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I. Executive Summary
The Every Student Succeeds Act of 2015 (ESSA) provided states with increased flexibility
to design school accountability systems. A core element of the law is the requirement that
states develop statewide systems allowing for meaningful differentiation among schools,
and use this information to identify schools that should be the focus of improvement efforts.
Individual states decide on the type of report card, or rating system, that they will use to
report this information to the public.
A core premise of state school report cards is that publicizing information about how well
schools and districts meet specified goals will incentivize school improvement. However,
for report card rating systems to be potentially beneficial as a school improvement policy
instrument, they must provide fair and valid indicators of school performance.
The increased flexibility under ESSA means that states are following different policy paths
reflecting their own interests, concerns, political perspectives, and economic conditions.
While states may take different approaches to measuring and reporting school performance,
they have consistently adopted school report cards that collapse multiple school performance indicators into a summative rating. This is concerning because there is very limited
credible research on how well a single score captures the complexity of school performance
or provides information on how to improve.
Summative ratings that conflate information into a single score obscure a great deal of information about variations in school performance. They also do little to explain performance
differences between or within schools or to help identify effective strategies to address low
performance. Moreover, the available research evidence suggests that summative ratings
fail to identify schools with high and equitable achievement, distinguishing such schools
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from those with high average achievement and large achievement gaps. Indeed, available research suggests that summative ratings advantage schools serving primarily higher income
students while obscuring the failure of such schools to serve all children.
ESSA’s so-called Fifth Indicator provision allows states more flexibility to incorporate a
more nuanced understanding of local contexts by adding another indicator—typically attendance, social emotional, or school climate measures. But this addition has not produced
a system capturing the complexity of teaching and learning. This means that policymakers
face significant challenges in designing accountability systems that take into account differences in school processes, capacity, resources, and socioeconomic variables.
It is, therefore, recommended that federal policymakers take the following four steps:
•

Require that states conduct rigorous evaluations of their existing performance rating
systems to determine the reliability, validity, and fairness of their summative ratings.

•

Fund research on state accountability rating systems that identifies system components capable of yielding valid inferences about school performance.

•

Adopt social and economic policies that address out-of-school variables that are substantially related to school performance, such as policies that increase access to health
care, address the concentration of disadvantage or advantage in different neighborhoods, and expand the availability of housing and employment opportunities.

•

Design federal accountability policy that promotes equitable accountability systems
among states, given the reality that state political and economic variables shape divergent state systems.

Even without federal action, state policymakers can take the following two steps:
•

Evaluate state accountability systems to ensure they are not misidentifying schools
and potentially leading to the misappropriation of resources for school improvement.

•

Adopt education, social, and economic policies that promote equitable education and
address out-of-school variables related to school performance.
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II. Introduction
School report cards, posted on state education agency (SEA) websites, are a prominent feature of federal and state accountability systems. They provide the public with information
on individual schools’ characteristics and performance, allowing for comparisons among
them. They are also used to monitor annual school progress and to identify schools needing
improvement. The premise is that providing public information about how well schools and
districts are meeting identified goals will incentivize school improvement. 1 Whether report
cards actually serve as a useful policy instrument, however, depends on whether they provide fair and valid indicators of school performance.
Most state school report cards arose primarily in response to the federal No Child Left Behind Act of 2001 (NCLB) requirements that states publicly report school performance. The
act tied accountability to student performance on standardized achievement tests and imposed sanctions on schools falling short of requirements. Requirements stipulated that underperforming schools show steady improvement on meeting proficiency standards for specific demographic groups.2 As more and more schools entered school improvement status
and it became clear that NCLB’s 2014 proficiency goal was unattainable, the act’s limitations
became increasingly evident and states and localities pushed back against its prescriptive
nature.3 In 2011 President Obama offered to waive key accountability mandates and the proficiency requirement for states that agreed to adopt policies the administration advocated. 4
The waiver process also introduced growth measures and the addition on non-test indicators that were incorporated into the 2015 reauthorization of the Elementary and Secondary
Education Act, titled the Every Student Succeeds Act (ESSA). 5
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Current Law
ESSA changed several aspects of school accountability in the United States by offering states
more opportunities to design their own systems for measuring and reporting school performance. While the law granted states more flexibility, it maintained two key elements of
its predecessor: accountability indicators and annual ratings of school performance. 6 State
accountability plans, at a minimum, must include the following indicators:
•

Student achievement in English language arts (ELA), mathematics, and science as
measured by proficiency on annual assessments.

