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“

Accountability 

Standardization

S
tandardized testing is the new bully in 
public schools” (Rise Above the Mark, 2013). 
These high-stakes tests kill creativity and 

punish divergent thinking. For too long, legislators 
have been calling the shots on school accountability. 
It is estimated that the U.S., because of legislative 
mandates, spends annually more than 1.7 billion 
dollars on standardized testing. Yet, despite the 
mandated expansion of standardized testing and 
perception of more “accountability” as required by 
legislators, the public rhetoric seems to continually 
be slanted towards the sentiment that public schools 
are failing. If school leaders and educators were 
given the authority to implement “educator-driven” 
accountability models without the use of standardized 
testing, the money used on standardized testing could 
be utilized in much better ways to improve student 
achievement.

The Flaws of Standardized Testing

The beginning of standardized testing in public 
education can be traced to the “accountability” 
movement that started with the 1983 report by the 
National Commission on Excellence in Education 
titled “A Nation at Risk.” Because of this report 
legislators began calling for measurable accountability. 
Looking at the standardized mechanisms being 
used by the College Board and Educational Testing 
Service (ETS), legislators began requiring mass 
implementation of standardized testing into U.S. 
public schools.

Standardized testing is a one-size-fits-all process 
for determining whether or not, on a mass scale, if 
all children are progressing academically. In their 
research titled “Test Problems: Seven Reasons Why 
Standardized Tests Are Not Working”, authors Dr. 
David Miller Sadker and Dr. Karen R. Zittlmen 
list some pitfalls to standardized testing. First, they 
indicate that at-risk students are placed at greater 
risk because of the lack of equity in educational 
systems across the country. Unless all students 
receive the same quality of education, standardized 
tests cannot effectively measure student academic 

progress. Second, they indicate standardized testing 
is causing higher dropout rates among minority 
students. When minority students continue to fail 
standardized tests and are then held back, they tend 
to drop out of school. The result is a false perception 
that standardized testing is improving the education 
system when in fact it is destroying the joy of learning 
for many minority students. Third, they cite several 
studies which show standardized testing is narrowing 
the curriculum. Teachers have less time to teach and 
students less time to learn because of the many days 
of testing now added to the requirements of public 
schools. On average, one can easily estimate U.S. 
public schools students spend between 80-100 school 
days on standardized testing between grades three 
and ten. The reality of the higher scores might just 
be, outside of more dropouts, students are becoming 
better test-takers but are not necessarily receiving a 
better education. 

Not only is Indiana having issues with its standardized 
testing company’s implementation, so too are other 
states. Consider Minnesota. Thousands of high 
schools students were in danger of not graduating 
because of failing their state’s standardized math test. 
A frustrated father, who is an attorney, requested 
to see his daughter’s test. State education officials 
refused his request. Upon threat of a lawsuit, 
education officials allowed him to finally see it. Of 
the 68 questions on the test, he found the test scoring 
company had scored 6 questions incorrectly. The 
scoring company ended up paying approximately  

“The test salespeople and lobbyists 

for the testing industry have sold the 

American people a bill of goods. Either 

we buy their product, and more of it, 

and pay them for the prep materials,  

and pay them for test security, and pay 

test coordinators, or no one will get a 

good job in the future. Don’t believe it.”  
– Dr. Diane Ravitch
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$7 million dollars to cover for all the issues associated with this 
major scoring error. 

Standardized testing is a big business. Dr. Diane Ravitch, on her 
blog dated May 20, 2012, indicates, “The test salespeople and 
lobbyists for the testing industry have sold the American people 
a bill of goods. Either we buy their product, and more of it, and 
pay them for the prep materials, and pay them for test security, 
and pay test coordinators, or no one will get a good job in the 
future. Don’t believe it.”

 
Missing Component of Mandated Data 
Collection
With the advent of public school reform legislation, like the No 
Child Left Behind Act of 2001, legislators have mandated public 
school officials use data for improving curriculum, accountability, 
and assessment. Although this sounds logical, there are many 
things to consider with this kind of mandate.

