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Standards-Based Accountability in 
the United States:
Lessons Learned and Future Directions1

Laura S. Hamilton*, Brian M. Stecher** & Kun Yuan***

Abstract:
Standards-based accountability (SBA) has been a primary driver of education policy in the United 
States for several decades. Although definitions of SBA vary, it typically includes standards that 
indicate what students are expected to know and be able to do, measures of student attainment of 
the standards, targets for performance on those measures, and a set of consequences for schools or 
educations based on performance. Research on SBA indicates that these policies have led to some 
of the consequences its advocates had hoped to achieve, such as an emphasis on equity and align-
ment of curriculum within and across grade levels, but that it has also produced some less desirable 
outcomes. This article summarizes the research on SBA in three areas: quality of standards, ways 
in which SBA has shaped educators’ practices, and effects on student achievement. The article 
identifies lessons learned from the implication of SBA in the United States and provides guidance 
for developing SBA systems that could promote beneficial outcomes for students.

Keywords: Accountability, Assessment, Standards, Education policy, United States

Introduction
Education policy debates in the United States have been shaped by a growing recogni-
tion that students in the U.S. have failed to keep pace with their counterparts in other 
countries in tests of educational achievement (OECD, 2009) and by a related concern 
that too many students are either not graduating from high school or are graduating 
without the skills and knowledge needed for success in postsecondary education or 
careers (National Commission on Excellence in Education, 1983; Swanson, 2009). 
One of the most prominent policy responses to these concerns has been an emphasis 
on standards-based accountability (SBA), an approach to measuring and incentivising 
school performance by attaching consequences to student scores in achievement tests.

Across the U.S., states have adopted standards that describe the content schools 
are expected to teach and that students are expected to master in specific grade levels 
to prepare them for college and careers, along with tests that measure attainment of 
those standards. The requirement for standards and aligned assessments has been 
a feature of federal legislation since the Improving America’s Schools Act (IASA) of 
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1994, and it is the centrepiece of the No Child Left Behind Act of 2001 (20 U.S.C. 6311 
et seq.). Signed into law in January 2002, NCLB requires each state to develop con-
tent standards and aligned student achievement tests in specific subjects and grades, 
along with a set of escalating sanctions that are tied to a repeated failure of schools to 
meet their student performance targets. These targets are tied not only to aggregated 
scores for all tested students in a school, but also to the performance of subgroups of 
students such as English language learners and low-income students (see Hamilton 
et al., 2007, for a more detailed description of the elements of NCLB). The law has 
exerted a strong influence on state and local decisions about education policy and 
practice since its passage. Although the specific features of NCLB are unique to the 
U.S., its general approach to accountability, which promotes an approach to school 
governance that relies heavily on outcomes, is also a topic of debate in a number of 
other countries. This paper is intended to share the findings of research conducted 
in the U.S. context, with the hope of informing accountability system design and 
implementation in other nations.

Historical Context
Both federal and state governments in the U.S. played an important role in shaping 
SBA during the decades prior to NCLB’s enactment. Although interest in measuring 
educational outcomes had been growing throughout the 1960s and 1970s, and several 
states began adopting elements of SBA in the 1970s, many researchers and historians 
view as a seminal event the publication of A Nation at Risk (National Commission on 
Excellence in Education) in 1983. That document, which used strong and colourful 
language to deplore the state of American education, led to policy debates about how to 
raise expectations for both student and teacher performance, and emphasised the need 
to monitor student achievement in a systematic way (Wixson, Dutro, & Athan, 2003). 

States and districts responded to this policy environment by undertaking a variety 
of curricular and structural reforms, including raising graduation requirements, offer-
ing more advanced courses, and adopting new textbooks or other curricular materials 
that were intended to improve the quality of instruction. Analyses of the changes that 
occurred during this time suggest that these reforms failed to produce widespread 
improvement, in part because they lacked coherence and failed to communicate a 
common understanding of which content and skills were expected to be taught (Mas-
sell, 1994). This concern for coherence and for clear communication of expectations 
contributed to the growing interest in reforming education through system-wide 
standards. The idea of “systemic reform” was articulated by Smith and O’Day (1991), 
who described a broad-based approach to reform that included standards for what 
students were expected to learn; the alignment of other components of the education 
system, such as assessment and teacher training, to these standards; and a restructured 
governance approach that emphasised the role of states and national organisations 
in the standard-setting process but that delegated authority for decisions about how 
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to meet the standards to local districts and schools. This call for a more systemic ap-
proach to improving student achievement provided an impetus for districts, states, 
the federal government and several professional education organisations to engage 
in efforts to promote SBA.

States played a particularly important role in the evolution of SBA prior to NCLB. In 
the 1970s, states began developing minimum-competency examinations in response 
to growing concerns about low-achieving students. Then in the 1980s and early 1990s, 
states such as California, Kentucky, Maryland, Massachusetts, North Carolina and 
Texas began to implement SBA using their own funds. Later, the 1994 Goals 2000: 
Educate America Act (PL 103-227) funded state efforts to develop standards, and 
almost all states embarked on developing standards if they had not begun this task 
already (Armour-Garb, 2007).
By the early 2000s, every state in the U.S. had adopted a system of standards and 
assessments and was using this system as an accountability mechanism to promote 
school improvement, though fewer than one-half of these systems were in full com-
pliance with the federal standards and testing requirements at the time. Much of the 
recent SBA activity can be attributed directly to NCLB which has required each state 
to establish a system of SBA that includes standards, assessments and annual targets 
for performance, but departed from earlier federal initiatives by imposing stricter re-
quirements for testing (e.g., a requirement that all students in grades 3 to 8 be tested 
annually) and for the creation of proficiency-based cut scores. 

It is important to recognise that NCLB is not the only factor affecting state and lo-
cal SBA efforts. In particular, there have been extensive efforts to promote increased 
accountability and uniformity of expectations at the high school level, outside the 
NCLB requirements . Many states have taken their own initiative to impose additional 
accountability requirements at the high school level, most notably through high school 
exit exams and end-of-course exams that students must pass in order to receive a 
diploma. In most states the primary purpose of these exams is to evaluate student 
mastery of standards or curriculum frameworks (Center on Education Policy, 2007b), 
which suggests that state policymakers have adopted a standards-based approach to 
preparing students for what comes after high school.