•

A measure of student growth or another “valid and reliable statewide academic indicator” that provides meaningful differentiation in school performance.

•

The four-year adjusted cohort graduation rate for high schools.

•

A measure of progress in achieving English language proficiency.

•

At least one measure of school quality or student success (SQ/SS) that is valid, reliable, and comparable statewide. This can include various measures such as chronic
absenteeism, educator or student engagement, school safety and climate, college and
career readiness, opportunity to attend and complete advanced courses, or indicators
such as school discipline and ninth graders on track to graduate. 7

A core element of the law is the requirement that each state establish a system providing
meaningful differentiation among all public schools in a state, with such differentiation “be
based on all indicators in the state’s accountability system.” 8 The law does not limit the
number or kinds of indicators or specify how data are to be reported, but it does require
states to assign weights to each indicator, with the first three indicators weighted greater
than the school quality or student success (SQ/SS) measure. Based on this system, each
state must identify 1) the lowest 5% of all public schools receiving Title I funding, and 2)
any public high school with a graduation rate less than 67% for Comprehensive Support and
Improvement (CSI).

State Systems
Given the flexibility to choose the type of report card or rating systems used to report school
performance, states have adopted the following:
A-F Rating: An A-F letter grade is assigned to schools based on the summation of accountability indicators such as student achievement test scores, growth in academic test scores,
graduation rates, ACT/SAT participation and scores, and attendance rates.
1-5 Stars: Similar to the A-F rating system, a single composite rating is assigned to schools,
with 1 star being the lowest and 5 stars the highest rating.
Index Rating System: A single composite rating is assigned, but the rating scale varies. It
may be a numerical rating (1-10 rankings, 1-100 rankings, and so on) or a percentile rating.
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Federal Tiers of Support: Only schools that fall into the “lowest performing schools” category are identified as meeting the federal requirements for intervening in low-performing
schools. Other schools are not ranked or rated.
Descriptive: Text-based labels are assigned based on performance indicators. For example, Delaware translates a summative index score into an overall text-based identification
(exceeds, meets, or meets few expectations). 9 Illinois uses four descriptive summative ratings (lowest performing, underperforming, commendable, and exemplary), with exemplary
schools meeting the standard of an “all students” index score at or above 80.12 (elementary
schools) or 85.42 (high schools).10
Dashboard: Performance results on multiple indicators are assigned and reported; states
may assign a summative rating to each indicator. For example, California, the only state to
use a dashboard, includes summative ratings on 14 indicators, including absenteeism, suspension rate, ELA, mathematics, local climate survey, and so on. 11
Table 1 shows the type of rating system each state adopted when reporting was first required
in 2018 and which they were using in 2021. While some states switched systems, the number
of states in each category remained remarkedly similar, with one exception: The number of
states adopting the minimalist Federal Tiers of Support system doubled, from 5 to 10. California was the only state to adopt a dashboard.
Table 1: Comparison of Type of Rating System Adopted by States in 2018 and
2021
Type of Rating System
A-F Rating System

