to determine students’ access 
to instructional resources. Such strategies could draw resources away from students at lower 
and higher points in the performance distribution, whose instructional needs might equal or 
exceed those of students scoring near the proficiency cut score. In addition, reliance on specific 
metrics can distort conclusions about performance and thereby undermine efforts to use the 
data for decisionmaking. Presenting scores exclusively in terms of percentages of students above 
proficient, for instance, not only masks important performance differences at other points in 
the score distribution but can lead to inaccurate inferences regarding changes in performance 
over time or differences in performance among subgroups of students (for a discussion of this 
phenomenon, see Center on Education Policy, 2007, and Holland, 2002). Although there is 
no conclusive evidence that adopting a different set of measures would necessarily change how 
educators respond to testing, it is likely that, by measuring a broader range of outcomes, along 
with inputs and processes, some of the most problematic responses would be mitigated, as we 
discuss later.

A few studies have examined the consequences associated with adopting a multiple-
measure indicator system. Chester (2005), for instance, documented some of the lessons learned 
from Ohio’s use of multiple measures of student achievement at the district and school levels. 
Although this system focused primarily on test scores, Ohio’s experience illustrates some ways 
in which the use of multiple indicators of performance can affect the utility of the system. The 
state’s accountability system assigned each school to one of five performance categories based 
on four measures: test performance status, test performance growth, attendance rates, and 
graduation rates. The study reported that combining schools’ data on these measures enhanced 
the validity of inferences about their performance (e.g., by avoiding the distorting effects of 
exclusive reliance on percentage proficient, discussed earlier) and improved the consistency of 
school classifications over what the consistency would have been if a single measure had been 
used. As Chester points out, the extent to which validity of inferences is improved depends not 
only on the specific measures that are included in the system but also on the rules for combin-
ing information from those measures, a topic to which we return later in this chapter.

Brown, Wohlstetter, and Liu (2008) examined a broader indicator system called the 
Charter School Indicators–University of Southern California (CSI-USC), which incorporated 
data on inputs, processes, and outcomes to provide publicly available information on Califor-
nia charter schools. This system was based on the balanced scorecard framework (Kaplan and 
Norton, 1992), which views organizations’ performance through multiple lenses. In the case of 
schools, such lenses include finances and resources, school quality, student performance, and 
measures of efficiency. This research provides guidance for others who are involved in develop-
ing indicator systems; in particular, it points to the need for stakeholder involvement and for 
clear presentation of data and findings. However, the system’s long-term effects on parents and 
other members of the public who are interested in this information remain to be seen.

Despite the well-documented problems stemming from high-stakes uses of tests and the 
lack of research on multiple-measure accountability or indicator systems, reliance on mea-
sures and incentives as a means to improve schools continues to enjoy widespread support 
among policymakers. This support is likely to continue for a number of reasons. Perhaps most 
importantly, although large-scale assessments are expensive, they tend to be less costly than 
other approaches to changing what schools do. Reforms, such as the adoption of new curri-
cula or the redesign of professional development, typically require more resources than does 
the implementation of a new testing program, which is one reason policymakers have favored 
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test-based accountability as a means to promote school improvement (Linn, 2000). In addi-
tion, federal, state, and district investments in new data systems provide an incentive to con-
tinue and expand the use of measures for decisionmaking. The lessons learned from research 
on high-stakes student achievement testing can provide some guidance regarding the promises 
and pitfalls of measurement-based reform. 

Possible Benefits of Expanded Measures

As noted above, much of the impetus for moving toward a more expansive measurement system 
comes from the concern that, by focusing on a small number of subject areas in a subset of 
K–12 grades, current accountability metrics provide a limited picture of how well schools are 
attaining the many goals toward which they are expected to work. If our notion of an effec-
tive school includes not only promoting students’ achievement and attainment but also such 
features as providing a safe learning environment and encouraging the development of civic 
responsibility, an expanded system could allow a more accurate assessment of the school char-
acteristics that society values.

