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Introduction 

The No Child Left Behind Act of 2001 (NCLB) requires all states to adopt 

standards-based accountability (SBA) systems to monitor school performance.  States’ 

SBA systems vary in their details, but all involve content and achievement standards, 

statewide tests, and systems of intervention and other consequences associated with 

performance on those tests.  The Implementing Standards-Based Accountability (ISBA) 

project is examining how district staff, principals, and teachers are responding to the SBA 

provisions under NCLB, and is exploring the relationships between these responses and 

subsequent student achievement gains (see Stecher et al., 2005, in this symposium for 

study details).  In this paper we present preliminary data from the study, with a focus on 

classroom-level responses to SBA among mathematics and science teachers.  Because 

any changes in student achievement resulting from SBA are likely to occur in large part 

as a result of actions teachers take in their classrooms, it is important to examine how 

teachers respond to SBA systems.  The results reported in this paper do not constitute an 

exhaustive description of teacher responses, but they provide some information about 

teaching practices and opinions related to the accountability policies, and they build on a 

growing body of research examining the effects of SBA on instruction.  Other papers in 

this symposium address other aspects of SBA implementation, including school- and 

district-level responses. 

Background 

SBA systems are typically intended to improve achievement through several 

mechanisms—strong incentives for school staff to improve their performance, high-

quality information to guide these improvement efforts, and technical assistance to help 
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schools that are unable to reach the goals on their own (see Stecher, Hamilton, & 

Gonzalez, 2003 for a more detailed discussion of the mechanisms through which SBA 

works).  All three of these mechanisms—incentives, information, and assistance—are 

likely to affect student achievement primarily by altering what occurs in the classroom:  

Incentives are intended to motivate teachers to focus on the goals embodied in the 

standards, information from tests should provide data to guide instructional 

decisonmaking, and assistance should help them improve their practice.  To understand 

how the SBA model works in practice, it is essential to examine teachers’ responses.  

This paper examines some of the ways in which teachers in California, Georgia, and 

Pennsylvania are responding to the SBA systems adopted by their states. 

 Most states have had some form of SBA in place for several years, providing 

opportunities for research examining the effects of these policies on instruction.  A recent 

review of this research (Hamilton, 2004) provides evidence that testing leads to a variety 

of changes in how teachers carry out their jobs.  These changes include shifts in emphasis 

among tested and non-tested subjects (Jones et al., 1999; Koretz, Barron, Mitchell, & 

Stecher, 1996; Shepard & Dougherty, 1991; Smith, Edelsky, Draper, Rottenberg, & 

Cherland, 1991; Stecher, Barron, Chun, & Ross, 2000), changes in the timing of topic 

introduction to match the testing schedule (Corbett & Wilson, 1988; Darling-Hammond 

& Wise, 1985), shifts in emphasis among tested and non-tested content within a subject 

(Shepard & Dougherty, 1991; Romberg, Zarinia, & Williams, 1989; Smith et al., 1991), 

and use of instructional materials designed to mirror the state test (Pedulla et al., 2003).  

These changes probably reflect teachers’ responses to both the incentives provided by the 

accountability test and the information they receive about how students perform. 
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In recent years research has begun focusing more explicitly on the information 

function of external tests, and has identified several functions that data can serve in 

informing decision-making in schools (Bernhardt, 2003; Honig & Coburn, 2005; 

Supovitz & Klein, 2003).  Some of these functions relate to informing instructional 

decisions (e.g., clarifying objectives, monitoring progress), whereas others address school 

or district management (e.g., setting goals, communicating with stakeholders, designing 

professional development).  NCLB is intended in part to improve the quality and 

availability of data to inform decision-making, but little is currently known about how 

well state accountability systems under NCLB are serving this purpose. 

 For SBA to lead to desirable outcomes, teachers must work to improve their 

instruction without unduly sacrificing goals that are not adequately measured by state 

accountability tests, and they must use information effectively to address individual 

students’ needs.  Moreover, some degree of teacher buy-in and support for the reforms is 

likely to be essential for promoting effective responses.  The evidence described above 

suggests that accountability systems can influence teacher practices, but it raises some 

concerns about the nature of those responses, particularly the risk that pressure to raise 

test scores might lead to a narrowing of the curriculum.  Recent research has focused on 

SBA systems under NCLB and has begun to provide information about how educators 

are responding (see, e.g., Center for Education Policy, 2004).  This paper builds on the 

existing evidence and presents some new information on what teachers are doing in light 

of the NCLB SBA provisions that have been adopted in three states. 
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Research Questions 

 This paper addresses several descriptive questions about practices related to SBA.  

Because it is based on surveys and uses only a single year of data, it is impossible to 

attribute teachers’ responses directly to the effects of SBA.  However, the results provide 

a useful snapshot of instructional practice in mathematics and science in the context of 

external accountability requirements, and serve as a baseline for measuring change in 

practice as states’ SBA systems mature.  We address five broad research questions: 

• What assessment-related practices do teachers report using in their classrooms?   

• How are teachers using assessment data to make decisions about instruction?  

• What kind of professional development are teachers receiving to help them 

implement SBA?  

• What effects do teachers perceive SBA is having on their schools?   

• To what extent do teachers support SBA?  

For each of these questions we are interested in considering school-level 

mediating factors such as the school’s Adequate Yearly Progress (AYP) status, poverty 

levels, quality of principal leadership, level of trust, and program coherence.  We 

examine a few of these factors in a preliminary way here, but a systematic examination of 

all of them will be presented in later reports. 

Data and Methods 

 The introductory paper in this symposium describes the data and methods used in 

the ISBA study (Stecher et al., 2005).  It also provides some information about the state 

policy contexts in the three states (California, Georgia, and Pennsylvania) where we are 

working.  The results presented in this paper rely primarily on teacher survey data 
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gathered from representative samples of elementary and middle school mathematics and 

science teachers in the three states in spring 2004.  The sample sizes for the estimates 

reported in this paper are reported in Table 1. The estimates reported in later tables use 

state-specific weights that reflect the sample design for each state and the patterns of 

survey non-response.  These weighted estimates can therefore be interpreted as estimates 

of all mathematics and science teachers at the included grades in each state.  Schools that 

included both elementary and middle-level grades (e.g., K-8 schools) are included in both 

the middle and the elementary school samples, but the estimates reported here are based 

only on teachers in the relevant grades (e.g., the middle school estimates include only 

teachers in grades 6 through 8).  Some of the teacher survey questions focused 

specifically on mathematics or science; for these questions, only teachers who taught the 

relevant subject were asked to respond.   

 
Table 1.  Sample Sizes for Each State 

 
 Number of 

districts 
Number of 

schools 
Number of elementary 

school teachers 
Number of middle 

school teachers 
   All Math Sci. All Math Sci. 
CA 19 63 249 239 210 238 156 124 
GA 25 108 582 524 423 736 443 393 
PA 24 96 539 532 438 381 263 202 

 
 

The features of the accountability systems in each of these states are described in 

other papers in this symposium.  Because much of this paper focuses on the ways in 

which state testing might affect instruction, we include here a table from McCombs 

(2005) that indicates at which grades each state administered accountability tests in the 

2003-04 school year (Table 2), which is the first year of our study.  Where relevant, we 

examined responses separately for teachers in tested and non-tested grades, though for 
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the most part we report results for all grades together.  Although tests are likely to exert 

their strongest effects at the tested grade levels, the pressures associated with SBA affect 

the entire school, and it is likely that even teachers in non-tested grades make changes to 

their instruction in order to boost the school’s overall performance (and in some cases in 

anticipation of future testing at that grade). 