Descriptive Rating System

Index Rating System

1-5 Star Rating System

# of
States
2018

# of
States
2021

States 2018

States 2021

AZ FL IN LA MS NM
NC OH OK TN TX
UT

IN LA MI MS NC OH
OK TN TX UT

12

10

DE IL KS ME MA
MN NE NJ SC VT
WV

DE IL KS ME MA
MN NE NJ SC VT
WV WY

11

12

AK AR CT GA HI IA
MI MO SD WA WI
WY

AK AR CT FL GA HI
IA MO NM ND SD
WA WI

12

13

DC KY MD NV RI

DC KY MD NV RI

5

5

CA

0

1

AL AZ CO ID MT NH
NY OR PA VA

5

10

Dashboard        
Federal Tiers of Support
(Identifies only Schools in the
Lowest Tier of Performance)

AL CO NH NY VA

No Summative Rating System

CA ID ND OR PA

5

0

MT

1

0

Other Rating System

Source: Education Commission of the States. 50-state comparison: States’ school accountability systems. For January 2021 data: Retrieved on January 4, 2022, from https://reports.ecs.org/comparisons/states-school-accountability-systems-2021. For January 2018 data: personal communication on January 14, 2022 with ECS staff.
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These rating systems share a similar feature: they collapse multiple school performance indicators into a summative or aggregate measure.12 Some employ five scale rating schemes,
such as A-F grades or 5 stars, and others use a composite index scale (for example, 1-100
ratings) or “descriptive” rankings that, for example, range from “exemplary school” to “lowest performing.” The California School Dashboard does not include an overall summative
rating, but instead includes summative ratings for each of the indicators it tracks.

Issues and Questions
On the surface, summative ratings are attractive as a policy instrument because they appear to provide concise and easily understood measures of school quality as ESSA requires.
However, collapsing various indicators into a composite score raises questions about how
effectively the rating summarizes and communicates useful information on a school’s performance. Moreover, it is difficult to determine from a single rating whether the rating systems are promoting intended policy goals.
This brief explores two key questions about current state accountability rating systems. First,
given that state policymakers have considerable flexibility under ESSA to design, amend,
and tweak their accountability rating systems and to ground them in local priorities, what
variables explain different state responses? Second, how well does a single score capture the
complexity of school performance and provide reliable information on how to improve?

Review of the Literature
ESSA was greeted with optimism that greater state flexibility and the use of multiple measures would lead to more meaningful accountability systems. A plethora of reports and recommendations followed its enactment, suggesting how states might take advantage of the
new flexibility to design systems leading to more meaningful accountability. 13 But whether
states would actually experiment with new approaches, or even whether they had the capacity to engage in robust policy design and implementation, was unclear—as was the question
of whether summative ratings capture the complexity of schooling. Research has since offered some insights in these areas.