Another example of SBA-induced policy change is the growing emphasis on teacher-
level accountability and the use of value-added modelling of student test scores to 
estimate teacher effectiveness. This approach to accountability reflects a growing 
body of evidence suggesting that individual teachers exert strong effects on student 
learning and that this effectiveness varies substantially, even within schools (Nye, 
Konstantopoulos, & Hedges, 2004; Rivkin, Hanushek, & Kain, 2005). Despite techni-
cal challenges associated with attributing learning gains to individual teachers (Baker 
et al., 2010; McCaffrey et al., 2003), the use of value-added modelling has become 
widespread at the state and local levels in the U.S. and is likely to play a significant 
role in future accountability policy.
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The next wave of accountability reforms in the U.S., while expected to depart from 
NCLB in various ways, is likely to maintain a focus on standards and assessments, 
particularly in light of other federal policies that have emphasised these strategies. 
One of these programmes is Race to the Top, through which the U.S. Department of 
Education has awarded competitive grants to states that agree to implement reforms 
including new educator evaluation and accountability policies and data systems to 
track student achievement over time. More recently, the U.S. Department of Education 
has begun to grant states waivers from some of the most harsh NCLB requirements 
but, to qualify, states must agree to reforms similar to those embodied in Race to the 
Top. Another prominent initiative is the Common Core State Standards (CCSS), a non-
federal effort to develop challenging, college- and career-ready standards in reading 
and mathematics, with voluntary adoption by states. A majority of states have agreed to 
adopt the CCSS and many of these states have also agreed to participate in one of two 
consortia that are developing assessments that will be aligned with the CCSS. Given 
the continuing importance of SBA, it is useful to examine what the research suggests 
about its promise as a strategy for improving student learning. The rest of this paper 
describes SBA, discusses what we know about how the SBA movement has shaped the 
current debate about public education, educators’ practices, and student outcomes 
in the U.S., and offers recommendations for improving these policies in the future. 

What Is Standards-Based Accountability?
The term “standards-based accountability” (SBA) is used extensively in discussions of 
U.S. education policy, but it has not meant the same thing to everyone who has used 
the term. Further complicating the situation, educators and policymakers have used 
other terms, including “systemic reform”, “standards-based reform” and “curriculum 
alignment” to describe similar ideas that differ somewhat in emphasis or evolution. As 
Wilson and Floden (2001) observed, “The slogans of standards and standards-based 
reform spread widely in the 1990s, but the meaning varied across contexts” (p. 195). 

Although there is no universally accepted definition of SBA, most discussions of 
SBA include some or all of the following features: 

Academic expectations for students. SBA represents an approach to accountabil-
ity that emphasises academic outcomes, which in the U.S. represents a shift from 
an earlier approach that emphasised school inputs and process. Thus, the first step 
in SBA is the adoption of carefully framed descriptions of the knowledge and skills 
students are expected to master at various stages of their education. These “academic 
standards” (also called “content standards”) become the focal point for changing 
other elements of the education system, including the testing system (discussed 
below). Academic standards are typically accompanied by “performance standards” 
(or “achievement standards”, as they are called in NCLB) that indicate the level of 
attainment expected with respect to the content standards. Performance standards 
are usually established through a judgmental process that identifies one or more cut 
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scores (NCLB requires at least three) for a test that indicate whether a student has 
attained a specific level of performance, such as “basic” or “proficient.” In this paper 
we do not address performance standards in detail, but it is worth pointing out that 
the process of creating performance standards, setting cut scores, and attaching labels 
indicating the student’s level of performance is fraught with technical difficulties and 
political controversies (Cronin et al., 2007; Linn, 2003). Most notably, the lack of a 
common meaning of “proficient” across states has hindered efforts to compare the 
performance of students in different states, and the frequent confusion of the term 
“proficient” with the phrase “at grade level” (Rothstein, Jacobsen, & Wilder, 2006) 
encourages inappropriate inferences about students’ accomplishments. 

Although academic standards are central to the idea of SBA, there is disagreement 
on what constitutes effective statements of desired student performance. In essence, 
there are no standards for developing good standards. Most advocates of SBA argue 
that the standards should be uniform and apply to all students, i.e., the system should 
adopt common expectations for everyone it serves rather than expecting higher or 
lower levels of attainment from some students. Most advocates also emphasise that 
standards should be challenging; they should stretch educators’ beliefs about what 
students can learn (see, e.g., Resnick & Resnick, 1992). This view stems in part from 
a belief that only by adopting challenging standards will we ensure that students will 
become productive citizens and the country will maintain its international competi-
tiveness. However, experts do not agree on how statements about student expecta-
tions should be formulated to serve their role as the linchpin of SBA. For example, 
how much should standards reflect our incomplete understanding of typical student 
learning progressions? How can standards be written to best support the desired 
educational reforms? In addition, there is an inherent tension in the application of 
standards that are simultaneously high and uniform; this model would require a 
substantial reduction in variability in student performance, and there is no evidence 
that such a reduction has ever been achieved in any education system. The tension is 
particularly evident in the NCLB policies on the testing of students with disabilities. 
The U.S. Department of Education issued a number of guidelines regarding which 
students needed to be included in accountability testing and when it is acceptable to 
modify the testing situation (e.g., U.S. Department of Education, 2007). The com-
plexity of these rules reflects the government’s desire to maintain an emphasis on 
uniform standards while acknowledging the reality that some students will almost 
inevitably be unsuccessful in the tests used for the majority of the student population.

Alignment of the key elements of the education system. The second core element 
of SBA is the alignment of the rest of the instructional delivery system to promote 
attainment of the standards. As Clune (2001) characterised it, the central thesis of 
SBA is that greater alignment or coherence among the policies that affect the content 
and quality of instruction in schools is the only way to produce greater numbers of 
schools that will instill high levels of student achievement. The influence of the idea of 
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alignment is evident today in the large number of textbooks, assessment systems, and 
professional development materials that are explicitly marketed as being aligned with 
state standards. Many advocates of SBA promote an even more expansive notion of 
alignment, recommending that all relevant features of the system be aligned, including 
pre-service professional development, teacher certification, in-service professional 
development, after-school programmes, and teacher performance appraisals. 

Although the concept of alignment is almost universally endorsed by educators, 
there is no widely accepted method for aligning standards, curriculum, instruction 
and assessments, nor is there a consensus on how to determine if existing components 
are aligned. All approaches use expert judgment in some form, but the methods dif-
fer in terms of the size of the conceptual units (“granularity”) that are compared, the 
dimensions on which they are compared, and the extent of agreement that is necessary 
for components to be considered aligned. Often the process of alignment consists of 
merely matching each element from one source (e.g., the test) to a similar representa-
tion in another source (e.g., the standards). Excessive emphasis on alignment can also 
lead to some of the negative effects of SBA that we discuss later, particularly when 
educators use the goal of alignment as a rationale for narrowing their instruction to 
focus on tested content (Koretz, 2005).

Assessments of student achievement. The third major component of SBA is the 
inclusion of assessments of student achievement. The role of testing in SBA was influ-
enced by the idea of “measurement-driven instruction” (Popham, 1987) – that is, the 
notion that assessment can and should shape instruction – which led to experimen-
tation with innovative forms of assessment that would be sensitive to high-quality, 
cognitively challenging instruction (Resnick & Resnick, 1992). The SBA movement has 
fuelled further growth in large-scale assessment, accompanied by efforts to develop 
data systems to track student progress. Although there is more research evidence to 
support specific decisions about assessment than there is to inform the development 
of standards, there are still unresolved issues about assessment that pose challenges 
for SBA. 

