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Introduction 

Efforts to improve the quality of mathematics instruction often originate at the district 

level and focus on the provision of new curriculum materials and teacher professional 

development.  Although district-level decisions about materials and training are undoubtedly 

important influences on teachers’ practices, there is growing recognition that instructional 

practices are also influenced by broader policy decisions that take place at the district, state, or 

federal levels (Massell, Kirst, & Hoppe, 1997; Swanson & Stevenson, 2002).  At the same time, 

externally mandated policies aimed at influencing instruction often fail to achieve the desired 

results, in part because instructional activities are so distant from the source of the policy 

initiatives and tend to be poorly monitored and evaluated (Meyer & Rowan, 1978; O’Day, 

Goertz, & Floden, 1995; Rowan, 1982; Weick, 1976).  Although it might not be possible to 

understand fully the means through which local and state initiatives influence teachers, it is 

important that instructional reform efforts recognize the complex ways in which externally 

mandated policies may affect what happens in the classroom. 

Perhaps one of the most salient factors influencing public school teachers’ instructional 

practices in mathematics today is the need to prepare students for state and district tests.  In the 

context of the No Child Left Behind (NCLB) legislation, most mathematics teachers are facing 

pressure to improve test scores.  Examinations of classroom practice are therefore likely to be 

incomplete without some effort to understand how teachers’ actions are influenced by externally 

mandated testing.  In addition, in order to interpret gains on state or district accountability tests, 

it is crucial to examine the degree to which these gains might be inflated by inappropriate test 

preparation.  In this paper we discuss a framework for understanding how teachers respond to 

testing in the context of standards-based accountability systems.  We then provide descriptive 

data from a recent survey to illustrate methods for measuring these responses and to show how 

the work of teachers and principals is being shaped by state accountability policies. 

Standards-Based Accountability and Mechanisms for Instructional Change 

The standards, testing, and accountability provisions that states have put in place in 

response to NCLB may be considered elements of standards-based accountability (SBA) 
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systems.  Existing SBA systems vary in their details, but all share a number of common 

elements, which have been described in a National Research Council document: 

The centerpiece of the system is a set of challenging standards.  By setting these 
standards for all students, states would hold high expectations for performance; these 
expectations would be the same regardless of students’ backgrounds or where they 
attended school.  Aligned assessments to the standards would allow students, parents, and 
teachers to monitor student performance against the standards.  Providing flexibility to 
schools would permit them to make the instructional and structural changes needed for 
their students to reach the standards.  And holding schools accountable for meeting the 
standards would create incentives to redesign instruction toward the standards and 
provide appropriate assistance to schools that need extra help (National Research 
Council, 1999, pp. 2-3). 

Although SBA systems do not prescribe specific instructional approaches, any effects of 

SBA on student achievement are likely to occur in large part as a result of changes that occur in 

classrooms (Stecher, Hamilton, & Gonzalez, 2003).  Most SBA systems are intended to 

influence classroom practice through at least three mechanisms (Hamilton, Berends, & Stecher, 

2005).  First, the tests and the standards on which they are based help to clarify the instructional 

goals set forth by the designers of the accountability system.  The origins of these goals vary, and 

the goals themselves are subject to revision over time.  But regardless of where it originates, an 

SBA system is intended in part to make the goals clear to educators, students, and other 

stakeholders so they know what they should be working to achieve. 

A second mechanism through which SBA affects instructional practice involves the 

provision of information about student performance.  In a 2004 speech about the NCLB 

legislation, President Bush stated, “As well, we better figure out who needs help early before it's 

too late.  I mean, one of the reasons you ask the question, can you read or write and add and 

subtract, is you want to diagnose early.  You can't solve a problem unless you diagnose it.  The 

importance of the No Child Left Behind Act is to find out who needs help” 

(http://www.whitehouse.gov/news/releases/2004/05/20040511-5.html).  President Bush and 

other supporters of NCLB have argued that the law’s testing requirements are designed in part to 

provide information to help teachers, parents, and others evaluate students’ strengths and 

weaknesses and develop strategies to address them.  Moreover, district and school reforms are 

increasingly emphasizing the importance of using data to inform decisions (Snipes, Doolittle, & 

Herlihy, 2002). 
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The third way in which SBA systems are intended to change educators’ practices is by 

creating stronger incentives to improve achievement than most educators face in the absence of 

such systems.  While describing the benefits of NCLB in a 2004 speech, President Bush noted, 

“…there has to be a consequence in order for an accountability system to work.  When schools 

do not improve year after year, without consequences, we will not see change.” 

(http://www.whitehouse.gov/news/releases/2004/05/20040511-5.html).  One way in which this 

mechanism differs from the other two is that it is likely to lead teachers to focus on raising scores 

on a particular test, rather than on improving student achievement more generally.  

Forms of Test Preparation 

In most SBA systems, these three mechanisms operate in combination to influence the 

practices of teachers as well as administrators and other school and district staff.  Teachers, in 

particular, are likely to make a number of changes to their practice, all of which can be broadly 

classified as test preparation—a concept that we interpret as encompassing both high-quality 

instruction geared toward improving student proficiency on tested topics, as well as more 

narrowly focused activities such as coaching on a specific testing item format.  Research on the 

validity of high-stakes testing has suggested that inappropriate test preparation can lead to 

inflated scores, i.e., scores that are higher than warranted based on students’ actual achievement 

in the area of interest (e.g., Koretz & Barron, 1998; Linn, 2000), but measurement of 

instructional practices related to test preparation has typically not disentangled high-quality test 

preparation that leads to genuine improvement in achievement from inappropriate actions that 

distort scores.  As an initial step toward thinking about such measurement, Koretz, McCaffrey, & 

Hamilton (2001) tried to distinguish among several broad forms of test preparation.  This set of 

categories can serve as a framework for understanding the actions teachers may take in response 

to SBA policies, and for evaluating the likelihood that test scores will be inflated as a result of 

the kinds of test preparation that occur in a particular teacher’s classroom.  Koretz et al. arrived 

at the following seven categories. 