The Influence of Local Context
Exploring the impact of local context, Portz & Beauchamp (2022) examined multiple state
approaches to educational accountability under ESSA.14 The authors found that states “are
following different policy paths that will increasingly reflect their own interests and concerns,
including their own political perspectives and experiences.” 15 They found that state-level demographics correlated with the types of assessment policies adopted by states: Political variables (liberal versus conservative) were associated with whether states adopted alternative
strategies and approaches, while economic variables (per-pupil spending and percentage
of students in poverty) were associated with whether states maintained a more traditional
focus on student performance measures.16 Politically liberal states were more likely to emphasize SQ/SS measures and to incorporate such alternative indicators as growth measures.
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States with a more conservative leaning and facing economic challenges maintained a focus
on student test scores, while well-resourced states faced less pressure to change policies or
programs.
Research on the earlier NCLB act also demonstrated that local political and policy context influenced the development, interpretation, and outcome of state responses to federal
accountability mandates. A study examining the role of historical and political context in
shaping assessment policy in Nebraska and Virginia, for example, found that the political
culture in both strongly influenced their assessment systems. 17 In Nebraska, an historical
culture rooted in local action and collaboration among the board of education, legislature,
and executive branch influenced the design process. As a result, the state experienced local
support for implementation, and it delayed a shift to a state standardized assessment system
in favor of local assessments. In contrast, Virginia, with a tradition of centralization and
top-down accountability, implemented a top-down policy model that emphasized standardized testing and constrained resources and opportunities for policy transformation at lower
policy levels.
In addition, although policies with flexibility may allow for states to improve systems by
updating or correcting them, changes to accountability formulas can affect the distribution
of school ratings while not necessarily reflecting actual changes in school performance. A
2016 study indicated, for example, that after Oklahoma changed its formula the number
of C schools dropped from 21% to 5%, and the number of F schools increased from 8% to
53%—even though school demographics remained similar and average math and reading
achievement were stable.18 Accountability rating systems may also be designed or adjusted
based on preconceived perceptions and expectations. 19 For example, Florida first adopted
an A-F system in 1999, when 12% of schools received an A rating. Following a series of
rule changes, the percentage of schools receiving A’s rose to 53% in 2005. The changes
were made to better align with preconceived perceptions of what constituted a good or bad
school, suggesting that ratings changed in part because the criteria changed. In fact, a simulation showed that if earlier rating rules had been applied, grades would not have differed
significantly.20 In addition, ratings can be manipuChanges to accountability
lated. Under instructions from Indiana’s state suformulas can affect the
perintendent in 2012, staffers took advantage of a
distribution of school ratings loophole in the state’s system to benefit a charter
while not necessarility
school founded by a campaign donor. By eliminatreflecting actual changes in ing the scores of some student groups, the original
rating was changed from a C grade to an A.21
school performance.
These studies suggest that states take different approaches to measuring accountability and
prioritizing different kinds of information. Because school ratings are highly visible, they
can exert a strong influence on public perceptions of the schools, whether or not they represent accurate assessments of school performance. Ratings also have implications for how
information is used and interpreted. For example, weighting growth measures more strongly than achievement can alter the focus of policymakers, educators, and parents and shift
the allocation of resources. Incorporating school climate surveys can direct attention to the
teaching and learning environment; in contrast, an emphasis on achievement scores may
simply pressure teachers to raise test scores. Different approaches can also amplify or mask
http://nepc.colorado.edu/publication/report-cards
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the performance of different student populations, and do not necessarily provide information about the quality of instruction a student receives.

School Report Cards as a Measure of School Quality (subheading)
Little research on summative rating systems exists, despite their proliferation. What does exist casts doubt on whether a single score can capture the complexity of school performance.
While there is theoretical literature on the design, content, and presentation of school rating
systems,22 there is limited empirical evidence indicating whether, in practice, ratings correlate with desired student outcomes or have unintended effects. What we do know comes
primarily from a small set of papers and reports on summative grading systems (primarily
A-F systems) and one report on the California School Dashboard.

