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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

A Framework for Examining Validity in State
Accountability Systems

Executive Summary

This Executive Summary provides an important overview of key issues
and strategies related to the examination of validity in state
accountability systems. The full paper addresses these topics in greater
depth and is intended primarily for Chief State School Officers and their
immediate staff members, especially State assessment directors, Title I
directors, and others involved in statewide educational accountability
policy development and implementation. It also explores unique issues
that may arise as states implement and evaluate the accountability
systems they have developed or revised in response to the No Child Left
Behind Act of 2001 (NCLB). This Executive Summary and the full paper
are intended to be viewed as complimentary, companion pieces.

BACKGROUND

States and local education agencies (LEAs) across the country are now
implementing accountability systems that must meet a number of highly
specific requirements under NCLB. States have an obligation to evaluate
these systems to determine whether they are associated with achievement
of the intended goals and not with unintended, negative outcomes. This
obligation is especially critical because these systems encompass high
stakes consequences for schools and LEAs that do not meet certain
criteria. In addition, the tight timeline under which these requirements
must take effect has meant little time for planning and preparation prior
to implementation. This combination of high stakes and limited planning
and preparation time means that errors may be both more likely and more
costly.

One of the first questions that policymakers and staff may pose with
regard to accountability systems is whether the “right schools” are being
identified for improvement. The answer depends on what kinds of
schools were meant to be identified, which, in turn, depends on the goals
the accountability system is intended to achieve. In fact, policymakers
and staff should answer several questions to support their list of
identified schools. For example, how trustworthy are the data on which
the decision was based? How were these data combined in the decision-
making model? What happens once schools are identified? What
consequences and reforms are implemented and are they appropriate and
effective?

To address these questions will require the accumulation and evaluation
of a large body of evidence. When carried out systematically and

A Framework for Examining the Validity of Accountability Systems 1
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rigorously, this process can be considered validation. The purpose of the
full paper is to provide a framework for this process.

FOUNDATIONS

1. Every state must evaluate the validity of its accountability
system. Validation evidence is necessary to support the
accountability claims made about individuals and agencies and
the accompanying imposition of stakes. Professional standards
for practice (APA/AERA/NCME, 1999; Baker, Linn, Herman, &
Koretz, 2002) also highlight validation as being intrinsic to the
decision-making process and the imposition of high stakes. The
NCLB legislation itself makes 59 references to the need for
validity with regard to assessment and/or accountability.

2. States need accessible and flexible guidance on how to
conduct this evaluation. Validity with regard to accountability
systems has received little formal attention to date; at present,
there exists no framework to guide states in carrying out this
work.

3. The validation process as described in the full paper is
basically grounded in the conceptions of validity and
methods for evaluating validity as represented in the field of
educational assessment.

What Are Accountability Systems?

Accountability systems can be defined in the following way:

Accountability systems are used to achieve specific educational goals by attaching to
performance indicators certain consequences meant to effect change in specific areas of
functioning.

This definition encompasses four critical concepts:

1. Performance indicators

2. Decision rules for attaching consequences to performance
indicators

3. Consequences'
4. Goals

For purposes of clarity, the concepts and the relationships among them
are illustrated in a simplified manner in Figure 1.

There are two types of consequences within accountability
systems—imposed and emergent. Imposed consequences are those that
are imposed by a state or LEA according to results of the accountability
decisions and are consequences of performance as captured by the AYP
model. Emergent consequences are the conditions in a school or LEA

L. . . . . .

It is important to note that many people think of “consequences” as meaning something bad. That is
not what is meant by this term here. Rather, consequences are simply one set of conditions that follow
from another set of conditions.

2 A Framework for Examining the Validity of Accountability Systems
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that follow imposed consequences chronologically. Changes in resource
allocations or professional development practices are some possible
emergent consequences. Negative, unintended consequences (e.g., use of
inappropriate test preparation techniques, loss of experienced faculty)
would also be considered emergent consequences.