Teaching more:  Providing more instructional time, such as by increasing the 

amount of instruction in a subject during the school day or providing after-school 

instruction in that subject 
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Working harder:  Covering more material per hour of instructional time 

Working more effectively:  Adopting more effective curriculum or practices 

Reallocating:  Shifting instructional time or resources from topics or skills that are 

not emphasized by a test to those that are emphasized 

Aligning:  Reallocating according to published standards (i.e., shifting time or 

resources from material that is not in the standards to material that is) 

Coaching:  Emphasizing problem styles or formats that are used in tests; this 

could be related to the construct being tested (e.g., presenting a certain type of 

word problem) or could be entirely nonsubstantive (e.g., teaching strategies for 

taking multiple-choice tests) 

Cheating:  Including forms of test preparation that are generally viewed as clearly 

inappropriate, such as providing advance copies of the test 

The first three categories would generally be considered beneficial responses, and 

represent the kinds of changes that many SBA advocates hope high-stakes testing will promote.  

These actions should promote meaningful gains in test scores.  The last category—cheating—is 

clearly an undesirable response, and any test score increases that result from cheating would be 

considered suspect.  The remaining three—reallocating, aligning, and coaching—fall into an 

ambiguous middle ground.  Teachers who engage in these responses to a moderate degree might 

produce meaningful test-score gains, but if taken to excess, score gains could become inflated.  

In particular, alignment of instruction to standards, which is generally considered desirable, 

might produce inflated scores if it is done in a selective way (e.g., if it is focused exclusively on 

the subset of standards that are easiest to teach or easiest to test) and if the standards do not 

overlap completely with the inferences that users make on the basis of test scores (e.g., if parents 

believe that the scores reflect mathematical problem solving but the standards do not address it 

adequately).  Even nonsubstantive coaching might be beneficial in cases where lack of 

familiarity with a test format hinders students from demonstrating their skills, but if used 

excessively coaching can produce gains that do not generalize to other ways of testing the same 

material. 

The description of reallocation in Koretz et al. (2001) does not address reallocation of 

resources among students within a classroom, but this form of reallocation is worth considering, 
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particularly in light of the ubiquity of reporting that emphasizes performance levels (e.g., 

reporting the percent of students at or above “proficient”). Emerging evidence suggests that 

teachers sometimes focus their efforts on students near the cut scores that determine proficiency, 

perhaps to the detriment of other students (Booher-Jennings, 2005).  This type of response to 

testing could affect other instructional practices, and could result in distorted information about 

schoolwide test-score gains.  Therefore it is worth considering this type of reallocation when 

measuring teachers’ responses to testing. 

The Koretz et al. (2001) framework addresses the nature of teachers’ responses, but not 

the mechanisms through which SBA is likely to promote these responses, i.e., whether they 

occur as a function of clearer goals, better information about performance or stronger incentives.  

Efforts to understand how SBA policies influence the classroom need to examine both the 

responses and the mechanisms that lead to them.  In theory, any of the mechanisms could 

produce any of the responses listed above, though some of the responses are probably more 

closely linked to certain mechanisms than others.  For example, clarification of goals might lead 

to reallocating or aligning, but by itself might be less likely to result in teaching more or working 

harder unless the clarified goals are perceived as more difficult to attain than teachers previously 

understood them to be.  In practice, however, it might not always be possible to distinguish 

clearly among the mechanisms—e.g., teachers might be motivated by test-related pressure, and 

this motivation itself might be affected by teachers’ inspection of test scores or their reading of 

state standards.  A comprehensive system to measure teachers’ responses to tests should address 

the nature of test preparation as well as the mechanisms that lead to it, but probably cannot 

clearly link a specific mechanism to a specific response since the influence of these mechanisms 

are confounded in current practice. 

The development and expansion of state SBA systems has provided extensive 

opportunities for research examining teachers’ responses to high-stakes tests, and this research 

has found many of the responses listed above (see Hamilton, 2003 and Stecher, 2002 for reviews 

of this work).  Most of the existing studies have focused one or a few categories of responses, 

such as working harder (e.g., Bishop & Mane, 1999), reallocating (e.g., Stecher, Barron, Chun, 

& Ross, 2000), or cheating (Jacob & Levitt, 2002).  However, no study has yet provided a 

comprehensive picture of test responses for a common set of teachers.  In the remainder of this 

paper we discuss approaches to measuring these responses, and describe survey items that 
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address many of them.  This study does not provide a comprehensive set of measures, but does 

provide some guidance toward the development and use of such measures. 

The Implementing Standards-Based Accountability (ISBA) Study  

The ISBA study was designed to gather information on responses to SBA policies at all 

levels of the education system, from state to classroom.  We are gathering data in three states—

California, Georgia, and Pennsylvania—that have taken different approaches to meeting the 

NCLB accountability requirements and that vary in the characteristics of students they serve.  

Data were collected in the spring of 2004, 2005, and 2006; this paper presents information from 

2005.  The study examines both mathematics and science instruction, but for the purposes of this 

paper we focus on mathematics.  

One of the most common ways of measuring instructional practice is through surveys.

Although surveys have some drawbacks, they are generally much less expensive than 

alternatives such as classroom observations or artifact collection, and they can be designed to 

capture information related to instruction as well as to a variety of potential influences on 

instruction such as professional development or principal leadership.  Evaluations of the effects 

of large-scale testing programs are likely to continue to rely heavily on surveys because of the 

need to gather information from large numbers of classrooms.  Some of the limitations of 

surveys might be offset by incorporating qualitative case studies into the research design 

(Stecher & Borko, 2002), an approach taken by the ISBA study.