 

Table 2.  Grade Levels at Which State Accountability Assessments in English 
Language Arts, Mathematics, and Science Were Administered in 2003-04 

 
State English Language Arts Mathematics Science 

California 3-11 3-11 5, High school end-of-
course assessments. 

Georgia 1-8, High school end-
of-course assessments 

1-8, High school end-
of-course assessments 

3-8, High school end-
of-course assessments 

Pennsylvania 3, 5, 8, and 11 3, 5, 8, and 11 None 
Note: 
In Georgia in 2002-03, only grades 4 and 8 were tested. 
 

Because our surveys were designed to address a broad range of topics related to 

testing and accountability, we could allocate only limited numbers of items to each of the 

research questions described in the previous section.  Also, it is important to note that the 

study was not designed to explain the reasons for differences across the three states; 

instead, the states should be considered three case studies from among the population of 

states implementing SBA policies.  We report results separately by state because our 

sampling approach was designed to provide representativeness within each state rather 

than to support inferences about responses across the combined set of states.  In some 

cases we draw readers’ attention to potentially interesting between-state differences, but 

these are intended to illustrate ways in which implementation and context vary rather 

than to support strong inferences about the causes of these differences.  In the sections 
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that follow, we describe the survey questions that inform our efforts to address each of 

the research questions listed above, and we present the results relevant to each question.   

Assessment-Related Instructional Practices 

In this section we describe teachers’ reports of some of their instructional 

practices related to testing.  First, we asked teachers the extent to which they agreed to 

statements asserting that they had aligned their instruction with the state standards and 

with the state tests in mathematics and science.  Detailed results for these questions are 

presented in another paper in this symposium (McCombs, 2005; see Figure 1 in 

particular).  We found that large majorities of teachers in each state reported aligning 

their instruction with both the state standards and the state accountability tests.  Over 80 

percent of mathematics teachers in each state reported aligning their instruction with state 

mathematics standards, and responses were particularly strong in elementary 

mathematics, in which over 90 percent of teachers reported alignment.  The lowest level 

of alignment with standards was reported by science teachers in Pennsylvania, which 

probably reflects the lack of a state science test1.   

Teacher-reported alignment with state assessments was lower than for state 

standards, even when only teachers in tested grades are included.  This is consistent with 

some of the findings from our first-year case studies that suggest that teachers teach to 

the standards and to the pacing plans, which are closely linked to the standards.  These 

findings contrast with what others have found in high stakes testing environments where 

teachers often focus more on alignment with assessments than with standards (see 

Hamilton, Stecher & Klein, 2002).  However, the fact that teachers were more likely to 

                                                 
1 Questions about science tests were not administered to Pennsylvania teachers because the state did not 
have a science test in 2003-04. 
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report aligning instruction with standards in grades and subjects in which there was a 

state test suggests that testing is influencing how teachers teach even if teachers are not 

focusing on the test itself.  Moreover, the percentages of teachers reporting that they 

aligned their instruction with tests were sizable.  The lowest rate of alignment with tests 

was observed in CA, where 42 percent of elementary school teachers and 64 percent of 

middle school teachers agreed or strongly agreed that they had aligned their instruction 

with tests.  Clearly most teachers believe that the state standards and tests are influencing 

what and how they teach. 

As discussed earlier, high-stakes tests have been found to influence a number of 

aspects of teachers’ practices.  Some of these changes reflect an effort to increase the 

quality or quantity of instruction in a particular subject, whereas others represent a 

reallocation of effort among topics or skills within a subject.  We asked teachers to think 

about the ways that their teaching was different because of the mathematics and science 

assessments, and asked about several specific changes ranging from attempts to improve 

their instruction (e.g., search for more effective teaching methods) to practices that would 

generally fall into the category of coaching (e.g., spend more time teaching test-taking 

strategies).  Teachers could respond with one of four categories, ranging from “not at all” 

to “a great deal.”  Here, we report the percentages for teachers who responded “a 

moderate amount” or a “great deal.”  This set of questions was drawn from a survey that 

was designed to investigate a variety of test-preparation practices (Koretz & Hamilton, in 

press).   

The results for elementary and middle school teachers appear in Tables 3 and 4, 

respectively.  At both the elementary and middle school levels, teachers were more likely 
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to report that their instruction was affected by the mathematics test than by the science 

test.2  For example, 76-77 percent of elementary teachers in each state responded “a 

moderate amount” or “a great deal” when asked whether they search for more effective 

teaching methods as a result of the mathematics test.  In comparison, only 44 percent of 

elementary school teachers in California compared to 73 percent of elementary school 

teachers in Georgia reported such changes in response to the science test.  This difference 

makes sense in light of the fact that Georgia tested science in all elementary grades in 

2003-04 whereas California tested only in fifth grade.  Attention to the science test was 

much greater in Georgia.   

One way in which testing can influence instruction is by encouraging teachers to 

focus on state standards.  Between 74 and 85 percent of elementary school teachers 

reported that they focused on standards “a great deal” as a result of the state test.  Forty-

seven percent of California and 85 percent of Georgia elementary school teachers 

reported such changes in science instruction.  Across all states and grade levels, focus on 

standards was the practice teachers reported as being most strongly affected by the state 

tests, which is consistent with the alignment results presented earlier.  Teachers were 

somewhat less likely to say they focused more on topics emphasized in the state test, 

suggesting that for many teachers the standards are perceived as playing a more 

prominent role in guiding their instruction than the tests are.   

 Still, the assessments do play a role in influencing instruction:  Across subjects 

and grade levels (with one exception), between 56 and 75 percent of teachers reported 

that they changed their instruction a moderate amount or a great deal when it came to  

                                                 
2 Because Pennsylvania did not administer a science test in 2003-04, teachers in Pennsylvania were asked 
these questions only for mathematics. 
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focusing more on topics emphasized on the mathematics or science assessment.  The 

exception was California, where 21 percent of elementary school teachers and 28 percent 

of middle school teachers reported that they changed instruction to focus more on science 

assessment topics.  This response seems consistent with the fact that California was only 

testing science in fifth grade and high school.  

 Moreover, elementary school teachers reported changing instruction as a result of 

the assessments to emphasize assessment styles and formats of problems, although there 

was variation among states and tested subjects.  For example, 71 percent of the 

elementary school teachers in Georgia and 77 percent in Pennsylvania reported that they 

emphasize problem formats and styles as a result of the state mathematics assessment 

compared with 46 percent of the California teachers.  In science, 65 percent of the 

Georgia elementary school teachers and 16 percent of the California teachers reported 

emphasizing assessment styles and formats as a result of the science assessment.  Some 

of this variation is likely due to Georgia’s currently testing students in 3-8 in science, 

whereas California tests only grade 5 before the high school science assessments in grade 

9-11.  In addition, we found that California teachers were less likely than teachers in 

other states to use commercial test-preparation materials or released test items, which 

could lead to a lower likelihood of focusing on specific formats and styles. 

 Among elementary teachers in Pennsylvania, the strongest effects were observed 

for “rely more heavily on open-ended tests,” which probably reflects the open-ended 

format of the Pennsylvania System of School Assessment (PSSA) mathematics test.  

Sixty-one percent of the elementary school teachers in PA reported relying more on 
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open-ended tests in mathematics compared with 33 percent of the California teachers and 

26 percent of the Georgia teachers. 