A Theory of Action specifies how emergent consequences are related to
imposed consequences as well as how the other components of the
accountability system are related to one another. This is illustrated in
Figure 1. When represented in this way, it becomes clear that
achievement of the end goals depends, in part, on the appropriate
functioning of each of the other components. Further, unless each of
these components is understood, it would be impossible to know why the
goals were or were not achieved. Evaluation of the system, then, must
involve studies of each of the parts and how they relate to one another.

Figure 1. Relationship between Components of Accountability
Systems

Theory of Action

The achievement of the........

depends in part on the design,

implementation, and emergence of the...... ‘ CONSEQUENCES ‘
* Accountability System
that depend in part on the design and DECISION
implementation of the....... RULES
that depend in part on the quality of the..... PERFORMANCE
INDICATORS

Why Validate Accountability Systems?

When a state implements an accountability system, it is essentially
making a claim that the system will help to achieve specific educational
goals (e.g., improved achievement in reading/language arts and
mathematics). Unless the state evaluates its system, it can have no
evidence to support this claim. The state would not be able to defend its
accountability decisions or the imposition of sanctions and would almost
certainly lose credibility with its stakeholders and challenges in court. It
is impossible to tell why a system does or does not work—or to defend
the system against perfectly reasonable and inevitable challenges from
affected stakeholders—unless it has been evaluated systematically.

A Framework for Examining the Validity of Accountability Systems 3
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Whether an accountability system “works” to achieve certain goals relies
on three fundamental points:

1. the performance indicators are meaningful and relevant
and

2. the decision rules by which performance indicators are combined
and attached to consequences function as intended

and
3. the imposition of specific consequences—

a. can ultimately lead to the intended goals by instigating
or supporting intended reform activities;

b. will not lead to unintended, serious, and negative
changes; and

c. is preferable to doing either nothing or something else.

Regardless of how obvious these points may seem, they are actually only
tentative statements that must be tested empirically; they are hypotheses.
Testing these hypotheses and the theory of action that subsumes them
comprises the process of validation.

What is Validity?

“Validity is an integrated evaluative judgment of the degree to which empirical evidence and
theoretical rationales support the adequacy and appropriateness of inferences and actions
based on test scores or other modes of assessment.”

Messick, 1989, p. 13

emphasis in original

¢ Validity with regard to accountability systems refers to the
degree to which evidence and theory support the indicators,
decisions, and consequences, individually and combined as
established via the theory of action, as used for the purpose of
achieving specific goals.

+  “An accountability system can be said to have validity when the
evidence is judged to be strong enough to support the inferences
that: [1] the components of the system are aligned to the
purposes, and are working in harmony to help the system
accomplish those purposes; and [2] the system is accomplishing
what was intended (and did not accomplish what was not
intended)” (Marion et al., 2002, p. 105).

¢ Accountability is not Adequate Yearly Progress (AYP). The
overarching validity question is not “Does this accountability
system pick the right schools?”, but rather, “Does this
accountability system do what it is intended to do?” Selecting the
right schools is only part of the answer.

4 A Framework for Examining the Validity of Accountability Systems
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+ Validity is not a property of an accountability system or of a
decision made as part of that system (e.g., this school needs
improvement), and validity cannot be captured conclusively.
Rather, a judgment must be made regarding whether a body of
evidence supports the system and each of its components as
implemented for the intended purpose.

¢ The purpose of a validation process is not to prove claims true,
worthy of making, or socially valuable; it is to “clarify for a
relevant community what [a claim] means, and the limitations of
each interpretation” (Cronbach, 1988, p. 3). A validation process
cannot prove accountability systems worthy of implementing nor
can the process prove any accountability decision true, worthy of
making, or socially valuable.

¢ “Validation is never finished” (Cronbach, 1988, p. 5). An
agency’s responsibility for validation starts the moment someone
decides to design and implement an accountability system and
continues as long as the consequences of that system are applied.