In each state, we used a stratified random sampling procedure to select approximately 25 

districts, and we randomly selected approximately 100 schools per state from within these 

districts.  We excluded high schools, which do not have testing requirements as extensive as 

those imposed on elementary and middle schools.1  Within the sampled schools, all principals 

and all regular teachers of mathematics and science in grades 3, 4, 5, 7, and 8 received surveys.

Sampling and nonresponse weights were generated to allow for survey estimates that can be 

generalized to the entire state from which the responses were drawn.  In addition to surveys 

1 We have separate elementary school and middle school samples of principals and teachers, but these 
designations refer to the grade levels rather than to the building configuration.  In a K-8 school, for 
example, teachers in grades 3-5 are assigned to our elementary sample and teachers in grades 7 and 8 are 
assigned to our middle school sample. 
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administered to teachers, principals, and district superintendents, we conducted case study visits 

to schools in six districts (two in each state), which provided an opportunity to gather richer 

information about educators’ responses to SBA.  Additional details regarding data collection and 

methods for analysis are available in Stecher et al., 2006. 

We developed separate surveys for classroom teachers, principals, and superintendents.  

The teacher surveys addressed both mathematics and science instruction, with skip instructions 

that allowed teachers to answer only those questions relevant to the subjects they taught.  The 

teacher and principal surveys were customized to each state, which enabled us to use the state-

specific names given to the assessment programs and standards (e.g., The Pennsylvania 

Academic Standards and the Pennsylvania System of School Assessment).  Principal and teacher 

survey response rates were between 80-90 percent in all three states.  Table 1 provides the 

numbers of elementary principals and teachers with survey data; these numbers apply to the 

results tables that follow.  The standard errors associated with the principal survey responses are 

larger than those for the teacher surveys because the sample sizes for principals are much 

smaller.  In each of the tables that present results, we provide standard errors, which indicate the 

level of precision of each estimate. 

Table 1 
Sample Sizes for Survey Responses 

California Georgia Pennsylvania 
Elementary math teachers 456 630 574 
Middle school math teachers 251 455 262 
Elementary principals 42 49 54 
Middle school principals 37 46 34 

A comprehensive approach to measuring responses to SBA should address the types of 

test preparation as well as each of the three mechanisms described earlier.  It is important to 

recognize that the ISBA study was not designed exclusively to examine instructional responses 

to SBA.  Because we were interested in examining a broad range of implementation issues 

related to SBA at all levels of the education system, the surveys included questions about a 

variety of topics such as professional development, instructional climate, and schools’ responses 

to NCLB’s choice and supplemental education services provisions.  Therefore we could devote 

only a relatively small number of items to test preparation and other instructional practices.  As a 
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result, our information does not address every aspect of test preparation or the mechanisms that 

lead to it, but it does include many of the key topics relevant to understanding how SBA 

influences instruction.

We supplemented the surveys with case studies at 18 schools (three schools in each of 

two districts in each of the three states). The case study visits involved interviews with 

principals and teachers as well as focus groups with a small number of parents.  The case studies 

were used to provide richer information than could be obtained through surveys alone.  We also 

used the information from these visits to revise our surveys between data-collection waves.  

Additional details on the case study data collection and analysis methods are available in Stecher 

et al. (2006).  In this paper we include a small number of findings from the case studies to 

supplement the survey results. 

In the next two sections we describe survey items and responses related to the 

mechanisms and types of test preparation, respectively.  We present most of the results 

separately by state and level (elementary and middle schools).2  A more general discussion of 

implications of the results as well as measurement challenges follows these two sections. 

Understanding SBA Mechanisms 

The set of survey questions examined in this section was designed to shed light on how 

SBA policies might lead to clearer goals, better use of information, and stronger incentives 

among mathematics teachers.  Although our focus in this paper is on teachers, we present 

principals’ responses to questions that are likely to have some bearing on how teachers 

incorporate SBA into their practice.  Below we discuss questions related to each of the three 

mechanisms and present descriptive data on teachers’ and principals’ responses to these 

questions.

2 Cross-state differences in the features of the SBA system and other state contextual factors are likely to 
explain some of the differences in results presented here.  Stecher et al. (2006) provides information on 
state context, and eventually that information will be incorporated into these results.  But because the 
intention of the current paper is simply to illustrate the kinds of items that can be included in surveys of 
instructional responses to SBA, we do not focus on state context here. 
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Clarification of Goals 

According to the SBA theory of action described earlier, the primary means through 

which SBA systems communicate goals is the published content standards.  But standards, and 

the contexts in which they are embedded, vary across states, and some states’ standards might 

serve their intended purpose more effectively than others.  Standards are probably most likely to 

be effective if educators have access to, and understand, the standards, and if they are perceived 

by educators to be of high quality and useful for instructional purposes (Stecher, Hamilton, & 

Gonzalez, 2003).  Our surveys included several questions that were designed to elicit principals’ 

and teachers’ access to and opinions about mathematics standards.  We first asked both teachers 

and principals the extent of their familiarity with the state content standards in mathematics.3

Table 2 reports the percentages of mathematics teachers in each state who reported having a 

thorough understanding of their state’s content standards. 

Table 2 
Percentage of Respondents Reporting a Thorough Understanding

of Mathematics Content Standards 

California Georgia Pennsylvania 
Elementary Middle Elementary Middle Elementary Middle 

Principals 69 (10) 53 (10) 84 (5)  54 (10)  52 (10)  73 (11) 

Teachers 76 (3) 79 (2) 85 (2) 76 (3) 48 (3) 59 (9) 
Notes:
Response options included:  never heard of them, heard of them but don’t know much about them; familiar with the 
main points but not the details; have a thorough understanding of them. 
Standard errors are in parentheses. 