 The results suggest that some teachers have increased their use of practices that 

are often described as undesirable, particularly by critics of high-stakes testing; these 

practices include heavier reliance on multiple-choice tests and more time teaching test-

taking strategies.  Moreover, in mathematics, about a quarter of teachers in each state 

reported focusing more on students close to meeting the “proficient” standard, which 

raises questions about whether instructional resources that are reallocated toward those 

students are being taken away from other students. 
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Table 3.  Percent of Elementary School Teachers Reporting Their Instruction is 
Different as a Result of Mathematics and Science Assessments, 2003-04 

 
 California Georgia Pennsylvania 

 Mathematics Science Mathematics Science Mathematics Science 

Assign More Homework 37 (4) 8 (2)  33 (3) 18 (3) 31 (4) NA 
Search for More Effective 
Teaching Methods 

76 (3) 44 (4) 77 (3) 73 (4) 76 (3) NA 

Focus more on Standards 84 (3) 47 (6) 85 (2) 85 (3) 74 (3) NA 
Focus more on Topics 
Emphasized in Assessment 

62 (3) 21 (5) 70 (4) 59 (4) 75 (3) NA 

Emphasize Assessment Styles 
and Formats of Problems 

46 (4) 16 (3) 71 (3) 65 (4) 77 (3) NA 

Spend More Time Teaching 
Test-Taking Strategies  

53 (5) 15 (4) 60 (3) 45 (3) 57 (3) NA 

Spend More Time Teaching 
Content 

53 (5) 26 (5) 58 (3) 43 (4) 55 (4) NA 

Focus More on Students Who 
Are Close to Proficient 

27 (4) 11 (3) 28 (3) 17 (3) 28 (3) NA 

Offer More Assistance 
Outside of School for 
Students Who are Not 
Proficient 

26 (5) 3 (2) 31 (4) 15 (3) 14 (2) NA 

Rely More Heavily on 
Multiple-Choice Tests 

22 (3) 16 (4) 38 (4) 41 (4) 19 (3) NA 

Rely More Heavily on Open-
Ended Tests 

33 (5) 25 (3) 26 (4) 34 (5) 61 (4)  NA 

Notes:  
Standard errors are provided in parentheses. 
Response options were: not at all, a small amount, a moderate amount, and a great deal. 
Cell entries are percentages reporting they engage in each practice “a moderate amount” or a “great deal” as a 
result of the state tests.   
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Table 4.  Percent of Middle School Mathematics and Science Teachers Reporting Their 
Instruction is Different as a Result of Mathematics and Science Assessments, 2003-04 

 California Georgia Pennsylvania 

 Mathematics Science Mathematics Science Mathematics Science 

Assign More Homework 38 (7) 15 (4) 31 (3) 25 (3) 19 (3) NA 
Search for More Effective 
Teaching Methods 

67 (5) 50 (5) 73 (3) 76 (3) 64 (3) NA 

Focus more on Standards 77 (4) 62 (5) 80 (3) 83 (3) 66 (5) NA 
Focus more on Topics 
Emphasized in Assessment 

75 (5)  28 (7) 71 (3) 62 (4) 56 (5) NA 

Emphasize Assessment Styles 
and Formats of Problems 

49 (6)  18 (5) 67 (4) 66 (3) 57 (5) NA 

Spend More Time Teaching 
Test-Taking Strategies  

50 (6) 27 (8) 44 (4) 44 (3) 39 (6) NA 

Spend More Time Teaching 
Content 

64 (5) 44 (5) 64 (3) 63 (3) 44 (4) NA 

Focus More on Students Who 
Are Close to Proficient 

33 (7) 16 (6) 26 (3) 24 (3) 16 (3) NA 

Offer More Assistance 
Outside of School for 
Students Who are Not 
Proficient 

38 (7) 15 (5) 44 (4) 29 (4) 26 (5) NA 

Rely More Heavily on 
Multiple-Choice Tests 

25 (6) 15 (5) 35 (5) 59 (4) 19 (4) NA 

Rely More Heavily on Open-
Ended Tests 

29 (3) 30 (5) 30 (3) 33 (3) 39 (4) NA 

Notes:  
Standard errors are provided in parentheses. 
Response options were: not at all, a small amount, a moderate amount, and a great deal. 
Cell entries are percentages reporting they engage in each practice “a moderate amount” or a “great deal” as a 
result of the state tests.   
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We also asked teachers about the use of interim or progress tests in their schools.  

Specifically, we defined “progress tests” as “required tests that are administered 

periodically (e.g., every six weeks) to monitor your students’ progress (also called 

“interim,” “benchmark,” or “diagnostic” tests).”  This form of testing has recently 

become a focus of attention for its promise as a means to improve data-driven 

decisionmaking in schools (see, e.g., Supovitz & Klein, 2003).  Because only small 

numbers of teachers reported administering progress tests in science, we focus here on 

the results for mathematics.  Specifically, we focus on how frequently the tests were 

administered, how quickly the results were made available, the format of the tests, 

whether the results were reported to the principal and district, and the teachers’ responses 

about the usefulness of the progress tests. 

There is variation across states in terms of districts requiring schools to administer 

progress tests.   For example, in GA, 73 percent of elementary and 55 percent of middle 

schools are required to administer progress tests in mathematics.  In CA, over half of the 

elementary teachers and about a third of the middle schools require progress tests.  

Between 28-30 percent of the GA teachers reported that the district requires them to 

administer progress tests in mathematics.  This represents a rapid increase in the use of 

progress tests by districts and schools, which is consistent for our findings about teachers’ 

data-based decision making presented in the next section.  At the middle school level, 

between 28 to 55 percent of the teachers reported such a requirement.   

 Under such conditions, there was variation in how frequently the progress tests in 

mathematics were administered.  For example, between 25 and 60 percent of the 

elementary teachers reported that progress tests were administered 2-3 times per year,  
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Table 5.  Percent of Mathematics Teachers Reporting Progress Tests 
with Various Features 

 
 California Georgia Pennsylvania 
 Elementary Middle Elementary Middle Elementary Middle 

 Percentage 

District or school requires 
you to administer a progress 
test 

56 (9) 
(N=239) 

31 (6) 
(N=149) 

73 (4) 
(N=522) 

55 (5) 
(N=438) 

30 (5) 
(N=530) 

28 (6) 
(N=259) 

Progress tests administered 
two to three times per year 60 (9) 44 (7) 25 (5) 25 (4) 46 (8) 51 (9) 

Progress tests administered 
approximately every six to 
eight weeks 

35 (9) 45 (9) 65 (5) 59 (5) 21 (5) 33 (9) 

Progress tests administered 
approximately every two to 
four weeks 

5 (3) 10 (8) 11 (3) 16 (4) 33 (6) 17 (7) 

Results are available the same 
or next day 20 (6) 46 (13) 66 (5) 63 (6) 56 (6) 56 (11) 

Results are available within 
one week 38 (6) 37 (12) 20 (3) 22 (4) 21 (4) 20 (8) 

Test contains only multiple-
choice questions 14 (5) 18 (9) 65 (7) 81 (4) 24 (6) 47 (7) 

Administered on a computer 2 (2) 0 11 (4) 14 (5) 15 (7) 28 (9) 
There are consequences for 
teachers associated with 
performance on the tests 

5 (4) 1 (1) 5 (2) 13 (4) 6 (2) 4 (2) 

Progress tests are a good 
measure of student mastery 
of content standards 

48 (5) 48 (11) 73 (3) 68 (5) 74 (4) 39 (9) 

Good preparation for the 
state mathematics assessment 48 (7) 44 (12) 75 (3) 77 (4) 81 (4) 63 (6) 

Help identify and correct 
gaps in curriculum and 
instruction 

78 (5) 67 (9) 82 (3) 76 (5) 87 (3) 61 (7) 

Notes:  
Standard errors are provided in parentheses. Respondents who reported that progress tests were not required 
did not answer the subsequent questions.  Therefore the percentages provided in the second and subsequent 
rows are percentages of the total number of teachers reporting that progress tests were required.   
Response options were as follows:  The first row of numbers are based on an item asking for teachers’ 
responses of “yes” or “no” (the number of teachers in each state answering this item appears in parentheses): 
the numbers in rows 2-4 report the three response categories as they appear on the survey; numbers in rows 5 
and 6 are based on an item with response options of “the same day I administer them,” “the next day,” 
“within one week,” “two to four weeks later,” “more than four weeks later,” and “the scores are not available 
to me”:  numbers in rows 7-9 are based on items with response options of “yes,” “no,” or “I don’t know”; and 
the numbers in rows 10 and 11 are based on items with response options of “strongly disagree,” “disagree,” 
“agree,” and “strongly agree.” 
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and 21 to 65 percent reported that such tests were administered every 6-8 weeks.  