¢ Validity is a unified concept. Rather than different types of
validity, there are different sources of evidence that should be
considered as part of a validation process.

¢ The major professional statement on validity in relation to
assessment is presented in the Standards (see reference below).
This book and its subsequent revisions should be considered
required reading for those engaged in educational assessment
and/or accountability:

American Psychological Association, American
Educational Research Association, & National
Council on Measurement in Education. (1999).
Standards for educational and psychological testing.
Washington, DC: American Psychological
Association.

A VALIDATION FRAMEWORK

The basic elements of accountability systems (performance indicators,
decision rules, consequences, and goals) are related to one another
according to a theory of action. The validation framework presented here
involves the evaluation of each of these elements as well as of the theory
of action that underlies their association. This framework includes the
following parts:

¢ Clarifying the goals of the system and the theory of action by
which those goals are to be achieved
¢ Evaluating the indicators used to make accountability decisions

¢ Evaluating the decision rules (including AYP) used to determine
how schools and LEAs are categorized for the purpose of
distributing rewards, sanctions, and interventions

A Framework for Examining the Validity of Accountability Systems 5
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¢ Evaluating the consequences that are imposed for certain levels
of performance as well as those that emerge subsequently

In practice, these pieces cannot be considered or addressed linearly; thus,
they are not referred to here as “steps.” Ideally, system mapping would
indeed be the first step in both the development and the evaluation of the
system. However, the speed with which states have had to design and
implement accountability decisions, and the prescriptive nature of NCLB
requirements have pushed evaluation of the decision rules to the top of
the evaluation priority list.

Given their limited resources, states may be best advised to prioritize
their questions and to think of the “never-ending” validation process as a
series of five-year plans. It is important for states to recognize that
although validation requires the use of resources that could certainly be
used elsewhere, not validating their systems could easily be far more
expensive. The possible waste of time and resources by implementing
ineffective programs, the loss of credibility, and the risk of lawsuits
without a proper defense would cost much more than validation work.

States should use multiple data collection methods in their validation
work. These can include, for example, extant data or data gathered via
established collections, surveys, focus groups, site visits, and classroom
observations

Clarifying Goals and the Theory of Action

To clarify system goals and the theory of action is to specify what the
accountability system is meant to achieve, the means by which these
goals are to be reached, and the outcomes and processes that will be the
focus of the validation process. The major questions that should be
addressed in this part of the validation process include:

+ What are the goals this accountability system is meant to
achieve?

¢ Who is to be held accountable for these goals in this system?

¢ What indicators are used to represent performance in relation to
these goals?

¢ How and when are decisions made regarding performance
toward the goals?

+ What consequences are associated with different levels of
performance?

¢ What changes are these consequences meant to affect?

¢ How are the intended changes thought to be related to the overall
goals?

Standards-based accountability systems are supposed to work by
applying specific criteria to indicators (e.g., test scores, graduation rates,
attendance rates), categorizing each school and LEA as, for example,
“excellent” or “needs improvement” based on whether the school or LEA
met the criteria, and then assigning consequences corresponding to each

A Framework for Examining the Validity of Accountability Systems
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category. A state’s academic standards should provide the basis for
accountability expectations. The consequences—and even the category
labels themselves—are meant to affect change in areas including those
listed above in order to improve specific educational outcomes. Once the
consequences have been implemented, the outcomes are re-evaluated to
determine whether the intended goals have been achieved.

That is essentially the theory of action for all accountability systems. To
tailor this theory of action to an individual accountability system first
requires answering a number of questions in relation to the accountability
system being evaluated.

Evaluating the Indicators

Evaluation of indicators used for accountability purposes involves an
investigation of their accuracy and meaningfulness. This investigation
should address the following types of questions:

¢ What indicators are included in the accountability system and
how is each used?

¢ How well do the definitions of these indicators capture what is
intended?