Arguably, for standards to serve as an effective means of communicating goals, both 

principals and teachers should have a thorough understanding of them.  Table 2 shows that in 

most cases majorities of respondents reported a thorough understanding, but substantial 

minorities of both teachers and principals did not believe they had that level of familiarity.  In 

general, teachers were more likely than principals to say they had a thorough understanding, but 

among Pennsylvania middle schools, the reverse was true.  It is possible that some Pennsylvania 

3 As noted earlier, because the surveys were customized to each state, questions about standards referred 
to the name of the standards used in each state.  Pennsylvania had published Assessment Anchors in 
addition to standards, and state officials requested that we focus our questions on the anchors because 
these were being emphasized in materials sent to teachers.  
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principals were receiving information or guidance that they had not yet passed onto teachers; the 

2006 data collection should shed some light on whether teachers’ familiarity is increasing over 

time. 

Even if most educators are familiar with their state’s standards, teachers’ and principals’ 

ability to use them as a means of goal clarification will depend in large part on specific features 

of the standards—in particular, whether they are written in a way that facilitates teachers’ use of 

them for instructional decision making.  Standards that are too numerous or that do not fit well 

with teachers’ opinions about desired outcomes might reduce the likelihood that teachers will use 

them to set goals for learning.  We asked several questions to address concerns that are 

commonly raised about content standards (Table 3). 

Table 3 
Percentage of Teachers Agreeing with Statements Regarding

the Quality of Content Standards

California Georgia Pennsylvania 
Elementary Middle Elementary Middle Elementary Middle 

Mathematics standards 
include more content 
than can be covered 
adequately in the school 
year

81 (3) 85 (3) 68 (3) 71 (3) 64 (4) 74 (6) 

Mathematics standards 
do not give enough 
emphasis to 
mathematical reasoning 
and problem solving 

41 (3) 36 (4) 41 (2) 43 (3) 19 (2) 29 (5) 

Mathematics standards 
do not cover some 
important content areas 

20 (3) 21 (4) 21 (2) 24 (2) 22 (2) 35 (5) 

Mathematics standards 
are useful for planning 
my lessons 

90 (2) 83 (4) 88 (1) 87 (2) 75 (3) 51 (6) 

Notes:   
Standard errors are in parentheses. 
Response options included: strongly disagree, disagree, agree, strongly agree, I don’t know.  Table entries are 
percentages responding “agree” or “strongly agree.” 

Majorities of teachers reported that the standards covered more content than they could 

address in a year.  This was the case even for Pennsylvania, where this question asked about the 

Assessment Anchors that were designed to reduce content coverage and allow teachers to focus 
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on tested material.  Approximately one-third of teachers said the standards did not adequately 

address problem solving and reasoning; the numbers were lowest in Pennsylvania, perhaps 

because the state test includes open-ended items that are intended to measure these constructs.  

Whether teachers who are concerned about insufficient attention to problem solving and 

reasoning will respond by rejecting the standards or by aligning their instruction with them, 

thereby decreasing their own emphasis on problem solving and reasoning, cannot be determined 

from our data.  By contrast, relatively few teachers thought the standards omitted important 

content, and in most cases large majorities found them useful for planning.  

We also asked principals to assess the usefulness of the state mathematics standards for 

guiding decisions about the school’s curriculum.  These results are shown in Table 4. 

Almost all principals in California, and majorities in the other states, described the 

standards as very useful for decision making.  When we examined responses of “very” and 

“moderately” useful together, nearly 100 percent of principals in all states and at both levels gave 

these responses.  As with teachers, whether the standards are perceived as useful because of their 

quality or simply because educators know they need to align curriculum and instruction to the 

standards is not known.  These responses strongly suggest, however, that both principals’ and 

teachers’ decisions are likely to reflect the influence of what is included in state standards. 

Table 4 
Percentage of Principals Reporting that Mathematics Standards Were Very Useful 

for Guiding Decisions about the School Curriculum 

California Georgia Pennsylvania 
Elementary Middle Elementary Middle Elementary Middle 

90 (5) 90 (4) 63 (7) 42 (8) 69 (8) 55 (14) 
Notes:    
Standard errors are in parentheses. 
Response options included: not at all useful, somewhat useful, moderately useful, very useful, I don’t 
know. 

The results summarized so far suggest that educators are using the standards but do not 

always find it easy to do so.  Our case studies provided some examples of steps that 

administrators and teachers took to make the standards easier to incorporate into instruction.  In 

California, for instance, principals in one district had identified “highly assessed standards,” 

which many teachers reported using to guide their instruction.  Teachers interviewed in these 
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schools said the information about highly assessed standards was useful for narrowing the 

amount of content that needed to be covered.   

Although the standards might be considered the main source of information about goals 

for instruction, the state’s Adequate Yearly Progress (AYP) targets represent another way in 

which goals are communicated to local educators, so it is worth asking whether those responsible 

for achieving AYP targets understand what the goals are (AYP also serves as a source of 

incentives, discussed below).  Majorities of principals and superintendents in all three states 

reported strong understanding of AYP criteria, but half of the teachers expressed confusion about 

what was needed to reach the targets.  Moreover, although most principals were confident their 

schools could meet their AYP targets in the next year, approximately half of the principals in 

California and Pennsylvania were not certain that they could attain those targets over the next 

five years (only 20 percent of principals in Georgia expressed this concern).  In attempting to 

understand responses to accountability pressures, it is important to recognize that reactions to a 

testing program may differ from reactions to a specific performance target. 

Together, these results suggest that educators are turning to the standards as a source of 

information to guide their efforts, but that they need additional guidance to help them understand 

what is expected.  Teachers and principals also receive information about student performance to 

guide their decisions; we turn to this source of information next. 