Perhaps the greatest challenge is the tension between “richness” and “efficiency.” 
Student achievement can be measured in many ways, including oral presentations, 
group projects, written essays, structured performance tasks, standardised multiple- 
choice tests, and short constructed-response questions, to mention but a few of the 
possible types of assessment. Each type of assessment provides somewhat different 
insights into student understanding and different combinations of types can better 
serve distinct purposes, such as diagnosis of student errors, progress in learning, 
instructional improvement, mastery to a given level, transfer of skills etc. Thus, 
there is a rich palette of assessment options educators can use to learn about student 
knowledge and skill. At the same time, SBA demands a high volume of assessment 
geared toward a concise, quantitative summary of performance, along with timely 
judgments about every school or every student. These requirements put a premium 
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on efficient assessment. Policymakers have to balance the desire for assessments that 
provide richer information against the need for assessments that provide succinct, 
timely information. 

Support and technical assistance. As noted earlier, Smith and O’Day (1991) are 
credited by many with first characterising the elements now associated with SBA, par-
ticularly the focus on aligning all components of the education system. (They described 
their vision as one of “systemic reform”.) Their model also emphasises coordinated 
support services from districts and the state. For example, technical assistance ser-
vices would be reformulated to focus on helping schools overcome obstacles to the 
attainment of standards. Training and consultation would not be centrally planned but 
would respond to identified deficiencies in local student performance, with the goal 
of helping schools figure out how to move students ahead. The emphasis on support 
reflects a recognition that simply telling educators what is expected of them may not 
be sufficient to induce change; externally provided assistance may be necessary. Not 
all SBA efforts encompass support strategies, but state and district support clearly 
plays a prominent role in NCLB’s system of consequences for schools that fail to meet 
their performance targets.

Accountability. Advocates of SBA have shared the view that assessments should 
be used not only to monitor progress but also to hold educators (and in some cases 
students) accountable (see, e.g., NCEST, 1992). This perspective was adopted by the 
framers of NCLB, which includes clear incentives to encourage change: Schools that 
repeatedly fail to meet their performance targets (called Adequate Yearly Progress 
or AYP) because students are not attaining proficiency on state assessments face 
increasingly severe sanctions, including possible reconstitution and takeover. Conse-
quences for poor performance were included in earlier federal legislation and in state 
systems that predated NCLB, but NCLB ramped up the specificity and intensity of the 
consequences significantly. As we will review later in this paper, evidence suggests 
that assigning high stakes to test results can have both motivating and corrupting 
influences on teaching behaviour and on test scores. 

As this brief overview suggests, SBA does not have a single, commonly understood 
definition. This vagueness may be expedient as it is often possible to build political 
consensus about contentious issues by using language that obscures differences. 
Despite this ambiguity, the shift toward SBA in the U.S. has fundamentally shaped 
education policy debates at all levels of the system. In the next section we discuss 
some of the broad themes that characterise current education policy in the U.S.

How SBA Is Shaping Today’s Debates about Public Education 
in the U.S.
In response to NCLB, every state has adopted an SBA system but, as noted above, these 
systems vary along key dimensions such as the specificity of the content standards, 
the content and format of state assessments, and the level of difficulty at which the 
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“proficient” cut score is set. Initiatives such as the Common Core State Standards are 
intended to address some of this variation but we do not yet know what the outcomes 
of those efforts will be. Regardless of which provisions are incorporated into future 
accountability legislation and programmes, several core ideas have emerged and are 
likely to influence the next generation of education reforms in the U.S. These ideas, 
which have affected not only the development of specific SBA programmes and poli-
cies, but also have shaped the broader public debate on what constitutes high-quality 
education at the K-12 level, include the following:

Emphasis on better information for improvement. Standards are primarily in-
tended to provide information about what is expected of teachers and students, and 
they are typically linked with assessments that provide information about students’ 
attainment of those expectations. If it can be analysed, assimilated and acted upon, 
this information has potential value for improving educational practice by clarifying 
precisely which outcomes should be the focus of instruction and providing informa-
tion about how much progress each student is making in achieving them. The recent 
growth in the availability of tools and services to promote “data-driven decision mak-
ing” in education (Coburn & Turner, 2011) is an outgrowth of the SBA movement and 
is influencing how teachers and administrators carry out their day-to-day work and 
their strategic planning. 

Attention to academically challenging content. Despite the lack of consensus that 
characterises some of the debates surrounding how to teach maths or reading, there 
is broad agreement on the value of ensuring that students participate in cognitively 
challenging activities. International comparisons of curriculum and achievement test 
scores have provided fodder for these discussions, as have numerous reports docu-
menting the need for students to develop strong problem-solving skills to be successful 
at college or the workplace (see, e.g., Partnership for 21st Century Skills, 2008). These 
results have been used by policymakers in the U.S. as justification for raising standards 
and curricular requirements. The current system, with its reliance on standardised 
tests that often emphasise easy-to-measure skills and knowledge, may hinder rather 
than facilitate efforts to adopt more cognitively challenging approaches, but the goal 
is still evident in policy discussions and in some states’ efforts to improve the quality 
of their standards and tests. The two consortia developing new assessments linked to 
the Common Core State Standards have stated that they are working to ensure that 
these assessments measure the challenging skills contained in the standards.

Importance of promoting equity. Inequities in opportunity continue to plague the 
education system, but the SBA movement has led to increased efforts to remedy the 
problem by directly addressing the content of instruction and the equity of outcomes 
rather than simply focusing on funding. Both the requirement to link accountability 
requirements to the performance of subgroups and the requirement to measure the 
English language development of students with limited English proficiency are mani-
festations of equity concerns in the context of NCLB. 
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Significant role of the private sector in facilitating the alignment of standards, as-
sessments and other components of the education system. The emphasis on ensuring 
that everything from textbooks to professional development is carefully designed to 
promote specific instructional goals has been a focus of school and district improve-
ment efforts and influenced not only public education but private providers of goods 
and services, including test developers and textbook publishers. For example, textbook 
publishers have marketed their texts as being aligned with specific states’ standards 
and tests, and in some cases have published state-specific editions. They also provide 
resources such as benchmark assessment systems that are intended to align with state 
standards. While the availability of aligned materials and support systems from a 
single supplier may make life easier for districts trying to figure out how to raise test 
scores, it may also exacerbate the score inflation problem (see below) by promoting 
test-focused activities that drive out other curricular content. The growing injection of 
the private sector into educational delivery systems also raises concerns about conflicts 
of interest that may stem from publishers’ desires to demonstrate that their materials 
raise scores on state tests (the same tests that those publishers are sometimes involved 
in developing). At the same time, it is important to acknowledge that the private sec-
tor has been the source of a large number of innovations that have the potential to 
transform the delivery of education, such as tutoring and distance-education programs 
that allow students to access help and course content outside of school. 

Primacy of tested outcomes. Perhaps what is most significant is the extent to which 
the measurement of outcomes using achievement tests drives education policy and 
practice today. Concerns about specific effects of high-stakes testing systems (e.g., 
narrowing of curriculum) are likely to lead to changes in the details of those systems, 
but all signs point toward a continuing emphasis on evaluating the quality of educa-
tion in terms of student attainment of knowledge and skills as measured by tests. 