Typically, educators are provided with technology tools to gather 
and store student achievement data. Beyond this, technology 
in itself cannot interpret the collected data and appropriately 
apply data-oriented action plans without human interaction. It 
is the role of the educator to use data to provide quality-teaching 
correctives, monitor ongoing student progress, and improve 
the overall instructional process. Therefore, legislators should 
consider the following when mandating the collection and 
reporting of academic data:

1. Does the school schedule provide an appropriate amount 
of time for staff members to analyze and interpret the 
collected data?

2. Does the school culture permit staff members to use 
their interpretation of the data to modify curriculum, 
instruction, and assessment?

3. Is the school staff empowered to take action against the 
systemic factors that decrease student achievement?

If the answer is no to any of these questions, legislators and 
school officials should reexamine the purpose for collecting and 
storing student data. In order to make student achievement data 
useful for improving student performance, the school schedule 
must allow administrators and teachers time to analyze and 
interpret the data and the flexibility to immediately initiate 
school improvement strategies.

Data Collection vs. Student  
Achievement Data

The collection of data is a two-headed coin. On one side, the 
more data collected, the greater the chance that educators 
will find useful information. On the other side, the more data 
collected, the more time and resources educators will need to 
analyze them. So, how much data should educators store and 
track? It all depends on the school culture and environment. The 
answer to this question will probably be different for each school. 
However, there are some questions educators should answer 
before they begin analyzing and interpreting their current data 
collection:

1. What kind of datum is being collected?

2. Is there some kind of collected datum not being used or 
analyzed? If so, why is it being collected and stored?

3.  Does the kind of datum collected, when analyzed, lead to 
the improvement of student achievement?

Generally speaking, it appears that public school officials are 
mandated by legislation to collect data and submit them to 
their respective state department of education for a variety 
of reasons. Is this data ever analyzed, interpreted, and given 
back to the schools for improvement purposes? In the case of 
Indiana, the data that are collected by the Indiana Department 
of Education has very little, if any, diagnostic information to help 
administrators and educators improve the academic system. 

The primary reason for data collection seems to be for the purpose 
of documenting the school’s compliance with state or federal 
mandates. The collected data need to be examined, verified, 
interpreted, and utilized for the purpose of improving student 
achievement. This is the only logical use of collected and stored 
data. Accountability without standardization requires that state 
officials reexamine the intended purpose for student academic data 
collection and the reporting of it to the general public.
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With the advent of public school reform 
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of 2001, legislators have mandated public 

school officials to use data for improving 

curriculum, accountability, and assessment. 
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Using Longitudinal Data to Report  
Student Achievement

Every year throughout the nation, public schools are 
compared with each other based upon a variety of data 
collected by state and federal governments. Generally, 
these data are presented in a statistical format similar 
to the format used by sports teams. More often than 
not, schools are ranked from highest to lowest scores. 
The problem with this process is the way in which the 
data are presented. For example, there are 289 public 
school corporations in the state of Indiana. Each year, 
Indiana students in grades four through eight are 
required to take ISTEP, and students in grade three 
are required to take IREAD. 

After the tests are scored, the Indiana Department of 
Education publishes the percentage of students from 
each school district who passed and did not pass these 
standardized tests. News reporters, using a sports 
statistical format, publish these percentages in ranked 
order. The school district with the highest percentage 
of students who passed is ranked first (or number one) 
and the school district with the lowest percentage 
of students who passed is ranked last (or number 
289.) Is this the best method for reporting student 
achievement? The following data analysis exercises 
may answer this question:

Exhibit 1. displays three school districts with the 
percentage of students who passed the English and 
mathematics portion of ISTEP within each district. 
Which school district is the best according to Exhibit 
1.? Most would probably say School District B because 
it has the highest percentage of students who passed 
the standardized tests. This is typically how school 
datum is reported. The school district with the highest 
percentage wins regardless of other information that 
should be considered. Again, this is typically how 
sports team statistics are reported. Percentages are used 
to determine which team is first, which team is second, 
and so on.