Information to Guide Decisions 

The second primary mechanism through which SBA is likely to influence practice 

involves the information educators receive about student performance on the state accountability 

tests.  We asked principals and teachers several questions about the state test results.  Principals 

are important to include because they have the primary responsibility for guiding the school staff 

in its use of test results—through staff development and planning, emphasis on the importance of 

test scores in conversations with teachers, and other mechanisms.  Of course, for test results to be 

truly useful for informing instructional decisions it is important that teachers have access to 

clear, understandable information on their own students, so we also asked teachers several 

questions about test results.
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The first set of questions, which we do not discuss in detail here, asked both principals 

and teachers whether certain types of score reports (e.g., scores disaggregated by student 

subgroup or by mathematics topic) were available, and if so, how useful each was for making 

decisions about instruction or curriculum.  Almost all principals reported ready access to scores 

in a variety of formats, and large majorities described these as useful.  Teachers reported 

somewhat more limited access, and those who did have access tended to give lower ratings of 

usefulness.  Not surprisingly, teachers seemed more interested in disaggregated information, 

particularly with respect to subscores, than in more global information.  These results underscore 

the importance of providing educators with clear, interpretable, and somewhat detailed reports on 

student achievement. 

For principals, we then asked about various aspects of report quality.  These questions 

were intended to help us understand whether principals thought the results could be used 

effectively for promoting student achievement of standards, and whether they believed the 

results to be reasonably valid (Table 5). 

Table 5 
Percentage of Principals Agreeing or Strongly Agreeing to Statements 

about State Test Results4

California Georgia Pennsylvania 
State test results have explicit links to content standards and/or lesson 
plans 

71 (8)  85 (3) 80 (8) 

Information received about school’s performance is clear and easy to 
understand 

75 (7) 90 (3) 86 (4) 

Information received about school’s performance is timely 37 (8) 47 (6) 19 (5) 

State test scores accurately reflect the achievement of school’s students 41 (7) 71 (5) 54 (8) 
Notes:
Standard errors shown in parentheses. 
Response options included strongly disagree, disagree, agree, and strongly agree.

Although most principals reported that results were clear and linked to standards or 

lesson plans, majorities said that the information was not timely, and substantial numbers in 

Pennsylvania and California expressed doubts about the validity of the results.  The high 

percentages reporting that test results are linked to content standards or lesson plans suggest that 

all three states have provided information about these links, but clearly some principals in each 

4 For some principal tables we combined results across elementary and middle school principals to 
simplify the presentation.  Disaggregated results are available from the authors. 
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state either are not aware of this information or do not believe the links that have been provided 

are sufficiently explicit.  These differences in the perceptions of principals within the same state 

are likely to be important for understanding schools’ broader responses to accountability, and 

might reflect differences in training or district-level assistance—a hypothesis that will be 

explored in subsequent analyses of these data. 

The final information-related question for principals that we discuss here assessed 

principals’ opinions of the usefulness of state test results for making various decisions.  The 

results, presented in Table 6, suggest that principals believe the data are most useful for decisions 

related to curriculum and school programs as well as for identifying students who need 

additional instructional support.  Questions such as this one, which examines how principals or 

other educators are likely to use test results, can be useful as part of a validity investigation for a 

state testing program.  Validity is often conceptualized as involving not only the characteristics 

of the test itself, but the ways in which it is interpreted and used to support decisions.  Tests that 

are shown to be reasonably valid for certain types of inferences and decisions may not be 

sufficiently valid to support others.

Table 6 
Percentage of Principals Reporting that State Assessment Data  

is Moderately or Very Useful for Making Decisions 

California Georgia Pennsylvania 

Making change to curriculum and instructional materials 71 (9) 79 (5) 83 (5) 
Developing a school improvement plan 77 (8) 98 (1) 73 (7) 
Making decisions regarding student promotion or retention 45 (11) 77 (6) 27 (9) 
Identifying students who need additional instructional support 72 (9) 95 (3) 66 (7) 
Making decisions on how much time is spent on each academic subject 54 (10) 69 (8) 51 (9) 
Assigning students to teachers 21 (5) 57 (7) 16 (5) 
Focusing teacher professional development 71 (8) 85 (4) 78 (8) 
Identifying teacher strengths and weaknesses 49 (9) 74 (5) 41 (9) 
Notes:
Standard errors shown in parentheses. 
Response options included not useful, minimally useful, moderately useful, and very useful.

It could be argued, for example, that using these state accountability tests to assign 

students to teachers or to make promotion or retention decisions is not a valid use of those 

tests—the tests were not designed to support these decisions—and the results presented here 

show the extent to which principals might be using the tests in ways that are not supported by the 
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validity evidence available for these tests.  The results also reflect differences across states and 

districts in test-related policies, such as whether there are rules regarding the use of test scores in 

promotion decisions. 

Turning to teachers, Table 7 summarizes responses to a set of questions about teachers’ 

perceptions of the quality and usefulness of state test results, which is likely to influence whether 

test-score information facilitates effective instructional decision making.  Responses varied 

across state and level, but in general Georgia’s teachers assigned the highest ratings to their state 

test results.  Timeliness appears to be one of the greatest hindrances to effective use of test-score 

data; in most cases only slightly more than half of teachers reported receiving results in a timely 

manner.  Table 7 also suggests that state test scores are having an impact on the instruction that 

students receive, both through teachers’ efforts to tailor instruction to individual students and 

through broader changes in curriculum and instruction, though it is impossible to determine from 

these numbers whether that impact is beneficial or not. 