Within and Between School Differences
What do summative, single score systems tell us about within- and between-school differences? A study of the Oklahoma A-F rating system examined the “informational significance” of its grades—that is, “the ability of the grade to yield meaningful and useful information about achievement differences within and between schools.” 23 The study found that
while average math and reading scores were higher in A and B schools compared to C, D, and
F schools, the averages masked unequal test score distribution and important information
about achievement gaps. The largest achievement gaps were in schools ranked as the most
effective. For example, test score gaps for low-income students were found in all schools,
but the gaps were smaller in C, D, and F schools. The largest minority gaps in reading and
math (over one standard deviation) were found in B rated schools. The authors concluded
that, “grades do not sort out schools with high and equitable achievement from schools with
high average achievement and large achievement gaps,” which can create inaccurate judgements about school quality and diminish the usefulness of letter grades for low-income and
minority students.24
Because letter grades obscure achievement differences within schools, the authors show that
the distribution of letter grades would change drastically if the state changed its accountability formula. For example, if the state assigned the same weight to achievement gaps as it
assigned to overall achievement, several D and F schools would become B or C schools, and
A and B schools would become C and D schools. Since ESSA requires intervention only in
the lowest performing schools, higher ranked schools in Oklahoma were exempt from any
pressure to improve the education of its low-income and minority students. To meaningfully
represent school performance, the A to F grade would need to capture within school fluctuations between subgroups of students. Otherwise, the authors argue, the summative ratings
provided little information of instructional value to teachers and administrators, and they
are no help in measuring the effectiveness of improvement strategies or interventions. 25
The authors identified three components of A-F grading systems that contribute to inequitable results. First, these systems use proficiency scores based on achievement tests to calculate student achievement and student growth. However, aggregating proficiency scores into
a single metric and using them to rank schools embeds inaccuracies in the results, because
http://nepc.colorado.edu/publication/report-cards
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that metric does not reflect the many variables that contribute to school performance.26
Second, the methods used to calculate growth can hide the achievement of low-income and
minority students. Since there is no one method of measuring growth, the type and use of
growth measures and what each says about a school varies. 27 And third, A-F grades do not
reveal anything about the dynamic nature of schools and student learning. Instead, grades
treat teaching and learning as a fixed process. 28
Other studies report similar findings. A study examining the impact of being rated a “failing” school, defined as receiving a D or F on the New York City Progress Report (NYCPR),
concluded that identifying failing schools by a single summary statistic was inappropriate,
suggesting that “the ability to educate students performing at grade-level and the ability to
educate students performing below grade-level may be separate dimensions.” 29 The author
describes the NYCPR system as aspirational in that the indicator weights reflected the best
judgement of stakeholders in what they would like a quality school to be. While the NYCPR
system included a range of indicators, by collapsing all the indicators into a unidimensional
metric, any nuance gained from using multiple indicators was “lost from both the measurement perspective and from the public accountability perspective.” 30

Unmediated Outcomes
Summative ratings likely obscure many variables that contribute to school performance
that are outside the control of educators or are unknown. Accountability rating systems implicitly assume that the school itself is primarily responsible for student performance even
though empirical evidence shows that school effects typically account for less than 30% of
student academic performance.31 The Oklahoma study, for example, found that student differences accounted for 72% of the variance in reading achievement scores and 70% in math.
Schools, on the other hand, accounted for 28% of the reading variance and 30% of the math
variance.32
Summative ratings obscure the well documented relationship between student achievement
scores and demographic variables, most notably race and socioeconomic status. Research
shows that school composition matters: Attending a high-poverty or a highly segregated
African American school has a negative effect on a student’s achievement outcomes, above
and beyond the effect of individual poverty or minority status. 33 When student data is aggregated to the school level, the relationship between demographic variables and outcomes
becomes even stronger.34 If school composition is not taken into account, summative ratings
over-identify schools serving low-income and minority students as low performing and miss
the contribution schools make to student achievement. Other variables that may contribute to achievement such as teacher characteristics and knowledge, instructional support,
or school characteristics such as class size, are largely missing from these summative rating
systems.
The NYCPR analysis found statistically significant differences between schools receiving
passing grades (A, B, or C) and those receiving failing grades (D or F): Schools serving special education students, Black or Hispanic students, and Title I students were more likely
to receive a failing grade.35 To reflect each school’s contribution to student academic progress, NYCPR heavily weighted the academic growth indicator. Nonetheless, schools receivhttp://nepc.colorado.edu/publication/report-cards
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ing lower grades (D or F) had notably higher concentrations of Black or Hispanic students,
low-income students, and students receiving special education services compared to schools
receiving A, B, or C. When the authors controlled for demographic context of schools, a different pattern emerged. These findings suggest that “the mis-specification of weights under
the NYCPR may be obscuring actual differences in school quality for students of different
demographics.”36
Likewise, an analysis of the Maryland five-star rating system documented the relationship
between report card rating and the percentage of a school’s economically disadvantaged students.37 No high-poverty school earned a five-star rating under the Maryland system. When
the authors adjusted ratings to account for economic disadvantage, the number of five-star
schools increased.
In general, findings on A-F and five-star rating systems suggest that any system that collapses school performance into a single composite rating does not provide policymakers or parents the nuanced and accurate information they need to understand achievement patterns
in schools.38