¢ How reliable are the indicators that are used to make high stakes
accountability decisions?

Indicators are values that represent constructs. Test scores, for example,
are indicators of the construct(s) the test is meant to measure, such as
reading comprehension or mathematics problem solving. Graduation
rates may be considered indicators of how well a school or school system
is preparing its students to meet graduation requirements.

The objectives in selecting indicators for use in an accountability system
are to achieve as close a match as possible between the indicators and the
system goals (Carlson, 2002; Gong, 2002; Marion et al., 2002) and to
ensure that indicators can withstand the pressure of being used to make
high stakes decisions. Validation of the indicator component of an
accountability system involves evaluating the degree to which these
objectives have been met.

States are not entirely constrained by the list of NCLB-defined
indicators. They can include other academic indicators in the
accountability systems either by using them as the “other academic
indicator” for AYP or by using them to moderate or otherwise inform
accountability decisions (Palmer & Coleman, 2003).

Test-Based Indicators

All states must use percent proficient indicators for reading and
mathematics as part of their AYP decisions. The primary validity issues
with regard to these assessment-based indicators are whether the
indicators represent what they are meant to and are appropriate for use in
high stakes decision-making. The evidence for consideration of these
issues can be organized around two central questions, both of which
should be addressed in a validation process:

A Framework for Examining the Validity of Accountability Systems 7
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¢ Does the indicator reflect the content and construct(s) it is meant
to reflect?

* How reliable is the indicator?

Although states and testing contractors may be able to offer proof that
they have conducted validation studies with regard to their tests for
years, use of a test score for high stakes accountability purposes may be
new, and this requires another look at assessment validity issues.

Evaluation of test-based indicators should address the following types of
questions:

¢ Is the assessment aligned with the intended content domain and
not other content domains?

¢ Does the assessment engage the intended cognitive and
behavioral response processes and not other processes?

¢ Does the assessment minimize the biasing effects of irrelevant
contextual or personal characteristics on test performance?

¢ Is the estimated reliability for the reported test scores adequate to
support the use of these scores for making high stakes decisions?

Rate Indicators (other than percent proficient)

Rate indicators are proportions of a given population that meet a specific
criterion or set of criteria; percent proficient, participation, and
graduation rates are all rate indicators required for NCLB AYP. A
number of states also use attendance rates as the other indicator for
elementary and middle schools. In their simplest form, rates are
calculated by assigning every member of a population a “1” if they met a
criterion and a “0” if they did not, summing these ones and zeros, and
then dividing by the total number of the target population.

To evaluate the quality of rates, it is necessary to examine the extent to
which the definitions for the numerator and the denominator match the
practices used to generate those figures. In addition, the reliability of the
rate should be estimated. Thus, two primary questions for rate indicators
result:
¢ How well do the practices for generating rates align with the
definitions for the numerator and denominator?

* How reliable are the rate indicators?

Evaluating the Decision Rules

Evaluation of the decision rules involves examining the reliability and
accuracy of accountability decisions, including AYP. This examination
should address the following questions:

¢ Do the results of the AYP model support the goals of the
accountability system?

*  Were the “right schools” identified for rewards, sanctions, and
interventions?

*  Are the results of the AYP model stable over time?

8 A Framework for Examining the Validity of Accountability Systems
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Both the comparison of school or LEA performance to the accountability
criteria and the process by which schools and LEAs can appeal their
accountability designation are subsumed in an evaluation of decision
rules.

Identification Process

While several studies have led the way toward an understanding of the
reliability and validity of accountability systems, there is no general
paradigm that can easily be applied to states’ AYP models to
demonstrate that they are “reliable and valid.”

The AYP model prescribed in NCLB is a classification system. Each
school and each LEA is classified annually into one of two groups—met
AYP or did not meet AYP. If the model were perfectly reliable and
accurate, every school and LEA would be correctly classified. Thus, the
validity of the model is based on the degree to which the AYP
determinations identify the correct schools—those in greatest need of
improvement’—while not identifying schools that are doing an effective
job educating all students.