An expanded set of measures could also promote more valid inferences about school per-
formance by offering opportunities to compare performance on multiple overlapping dimen-
sions. For example, an increase in mathematics test scores might be interpreted as evidence that 
the quality of mathematics instruction is improving, but such an increase could also reflect 
curriculum narrowing and score inflation. If this increase were accompanied by evidence of 
improvements in the quality of teaching as measured by direct observations of instruction, the 
user of the information might be more confident that an inference of improved instructional 
quality is warranted. Similarly, gains in test scores might be interpreted as evidence that stu-
dents are learning more, but this inference would be more supportable if gains on NCLB-type 
tests were accompanied by gains on other measures, such as end-of-course tests that capture 
improvements in more advanced content. A system that was expanded to include measures of 
learning in a broader range of subjects, grade levels, and courses could help address the kinds 
of questions that most parents and members of the public are likely to ask about their schools, 
including questions about the relative success of students at different achievement levels and 
with different profiles of interests and goals. In other words, such measures could better serve 
accountability goals by helping a broad range of stakeholders understand how effective a school 
is on average and how well it meets the needs of particular kinds of students. 

As discussed in Chester’s (2005) description of Ohio’s multiple-measure system for clas-
sifying schools into performance categories, if designed appropriately, these systems might not 
only improve the validity of inferences about performance but can also improve aspects of 
reliability, including the consistency of classifications of school into performance categories. 
Scores from any single measure include some degree of measurement error, and combining 
scores across measures has the potential to reduce this error, though, as discussed later, the 
specific rules for combining measures can affect validity and reliability and are not always 
straightforward. 

An additional, related benefit of an expanded system relates to the incentive effects that 
high-stakes measures impose. As discussed above, high-stakes accountability sometimes leads 
to an increased focus on tested material at the expense of untested material. Such changes 
might result not only in important parts of the curriculum being neglected but also in the 
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neglect of desirable competencies that are difficult to measure reliably on standardized assess-
ments, such as communication and teamwork skills. An emphasis on achievement tests might 
also lead educators to neglect other aspects of students’ educational experiences, such as the 
school’s social and emotional climate. The research on effects of testing on these other aspects 
of schooling is limited, but there is some evidence that schools have reduced opportunities for 
students to participate in activities, such as arts and field trips, and that teachers worry about 
negative effects on students’ engagement (Hamilton, Stecher, Marsh, et al., 2007; Stecher et al., 
2008). A more balanced set of incentives might mitigate these risks, though it is clearly imprac-
tical to measure every input, process, and outcome of interest, and developers of these systems 
will need to weigh the costs and benefits of an expanded set of measures. 

Risks and Trade-Offs Associated with Expanded Measures

Although the arguments in favor of expanded measures are strong, those responsible for setting 
policy or designing systems must proceed with caution and should be armed with an under-
standing of the various risks involved. For example, the Center for Public Education (2008) 
has published a list of “good measures for good schools” that sets out a number of common-
sense questions as a guide for school quality. The questions pertain to five domains: student 
achievement during school, workforce and college readiness as of the end of school, school 
climate, school resources and staff, and school demographics. Notwithstanding the substantial 
progress made in developing measures in most of these domains, many localities currently lack 
the data to assess some of these domains, especially workforce and college readiness and school 
climate. And even where data are available, the research about the usefulness of the measure 
for improving aspects of school performance is limited. We know, for example, that class-size 
reduction can boost achievement in the early grades in some contexts (Mosteller, 1995) but not 
how it affects behavior, engagement, and student–teacher interactions. So even an understand-
ing of the limited research available will take policymakers only so far. 