Exhibit 2. displays the same three school districts. 
The number of students who pass both tests within 
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each district is still the same. However, this time, instead of using 
percentages, the exact number of students who passed within each 
district is provided as well as the number of students who were 
tested. Using the information from Exhibit 2., what conclusions, 
if any, can be drawn? By far, School District C had the highest 
number of students tested. School District B had the fewest 
students tested. Therefore, School District B, because of having 
the lowest number of students tested, has a high probability for 
the highest percentage of students passing both tests. Based on 
the information listed in Exhibit 2., which school district has 
improved the most from the previous school year? To answer this 
question, refer to Exhibit 3.

Exhibit 3. displays longitudinal data for each of the three school 
districts. School year 2012/2013 is compared with school year 
2013/2014. For each school year the exact number of students 
who passed and the number of students tested are displayed. 
From the data shown, which school district had the greatest gains 
in the number of students who passed in 2012/2013 compared 
with school year 2013/2014? School District A had the greatest 
gain. The number of students who passed went from 998 
students in 2012/2013 to 1326 students in 2013/2014. 

The preceding exercises should help legislators and media 
personnel understand the difference between the reporting of 
school data using a sports statistics model verses the reporting of 
data using a scientific statistic’s model. Rather than categorizing 
(or ranking) school districts by one piece of datum, which in 
most cases is the percentage of students who passed ISTEP for 
any given school year, legislators interested in collecting and 
reporting public schools data should consider accountability 
models without the use of ranking schools.

Collaborative Data-Driven Decision Making

Analyzing datum in isolation is something educators should 
avoid. For educators, collaborative analysis of datum should be 

the preferred method of choice. Datum analysis is useless unless 
it is used to make informed decisions. Using a collaborative 
style to analyze and interpret data will foster a team approach 
to problem solving. Educators, using their area of specialization 
within a group setting, can take data-driven decision making to a 
new level. Collaborative analysis of data, because of the presence 
of diverse perspectives brought about through the interaction 
of participants, can reveal new strategies for improving student 
achievement.  The following guidelines can be used in developing 
a collaborative approach to data-driven decision making: 

1. Establish data-driven decision making teams comprised of a 
cross section of grade-level and content-area educators.

2. Integrate collaboration into every team meeting in order 
to foster team thinking within the data-driven decision 
making process.

3. Empower the teams to enact school improvement plans 
which are based on data analysis or fact-based information.

4. Enable the teams to make immediate adjustments to school 
improvement plans when the data indicate it is necessary.

Summary

Educators can make data work for them so long as they are 
empowered to do so. For years, school district administrators as 
required by legislators have been required to collect and report 
student data to their respective state department of education. 
Primarily, the collection of this data have been for the purpose 
of documenting the school district’s compliance with state and 
federal mandates.

Administrators and educators must be allowed to move from 
collecting data for documentation purposes to collecting, 
analyzing, and interpreting the data for school improvement 
purposes. Legislators, business personnel, and community 
members are not the experts in education. Educators are the 
experts. Therefore, it behooves the experts in education, the 
educators, to use data effectively so extraordinary student 
achievement results will become the norm.

Standardized test scores should not regulate student, teacher 
and school corporation effectiveness. As with any school year, 
past, present or future, there is no educational value to ISTEP 
scores or in comparing these scores between school corporations.  
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Administrators and educators must be 

allowed to move from collecting data for 

documentation purposes to collecting, 

analyzing, and interpreting the data for  

school improvement purposes.
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There is no educational value in the scores because ISTEP 
assessments give no educational information as to how 
our children are doing compared with other states or 
nations. There is no educational value to ranking school 
corporations by ISTEP scores from year to year because 
school corporations are not testing the same number of 
students from the same socio-economic environments. 
Last year’s K-12 students are much different from this 
year’s K-12 students.  A statistically sound approach 
for measuring student achievement and holding school 
corporations accountable for student learning is that of 
measuring student academic growth over time, which 
ISTEP does not do. True accountability can only be 
achieved when,

1) Educators control the educational decisions of Indiana 
public school students;

2) Student academic growth over time, rather than 
ISTEP scores, is used in the accountability model; and 

3) All schools receiving tax dollars play by the same rules.  
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