However, no evaluation system produces perfectly accurate outcomes.
Given a model that assigns schools and LEAs to two groups based on
certain criteria, there are four possible outcomes for each decision, as

illustrated in the four-fold truth table below.

Figure 2. Sample Four-Fold Truth Table for AYP

AYP Determination
(Results of the AYP Model)

Did Not Meet
AYP Met AYP
Does Not Need Fa!;e True
Positive -
Improvement (Error) Negative
True School
Effectiveness
Status Fal
Needs True alse
”» Negative
Improvement Positive
(Error)

A simple measure of the accuracy of the decisions made using the model
would be the sum of the numbers in the “true” cells divided by the total
number of schools or LEAs for which AYP determinations were made.
In the case of a perfectly reliable model, the value would be 1.00,
indicating that 100% of the schools or LEAs were correctly classified. A
major challenge in this approach is the identification of a suitable

2ltis recognized that failure to meet AYP targets for two consecutive years is required for identification
for improvement under NCLB.

A Framework for Examining the Validity of Accountability Systems 9
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external criterion that allows one to determine the “true” AYP status for
each school’.

Another complicating factor is that the AYP determination made using
the AYP model prescribed by NCLB is based on a conjunctive (non-
compensatory) set of standards. Failure to meet the standard on only one
of many standards results in the AYP determination for the school or
LEA being “not met.” The use of conjunctive standards “usually makes
the accountability system much less reliable” (Gong, 2002, p. 9) and is
seen as a common error in the design of effective accountability systems
(Hill, 2000). Such a system might routinely classify schools/LEAs as
needing improvement simply by chance due to the number of
conjunctive standards that must be met from year to year (Kane &
Staiger, 2002; Marion et al., 2002, p. 86).

This having been said, possible sources for an external criterion could
be—

¢ information collected systematically via surveys or site visits
from a range of schools, including those with relatively high and
relatively low achievement (perhaps using a variable such as
school-level poverty so that schools with higher and lower
achievement than would be expected given their poverty levels
could be identified).

¢ results from non-NCLB statewide school level accountability
systems.

An alternate type of strategy to enhance the accuracy of AYP
classifications is the differentiation between schools by the degree to
which they missed their AYP targets. For example, states could—

¢ distinguish between schools and LEAs that miss their AYP
targets by a large margin and those that miss by very little;
and/or

+ distinguish between schools and LEAs that miss all or most of
their AYP targets and those that miss very few or only one.

While the AYP model in NCLB allows for no such distinctions (the same
sanctions must be applied to both schools), some type of scale could be
developed to represent the degree to which the school failed to meet the
criteria in the AYP model. This scale could be used to determine the kind
or level of resources and technical assistance that a state or LEA might
provide to a school.

In addition to these studies, which address accuracy of identification,
states must also evaluate the reliability of their decisions, which is
defined here as the stability of AYP results over time (i.e., from year to
year). A strategy for evaluating stability would be to rank all the
schools in the state on the criterion measure described earlier. Taking
only the schools falling at the top and bottom of the rankings (e.g., the
top and bottom 10% or the top and bottom 25%), determine the extent to

% Personal communication, Dale Carlson, September 16, 2003.
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which schools in the high need and low need groups fall in the opposite
group from one year to the next. The greater the degree of such change,
the lower the reliability of the model.

When conducting evaluations of accountability decision rules such as
AYP, states should bear in mind the following concerns:

*

According to Gong (2002), “states should perform reliability
analyses to ascertain that the level of error or uncertainty
associated with accountability decisions is acceptable to the
[state] and to key policy makers...states need this type of
information for legal and professional defensibility of high-
stakes programs” (p. 6).

It is posited that for an AYP model, as for an assessment system,
reliability is a necessary (Marion et al., 2002, p. 23), but not in
itself sufficient, requirement for validity.