Ultimately, the selection of measures in an indicator system should be informed by the 
purposes of the system—e.g., whether it will be used solely for monitoring, in a diagnostic or 
prescriptive way to guide school-improvement decisions, or whether it will be part of account-
ability with explicit stakes attached to results. Different uses could suggest different design deci-
sions. For example, measures that are used for high-stakes accountability purposes for school 
practitioners should focus on factors that the educators are able to influence through their prac-
tice (e.g., growth in student learning, attendance, student–teacher interactions) rather than 
on conditions or outcomes that are not under educators’ control (e.g., student demographics 
and spending). By contrast, a system that is intended to inform school choice might lead to 
different decisions about what to include. For instance, measures that are outside the control 
of school practitioners (e.g., per-pupil spending or quality of facilities) might nonetheless be 
helpful to parents who are trying to decide which school offers the most appropriate environ-
ment for their children. Choice of measures should also be informed, to the extent possible, by 
research on what inputs, processes, and outcomes matter for long-term student success, while 
keeping in mind that the research in most areas has limitations. 

Even a careful consideration of one’s purposes and of the existing research does not nec-
essarily lead to a straightforward approach to designing an indicator system. In this section, 
we briefly discuss several trade-offs that must be addressed, and we describe several additional 
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considerations that developers and users should keep in mind as they develop, implement, and 
evaluate new measures of school performance. 

• Breadth versus focus. The key value of a more expansive system is that it could more 
closely align indicators with the goals society holds for schools. Greater breadth might 
also lessen the likelihood of inappropriate narrowing of curricula or instruction. For 
example, 11 of the 20 states factored more subjects than math and ELA into their school 
ratings. At the same time, having additional measures could reduce the utility of the 
system as a mechanism for helping educators focus their work. Many teachers who par-
ticipated in the RAND NCLB studies (Hamilton, Stecher, Marsh, et al., 2007; Stecher 
et al., 2008) expressed concerns about state standards that were too broad or that included 
more content than could realistically be covered, and an expanded set of measures could 
exacerbate these concerns. One of the drawbacks associated with NCLB—namely, its 
emphasis on a small number of tested outcomes—could also be considered a strength 
in that it enables the system to send a clear message about what outcomes educators are 
expected to emphasize. Comprehensive measures can potentially scatter rather than focus 
educators’ attention, though this effect might be mitigated through efforts to structure 
and communicate the information effectively, and through training and ongoing support 
to help educators figure out how to prioritize and synthesize signals from multiple mea-
sures. Developers need to consider the balance between a reasonably comprehensive set of 
measures and the need to help teachers and other educators understand what goals they 
are expected to promote.

• Complexity versus transparency. A related concern involves the ways in which infor-
mation from specific measures is transformed and aggregated to produce a number of 
other indicators. To incorporate differences in the characteristics of students or school 
inputs, more complex indicators might be needed, but complexity makes the indicators 
more difficult to understand. This concern is illustrated by recent work on value-added 
modeling of teacher effects. Researchers have explored a variety of approaches to develop-
ing measures that attempt to isolate the effect of a teacher on students’ test scores, and 
these methods typically involve complex statistical models that are difficult for anyone 
but highly trained methodologists to understand. Although these approaches might do 
a better job than simpler measures of supporting accurate inferences, their complexity 
could limit their utility for helping teachers or others determine how to improve teach-
ers’ performance, and could also reduce the likelihood that educators will support the 
measurement system (Chudowsky, Koenig, and Braun, 2010). Similar concerns apply to 
highly complex metrics of school-level performance, such as performance indexes (used 
in ten of the 20 states’ rating systems) that assign different weights to student scores along 
the spectrum of very low to very high performance. For some purposes, more transpar-
ent measures might be preferable, particularly when the measures are intended to support 
improvement efforts, but, for certain kinds of inferences, it might be necessary to sacrifice 
some transparency in an effort to promote valid inferences. Regardless of purpose, deci-
sions about whether to implement complex modeling approaches require consideration 
of the resources—both human and technological—available to apply those modeling 
approaches.