Multiple Indicators of School Performance
The theory behind dashboards is that a system of multiple measures of school performance
provides more—and better—information than a single rating. California is the only state
using a dashboard.39 While it does not assign a single, summative rating to schools, it does
provide an aggregated rating for each performance category. These include assigning a performance color (red, orange, yellow, green, blue) for some categories, and noting whether
the standard was met on others.
An analysis of the California dashboard found little evidence that the system untangled the
relationship between student demographics and school ratings. 40 Nor did the system take
into account differences in the resources, policies, and practices of schools that play a significant role in producing outcomes. While the study notes that the system did a much better
job of including a range of performance measures when compared to the system it replaced,
challenges remained. These included: (1) few parents were aware of, or reported having used
the dashboard, with gaps between more and less educated voters; (2) the dashboard did not
offer comparisons between schools, and school ratings were highly related to student demographics in a way that unfairly punished schools serving more disadvantaged students; (3)
the method used to calculate growth was poorly aligned with what research says about how
to use growth models to isolate school effectiveness; and (4), the dashboard gave insufficient
weight and priority to the performance of student groups, thereby allowing schools to have
high overall ratings even through subgroup performance was weak. 41
The study suggests that the inability of the system to make appropriate inferences about
school performance stemmed in part from its heavy reliance on achievement measures, with
math and reading test scores accounting for at least 50% of the ratings and raised questions
about how accurately it captured school performance. A follow-up a year later found that
while the state made a number of substantive, technical, and stylistic changes, many challenges persisted.42 Among these were the inability to compare schools on multiple indicators
http://nepc.colorado.edu/publication/report-cards

12 of 21

or to compare schools with similar demographics, resulting in a tendency for more affluent
schools to look better and less affluent schools to look worse. The state also had not changed
its approach to measuring student growth or remedied inequities in parental awareness and
use of the dashboard.

In Summary
These studies suggest that a single, composite measure of school performance is a poor
indicator of school quality and does not provide the information needed to understand performance differences between and within schools. 43 Aggregating data to the school level
leaves summative measures open to misinterpretation when used to explain student-level
differences in performance.44 Such systems tend to disproportionally harm some schools
(poor and minority) and inflate the quality of other schools (wealthy and white) based on demographics and income. In addition, they cast doubt on the ability of indicator dashboards
to remedy the flaws inherent in summative ranking systems.