The broad themes listed above suggest that how we think about public education 
has changed as a result of SBA, but they do not provide a clear indication of whether 
the quality of instruction and the achievement of students have improved because 
of this movement. The next section summarises the research on standards and how 
they influence educational practices and outcomes. 

What Research Tells Us about SBA in the U.S.2

Despite the near-ubiquity of standards and other elements of SBA today, the ques-
tion of whether SBA has benefited students in the U.S. is still hotly debated. Concerns 
about possible adverse consequences of SBA date back to the movement’s beginnings. 
Porter (1994) captured some of the main fears expressed by critics: “Those who believe 
that national standards in education, accompanied with student performance assess-
ments, are not an appropriate strategy for educational reform, fear that standards will 
trivialize education and de-skill teaching by being too prescriptive”. He also noted that 
“virtually all of the arguments, both for and against standards, are based on beliefs 
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and hypotheses rather than on direct empirical evidence” (p. 427). Although a large 
and growing body of research has been conducted to examine the effects of SBA, 
the caution Porter expressed in 1994 about the lack of empirical evidence remains 
relevant today. 

High-quality research on the effects of SBA is difficult to conduct for a number 
of reasons, including challenges associated with measuring practices and outcomes, 
obtaining a representative sample and adequate data, setting up the needed experi-
mental design to study the causal effect of SBA, and addressing the diversity in the 
assessment programmes and accountability policies in different states and districts. 
Even when the necessary data have been collected by states or other entities, it is often 
difficult for researchers to obtain these data because those responsible for the data 
refuse to grant access, either because of concerns about confidentiality or because 
they are not interested in having their programmes scrutinised by researchers. Thus, 
the amount of rigorous analysis is limited. Nevertheless, the existing body of research 
provides some valuable information in three areas: studies of the quality of standards 
themselves, studies of links between SBA and school and classroom practices, and 
studies of links between SBA and student achievement.

Quality of Content Standards. One line of investigation has examined the quality 
of the standards themselves. A review of these efforts suggests that there continues 
to be a lack of consensus regarding the features of high-quality standards (Archbald, 
1998), with some sets of standards receiving positive marks from one organisation 
and while being criticised by another (Valencia & Wixson, 2001). These discrepan-
cies may reflect the fact that the language describing the features that characterise 
high-quality standards tends to be fairly vague. In science, for example, a National 
Research Council committee concluded that standards should be “clear, detailed, and 
complete; reasonable in scope; rigorous and scientifically correct; and built around 
a conceptual framework that reflects sound models of student learning” (National 
Research Council, 2006, p. 2). Most evaluators of standards would not disagree with 
this description, but the process of translating these descriptors into specific criteria 
and assigning weights to each criterion have led to disagreements in ratings assigned 
by different organisations. Differences in the importance attached to the various 
dimensions of quality in the evaluation process reflect, to some degree, a diversity 
of understanding about the purposes and roles of standards and diversity of values 
regarding teaching and learning. Regardless of which criteria are used to evaluate 
quality, however, the existing reviews of state standards suggest that there is room 
for improvement: Relatively few states receive uniformly high marks under any set 
of criteria (Finn, Julian, & Petrilli, 2006; Glidden, 2008).  

These evaluation findings reveal the challenges inherent in trying to judge the 
quality of standards. Arguably the most important test of quality is whether the 
standards promote high-quality instruction and improved student learning but, as 
we discuss later, there is very little research to address that question. Moreover, the 
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disagreements among researchers who have evaluated standards reflect much broader 
disagreements over what constitutes high-quality instruction and curriculum, so even 
if it were possible to conduct rigorous studies of the effects of standards it is unlikely 
that this work would lead to a consensus regarding how to create good standards. 

School and Classroom Practices. A second collection of research addresses the 
important question of how SBA affects what educators do. A few studies have at-
tempted to examine how the creation and publication of standards, per se, have 
affected practices. The research suggests that standards accompanied by curriculum 
reform efforts can change the content of instruction, but that standards alone are 
unlikely to influence practice in a significant way (Lauer et al., 2005). In fact, the 
bulk of research relevant to SBA has focused on the links between high-stakes tests 
and educators’ practices rather than standards and practices. The preponderance 
of research on the impact of testing rather than the impact of standards reflects the 
emerging realisation that “standards-based accountability” has largely given way 
to “test-based accountability”, a system in which the test rather than the standards 
communicates expectations and drives practice. 

Studies of relationships between high-stakes testing and school and classroom 
practices have produced one consistent finding: High-stakes testing systems influence 
what teachers and administrators do (Center on Education Policy, 2006; Goertz, 2007; 
Hamilton, 2003; Lane, Parke, & Stone, 2002; Stecher, 2002, Stecher et al., 2008). Some 
of the changes would generally be considered beneficial. These changes include the 
provision of additional instruction to low-performing students; improved alignment of 
the school curriculum across grades, and efforts to improve teachers’ pedagogical skills. 

However, teachers and administrators have reported other reactions that arise 
raise concerns about possible negative effects on the breadth and quality of instruc-
tion, including the reallocation of instructional time away from non-tested subjects 
in order to provide more instruction in tested subjects. Reallocation of instructional 
time was also found across tested and non-tested content and skills within subjects: 
teachers reported devoting more attention to material that is included in the test and 
skipping or de-emphasising material that is not tested (Koretz & Hamilton, 2006). 
Although proponents of SBA may view the reallocation from non-tested to tested 
material as a positive outcome, particularly in the context of SBA systems with high-
quality assessments that comprehensively cover the standards, there remains a risk 
that students will miss important content. This is particularly true in light of studies 
that indicate a lack of perfect alignment between tests and standards and a tendency 
for tests to focus on standards with lower cognitive demand that under-represent the 
more challenging standards (Rothman et al., 2002). 

Teachers report other actions in response to high-stakes testing that in some cases 
may improve test scores without improving the underlying achievement the test is 
intended to measure. These actions range from focusing on specific test item styles 
and formats (which is common) to outright cheating (which seems to be less common 
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and is difficult to measure; see Koretz & Hamilton, 2006, for a discussion of various 
strategies for raising test scores). For example, several large-scale surveys indicated 
that many teachers designed their classroom presentations to resemble the format of 
the test, used instructional materials that mirrored the format of state accountability 
tests, drilled students on the same format of questions as those that appeared in state 
tests, and changed the sequences in which they presented topics to accommodate the 
testing schedule (Stecher, 2002). Accountability policies that focus on the percent-
age of students who perform above or below a specific cut score, as is the case with 
NCLB’s emphasis on proficiency, have been shown to promote an additional type of 
response: Teachers and other school staff have reported increasing their focus on 
students who had the greatest potential to move from below to above the proficiency 
threshold (often referred to as “bubble kids”; see Booher-Jennings, 2005; Hamilton 
et al., 2007; Pedulla et al., 2003). 