• Comprehensiveness versus affordability. Clearly, the number of measures cannot be 
expanded without incurring additional costs. Within the domain of student achievement, 
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efforts to avoid the narrowing effects associated with multiple-choice test items must con-
tend with the added costs of testing more subjects and including a broader range of item 
formats. Perhaps the most common form of expanded measures is the increasingly fre-
quent use of standardized measures of student performance throughout the school year. 
Costs associated with administration of additional assessments, as well as the expense of 
creating and maintaining the data systems, need to be carefully considered in light of 
alternative uses for those funds. In addition, those who develop or mandate new measures 
should consider not only the monetary costs but the burdens that additional measure-
ment could impose on educators’ and students’ time. For example, school quality reviews, 
such as are done in Charlotte-Mecklenburg, are resource-intensive because they require 
substantial preparation by school staff and a trained team that observes the school for 
at least two days and prepares a report with its findings. Yet the team’s review touches 
on aspects of school climate, leadership, and instruction that administrative data alone 
cannot capture. In all of these cases, it is important to evaluate whether the benefits of 
these measures outweigh the possible loss of instructional time, especially for assessment 
systems that are not fully aligned with the curriculum. Finally, one must consider the 
cost of “not knowing” about performance in areas that are not measured. Although it is 
cheaper in the short run not to measure higher-order thinking skills, it could be more 
expensive in the long run if schools ignore those skills because they are not measured.

• Uniformity versus flexibility. Decisions that involve comparing performance across 
schools will benefit from a uniform set of indicators in each school. At the same time, 
schools differ in many ways that make it difficult to measure their performance using 
identical indicators. A uniform set of indicators might not only reduce the utility of 
information but could also stifle efforts to innovate and adapt to local contextual factors. 
For example, a set of measures that is appropriate for assessing the performance of a high 
school science magnet program might not work well for a comprehensive middle school. 
A hybrid system, with some common measures and some customized information, might 
be more desirable. A related concern is that measures that are overly prescriptive could 
lead to unintended consequences, such as reduced staff morale or a resistance to trying 
new approaches to solving instructional problems. Thus, developers need to examine their 
measures in light of the ways in which they might be expected to influence educators’ 
actions. To the extent that the system attempts to serve diagnostic or prescriptive purpose, 
it could be more important to incorporate flexibility, so it can respond to locally identi-
fied areas of need. 

• Formative versus summative purposes. The annual tests that form the backbone of most 
existing school performance-measurement systems tend not to be perceived by teachers 
as useful for day-to-day instructional decisionmaking because the score reports are not 
sufficiently fine-grained and are available infrequently (Wayman and Stringfield, 2006). 
Instructional decisionmaking, in contrast, tends to benefit from measures that are given 
frequently, embedded in local curricula, and linked to guidance for follow-up (Perie et al., 
2007), but these measures often lack the technical qualities that are required when using 
tests to make high-stakes decisions. Moreover, using diagnostic tests for high-stakes pur-
poses could dilute their diagnostic usefulness if teachers begin to treat students’ per-
formance on these assessments as end goals rather than as indicators for refining their 
instruction. A single set of measures might not adequately serve both formative and sum-
mative purposes, and those responsible for determining how performance is measured 
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should avoid the temptation to use the same measures for multiple purposes unless there 
is validity evidence to support each of the proposed uses. 

• Signaling versus preventing corruption of measures. Another trade-off related to the pur-
poses of measures stems from the signaling function that we discussed earlier in this 
report. The mere decision to include a measure in an accountability system with stakes 
attached sends a signal to educators and others about what processes or outcomes are 
valued and can increase the likelihood that the areas that are measured will be a focus of 
educators’ and students’ efforts. From a signaling perspective, one could argue for attach-
ing stakes to a broad range of measures, such as school climate surveys and student course 
taking. As noted above, however, attaching stakes leads to a risk of score corruption, and 
some kinds of measures might be particularly susceptible to manipulation if educators are 
under pressure to improve performance on these dimensions. For instance, high stakes 
attached to AP course enrollment could lead to higher enrollment by students who are 
not fully prepared for these courses, which could hinder the quality of the experience 
for these students and for the students who are prepared. System designers must care-
fully examine the likelihood that high stakes will lead to corruption and decide whether 
to reduce stakes or whether other steps might be taken to maintain the integrity of the 
measure.