Administering progress tests more frequently was less common, except for elementary 

teachers in PA, where one-third of the teachers reported administering progress tests 

every 2-4 weeks. 

We asked teachers how quickly the results of the progress tests were made 

available to them.  Majorities of teachers across states and grade levels reported that the 

tests were available the same/next day or within one week. 

Although in some places large percentages of teachers reported that the 

mathematics progress tests contained only multiple-choice items (i.e., Georgia), there was 

variation in the responses to this item.  Between 14 and 81 percent of the teachers 

reported that the tests relied solely on multiple-choice questions, suggesting variation in 

progress test formats across the states and grade levels.   

When asked about the usefulness of the progress tests, 61 percent or more of the 

teachers reported that the tests helped identify and correct gaps in curriculum and 

instruction.  There was variation among the states in terms of whether the tests were 

viewed as good preparation for the state mathematics assessment.  For example, 75 to 77 

percent of the elementary and middle school teachers, respectively, in Georgia reported 

that the progress tests were good preparation compared with 63 to 81 percent of the 

Pennsylvania teachers and 44 to 48 percent of the California teachers.   

Similar variation among the states occurred among teachers reporting on whether 

the progress tests in mathematics were a good measure of student mastery of content 

standards.  Sixty-eight to 73 percent of the Georgia middle and elementary school 

teachers, respectively, thought the tests were a good measure of student mastery 
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compared with 39 to 74 percent of the PA teachers and 48 percent of the CA teachers. 

Despite this variation, in every case teachers’ ratings of the progress tests as a measure of 

student content mastery is higher than their ratings of the state test. 

Data-Driven Instructional Decisionmaking 

The next set of analyses addressed teachers’ use of test-score data for making 

decisions about instruction.  Because statewide science tests were not as widely 

administered as mathematics tests (and in Pennsylvania were not administered at all), we 

focus here on mathematics.  We asked similar questions for science teachers in California 

and Georgia and plan to examine their responses in relation to the grade levels they teach 

and the grade levels tested in each state. 

 We asked teachers about several reporting formats and related resources that 

could facilitate interpretation of results from the state accountability tests.  Teachers 

could indicate that the report or resource was not available, or they could indicate that it 

was available and provide a rating of how useful they found it.  Tables 6 and 7 provide 

the percentages of elementary and middle school teachers who said each resource was 

available and, of those for whom it was available, the percentage who described it as 

either moderately or very useful (as opposed to not useful or minimally useful).   
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Table 6.  Teacher-Reported Availability and Usefulness of Mathematics Test Results 
and Related Resources:  Elementary Schools 

 
 California Georgia Pennsylvania 

 

 
 Available 

Moderately 
or Very 
Useful 

 
 Available 

Moderately 
or Very 
Useful 

 
Available 

Moderately 
or Very 
Useful 

Mathematics test results 
summarized by student subgroup 

83 (3) 29 (3) 57 (3) 38 (4) 71 (4) 29 (2) 

Mathematics test results 
disaggregated by subtopic/skill 

80 (4) 75 (4) 64 (3) 69 (3) 82 (3) 68 (3) 

Computer software or systems 
for re-analyzing mathematics 
test results 

27 (5) 26 (9) 31 (3) 45 (5) 25 (3) 32 (5) 

Workshops or meetings where 
mathematics test results are 
presented and explained 

65 (4) 40 (5) 56 (4) 50 (4) 73 (4) 45 (3) 

Training on how to use 
mathematics test results for 
instructional planning or school 
improvement 

51 (4) 48 (7) 54 (4) 60 (4) 47 (3) 56 (4) 

Notes:  
Standard errors are provided in parentheses. 
Response options were: not available, available and not useful, available and minimally useful, available and 
moderately useful, and available and very useful. 
Percentages in “Moderately or Very Useful” columns are percentages of those reporting the resource was 
available. 

 
 

Majorities of teachers reported receiving results disaggregated by student 

subgroup or by subtopic or skill.  The percentages were lower in Georgia than in the 

other states, which might reflect the fact that Georgia only tested in a few grades in 2002-

03 (Pennsylvania did as well, but results suggest that many Pennsylvania teachers 

referred to district-administered tests when responding to this question).  Of the teachers 

who received disaggregated by results, substantial majorities found the subtopic results 

useful, whereas fewer found the subgroup results useful. 

  We also asked about resources to facilitate use of the results.  Although vendors 

have begun producing software that enables school staff to analyze and summarize test-

score results, relatively few teachers reported having access to such software.  Access to 
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training and workshops addressing interpretation and use of test-score data were more 

common, but even these were far from universal.  In particular, only about half of 

teachers said they received training on how to use results for instructional 

decisionmaking, and of those who did receive this type of training, only about half found 

it useful.   

Table 7.  Teacher-Reported Availability and Usefulness of Mathematics 
Test Results and Related Resources:  Middle Schools 

 
 California Georgia Pennsylvania 

 

 
 Available 

Moderately 
or Very 
Useful 

 
 Available 

Moderately 
or Very 
Useful 

 
 Available 

Moderately 
or Very 
Useful 

Mathematics test results 
summarized by student subgroup 86 (4) 38 (5) 76 (3) 37 (4) 77 (4) 23 (3) 

Mathematics test results 
disaggregated by subtopic/skill 85 (3) 71 (4) 84 (2) 74 (4) 81 (4) 71 (7) 

Computer software or systems 
for re-analyzing mathematics 
test results 

23 (4) 25 (8) 40 (4) 45 (6) 30 (3) 31 (9) 

Workshops or meetings where 
mathematics test results are 
presented and explained 

61 (5) 43 (7) 72 (3) 52 (4) 68 (7) 48 (6) 

Training on how to use 
mathematics test results for 
instructional planning or school 
improvement 

43 (5) 41 (7) 64 (3) 56 (3) 55 (4) 50 (5) 

Notes:  
Standard errors are provided in parentheses. 
Response options were: not available, available and not useful, available and minimally useful, available and 
moderately useful, and available and very useful. 
Percentages in “Moderately or Very Useful” columns are percentages of those reporting the resource was 
available. 

 
 

Overall, middle school teachers reported slightly greater availability than 

elementary school teachers for most of the test-score reporting formats (Table 7).  As 

with elementary teachers, middle school teachers’ ratings of the usefulness of results 

disaggregated by subtopic were particularly high. Computer software or systems for re-
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analyzing test results were not widely available; training and workshops were more 

widely available but substantial numbers of middle school teachers reported lack of 

access to these resources.  In contrast to the results for elementary schools, differences in 

availability of reports across states were minimal. 