The desirability of some of these changes is related to test quality: In some cases, 
complex, performance-based assessment appears to lead to greater emphasis on 
problem-solving in the classroom (Lane et al., 2002), which may be beneficial, whereas 
extensive practice with the multiple-choice format would generally be viewed as less 
desirable. At the same time, research on performance-based assessment makes it 
clear that such tests are not always resistant to score inflation, and in fact their use 
can sometimes promote score inflation, particularly if the test is characterised by a 
high degree of predictability and a narrow range of content (Hambleton et al., 1995; 
Koretz & Barron, 1998). The greatest concern in the context of accountability is that 
these changes in emphasis lead to inflated test scores, making students appear more 
proficient and schools appear more successful than they really are (Koretz, 2008). 
There is ample evidence that score increases in high-stakes tests do not always gen-
eralise to other measures of the same content, for example, because they primarily 
reflect narrow test-preparation activities geared toward a specific test.

Together, these studies suggest that SBA exerted a significant effect on the actions of 
public school teachers and administrators. One of the likely reasons for the widespread 
nature of these effects is that virtually all parties involved in the SBA system have in-
centives to raise scores. Teachers are motivated to engage in practices that increase 
scores, and principals and other school leaders are likely to encourage these practices 
because they also benefit from improved performance. And, as noted earlier, even the 
commercial publishers of curriculum materials are likely to benefit when increases in 
scores accompany the adoption of their products. Most SBA systems lack any mecha-
nism to encourage participants in the system to avoid engaging in practices that might 
raise scores without necessarily improving the quality of the education students receive.

At the same time, there is evidence that teachers maintain a great deal of autonomy 
even as they struggle to meet the mandates of NCLB and other SBA policies (Hamilton 
et al., 2008). Moreover, some researchers have found that while high-stakes testing 
does influence practices in ways that reflect attention to the content of the test, most 
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testing programmes have failed to induce deeper pedagogical change or fundamentally 
alter the ways teachers deliver instruction (Diamond, 2007; Firestone, Mayrowetz & 
Fairman, 1998). SBA has led to some beneficial changes in school practices at both 
the organisational and classroom levels, but it has not always produced the kinds of 
instructional improvement that advocates hoped for. These findings raise concerns 
about the generalisability of achievement gains (as we discuss in the next section), 
the equity of educational opportunities, and the ethical conduct of educators. 

Effects of SBA on Student Achievement. Improved student achievement is widely 
viewed as the primary goal of SBA, but for a variety of reasons it is difficult to measure 
the impact of SBA on achievement. One challenge is the variation in state standards 
and accountability tests that makes it difficult to compare achievement gains across 
states. Another challenge is the existence of various concurrent education reform ef-
forts, which render it difficult to establish a direct causal relationship between SBA 
and achievement gains within a state or across states. In addition, achievement trends 
might be affected by state and district characteristics that influence both achievement 
and the extent to which accountability policies were enacted, which makes it more 
difficult to assess the pure effect of SBA. Finally, the question that may be of greatest 
interest to policymakers and the public is whether SBA or the test-based reform that 
has predominated in recent years has improved student learning. Recent gains at state 
accountability tests suggest that achievement as measured by those tests has increased 
since the enactment of No Child Left Behind in some but not all states (Center on 
Education Policy, 2007, 2008; Jacob, 2007). However, the reason for these gains is 
not clear. They could be due to test-based reform, to other reforms taking place at 
the same time, or to score inflation, discussed above.

Past research that examines score gains in low-stakes (non-accountability) tests, 
such as the National Assessment of Educational Progress (an assessment that is 
given on a period basis to a sample of the nation’s students, with no stakes attached), 
suggests there has been some increase in achievement associated with state account-
ability policies (Carnoy & Loeb, 2002; Hanushek & Raymond, 2005; Jacob, 2005), 
though the gains at low-stakes tests are not as large as the gains on the high-stakes 
state tests (Hamilton, 2003; Jacob, 2007), so it is difficult to estimate the size of the 
actual improvement. 

In a recent report, the National Research Council reviewed 15 rigorous studies (us-
ing experimental or strong quasi-experimental designs) of the impact of test-based 
incentives on student achievement (National Research Council, 2011). They concluded 
that large-scale accountability systems that targeted incentives at the school level (such 
as NCLB) had a positive impact on achievement in fourth-grade mathematics, with an 
average effect size of 0.08, although effects were not observed in other subjects and 
grade levels. Moreover, the report notes that “the effects are small compared to the 
improvements the nation hopes to achieve” (NRC, 2011, p. 4). The report eliminated 
from consideration a large number of studies that were unable to disentangle the 
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effects of SBA and high-stakes testing from other initiatives taking place during the 
same period or had other design limitations. Because of the difficulties inherent in 
trying to link achievement gains to specific policy initiatives, questions still remain 
about the effects of standards and assessments on student achievement. 

What Have We Learned? Tensions and Challenges 
Although definitive evidence regarding SBA’s effects remains elusive, the available 
research does help us identify several lessons that point to challenges faced by those 
who develop SBA systems and those whose work puts them in the position of respond-
ing to these systems: 

When tests have high stakes, standards may take a back seat. As noted 
above, the tests rather than the standards tend to drive practice, potentially un-
dermining some of the benefits that are presumed to accrue from the alignment of 
curriculum, instruction and other features of the education system with the state 
standards. 

Existing tests do not adequately measure all standards. The tests that 
are currently used in most states do not measure all of the knowledge and skills 
expressed in the standards. This is a fundamental shortcoming of tests, which are 
of necessity small samples of knowledge and skills from much larger domains. In 
addition, there is a tendency for large-scale tests to focus more on low-level skills 
that are easy to assess through multiple-choice items and to give short shrift to more 
complex problem-solving and reasoning skills. The U.S. Department of Education is 
currently funding multi-state consortia to develop a new generation of tests aligned 
with the CCSS that will use a wider range of formats to assessment challenging skills 
(Educational Testing Service, 2011).

When strong sanctions are attached to specific measurable outcomes, 
practices tend to become distorted. Because the tests drive responses, the 
kinds of practices that teachers and administrators adopt in response to SBA 
tend to focus more on tested material and tested formats and less on the untested 
content of the standards than would generally be desired. Excessive test prepara-
tion and other practices designed to raise test scores without promoting broader 
knowledge and understanding are another manifestation of this effect. One of the 
primary factors contributing to these distortions is the predictability of test content 
and format from one year to the next, a natural consequence of states’ desires to 
adopt cost-effective measures that can be statistically linked to measure progress 
over time. These kinds of distortions are evident in a variety of high-stakes ac-
countability systems outside the field of education (Stecher et al., 2010) and are 
consistent with a phenomenon known as Campbell’s Law: “The more any quantita-
tive social indicator is used for social decision making, the more subject it will be 
to corruption pressures and the more apt it will be to distort and corrupt the social 
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processes it is intended to monitor” (Campbell, 1979, p. 87). The problem stems 
from the incomplete sampling of measures included in an accountability system. 
In education, the academic subjects in which tests are typically given (primarily 
mathematic and reading) comprise only a portion of the broad set of goals schools 
are typically expected to achieve and, within those subjects, the content that can be 
included on a standardised tests represents only a small portion of all of the skills 
and knowledge students are expected to attain in those subjects. The relatively small 
fraction of outcomes that can be measured by accountability tests creates incentives 
for educators to focus on those measured outcomes, often at the expense of other 
important but unmeasured outcomes.