• Adjusting versus not adjusting for inputs. The era of standards-based reform has been 
characterized by a widely held view that it is important to hold all schools, and all stu-
dents, to similar, high standards. Thus, NCLB’s primary accountability provision was 
designed to focus on the percentage of a school’s students who score at the proficient 
level or higher, regardless of how those students performed before entering the school or 
what kinds of challenges they face outside of school. This approach to accountability is 
popular among some education reformers because it embodies the ideal that the same 
high expectations are held for all students and schools. At the same time, by ignoring 
inputs, the system could inadvertently reduce motivation to improve, both on the part 
of high-scoring schools that do well because they serve advantaged students and among 
low-scoring schools that do not have a realistic chance of meeting the target even if they 
achieve significant improvement (Reback, Rockoff, and Schwartz, 2011). This type of 
system can produce inaccurate inferences about which schools are effective and can reduce 
morale and support for the system to the extent that it is seen as unfair. Approaches to 
addressing this problem include the use of growth models or risk-adjustment procedures 
that take into account prior performance and other characteristics of students, schools, or 
neighborhoods that might influence performance. These approaches introduce technical 
and practical challenges, and some might view their use as a way of lowering standards for 
some students or schools, but, for some purposes, it is likely that adjusted measures will 
provide better information and incentives than unadjusted measures.

Additional Technical Considerations

Those who design school indicator systems face a number of significant decisions about the 
features of the measures and the methods for combining them and attaching them to con-
sequences. These decisions, some of which were discussed earlier, pertain to the methods for 
creating indices (e.g., which measures will be reported in terms of status, growth, or both, 
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and how information will be combined across different measures, if at all); whether to apply 
risk-adjustment procedures to account for differences in inputs; whether to set performance 
targets and, if so, how ambitious these should be; and how much to customize assessments 
to address individual students’ varying school experiences (e.g., whether to rely primarily on 
course-specific assessments at the high school level). There are no simple answers to these ques-
tions; the decisions need to be informed by an understanding of local context and constraints 
and by a careful consideration of the goals the system is intended to promote. 

Regardless of how the various decisions are resolved, those who develop, mandate, or use 
school indicator systems need to examine the technical quality of these systems to maximize 
the likelihood that they will provide accurate information and produce desirable outcomes. An 
overriding concern is validity, a term that refers to “the degree to which accumulated evidence 
and theory support specific interpretations of test scores entailed by proposed uses of a test” 
(Joint Committee on Standards for Educational and Psychological Testing, 1999, p. 184). The 
requirement to investigate validity pertains not only to the tests or other measures that are used 
to create the indicators but also to any derived or summary scores, such as an AYP index. The 
process of validation involves an accumulation of evidence to support the use of a particular set 
of test scores for a particular purpose (Kane, 2006). As we noted earlier, users should recognize 
that a test that might be viewed as having validity evidence for one purpose, such as informing 
instructional decisions, should not automatically be considered to have validity evidence for a 
different purpose, such as identifying low-performing schools that are in need of intervention. 
System developers need to contend with a limited amount of information about the technical 
properties of many of their measures; many new assessments and surveys have little available 
information about their technical quality, and even established measures, such as AP exams, 
have not been validated for use in indicator systems. Moreover, as discussed earlier, attaching 
stakes to measures can lead to the corruption of scores, and nontest measures are not neces-
sarily immune to this problem. Developers and users should view validation as an ongoing 
activity that can be informed by the accumulation of evidence as the system is rolled out and 
implemented over time. 

A related concern is reliability, a term that refers to the degree to which test scores are 
consistent over repeated measurements and are free of errors of measurement. It is important to 
gather as much information as possible to understand how much error is in the system, in order 
to help users determine what level of confidence they should place in the information they 
receive. Errors can result from a variety of sources, including the sampling of specific tasks, the 
differences in how raters apply scoring criteria, and the specific set of students included in the 
measures. The appropriate method for estimating reliability depends in part on the possible 
sources of error (e.g., whether raters are used to score test items) and on the kinds of scores pro-
duced (e.g., classification consistency should be examined if schools are assigned to categories 
rather than awarded a score on a continuous distribution). 