 We also asked teachers several questions to gauge their opinions of the state test 

results.  Table 8 presents the percentages of teachers who agreed with statements about 

the timeliness, clarity, and usefulness of the results.  These percentages exclude the 

teachers who said they did not receive results at all.  Most teachers appear to be satisfied 

with the clarity of results and, to a lesser extent, their timeliness.  Ratings of the 

usefulness of results for specific actions were mixed, though in general teachers seemed 

to find the results more useful for improving curriculum and instruction than for 

addressing individual student needs.   

 
Table 8.  Percentage of Teachers Agreeing or Strongly Agreeing with 

Statements about the State Tests 
 

 California Georgia Pennsylvania 
 Elementary Middle Elementary Middle Elementary Middle 
I received the test results in a 
timely manner 

72 (5) 64 (5) 36 (3) 47 (3) 60 (3) 79 (5) 

The test results were clear and 
easy to understand 

70 (4) 61 (5) 90 (2) 85 (2) 75 (3) 81 (4) 

The test results helped me 
identify and correct gaps in 
curriculum and instruction 

67 (4) 62 (5) 77 (3) 71 (3) 70 (3) 75 (6) 

The individual student results 
helped me tailor instruction to 
individual student needs 

52 (3) 36 (5) 70 (3) 65 (4) 35 (3) 53 (6) 

The test results allowed me to 
identify areas where I need to 
strengthen my content 
knowledge or teaching skills 

77 (3) 65 (4) 81 (3) 71 (3) 71 (3) 66 (6) 

Notes:  
Standard errors are provided in parentheses. 
Response options were: strongly disagree, disagree, agree, and strongly agree. 
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Together, these results suggest that teachers are making use of the test-score data 

they receive for their students, and that some forms of reporting are more useful than 

others.  In particular, teachers generally found breakdowns by subtopic or skill useful for 

instructional purposes, probably because this type of reporting provides clear guidance 

regarding students’ specific strengths and weaknesses. 

Professional Development Related to Test-based Accountability 

The third set of questions examined the frequency, type, and content of 

professional development teachers received, including professional development related 

to standards and testing.  We asked teachers to report how many hours of formal 

professional development they received in the 2003-04 school year, including the 

summer (Table 9).  Total hours ranged from a mean of 30 among middle school teachers 

in Georgia to a mean of 56 among elementary school teachers in California.  More time 

was devoted to mathematics than to science, as shown in the second and third rows of 

Table 9.  Elementary teachers who taught both subjects tended to receive more 

professional development in mathematics than in science.  At the middle school level, 

where many teachers taught only one subject, some of the differences between 

professional development hours in mathematics and science were smaller than at the 

elementary level, but teachers still tended to receive more in mathematics than in science.  

Differences of this size are substantial, and worthy of further exploration.  Professional 

development hours appear to vary by state, but we do not have any information with 

which to judge the quality or effectiveness of these hours. 
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Table 9.  Means and Standard Deviations of Professional Development Hours 
Reported by Teachers for the 2003-04 School Year 

 
 California Georgia Pennsylvania 
 Elementary Middle Elementary Middle Elementary Middle 
Total professional development 
hours 

55.9 (6.1) 49.3 (4.7) 30.6 (2.4) 29.7 (2.2) 48.4 (3.2) 52.8 (4.2) 

Hours focused on mathematics 
or mathematics instruction 

13.3 (1.7) 21.6 (3.9) 7.1 (0.8) 11.7 (1.5) 9.7 (1.0) 14.7 (3.3) 

Hours focused on science or 
science instruction 

5.4 (0.9) 18.8 (5.3) 3.8 (0.6) 7.0 (1.0) 3.7 (0.5) 10.8 (2.0) 

Note:  
Standard errors are provided in parentheses. 

 
We were interested in exploring both formal professional development activities 

and the informal professional interactions in which teachers engage, and the frequency 

with which they participate in these activities.  Table 10 indicates the percentages of 

teachers reporting that they engaged in various types of formal and informal professional 

development at least once a week.  We were especially interested in examining the 

emphasis placed on activities that might contribute directly to achieving SBA goals, such 

as reviewing state test scores or working with other teachers to discuss instructional 

issues. 

Table 10 shows that teachers frequently collaborated with their colleagues around 

instructional issues.  These were also the activities teachers described as most valuable 

for their own professional development.  Most of the other activities occurred less 

frequently, as would be expected.  The most common response for “reviewing state test 

scores,” for example, was “a few times a year,” which makes sense given the once-a-year 

release of scores.  The low rates of frequency for coaching and mentoring suggests that if 

these activities are occurring, they tend not to be high-intensity experiences that take 

place each week, but instead occur relatively infrequently in most cases. 
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Table 10.  Percentages of Teachers who Report Participating in Professional 
Development Activities Once a Week or More 

 
 California Georgia Pennsylvania 
 Elementary Middle Elementary Middle Elementary Middle 

Developing lessons or courses 
with other teachers 27 (3) 24 (4) 47 (4) 32 (3) 32 (3) 11 (3) 

Discussing teaching practices or 
instructional issues with other 
teachers 

54 (3) 43 (5) 68 (3) 54 (3) 62 (3) 43 (5) 

Reviewing state test score 
results with other teachers 2 (1) 2 (1) 4 (1) 3 (1) 1 (.3) 1 (.3) 

Observing another teacher for at 
least 30 minutes at a time 0  4 (1) 3 (1) 6 (1) 4 (1) 5 (1) 

Receiving feedback from 
another teacher who observed 
in your class 

2 (1) 3 (1) 3 (1) 3 (1) 2 (1) 1 (.3) 

Acting as a coach or mentor to 
another teacher 9 (2) 13 (2) 16 (3) 15 (1) 15 (2) 8 (2) 

Receiving coaching or 
mentoring from another teacher 7 (2) 6 (2) 10 (1) 9 (1) 15 (3) 9 (3) 

Notes:  
Standard errors are provided in parentheses. 
Response options were:  never, a few times a year, once or twice a month, once or twice a week, almost daily. 

 
We also asked teachers to rate the extent to which all of the professional 

development they received emphasized various topics.  Table 11 shows the percentages 

of teachers who reported a “moderate” or “major” emphasis for each topic.   Both middle 

and elementary teachers tended to report a greater focus on mathematics than on science, 

which is consistent with the results presented above.   

The other areas most frequently emphasized, according to teachers, were 

alignment of curriculum and instruction with standards and, in two of the three states, 

preparation for state tests.  Focus on instructional strategies for English Language 

Learners was greatest in California, which undoubtedly reflects the relatively large 

population of English language learners in that state.  Roughly half of teachers reported a 
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moderate or major emphasis on instruction strategies for low-achieving students, whereas 

fewer reported emphasis on strategies for special education students.  It appears that 

schools and districts are placing more emphasis on helping teachers address the needs of 

low-achieving students than on special education students, perhaps because the former 

group is more prevalent or because the needs of special education students are often 

addressed by resource staff or other specialists rather than by regular classroom teachers. 

Table 11.  Percent of Teachers Reporting a Moderate or Major Emphasis on 
Professional Development Topics 

 
 California Georgia Pennsylvania 

 Elementary Middle Elementary Middle Elementary Middle 

Mathematics and mathematics 
teaching 

51 (6) 72 (6) 57 (4) 61 (4) 57 (6) 52 (5) 

Science and science teaching 16 (4)  48 (10) 26 (4) 43 (4) 21 (3)  38 (3) 

Instructional strategies for 
English Language Learners 

53 (5)  42 (5) 17 (2) 19 (3) 11 (2) 11 (3) 

Instructional strategies for low-
achieving students 

56 (3) 48 (5) 61 (4) 55 (3) 43 (3) 38 (2) 

Instructional strategies for 
special education students 

33 (4) 26 (4) 34 (3) 40 (3) 28 (3) 33 (3) 

Aligning curriculum and 
instruction with state and/or 
district content standards 

65 (6) 61 (4) 67 (3) 64 (3) 63 (4) 61 (4) 

Preparing students to take the 
state assessments 

31 (5) 31 (4) 65 (4) 56 (3) 66 (4) 57 (4) 

Interpreting and using reports of 
student test results 

32 (5) 33 (4) 47 (4) 40 (3) 38 (4) 27 (3) 

Notes:  
Standard errors are provided in parentheses. 
Response options were:  no emphasis, minor emphasis, moderate emphasis, major emphasis. 