Table 7 
Percentage of Teachers Agreeing or Strongly Agreeing  

with Statements about Their State Tests  

California Georgia Pennsylvania 
Elementary Middle Elementary Middle Elementary Middle 

I received the state test results 
in a timely manner 

58 (3) 70 (4) 71 (3) 69 (4) 36 (3) 64 (4) 

The state test results were 
clear and easy to understand 

72 (3) 66 (4) 95 (2) 93 (3) 74 (3) 70 (3) 

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

63 (4) 53 (4) 85 (3) 84 (3) 61 (4) 58 (5) 

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

54 (4) 35 (4) 84 (2) 78 (3) 46 (3) 46 (4) 

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

70 (4) 55 (3) 89 (2) 79 (3) 68 (4) 58 (3) 

Notes:   
Standard errors are in parentheses. 
Response options included strongly disagree, disagree, agree, and strongly agree.  Table entries are percentages 
responding “agree” or “strongly agree.” 
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Denominator excluded teachers who reported no access to state test results.
In addition to understanding the type and quality of information teachers receive from 

state testing programs, it is important to assess teachers’ beliefs regarding the quality of the tests 

that produces that information. In particular, for SBA to work as intended there needs to be 

adequate alignment among curriculum, state standards, and state tests.  Table 8 below shows, 

across states and levels, substantial minorities or majorities of teachers identified shortcomings 

in the state tests, particularly with respect to alignment issues. 

Table 8 
Percentage of Teachers Agreeing to Statements Regarding  

the Quality of the State Assessments

California Georgia Pennsylvania 
Elementary Middle Elementary Middle Elementary Middle 

The mathematics assessment: 
Is a good measure of 
students’ mastery of content 
standards 

42 (4) 38 (4) 60 (3) 57 (3) 45 (3) 50 (5) 

Is too difficult for the 
majority of my students 

47 (5) 65 (4) 31 (3) 46 (3) 47 (4) 64 (5) 

Includes considerable content 
that is not in our curriculum 

33 (3) 32 (4) 42 (2) 27 (3) 25 (3) 43 (6) 

Omits considerable content 
that is in our curriculum 

35 (3) 30 (3) 26 (2) 37 (3) 27 (3) 49 (5) 

Adequately measures 
mathematical reasoning and 
problem solving 

39 (4) 41 (3) 61 (3) 58 (3) 59 (3) 59 (4) 

Notes:
Standard errors are in parentheses. 
Response options included strongly disagree, disagree, agree, strongly agree, and I don’t know.  Table entries are 
percentages responding “agree” or “strongly agree.”
In PA, only teachers in grades at which state math tests were administered (grades 3, 5, and 8) are included here. 

Many of the teachers who participated in our case-study interviews raised similar 

concerns regarding test difficulty, lack of focus on problem solving, and inadequate alignment 

with curriculum.  Some of the most serious concerns pertained to special education students and 

English language learners.  Some teachers believed the tests were too difficult for most of the 

students in these groups; for example, one teacher described her special education students’ 

experience as follows: “There is no comprehension going on in these reading passages…they 

cannot read it, they can’t process the language, and they know they can’t do it.”  Another noted, 
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“They can’t understand the vocabulary because learning disabled says they have a processing 

disorder in a basic function.  And if it’s reading then why am I testing them at their present grade 

level as opposed to their present level of performance?”  Teachers who believe the tests are not 

appropriately measuring their students’ performance are unlikely to find those tests useful for 

instructional decision making. 

Taken together, the teachers’ and principals’ responses to questions about state test-score 

data suggest that both groups are reviewing and using test results in a variety of ways, and that 

the instruction students receive is influenced by the information educators receive from state 

testing programs.  Both principals and teachers express some concerns about the quality of the 

tests and the usefulness of scores, however, which suggests that states or districts might need to 

revise the testing program if they want it to serve as an effective means of providing information 

to improve instruction.  Short of trying to change the state testing and reporting systems, local 

administrators might be able to foster improved information use through supplementary 

assessment programs.  Many of our participating districts had implemented progress (also called 

interim or benchmark) tests that were designed to provide frequent, timely feedback on student 

progress toward state standards (Hamilton, Berends, & Stecher, 2005).  Adoption of progress 

tests illustrates one way in which districts have attempted to create a more instructionally useful 

SBA system by adding local initiatives to the state SBA components. 

Incentives

The final mechanism through which SBA influences educators, and perhaps the one that 

is most central to the notion of SBA-style accountability systems, is the creation of incentives for 

raising student achievement on state tests.  The imposition of rewards and sanctions is intended 

to serve a motivational function, encouraging educators to work as hard as they can to improve 

student achievement on state tests.  Even the mere publication of test scores without any explicit 

rewards or sanctions can serve this purpose, particularly in communities where parents and 

others are attentive to published information about schools or where school choice is widely 

available.  In this section we discuss a few survey questions that were intended to assess the 

extent to which incentives are likely to affect teachers’ and principals’ responses.  First, we 

asked principals about pressure associated with meeting their states’ AYP targets (Table 9). 
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Table 9 
Percentage of Principals Agreeing or Strongly Agreeing with Statement about AYP Target 

California Georgia Pennsylvania 

Because of pressure to meet the AYP target, my staff and I are focusing 
more on improving student achievement than we would without the AYP 
target 

50 (9) 60 (8) 66 (8) 

Notes:
Standard errors shown in parentheses. 
Response options included strongly disagree, disagree, agree, and strongly agree.

Between one-half and two-thirds of principals in each state reported that pressure 

associated with the AYP target had led their schools’ staff to increase its focus on student 

achievement.  We also asked teachers whether they felt pressure to improve state test 

performance (Table 10). 

More than three-fourths of teachers in California, and even larger percentages in Georgia 

and Pennsylvania, reported feeling a great deal of pressure to improve state test scores.  As with 

principals, teachers report an increased focus on improving achievement as a result of test-related 

pressure.  These results provide some validation for SBA proponents’ claims that high-stakes 

testing can motivate educators to work harder to improve achievement, but it is not clear from 

the survey data whether principals and teachers feel they are sacrificing other important goals to 

maintain this focus.  The lower rates of endorsement for the statement about rewards and 

sanctions suggests that teachers are not simply responding to specific threats but to a more 

generalized accountability-induced pressure.