Moreover, when individual scores are combined into a composite, reliability should be 
estimated for the composite and not just for the original scores that it comprises. Some com-
posites, such as school-level averages of test scores, might have higher levels of reliability than 
the individual scores that are used to calculate them (Hill and DePascale, 2002). But methods 
for combining scores can also lead to threats to reliability over and above the measurement 
error associated with the original, individual-level scores. For example, estimates of teaching 
effectiveness (i.e., value added) that assess average changes of student scores by classroom tend 
to be unstable from one year to the next, and, although some of this instability reflects actual 
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changes in teachers’ contributions to student achievement, much of it is noise stemming from 
random classroom-level error in addition to the student-level error (Lankford et al., 2010; 
McCaffrey, Sass, et al., 2009). As the value-added example illustrates, it is often challenging to 
determine the extent to which instability in scores over time is due to signal or noise—that is, 
do changes in performance represent real changes, or do they primarily result from measure-
ment errors? 

A third aspect of technical quality that users should consider is fairness, which essentially 
refers to the extent to which a measure has the same meaning for each individual or organiza-
tion who receives a score on that measure (Joint Committee on Standards for Educational and 
Psychological Testing, 1999). Considerations of a measure’s fairness are related to both validity 
and reliability: A measure can lack fairness if it measures something (e.g., student socioeco-
nomic status) that is unrelated to the construct of interest (e.g., student mastery of mathemat-
ics) or if scores for some examinees (e.g., English language learners) are subject to greater errors 
of measurement than those of other examinees. Documenting the fairness of school-level indi-
cators is important for promoting stakeholder buy-in and for maximizing the validity of infer-
ences about school performance. 
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CHAPTER FIVE

Recommendations for a Federal Role to Promote Improved 
Measurement of School Performance

As this report has sought to demonstrate, some states and districts have maintained or expanded 
indicator systems that go beyond the requirements imposed by NCLB. These state and local 
initiatives include broader measures of school inputs (e.g., school-level instructional expendi-
tures, adjustments to performance to account for variation in resources), processes (e.g., stu-
dent safety and teacher and student satisfaction), and outcomes (e.g., gains in achievement, 
graduating students who are college- or career-ready). 

However, there is limited research documenting the quality of these measures, their utility 
for decisionmaking, or their effects on educators’ practices and student outcomes. As a result, 
states’ and districts’ efforts offer only anecdotal guidance for deciding the appropriate number 
or the right balance of input, process, and outcome measures to include in a school indicator 
system. Following feedback from school organizations contributing to its school performance-
metric data bank, the Broad Foundation (2009) advises school districts to develop data dash-
boards for teachers and principals that have ten to 20 metrics presented on the equivalent of 
two pages. Although this guidance is not derived from empirical testing of threshold levels 
at which the number of metrics can scatter rather than focus school administrators’ atten-
tion, it nevertheless represents the collective experience of localities that currently implement 
a number of measures described above. At the same time, the quality of the measures should 
outweigh any formulaic determination about their quantity; a smaller number of high-quality 
measures is preferable to a greater number of low-quality measures.

Although the federal government has historically played a fairly small role in shaping state 
and local education decisions, NCLB demonstrates that federal legislation can have a substan-
tial impact on what schools and districts do. Among other things, it has prompted the expan-
sion of states’ longitudinally linked data systems that allow them to track student progress and 
link students’ achievement-test scores to other information in ways that were not possible only 
a few years ago. Further, NCLB accountability ratings have had a tremendous influence on 
state and local rating systems. Anecdotal evidence confirms that NCLB is the primary rating 
that schools consider, with local rating systems playing the secondary role of providing diag-
nostic information to respond to the federal rating. NCLB accountability has also prompted 
the local development of additional measures to predict performance on high-stakes outcomes, 
such as indicators of at-risk students and the periodic assessments described earlier. The influ-
ence of NCLB legislation suggests that the federal government could help effectively create 
incentives for states and districts to expand on their data systems to develop and test other 
measures of school performance. 
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To prompt federal policymakers’ thinking about what form the federal role might take in 
motivating the development of more comprehensive school measurement systems, we present 
the following three recommendations:

• In the ESEA reauthorization, incorporate a broader range of measures as a basis for 
accountability decisions than is currently mandated under NCLB. Although there is cur-
rently insufficient evidence to make specific choices about which measures should be 
used, evidence from research on high-stakes testing indicates that educators tend to shift 
their focus away from what is not measured and toward what is. Given the broad set of 
goals for schooling that we discussed at the beginning of this report, it is clear that sys-
tems that rely exclusively on standardized tests in a small set of subjects create a risk that 
some critical goals will be shortchanged. A federal mandate that states (or state consortia) 
select their own measures within a broader set of predefined categories might mitigate 
this risk and might allow stakeholders to draw more valid inferences regarding school 
performance that better reflect the multiple goals of schooling. This form of controlled 
flexibility builds on the recent precedent of Race to the Top, in which applicant states 
were required to revise teacher evaluation methods to include multiple measures of their 
choosing and to base at least a significant part of the evaluation on student growth or test 
scores. Although broadening accountability measures will require additional resources, 
the value of the information and the improvement in schools’ incentive structures is likely 
to justify the additional cost. We suggest the following five domains of expanded mea-
sures as places to start because they reflect the broader goals of schooling discussed in 
Chapter One or they address areas in which states have increased their measures to meet 
perceived needs:
– Expand the measures of achievement and attainment to account for both status and 

growth and to capture a broader range of academic outcomes in subjects besides math 
and ELA, as well as in advanced course taking.

– Promote a positive school culture, including indicators, such as student and teacher 
satisfaction, academic challenge, engagement, safety, or orderliness.

– Adopt leading indicators, such as measures of being on track for high school gradua-
tion, that provide schools information about students as they progress toward college 
and career readiness.

– Promote positive behavioral, emotional, and physical health outcomes for students, 
including indicators of suspensions, expulsion, physical health.

– Augment unadjusted performance indicators with indicators that adjust for discrepan-
cies in resources that children and, by extension, schools have available. 

• Avoid creating a new federal mandate to adopt specific measures. Mandating new mea-
sures that have not been well evaluated could have unintended effects, such as siphoning 
resources away from more productive measurement and reform efforts that are already 
under way. As states begin to validate additional measures, these can be gradually inte-
grated into a refined federal system for measuring school performance. States should be 
required to conduct an evaluation of the technical quality and the effects of the inclusion 
of new measures within an ESEA accountability framework on student outcomes and 
school resource allocation. For that, they might require technical assistance or collabora-
tion, which leads to our third recommendation.
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• Incorporate the development and evaluation of additional school performance measures 
as an area of focus within existing competitively awarded federal grants. Recognizing that 
states vary in their capacity to develop and test new measures and the desirability of devel-
oping measures that are consistent across states, offering federal grants for such develop-
ment could create incentives for states to coordinate their efforts, as through interstate 
consortia. Examples of existing grants that have driven such coordination efforts include 
ED’s Enhanced Assessment Grants and the National Science Foundation’s Promoting 
Research and Innovation in Methodologies for Evaluation program. Further, in establish-
ing priority areas for the development and validation of additional measures in certain 
school goal areas, these funds should also be contingent on the provision of clear, explicit 
support to teachers and principals so they can interpret the new measures and adapt their 
practices in response. 

Many federal policymakers agree that the reauthorization of ESEA should build on knowl-
edge acquired in the past decade about districts’ and schools’ responses to NCLB (Dillon, 
2010). The question remains how to undertake this reauthorization in a way that fine-tunes 
the law’s performance-measurement requirements rather than replacing one imperfect system 
with one that is even more unwieldy. At the same time, it is important that the impetus for 
using measurement to inform educational decisionmaking remains firmly in place. This report 
has described promising directions for expanding the set of measures that schools have at their 
disposal while acknowledging the need for more research on how the availability of such mea-
sures affects educational practice and student achievement. Even with more research, however, 
the public will have to weigh carefully the trade-offs in choosing what facets of their public 
schools should be measured and how those measures should be used to inform high-stakes 
policy decisions.
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