 
Perceived Effects of SBA 

The next set of questions discussed here asked teachers whether various aspects of 

their schools had changed as a result of the state’s accountability system, and whether 
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teachers perceived those changes to be for the better or for the worse.  Although these 

responses reflect teachers’ perceptions and cannot be assumed to provide accurate 

descriptions of how schools have changed, they provide important information about 

teachers’ beliefs and could ultimately prove useful as a way to understand variability in 

whether schools respond to SBA in effective ways. 

Table 12.  Percentages of Elementary School Teachers Responding that 
Aspects of their School had Changed as a Result of the State’s 

Accountability System Under NCLB, 2003-04 
 

 California Georgia Pennsylvania 

 Changed for 
the Worse 

Changed 
for the 
Better 

Changed for 
the Worse 

Changed 
for the 
Better 

Changed 
for the 
Worse 

Changed 
for the 
Better 

The principal’s effectiveness 
as an instructional leader 

7 (2) 25 (7) 7 (1) 41 (3) 10 (2) 26 (3) 

Teachers’ general focus on 
student learning 

9 (2) 44 (6) 6 (1) 51 (3) 15 (3) 39 (4) 

Teachers’ relationships with 
their students 

12 (2) 14 (4) 9 (1) 30 (3) 17 (2) 14 (2) 

Morale of the school staff 56 (4) 7 (3) 47 (2) 15 (2) 73 (4) 6 (1) 

Students’ learning of 
important skills and 
knowledge 

6 (1) 31 (5) 6 (1) 41 (3) 12 (2) 23 (3) 

Students’ focus on school 
work 

5 (2) 22 (5) 6 (1) 27 (3) 13 (2) 13 (2) 

Academic rigor of the 
curriculum 

16 (3) 34 (5) 13 (2) 40 (3) 33 (3) 28 (3) 

My own teaching practices 8 (2) 33 (5) 5 (1) 51 (3) 15 (30 38 (4) 

Notes:  
Standard errors are provided in parentheses. 
Response options were: changed for the worse, did not change due to the accountability system, and changed 
for the better. 

 
For every factor we examined, the percentages of teachers noting a change for the 

better was similar to or larger than the percentage stating the change was for the worse, 

with one exception:  Large percentages of teachers reported that the morale of the school 
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staff had changed for the worse, whereas very few reported a change for the better.  The 

other items included in this question do not provide any information to help us determine 

the source of the morale problem.  In fact, the other responses suggest that teachers 

attributed a number of improvements in their school to SBA, including the principal’s 

effectiveness and students’ learning of important knowledge and skills.  Moreover, 

despite frequently heard complaints that SBA requires teachers to abandon good practice 

as a result of the need to prepare students for tests, majorities of teachers said that SBA 

had led to improvements in their focus on student learning and in their own teaching 

practices.   

 These results suggest that the SBA systems might exert many of the desired 

effects on schools (at least as measured by teachers’ perceptions) but that some aspect of 

SBA might negatively affect teachers’ morale.  In the next section we explore some 

additional responses that might shed light on the possible morale problem.   
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Table 13.  Percentages of  Middle School Teachers Responding that Aspects of their 
School had Changed for the Worse or Changed for the Better as a Result of the 

State’s Accountability System Under NCLB, 2003-04 
 

 California Georgia Pennsylvania 

 Changed for 
the Worse 

Changed 
for the 
Better 

Changed for 
the Worse 

Changed 
for the 
Better 

Changed 
for the 
Worse 

Changed 
for the 
Better 

The principal’s effectiveness 
as an instructional leader 

9 (3) 31 (5) 13 (2) 32 (2) 14 (3) 25 (2) 

Teachers’ general focus on 
student learning 

8 (2) 36 (5) 10 (1) 52 (3) 19 (3) 35 (4) 

Teachers’ relationships with 
their students 

9 (2) 10 (2) 11 (2) 25 (2) 10 (3) 9 (2) 

Morale of the school staff 59 (4) 8 (3) 56 (3) 13 (1) 72 (3) 5 (1) 

Students’ learning of 
important skills and 
knowledge 

11 (3) 29 (4) 10 (1) 36 (3) 16 (3) 17 (3) 

Students’ focus on school 
work 

9 (2) 13 (3) 13 (2) 18 (2) 14 (4) 10 (2) 

Academic rigor of the 
curriculum 

10 (3) 32 (5) 17 (2) 39 (3) 21 (2) 26 (3) 

My own teaching practices 8 (2) 37 (5) 7 (1) 51 (3) 11 (3) 38 (3) 

Notes:  
Standard errors are provided in parentheses. 
Response options were: changed for the worse, did not change due to the accountability system, and changed 
for the better. 

 
Teacher Support for SBA 

 For the final set of results described in this paper, we asked a few questions to 

assess teachers’ overall support for the accountability system, their beliefs about its effect 

on themselves and their schools, and their perceived level of understanding of the system.  

These factors, particularly support or “buy-in,” are likely to be important predictors of 

how effectively a school implements the accountability provisions, and may be related to 

teacher morale and other important contextual factors.  Table 14 indicates the percentages 

of elementary teachers agreeing or strongly agreeing with statements about the state 
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accountability system, and Table 15 presents the same information for middle school 

teachers. 

Table 14. Percentages of Elementary School Teachers Agreeing or Strongly 
Agreeing with Statements about State Accountability System, 2003-04 

 
 California Georgia Pennsylvania 
The state’s accountability system supports 
my personal approach to teaching and 
learning 

38 (5) 45 (3) 23 (3) 

The state’s accountability system leaves little 
time to teach content not on the state tests 81 (4) 82 (2) 87 (3) 
Because of pressure to meet the AYP target, I 
am focusing more on improving student 
achievement at my school 

75 (4) 81 (3) 77 (3) 

The possibility of my school receiving 
rewards or sanctions is a very strong 
motivator for me 

20 (3) 51 (2) 38 (4) 

The state’s accountability system is so 
complicated it is hard for me to understand 54 (5) 50 (3) 56 (3) 
The accommodation policies regarding 
testing special education students and 
students who are English Language Learners 
are clear to me 

43 (3) 51 (3) 47 (3) 

Overall, the state’s accountability system has 
been beneficial for students at my school 

39 (5) 44 (2) 22 (3) 

Notes:  
Standard errors are provided in parentheses. 
Response options were: strongly disagree, disagree, agree, and strongly agree. 
 

 
The results for elementary and middle schools were similar in the patterns of 

agreement across items, and results were, for the most part, similar across the three states.  

These responses suggest reason for optimism as well as concern.  On the plus side, 

roughly three quarters of teachers said they were focusing more on improving student 

achievement, an indication that SBA policies might be having the desired effect.  At the 

same time, more than 80% of teachers in each state and at each level said that the SBA 

system left little time to teach content not on the state tests, which raises concerns about 

possible narrowing of curriculum and instruction.  Moreover, fewer than half of teachers 
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in each case agreed that the accountability system supported their personal approach to 

teaching and learning, so teachers are clearly experiencing some conflict between their 

own desired approach and the steps they must take to comply with SBA requirements, 

even though the results presented in the previous section suggest that most teachers 

believe they’ve improved their own practice.  And fewer than half of the teachers 

reported that the SBA system has been beneficial for their students overall.  Finally, the 

responses to the items addressing the complexity of the system as a whole and of the 

accommodations policies in particular indicate that states and districts need to 

communicate more effectively with teachers about the requirements.   