The case study findings shed some light on the consequences of test-related pressure.

Some teachers described the pressure as positive, encouraging a stronger focus on providing 

effective instruction.  But a majority said that the pressure was a negative influence on them and 

their students, and that the targets were both unrealistic and unfair to schools serving certain 

populations of students.  In addition, the subgroup targets in AYP led some teachers to focus on 

specific groups of students.  One teacher described feeling that she should focus her attention on 

the African-American males in her class because of their low test scores, even though this 

message was never conveyed to her explicitly:  “Black males is a subgroup that we…score too 

low for.  I don’t want to say they’ve done anything that says, ‘You need to do this for black 

males.’  And I don’t feel like they’re ever, ever going to say something like that to us.  But we 

know that it’s an issue.  So as a teacher, I guess I’m aware of it, you know, to help black males.”  
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Through the information provided about the performance of this group, combined with the 

pressure created by the AYP subgroup targets, this teacher clearly perceives a need to devote 

extra attention to these students. 

Table 10 
  Percent of Teachers Agreeing or Strongly Agreeing with Statements  

about Accountability Pressures 

California Georgia Pennsylvania 
Elementary Middle Elementary Middle Elementary Middle 

I feel a great deal of pressure 
to improve my students’ 
scores on the state 
mathematics test 

79 (3) 76 (2) 87 (3) 92 (2) 89 (2) 94 (2) 

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

79 (3) 70 (4) 85 (2) 84 (2) 81 (3) 76 (3) 

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

27 (3) 37 (4) 54 (3) 53 (3) 32 (3) 38 (4) 

Notes:
Standard errors shown in parentheses. 
Response options included strongly disagree, disagree, agree, and strongly agree. 

It appears that all three of the mechanisms introduced earlier—clearer goals, information, 

and incentives—are operating on classrooms in California, Georgia, and Pennsylvania.  SBA 

policies are clearly influencing teachers’ and principals’ decisions about what and how to teach, 

but none of the results presented so far provides any information about the nature of the changes 

to instruction or curriculum.   

Instructional Responses to Testing 

The results presented in this section represent a preliminary attempt to understand 

specific ways in which educators are responding to SBA policies, specifically with regard to test 

preparation.  Although surveys are likely to be of limited value for the purposes of understanding 

instruction, they can provide some basic information about teachers’ responses, and this 
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information can inform a more detailed investigation of how testing shapes the classroom.  In 

this section we describe several items designed to shed light on instructional responses to testing.

For SBA to work as intended, there must be a high degree of match (or “alignment”) 

among state tests, standards, curriculum, and instruction.  We noted in an earlier section that 

alignment is one of several forms of test preparation identified in the Koretz et al. (2001) 

framework.  We begin this section with a general question about teachers’ efforts to align 

instruction with standards and tests, and then present data from a set of questions that attempted 

to elicit information about the range of responses in the framework.  Table 11 shows the 

percentages of teachers who agreed or strongly agreed that they had aligned their instruction with 

the state standards and with the state test. 

Table 11 
Percent of Teachers Reporting Aligning Their Instruction  

with State Content Standards and Assessments

California Georgia Pennsylvania 
Elementary Middle Elementary Middle Elementary Middle 

Mathematics content 
standards 

95 (1) 93 (2) 90 (1) 90 (2) 82 (2) 70 (3) 

Mathematics assessments 52 (4) 51 (4) 82 (3) 77 (2)  84 (3) 85 (3) 
Notes:
Standard errors are in parentheses. 
Response options included strongly disagree, disagree, agree, strongly agree, and I don’t know. 

In California and Georgia, at least nine-tenths of teachers reported aligning their 

instruction with the standards.  Reports of alignment with tests were slightly lower in Georgia 

and substantially lower in California.  Interviews with state officials in California indicated that 

teachers had less access to specific information about the state tests than was available in other 

states—e.g., the state did not provide released forms of the test to use for practice.  As a result, 

teachers in California probably relied heavily on the standards to inform them of what would be 

taught, which is arguably the way most SBA advocates intend for these systems to work.  In 

Pennsylvania, reports of aligning instruction with standards were somewhat lower than in the 

other states, and Pennsylvania teachers were at least as likely to report aligning with assessments 

as they were with standards.  This may be due in part to the fact that we asked specifically about 
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the Assessment Anchors in Pennsylvania (see note 3), and teachers might have perceived the use 

of the anchors to inform instruction as being virtually identical to using the tests. 

The next set of results examines practices related to most of the Koretz et al. (2001) 

categories, with the exception of cheating, which is difficult to capture through surveys.  A 

similar set of questions was used in Koretz and Hamilton (2003) to examine Massachusetts 

teachers’ responses to testing.  The original intention was to understand what changes teachers 

made in response to testing, but a question relying on changes would only be appropriate for 

teachers who had been teaching prior to the implementation of the state test.  To enable all 

teachers to be included, we instead asked teachers to describe the degree to which their teaching 

was different because of the state test.  Specifically, we asked teachers to “think about ways in 

which your teaching is different because of the [state test] than it would be without the [state 

test].  How much do the following statements describe differences in your teaching due to the 

[state test]?  Teachers could select “no difference,” “differs by a small amount,” “differs by a 

moderate amount,” or “differs by a great deal.” 

The fact that teachers are describing practices they would rely less upon in the absence of 

the state tests suggests that the motivational effects of high-stakes are driving these responses.