SBA allocates responsibility in ways that can conflict with traditional 
educational governance. Some early proponents of SBA envisioned a trade-off in 
which higher-level policymakers established standards, and local educators familiar 
with the needs of students were given responsibility for decisions about curriculum 
and instruction. However, this has not always happened in practice because state 
administrators, school boards and others in leadership positions try to exert control 
over curriculum and instructional decisions, particularly when student performance 
is low. The resulting lack of clarity about who is responsible for what has led to ten-
sions across levels of the system.

Alignment and autonomy may become competing goals. Some of the lack 
of local decision-making authority stems from district or state efforts to create an 
aligned system by developing resources, such as pacing guides and interim assess-
ment systems, that are designed to match the state test. Even if district officials are 
not telling teachers what and how to teach, the requirement that teachers adopt these 
tools can constrain what they do.

Where We Might Go from Here 
There are legitimate questions about the appropriate role for governments in SBA, 
especially given the mixed findings in the U.S. to date relating to the implementa-
tion and impact of NCLB and the long tradition of a limited federal role in education. 
The existing evidence does not provide definitive guidance regarding the SBA system 
features that would be most likely to promote desirable outcomes. However, research 
findings on the quality and consequences of SBA policies can be used to generate 
guidance to inform development of the next generation of SBA systems. Here we 
provide several suggestions that governments might want to consider as they work 
to develop or overhaul their standards, assessments, and accountability provisions 
in the interest of improving student learning.

• Develop accountability indices that create more effective incentives by ad-
dressing the shortcomings that research has identified in current account-
ability metrics. For example, indices that take into account performance all 
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along the achievement scale (rather than just whether a student is above or 
below “proficient”) should provide better information about performance, 
result in higher levels of buy-in from educators, and be the basis for a set of 
incentives that is more consistent with public goals for education. Indices 
based on growth may also provide a better basis for accountability, but there 
are many technical and practical concerns that would have to be addressed 
(see Baker et al., 2010, for a discussion of some of these concerns).

• Adopt an audit mechanism to facilitate the measurement of effects of SBA on 
student learning. The widespread presence of score inflation limits the utility 
of the high-stakes accountability test as a measure of student achievement. 
Tests such as the NAEP (National Assessment of Educational Progress) in 
the U.S. not only provide a means of comparing student performance across 
states, but have also allowed us to monitor achievement in subjects not 
typically included in state accountability systems. In addition, such tests can 
provide opportunities to test on a large scale new methods for measuring 
student achievement, such as new, performance-based item formats.

• Support the evaluation of SBA efforts. If a government takes steps to require 
or promote SBA, it should also set aside resources for evaluating the effects 
of these policies. Such evaluations should measure more fully the impact of 
SBA on the broad goals of the education system. There is a critical need for a 
better understanding of a broad set of outcomes that may be associated with 
SBA, including graduation rates, course-taking patterns, and student learning 
in subjects not included in the high-stakes testing system. 

• Expand alignment efforts to reflect a more systemic view of the education 
system. The current emphasis is on routine matching of the content of 
standards, tests and curriculum. This view of alignment should be expanded 
to more closely reflect the ideas of early SBA advocates who envisioned a 
system in which teacher preparation, professional development, leadership 
and other supports were all aligned to promote instruction toward a com-
mon set of standards. Perhaps the most important and least well developed 
among these supports is a set of resources to model and promote high-quality, 
standards-based instruction. These instructional supports could include sam-
ple lesson plans or other materials to help teachers help their students meet 
the expectations embodied in the standards while avoiding the tendency to 
focus on a narrow set of skills and question formats included in a specific test. 
Similarly, resources are needed to help teachers use data for instructional 
decision-making; such resources would eschew the test-focused use of data 
and foster student-focused individualisation to address students’ unique 
needs and interests. 
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• Take advantage of advances in psychometrics and technology to develop new 
assessment methods that could tap a broader range of skills and knowledge 
than existing multiple-choice tests, and do so more efficiently and at reason-
able cost. The development of high-quality assessments that require students 
to apply complex problem-solving and reasoning skills and are relatively 
immune to test-focused instruction could go a long way toward improving 
outcomes associated with SBA. Testing systems could be improved by increas-
ing variety in the content and format of tests; lack of predictability is a key 
to reducing overly narrow test preparation and the resulting score inflation. 
The CCSS Assessment Consortia in the U.S. have appealing plans that incor-
porate many of these ideas, particularly by adopting a variety of item formats 
and using technology to support administration and scoring of open-ended 
items. If they are successful, they can provide models for others, though it 
will be important to evaluate the tests and the scores in them to determine 
the extent to which they are able to reduce score inflation.

• Finally, consider adopting a comprehensive indicator system to replace the 
test-focused approach to accountability. The inclusion of non-test outcome 
measures would provide better information on how schools are performing 
in a wide range of dimensions, reduce the pressure to focus exclusively on 
tested material, and could allow schools to experiment with innovative cur-
ricula and programmes rather than sending the message that conformity with 
a narrow set of goals is desired. It is not necessary that the accountability 
system measure every outcome every year, nor that it provide reliable scores 
on every student every year in every subject. A blended indicator system in 
which some outcomes are measured annually and others periodically, and in 
which some skills are measured at the student level while others are measured 
at the aggregate (classroom, school or district) level, holds promise as a way 
to balance breadth, burden and cost and produce a better basis for monitor-
ing educational performance. It could also minimise the predictability that 
is inherent in today’s narrower test-based systems and therefore reduce the 
likelihood that educators will constrict their instruction to focus on a small 
number of measured outcomes. Policymakers should consider supplementing 
outcome measures with a set of process indicators that provide information 
on what schools are actually doing. Such indicators could further support 
the goal of reducing excessive emphasis on tested content and could provide 
information on school practices and opportunities that are likely to promote 
important but hard-to-measure outcomes, such as civic-mindedness, team-
work and creativity (see Schwartz et al., 2011 for a more extensive discussion 
of expanded measures in accountability). 
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SBA has been shown to be a powerful lever for changing practice at all levels of the 
education system. Some of the hopes of early reformers have been at least partially 
realised, but some of the fears of early critics have materialised. Ongoing efforts 
to improve our knowledge of the effects of SBA and disseminate this knowledge to 
decision-makers at all levels will be critical for improving SBA systems that promote 
high-quality teaching and learning.

Laura Hamilton is a Senior Behavioral Scientist and Research Quality Assurance Manager at the 
RAND Corporation and an Adjunct Associate Professor in the University of Pittsburgh’s Learning 
Sciences and Policy program. Her research focuses on educational assessment, accountability, and 
the measurement and evaluation of instruction and school leadership. 