Table 15.  Percentages of Middle School Teachers Agreeing or Strongly Agreeing 
with Statements about State Accountability System, 2003-04 

 
 California Georgia Pennsylvania 

The state’s accountability system supports 
my personal approach to teaching and 
learning 

38 (4) 46 (3) 33 (4) 

The state’s accountability system leaves little 
time to teach content not on the state tests 

86 (2) 84 (2) 88 (2) 

Because of pressure to meet the AYP target, I 
am focusing more on improving student 
achievement at my school 

67 (5) 80 (2) 69 (3) 

The possibility of my school receiving 
rewards or sanctions is a very strong 
motivator for me 

38 (4) 54 (2) 34 (6) 

The state’s accountability system is so 
complicated it is hard for me to understand 

55 (4) 46 (2) 54 (4) 

The accommodation policies regarding 
testing special education students and 
students who are English Language Learners 
are clear to me 

37 (3) 51 (2) 40 (8) 

Overall, the state’s accountability system has 
been beneficial for students at my school 

32 (5) 43 (2) 29 (4) 

Notes:  
Standard errors are provided in parentheses. 
Response options were: strongly disagree, disagree, agree, and strongly agree. 
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We also examined differences in responses for teachers whose schools had met 

their AYP targets and those whose schools had not.  For the most part, teachers’ 

responses did not differ as a function of whether the school had met its AYP targets.  In 

particular, teachers in both groups of schools were approximately equally likely to agree 

that the accountability system had been beneficial for students. 

 An additional factor that is important to consider when examining responses to 

accountability systems is the extent to which teachers believe they are able to meet the 

system’s goals, as these beliefs are likely to affect how they respond (Kelley et al., 2000).  

The decision to implement an SBA system reflects a belief that schools can raise 

achievement and narrow performance gaps among groups (Stecher et al., 2002), but a 

number of factors might serve as perceived or real barriers to meeting the required 

performance targets.  In Tables 16 and 17 we provide information on the factors teachers 

said hindered their students’ achievement.  Some of these factors relate to resources or 

other factors that might be affected by school or district policy, whereas others, such as 

lack of support from parents, are more difficult for schools to influence. 
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Table 16.  Percentages of Elementary School Teachers Reporting that Several 
Factors are Moderate or Great Hindrances to Students’ Academic Success, 2003-04 

 
 California Georgia Pennsylvania 

Student and family conditions    

Inadequate basic skills or prior preparation 70 (6) 71 (5) 62 (5) 

Lack of support from parents 68 (6) 74 (5) 72 (5) 

Student absenteeism and tardiness 51 (6) 54 (5) 52 (5) 

Classroom conditions    

Insufficient class time to cover all the 
curriculum 

71 (3) 58 (2) 58 (2) 

Wide range of student abilities to address in 
class 

80 (4) 67 (3) 76 (3) 

Large class size 51 (4) 44 (3)  55 (3) 

Inadequate instructional resources (e.g., 
textbooks, equipment) 

26 (6) 25 (3) 26 (4) 

School conditions    

Frequent changes in school priorities or 
leadership 

20 (4) 16 (3) 24 (4) 

High rate of teacher turnover 13 (3) 13 (3) 6 (1) 

Lack of school resources to provide the extra 
help for students who need it 

41 (7) 20 (3) 33 (4) 

Notes:  
Standard errors are provided in parentheses. 
Response options were: not a hindrance, slight hindrance, moderate hindrance, great hindrance. 
 

Among both groups of teachers, a number of factors were cited as hindrances by 

large majorities of teachers, and many of these emphasized the importance of student and 

family characteristics.  Insufficient class time and a wide range of student abilities within 

a class were frequently cited classroom-level factors among elementary teachers, and 

inadequate basic skills and prior preparation were chosen by large numbers of elementary 

teachers as well, as was lack of support from parents.  Although our surveys classified 

“wide range of student abilities” as a classroom-level factor, an exploratory factor 
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analysis of these items showed that this item clustered with the student-level factors, 

suggesting that the teachers who perceive student-level factors as barriers also tend to 

find the range of student abilities difficult to handle.  Smaller percentages of teachers 

reported that school-level factors were hindrances.  These results suggest that many 

elementary teachers perceive student background characteristics as the most significant 

barriers to meeting their accountability goals. 

Table 17.  Percentages of Middle School Teachers Reporting that Several Factors 
are Moderate or Great Hindrances to Students’ Academic Success, 2003-04 

 
 California Georgia Pennsylvania 

Student and family conditions    

Inadequate basic skills or prior preparation 79 (5) 85 (2) 81 (4) 

Lack of support from parents 78 (6) 85 (2) 79 (3) 

Student absenteeism and tardiness 68 (5) 76 (3) 71 (3) 

Classroom conditions    

Insufficient class time to cover all the 
curriculum 

56 (4) 50 (4) 49 (3) 

Wide range of student abilities to address in 
class 

68 (5) 69 (3) 72 (3) 

Large class size 66 (4) 54 (4) 60 (4) 

Inadequate instructional resources (e.g., 
textbooks, equipment) 

38 (4) 31 (3) 23 (4) 

School conditions    

Frequent changes in school priorities or 
leadership 

27 (3) 34 (3) 19 (4) 

High rate of teacher turnover 34 (7) 32 (4) 12 (3) 

Lack of school resources to provide the extra 
help for students who need it 

48 (5) 37 (3) 32 (4) 

Notes:  
Standard errors are provided in parentheses. 
Response options were: not a hindrance, slight hindrance, moderate hindrance, great hindrance. 
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Results for the middle school teachers were similar to those for elementary 

teachers, with over two-thirds of teachers citing student background factors as 

hindrances.  Middle school teachers were slightly more likely than elementary school 

teachers to include large class size as a hindrance, and slightly less likely to include 

insufficient class time.   The implications of the focus on student characteristics might be 

somewhat different for middle school than for elementary teachers: for the former, results 

suggest a perceived need for changes in the elementary schools that feed into the middle 

schools, whereas for elementary teachers many of the needed changes would have to 

happen in the early, non-tested grades or through pre-kindergarten programs.  Regardless 

of the perceived solution, it is clear that many teachers do not believe that greater 

accountability alone will lead to academic success for all of their students. 

 Not surprisingly, teachers in schools that had not met their AYP targets were 

more likely to describe each of these factors as hindrances than teachers in schools that 

had met their targets.  Whether this difference reflects actual differences in the challenges 

faced by the schools or whether it stems from the added pressure created by missing the 

AYP target cannot be determined, but it probably stems from both factors. 

Our case study visits (see Stecher et al., 2005 for a description of this component 

of the study) gave us an opportunity to talk with teachers and obtain some richer 

information about how they view the SBA systems in their states, and provided additional 

evidence of teacher concerns about out-of-school influences on performance.  Although 

most of the teachers who participated in the interviews had good things to say about the 

effects of the accountability systems on their schools, they expressed a number of 

concerns, many of which related to the fact that they were being held accountable for 
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factors that were not always under their control.  In particular, teachers said that factors 

such as poverty, problems at home (including alcohol and drugs), lack of parental 

involvement, health issues, and special needs exerted a powerful effect on students’ 

performance.  For example, one teacher said that only about 25 percent of parents 

attended a recent open house, so it is difficult for teachers to establish relationships with 

parents.  Teachers also noted that when students fell behind in the very early grades it is 

almost impossible for teachers to bring them up to the proficient level of performance 

because of deficits that have been compounding over time.  In addition, teachers 

expressed concerns about students who experience test anxiety and do not perform well 

on state tests even though their performance in the classroom is strong.  As a result, 

teachers felt they were often blamed for factors over which they had no control.    