Recent Developments
The COVID-19 pandemic brought unprecedented challenges to education systems nationwide and will present further challenges to accountability rating systems in the years
to come.45 Attempting to limit the spread of the virus, states closed schools and shifted
to online teaching and learning, provisions that disproportionally affected low-income
and students of color.46 As a result, all 50 states received waivers from the U.S. Department of Education from state accountability requirements, including ESSA assessments,
school identification, and related reporting requirements for the 2020-21 school year. 47
While waivers were welcome relief in the short-term, the longer term impact of COVID-19
on the measurement of indicators and interpretation of summative ratings remains. 48 The
transition from face-to-face learning to digital or hybrid learning means that students had
different, often inequitable, learning experiences affected by their access to Internet service
and computers, ability to adapt to and engage with online learning, and/or level of participation. Teachers likely approached online instruction differently depending on their skill and
knowledge of technology and typically without standardized school or district guidelines for
their efforts. The variability in instruction is likely to create larger variability in test scores
within and across schools that, if not accounted for, will affect the reliability and validity
of achievement scores—a major indicator used in summative ratings. Achievement scores
are also likely to be impacted depending on how interrupted learning is addressed and how
much time teachers spend on review rather than on new material. Growth scores, which
compare test scores to similar scores in prior years, may not be calculated for several years.
Both test and growth scores will particularly impact ratings for schools serving low-income
students, students of color, and students with disabilities.
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Discussion and Analysis
Despite the proliferation of summative rating systems across the states, there is very little
empirical research on the effects of summative ratings on student performance or school and
teacher practices. The studies reviewed here suggest that a rating system using a single score
does not capture the complexity of school performance or provide information on how to
improve. Several limitations have been identified. Summative ratings do not sort out schools
with high and equitable achievement from schools with high average achievement and large
achievement gaps. Indeed, available research suggests that they advantage schools serving
primarily higher income students while obscuring the failure of such schools to serve all
children. By conflating information into a single score, summative ratings obscure a great
deal of information about variations in school performance and have not been very useful in
explaining performance differences between or within schools or in suggesting how to address them. Allowing states more flexibility to incorporate a more nuanced understanding of
local contexts by adding other indicators— attendance, social emotional, and school climate
measures, for example—has not yet produced a system capturing the complexity of teaching
and learning.
ESSA was meant to fix problems in the earlier NCLB accountability system, but it produced
only technical fixes influenced by political and economic dynamics in each state. This review
suggests that these technical fixes are inadequate, allowing for blunt summative ratings that
fail to capture the contributions schools actually make to student performance, particularly
those with high concentrations of poverty and of minority students.
Despite known weaknesses, accountability ranking systems persist for a number of reasons.
They are useful to bureaucracies as a management tool because a single indicator of school
quality is widely perceived as providing a clear, concise, and easily understood measure of
school performance. There is also a sense that acBy conflating information
countability is here to stay, and that the way forinto a single score,
ward is to tweak current systems by making better
summative ratings obscure
use of measurement methodology. 49 However, since
a great deal of information
accountability is in part a political process, it is not
clear that technical fixes can lead to systems that
about variations in school
are more reliable, fair, or valid.
performance.
The challenge for policymakers is twofold. The short-term challenge is how to interpret
summative ratings so they account for the interrupted learning that some students experienced during the COVID-19 pandemic. Summative ratings, which rely on achievement and
growth scores, are unlikely to take into account the variability in student learning experiences during the pandemic. The longer term challenge is how to design an accountability system
that takes into account differences in school capacity, resources, and processes. Inputs, an
important aspect of school performance, are not included in accountability systems or reported on school report cards, although financial and budget information may be reported
elsewhere. By focusing primarily on outputs (high test scores in math and reading, attendance, graduate rates, for example), summative ratings likely reflect uneven inputs since
access to curriculum, diversity of textbooks, adequate staffing, materials and equipment,

http://nepc.colorado.edu/publication/report-cards

14 of 21

technology, and facilities differ among schools. Focusing on these conditions could be useful
in directing resources and attention. The expansion of rating systems to include inputs, often referred to as “opportunity to learn” standards, could provide a more nuanced appraisal
of school performance.50
Finally, research shows that neighborhood social context and school composition substantially affect school performance.51 Both racial and socioeconomic segregation is associated with poor academic performance. To achieve educational equity and improve student
outcomes means acknowledging and addressing the role that segregation by both race and
income plays in school performance. Summative ratings are limited indicators of student
learning and can misidentify schools, potentially leading to misappropriation of resources
for school improvement.

Recommendations
It is recommended that federal policymakers take the following four steps:
•

Require that states conduct rigorous evaluations of their existing performance rating
systems to determine the reliability, validity, and fairness of their summative ratings.

•

Fund research on state accountability rating systems that identifies system components capable of yielding valid inferences about school performance. 52

•

Adopt social and economic policies that address out-of-school variables that are substantially related to school performance, such as policies that increase access to health
care, address the concentration of disadvantage or advantage in different neighborhoods, and expand the availability of housing and employment opportunities. 53

•

Design federal accountability policy that promotes equitable accountability systems
among states, given the reality that state political and economic variables shape divergent state systems.

Even without federal action, state policymakers can take the following two steps:
•

Evaluate state accountability systems to ensure they are not misidentifying schools
and potentially leading to the misappropriation of resources for school improvement.

•

Adopt education, social, and economic policies that promote equitable education and
address out-of-school variables related to school performance.
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