There are many sources of error that affect the results of an
accountability system. Many researchers agree that a chief
contributor is sampling error (Cronbach et al., 1997; Hill, 2002;
Hill & DePascale, 2002; Linn, 2001). To reduce
misclassification errors that are affected by sampling error, states
can employ confidence intervals with or without a minimum “n”
for group size. States may also need to consider measurement

error as a factor in misclassification.

Although NCLB places strong emphasis under Title I (including
provision of supplemental services) and other sections of the Act
on the implementation of educational programs that are
“research-based,” little if any prior study of the specific AYP
model mandated for use by all states was conducted prior to the
drafting of NCLB. Work done as the Act was being debated in
Congress (Kane, Staiger, & Geppert, 2001; Riddle, 2001) and
studies conducted since the Act became law in January 2002
(CEP, 2003; Hill, 2002; Linn, Baker, & Betebenner, 2002)
overwhelmingly indicate that there are serious technical issues to
be considered. This makes it even more important for states to
have some way to judge the reasonableness of the results
produced by their AYP models.

Although NCLB provides for the consideration of growth
through its “safe-harbor” provision, the improvement in student
achievement is based only on the change in the percentage of
students reaching the proficient level on the state’s academic
assessments. This is problematic because much of the useful
information and score variance in a state’s assessment program
is lost by moving from units such as scale scores to a set of
proficiency levels, and finally to the dichotomy (proficient or not
proficient) required for use under NCLB. Several researchers
have examined the problems associated with the use of coarse
reporting statistics in accountability systems (Hanushek &
Raymond, 2002; Hill, 1997; Hill, 2000; Linn, Baker &
Betebenner, 2002; Thum, 2003).

A Framework for Examining the Validity of Accountability Systems 11
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Reviews and Appeals
An appeals process can encompass two categories of review:

¢ Reviews and corrections of raw data and indicators prior to the
AYP analyses

¢ Reviews and appeals of preliminary AYP results

With regard to the reviews and appeals of preliminary AYP results, states
make clear to schools and LEAs the following information:

¢ When preliminary AYP results will be available
¢ When and how appeals must be filed
¢ When state responses to appeals will be issued

¢ When AYP results will be considered final.

States vary widely in how they handle the appeals process. Of the states
that have well-developed processes in place, notable characteristics are
observed:

¢ Clear deadlines for filing appeals
¢ Readily available forms
¢ Limited allowable reasons for appeal

¢ Specific requirements for the types of data that will be
considered in the state’s review of the appeal

Evaluating the Consequences

Evaluating the consequences component of an accountability system
involves consideration of how the imposed consequences are
implemented and how they are related to both intended and unintended
emergent changes in school and LEA functioning. It simply cannot be
assumed that selecting the “right schools” and assigning them pre-
specified consequences will lead to the intended reforms and ultimately
result in the achievement of intended goals. Nor can it be assumed that it
will not lead to any unintended, negative consequences.

Studies of consequences should address the following types of questions:

+ How well are rewards, sanctions, and interventions
implemented?

+ How do school and LEA characteristics, as well as other facets
of the context, moderate the implementation of the
consequences?

¢ To what degree are the intended actions occurring in relation to
the application of rewards, sanctions, and interventions?

¢ To what degree are negative, unintended consequences occurring
in relation to the application of rewards, sanctions, and
interventions?

12
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¢ To what degree are the reform activities associated with
achievement of the goals of the system?

The primary concerns with regard to accountability consequences are—

¢ how the consequences that are imposed on schools, which
include rewards, sanctions, and interventions, are implemented;

¢ whether imposed consequences are associated with the
emergence of the intended reforms, as indicated in the state’s
theory of action, and also the emergence of any negative,
unintended consequences or activities; and

¢ whether the activities and conditions that emerge after the
application of consequences are associated with the achievement
of the accountability goals.
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