All of these findings together might partially explain the negative effects on 

morale described earlier.  In the next phase of analysis we will explore relationships 

among responses to the questions described in this and the previous section to assess 

whether the morale problem can be explained by any of our other results. 

Conclusion and Next Steps 

The results presented here do not address the full range of possible responses to 

SBA.  Moreover, because they are based on teachers’ self-reports at a single moment in 

time, they do not necessarily provide a completely accurate indication of SBA effects on 

teachers.  However, these results are useful for understanding some of the ways in which 

the external policy context affects teachers’ perceptions and actions, and they build on a 

growing body of literature examining educators’ responses to high-stakes testing.   
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First, it is clear that teachers are engaging in a number of activities to increase the 

alignment of their instruction with state standards and tests.  The effects are stronger in 

mathematics than in science, which is not surprising given NCLB’s emphasis on the 

former and the fact that states’ assessment-development efforts are farther along in 

mathematics than in science.  However, this finding raises concerns about a possible shift 

in emphasis toward mathematics and away from science, and suggests that attention to 

subjects such as social studies, which are not included in the NCLB testing requirements, 

should be monitored.  The professional development findings reflect a similar trend, with 

more focus on mathematics than on science. 

Second, although teachers report extensive use of test-score data to make 

decisions, there is additional information that states or districts could provide to enhance 

the utility of test-score data.  In particular, although not all teachers received information 

about student performance on particular topics or skills, large percentages of those who 

did receive this information reported that it was useful.  Moreover, many teachers 

reported satisfaction with the clarity and usefulness of state test results, but a large 

number expressed dissatisfaction with their timeliness.  This lack of timeliness is likely to 

hinder effective decisionmaking, and might be one reason many districts have adopted 

interim or progress tests. 

Finally, teachers believe the SBA systems in their states have affected their 

schools, students, and themselves in a variety of positive ways, in particular by increasing 

the school’s focus on student learning.  These positive effects were reported by teachers 

in schools that met their AYP targets as well as by teachers in schools that did not.  At the 

same time, teachers express a number of concerns, particularly about staff morale, and 
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their responses indicate that pressure to raise scores has led to some narrowing of 

curriculum.  Majorities of teachers report that factors not under their control are hindering 

their efforts to improve student achievement.  To the extent that teachers feel they lack 

the capacity to meet the accountability goals, it is likely that the pressure to meet AYP 

targets will lead to reduced morale and a greater temptation to focus narrowly on raising 

test scores to the exclusion of other important goals. 

 The descriptive information presented here represents the initial step toward a 

longitudinal investigation of relationships between student achievement and SBA 

implementation factors at the district, school, and classroom levels.  Our next task is to 

examine relationships between the teacher-level responses described here and several 

school-level contextual factors such as whether the school met its AYP targets.  We also 

plan to investigate relationships among sets of items and construct scales to measure 

specific constructs related to instructional practices and other teacher responses.  

Ultimately we will link our survey data with student achievement test scores to examine 

relationships both within an academic year and across the three years for which we are 

collecting data. 

 



 39

References 
 
Bernhardt, V. L. (2003).  “No Schools Left Behind.”  Educational Leadership 60(5). 

Center on Education Policy (2004). From the capital to the classroom:  Year 2 of the No 

Child Left Behind Act.  Washington, DC:  Author. 

Corbett, H. D., & Wilson, B. L. (1988). Raising the stakes in statewide mandatory 

minimum competency testing. In W. L. Boyd & C. T. Kerchner (Eds.), The 

politics of excellence and choice in education: The 1987 Politics of Education 

Association yearbook (pp. 27–39). New York: Falmer Press. 

Darling-Hammond, L., & Wise, A. E. (1985). Beyond standardization: State standards 

and school improvement. Elementary School Journal, 85, 315–336. 

Hamilton, L.S. (2004).  Assessment as a policy tool.  Review of Research in Education, 

27, 25-68. 

Hamilton, L. S., Stecher, B. M., & Klein, S. P. (2002).  Making sense of test-based 

accountability in education.  Santa Monica, CA:  RAND. 

Honig, M. I., & Coburn, C. E. (2005).  When districts use evidence to improve 

instruction:  What do we know and where do we go from here?  Voices in Urban 

Education, 6 (available at http://www.annenberginstitute.org/VUE/index.html). 

Jones, G., Jones, B. D., Hardin, B., Chapman, L., Yarbrough, T., & Davis, M. (1999). 

The impact of high-stakes testing on teachers and students in North Carolina. Phi 

Delta Kappan, 81, 199–203. 

Kelley, C., Odden, A., Milanowski, A., & Heneman, H. (2000).  The motivational effects 

of school-based performance awards (CPRE Policy Brief RB-29).  Philadelphia:  

Consortium for Policy Research in Education. 



 40

Koretz, D., Barron, S., Mitchell, K., & Stecher, B. (1996). The perceived effects of the 

Kentucky Instructional Results Information System (KIRIS) (Publication MR-792-

PCT/FF). Santa Monica, CA: RAND. 

Koretz, D., & Hamilton, L. S. (in press).  K-12 testing for accountability.  In R. Brennan 

(Ed.),  Educational Measurement (4th Edition).  Westport, CT:  American Council 

on Education/Praeger. 

McCombs, J. S. (2005).  Progress in implementing standards, assessments, and the 

highly qualified teacher provisions of NCLB:  Perspectives from California, 

Georgia, and Pennsylvania.  Presented at the Annual Meeting of the American 

Educational Research Association, Montreal.  

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: National Board on 

Educational Testing and Public Policy. 

Romberg, T. A., Zarinia, E. A., & Williams, S. R. (1989). The influence of mandated 

testing on mathematics instruction: Grade 8 teachers’ perceptions. Madison: 

National Center for Research in Mathematical Science Education, University of 

Wisconsin–Madison. 

Shepard, L. A., & Dougherty, K. C. (1991, April). Effects of high-stakes testing on 

instruction. Paper presented at the annual meeting of the American Educational 

Research Association and National Council on Measurement in Education, 

Chicago. 



 41

Smith, M. L., Edelsky, C., Draper, K., Rottenberg, C., & Cherland, M. (1991). The role 

of testing in elementary schools (CSE Tech. Rep. 321). Los Angeles: Center for 

Research on Evaluation, Standards, and Student Testing. 

Stecher, B. M., Barron, S. I., Chun, T., & Ross, K. (2000). The effects of the Washington 

state education reform on schools and classrooms (CSE Tech. Rep. 525). Los 

Angeles: Center for Research on Evaluation, Standards, and Student Testing. 

Stecher, B. M., Hamilton, L. S., & Naftel, S.(2005).  Introduction to first-year findings 

from the Implementing Standards-Based Accountability (ISBA) project.  Presented 

at the Annual Meeting of the American Educational Research Association, 

Montreal.  

Stecher, B. M., Hamilton, L. S., & Gonzelez, G. (2003).  Working smarter to leave no 

child behind. Santa Monica, CA:  RAND. 

Supovitz, J. A., & Klein, V.  (2003).  Mapping a Course for Improved Student Learning: 

How Innovative Schools Systematically Use Student Performance Data to Guide 

Improvement.  Philadelphia, PA: Consortium for Policy Research in Education, 

University of Pennsylvania Graduate School of Education. 

 