Brian Stecher is a Senior Social Scientist and the Associate Director of RAND Education. Dr. 
Stecher’s research focuses on measuring educational quality and evaluating education reforms, 
with a particular emphasis on assessment and accountability systems. 

Kun Yuan is an Associate Behavioral Scientist at the RAND Corporation.  Her research focuses on 
educational measurement, program evaluation, multilevel mixed-effects modeling, and the use of 
technology in education.



167

Standards-Based Accountability in the United States: Lessons Learned and Future Directions

References
Archbald, D.A. (1998) The reviews of state content standards in English language arts and math-

ematics: A summary and review of their methods and findings and implications for future 
standards development (Report ED-98-PO-038).Washington DC: National Education Goals 
Panel. 

Baker, E.L., Barton, P.E., Darling-Hammond, L., Haertel, E., Ladd, H.F., Linn, R.L., et al. (2010)
Problems with the Use of Student Test Scores to Evaluate Teachers [Briefing Paper No. 278]. 
Washington, DC: Economic Policy Institute.

Booher-Jennings, J. (2005) Below the bubble: ‘Educational Triage’ and the Texas accountability 
system. American Educational Research Journal 42(2) 231–68.

Campbell, D.T. (1979) Assessing the impact of planned social change. Evaluation and Program 
Planning 2, 67–90.

Carnoy, M. & Loeb, S. (2002) Does external accountability affect student outcomes? A cross-state 
analysis. Educational Evaluation and Policy Analysis 24, 305–31.

Center on Education Policy (2006) From the capital to the classroom: Year 4 of the No Child Left 
Behind Act. Washington, DC: Author.

Center on Education Policy (2007) Answering the question that matters most: Has student 
achievement increased since No Child Left Behind? Washington, DC: Author. 

Center on Education Policy (2008) Has student achievement increased since 2002? State test 
score trends through 2006–07. Washington, DC: Author. 

Clune, W.H. (2001) Towards a theory of standards-based reform: The case of nine NSF state-wide 
systematic initiatives. In S.H. Fuhrman (Ed.) From the Capitol to the Classroom: Standards-
based Reform in the States. Chicago, IL: The University of Chicago Press.

Coburn, C.E., & Turner, E.O. (2011) Research on data use: A framework and analysis measure-
ment. Interdisciplinary Research & Perspective, 9(4), 173-206.

Cronin, J., Dahlin, M., Adkins, D., & Kingsbury, G.G. (2007) The Proficiency Illusion. Washington, 
DC: Thomas B. Fordham Institute. 

Diamond, J.B. (2007) Where the rubber meets the road: Rethinking the connection between high-
stakes testing policy and classroom instruction. Sociology of Education 80, 285–313.

Educational Testing Service (2011) Coming Together to Raise Achievement: New Assessments 
for the Common Core State Standards. Princeton, NJ: Center for K–12 Assessment & Perfor-
mance Management. Retrieved 22 Sept. 2011 from http://www.k12center.org/rsc/pdf/Assess-
ments_for_the_Common_Core_Standards.pdf. 

Finn, C.E., Julian, L., & Petrilli, M.J. (2006) The State of State Standards 2006. Washington, DC: 
Fordham Foundation. 

Firestone, W.A., Mayrowetz, D., & Fairman, J. (1998) Performance-based assessments and in-
structional change: The effects of testing in Maine and Maryland. Educational Evaluation and 
Policy Analysis 20(2), 95–113.

Glidden, H. (2008) Common ground: Clear, specific content holds teaching, texts, and tests to-
gether. American Educator Spring, 13–19.

Goertz, M.E. (June 2007) Standards-based Reform: Lessons from the Past, Directions for the 
Future. Paper presented at the Conference on the Uses of History to Inform and Improve Edu-
cation Policy.

Hambleton, R.K., Jaeger R.M., Koretz D., Linn , Millman J., and Phillips (1995) Review of the 
Measurement Quality of the Kentucky Instructional Results Information Systems, 1991–
1994. A report prepared for the Office of Education Accountability, Kentucky General Assem-
bly. Frankfort, Ky.: Office of Education Accountability.



168

Laura S. Hamilton, Brian M. Stecher & Kun Yuan

Hamilton, L.S. (2003) Assessment as a policy tool. Review of Research in Education 27, 25–68.

Hamilton, L.S., Stecher, B.M., Marsh, J., McCombs, J.S., Robyn, A., Russell, J., Naftel, S., & Bar-
ney, H. (2007) Implementing Standards-based Accountability under No Child Left Behind 
Responses of Superintendents, Principals, and Teachers in Three States. Santa Monica, CA: 
RAND.

Hamilton, L.S., Stecher, B.M., Russell, J.L., Marsh, J.A., & Miles, J. (2008) Accountability and 
teaching practices: School-level actions and teacher responses. In B. Fuller, M.K. Henne, & E. 
Hannum (Eds.) Strong State, Weak Schools: The Benefits and Dilemmas of Centralized Ac-
countability (Research in the Sociology of Education, Vol. 16). St. Louis, MO: Emerald Group 
Publishing.

Hamilton, L.S., Stecher, B.M., & Yuan, K. (2009) Standards-based Reform in the United States: 
History, Research, and Future Directions. Washington, DC: Center on Education Policy.

Hanushek, E.A., & Raymond, M.E. (2005) Does school accountability lead to improved student 
performance? Journal of Public Analysis and Management 24, 297–327.

Jacob, B.A. (2005) Accountability, incentives and behavior: The impact of high-stakes testing in 
the Chicago Public Schools. Journal of Public Economics 89, 761–96.

Jacob, B.A. (2007) Test-based Accountability and Student Achievement: An Investigation of Dif-
ferential Performance on NAEP and State Assessments (Working Paper No. 12817). Cam-
bridge, MA: National Bureau of Economic Research. 

Koretz, D. (2005) Alignment, high stakes, and the inflation of test scores. In J. Herman and E. 
Haertel (Eds.) Uses and Misuses of Data in Accountability Testing. Yearbook of the National 
Society for the Study of Education, Vol. 104, Part 2. Malden, MA: Blackwell Publishing.

Koretz, D.M. (2008) Measuring up: What Educational Testing Really Tells Us. Cambridge, MA: 
Harvard University Press.

Koretz, D., and Barron, S. I. (1998) The Validity of Gains on the Kentucky Instructional Results 
Information System (KIRIS). MR-1014-EDU, Santa Monica: RAND.

Koretz, D.M., & Hamilton, L.S. (2006) Testing for accountability in K-12. In R. L. Brennan (Ed.) 
Educational Measurement (4th ed.). Westport, CT: American Council on Education/Praeger.

Lane, S., Parke, C.S., & Stone, C.A. (2002) The impact of a state performance-based assessment 
and accountability program on mathematics instruction and student learning: Evidence from 
survey data and school performance. Educational Assessment 8, 279–315.

Lauer, P.A., Snow, D., Martin-Glenn, M., Van Buhler, R.J., Stoutenmyer, & Snow-Renner, R. 
(2005) The Influence of Standards on K-12 Teaching and Student Learning: A Research Syn-
thesis. Denver, CO: Mid-continent Research for Education and Learning.

Linn, R.L. (2003) Performance standards: Utility for different uses of assessments. Education 
Policy Analysis Archives 11, 31. Retrieved 20 October 2003 from http://epaa.asu.edu/epaa/
v11n31/

Massell, D. (1994) Achieving consensus: Setting the agenda for state curriculum reform. In R.F. 
Elmore & S.H. Fuhrman (Eds.) The Governance of Curriculum: 1994 Yearbook of the Associa-
tion for Supervision and Curriculum Development. Alexandria, VA: Association for Supervi-
sion and Curriculum Development. 

McCaffrey, D.F., Lockwood, J.R., Koretz, D.M., & Hamilton, L.S. (2003) Evaluating Value Added 
Models for Teacher Accountability. Santa Monica, CA: RAND Corporation.

National Council on Education Standards and Testing (1992) Raising Standards for American 
Education. Washington, DC: U.S. Government Printing Office.

National Research Council (2006) Systems for State Science Assessment. Committee on test De-
sign for K-12 Science Achievement. M.R. Wilson and M.W. Bertenthal (eds.), Board on Testing 



169

Standards-Based Accountability in the United States: Lessons Learned and Future Directions

and Assessment, Center for Education, Division of Behavioral and Social Sciences and Educa-
tion. Washington, DC: The National Academies Press.

National Research Council (2011) Incentives and Test-based Accountability in Public Education. 
Committee on Incentives and Test-Based Accountability in Public Education, M. Hout and S.W. 
Elliott (Eds.) Board on Testing and Assessment, Division of Behavioral and Social Sciences and 
Education. Washington, DC: The National Academies Press.

Nye, B., S. Konstantopoulos, and L.V. Hedges (2004) How large are teacher effects? Educational 
Evaluation and Policy Analysis 26(3) 237–257.

Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development (2009) Comparing Countries’ and 
Economies’ Performance. Retrieved 22 Sept 2011 from http://www.pisa.oecd.org/datao-
ecd/54/12/46643496.pdf

Partnership for 21st Century Skills (2008) 21st Century Skills, Education, and Competitiveness: A 
Resource and Policy Guide. Retrieved 22 Sept 2011 from http://www.21stcenturyskills.org/
documents/21st_century_skills_education_and_competitiveness_guide.pdf.

Pedulla, J.J., Abrams, L.M., Madaus, G.F., Russell, M.K., Ramos, M.A., & Miao, J. (2003) Perceived 
Effects of State-Mandated Testing Programs on Teaching and Learning: Findings From a 
National Survey of Teachers. Boston, MA: National Board on Educational Testing and Public 
Policy.

Popham, W.J. (1987) The merits of measurement-driven instruction. Phi Delta Kappan 68, 679–82.

Porter, A. (1994) National standards and school improvement in the 1990s: Issues and promise. 
American Journal of Education 102, 421–449.

Resnick, L.B., & Resnick, D.P. (1992) Assessing the thinking curriculum: New tools for educational 
reform. In B.R. Gifford & M.C. O’Connor (Eds.) Changing Assessment: Alternative Views of 
Aptitude, Achievement, and Instruction. Boston, MA: Kluwer.

Rivkin, S.G., E. Hanushek, and Kain J.F. (2005) Teachers, schools and academic achievement. 
Econometrica 73(2) 417–458.

Rothman, R., Slattery, J.B., Vranek, J. L., & Resnick, L.B. (2002) Benchmarking and Alignment of 
Standards and Testing (CSE Technical Report 566). Los Angeles: Center for Research on Evalu-
ation, Standards, and Student Testing.

Rothstein, R., Jacobsen, R., & Wilder, T. (2006) “Proficiency for all”—An oxymoron. Paper prepared 
for the Symposium, “Examining America’s Commitment to Closing Achievement Gaps: NCLB 
and Its Alternatives,” sponsored by the Campaign for Educational Equity, Teachers College, Co-
lumbia University.

Schwartz, H. Hamilton, L.S., Stecher, B.M., & Steele, J.L. (2011) Expanded Measures of School Per-
formance. Santa Monica, CA: RAND.

Smith, M.S., & O’Day, J. (1991) Systemic school reform. In S. H. Fuhrman & B. Malen (Eds.) The 
Politics of Curriculum and Testing: The 1990 Yearbook of the Politics of Education Association. 
New York, NY: The Falmer Press.

Stecher, B.M. (2002) Consequences of large-scale high-stakes testing on school and classroom prac-
tice. In L.S. Hamilton, B.M. Stecher & S.P. Klein (Eds.) Making Sense of Test-Based Account-
ability in Education. Santa Monica, CA: RAND.

Stecher, B.M., Camm, F., Damberg, C.L., Hamilton, L.S., Mullen, K.J., Nelson, C., Sorenson, P., 
Wachs, M., Yoh, A., & Zellman, G.L. (2010) Toward a Culture of Consequences: Performance-
based Accountability Systems for Public Services. Santa Monica, CA: RAND.

Stecher, B.M., Epstein, S., Hamilton, L.S., Marsh, J.A., Robyn, A., McCombs, J.S., Russell, J.L., & 
Naftel, S. (2008) Pain and Gain: Implementing No Child Left Behind in California, Georgia, 
and Pennsylvania, 2004 to 2006. Santa Monica, CA: RAND.



170

Laura S. Hamilton, Brian M. Stecher & Kun Yuan

Swanson, C. (2009) Cities in Crisis, 2009: Closing the Graduation Gap. Retrieved 22 Sept 2011 from 
http://www.edweek.org/media/cities_in_crisis_2009.pdf

U.S Department of Education (2007) Modified Academic Achievement Standards: Non-regulatory 
Guidance. Retrieved 8 February 2012 from http://www2.ed.gov/admins/lead/account/saa.html

Valencia, S.W., & Wixson, K.K. (2001) Inside English/language arts standards: What’s in a grade? 
Reading Research Quarterly 36, 202–217.

Wilson, S.M., & Floden, R.E. (2001) Hedging bets: Standards-based reform in classrooms. In S.H. 
Fuhrman (Ed.) From the Capitol to the Classroom: Standards-Based Reform in the States. 
Chicago, IL: The University of Chicago Press.

Endnotes
1 Material in this paper has been adapted from a paper commissioned by the Center on Education Policy: Hamilton, L.S., 

Stecher, B.M., & Yuan, K. (2009) Standards-based Reform in the United States: History, Research, and Future Directions. 
Washington, DC: Center on Education Policy. Portions of this work were supported by the National Science Foundation 
under Grant No. REC-0228295. Any opinions, findings and conclusions or recommendations expressed in this paper are 
those of the author(s) and do not necessarily reflect the views of the National Science Foundation.

2 A complete review of research on SBA is beyond the scope of this article. Readers interested in additional detail should refer 
to the review articles cited throughout this section.
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