This is particularly true for the questions focusing on item formats and styles and on 

conventional test preparation practices.  For each type of response, Table 12 shows the 

percentage of teachers who said their instruction differed by a moderate amount or a great deal 

because of the state test. 

Table 12 
Percent of Elementary School Teachers Reporting Their Instruction

is Different as a Result of Mathematics Assessments 

As a result of the state 
mathematics  test: 

California Georgia Pennsylvania 

Elementary Middle Elementary Middle Elementary Middle 

I assign more homework or 
more difficult homework 

43 (4) 29 (4) 29 (4) 29 (3) 30 (4) 13 (4) 

I search for more effective 
teaching methods 

67 (3) 58 (3) 74 (4) 69 (3) 62 (4) 59 (7) 

I spend more time teaching 
mathematics content (e.g., by 
replacing non-instructional 
activities with mathematics 

52 (4) 45 (6) 58 (4) 53 (3) 53 (4) 46 (3) 
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As a result of the state 
mathematics  test: 

California Georgia Pennsylvania 

Elementary Middle Elementary Middle Elementary Middle 

instruction) 
I focus more on the state 
standards 

73 (4) 66 (4) 77 (3) 72 (3) 76 (3) 69 (3) 

I focus more on topics 
emphasized in the state test 
(e.g., shifting instructional 
time from geometry to 
arithmetic or vice-versa) 

63 (5) 57 (5) 72 (3) 73 (3) 73 (4) 71 (7) 

I look for particular styles 
and formats of problems in 
the state test and emphasize 
those in my instruction 

55 (4) 49 (5) 78 (4) 71 (3) 74 (3) 62 (4) 

I spend more time teaching 
general test-taking strategies 
(e.g., time management, 
eliminating wrong multiple-
choice options, filling in 
answer sheets)  

53 (4) 45 (7) 56 (4) 44 (3) 51 (3) 39 (4) 

I focus more effort on 
students who are close to 
proficient (i.e., close to 
meeting the standard) on the 
state mathematics test than 
on other students 

37 (5) 19 (3) 36 (2) 38 (4) 29 (3) 22 (5) 

I offer more assistance 
outside of school to help 
students who are not 
proficient (i.e., not meeting 
the standard) on the state 
mathematics test 

29 (3) 26 (3) 34 (4) 41 (3) 21 (3) 19 (5) 

I rely more heavily on 
multiple-choice tests in my 
own classroom assessment 

24 (5) 23 (3) 37 (4) 38 (4)  18 (3) 9 (2) 

I rely more heavily on open-
ended tests (e.g., essays, 
portfolios) in my own 
classroom assessment 

21 (4) 13 (2)  23 (4) 23 (2)  50 (2) 33 (5) 

Notes:
Standard errors are provided in parentheses. 
Response options included 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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The first three items address what we described earlier as beneficial responses—teaching 

more, working harder, or working more effectively.  The most commonly endorsed item among 

these three was the second, “search for more effective teaching methods.”  These teachers appear 

to be trying to improve the quality of mathematics instruction they are providing, even if they are 

not increasing the quantity.

The results illustrate a variety of responses related to reallocating, aligning, and coaching.

More teachers reported aligning instruction with standards than engaging in any of the other 

responses listed above, but large majorities also reported reallocating toward tested topics and 

item formats (the latter is a form of coaching), and more than half of elementary teachers said 

they spent more time teaching test-taking strategies (another form of coaching).  Changes in the 

use of multiple-choice or open-ended assessment methods that occur in response to the state test 

may also be considered a form of coaching.  The relatively higher numbers of teachers reporting 

use of open-ended tests in Pennsylvania undoubtedly reflects the fact that the state test in 

Pennsylvania includes an open-ended component and the state provides practice materials, 

including scoring guides, for teachers to use in the classroom to help students prepare for the 

open-ended items.  Finally, the results suggest some evidence of reallocation of resources across 

students, but these responses are less common than most of the others. 

We looked at relationships among the responses to these items to explore whether some 

teachers were more inclined toward certain categories of responses than others.  A factor analysis 

suggested that much of the variance in responses could be explained by a single factor—in other 

words, teachers who were inclined to engage in some types of test preparation tended to do more 

of all types.  This results suggest that there is a general tendency to respond or not respond to 

high-stakes testing, and that teachers who do respond do so in a variety of ways, both desirable 

and undesirable.  Future analyses will examine whether teachers’ propensity to change their 

instruction in response to testing is related to features of their schools or districts. 

Our case study visits provided some examples of the kinds of changes that teachers made, 

and of the activities that were less likely to be used because of the state tests.  For example, one 

elementary teacher said, “There are interesting things I’d like to teach that I can’t.  I have a 

project I do every year in math estimating animal population, but it takes a couple of weeks.  I’m 

just not doing it this year.  I’m not doing it because I’ve got to get them ready for these tests.  
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And it’s a shame because they get a lot out of it.”  The perception that testing left little time for 

extended activities was a common theme throughout our case study visits. 

Although teachers have the most direct effect on students’ exposure to tested material, 

principals can influence teachers’ test preparation practices through actions they take.  In Table 

13 we report percentages of principals who engaged in various SBA-related activities in their 

schools.

Nearly all principals reported discussing test preparation at staff meetings and helping 

teachers identify tested content.  Some of the other activities were less common, and their 

frequency varied across states.  Relatively large proportions of principals encouraged their 

teachers to focus on students close to meeting the standards, but principals in Pennsylvania were 

less likely to do this than principals in the other two states.  Roughly half of principals said they 

encouraged teachers to spend more time on tested subjects and less on untested subjects, and 

majorities provided released tests or sample items to teachers.  This last activity was least 

common in California, where we were told there was less state support for providing released 

test items, but even in California more than half of principals distributed these materials. 

Table 13 
Percent of Principals Reporting Test Preparation Activities 

California Georgia Pennsylvania 
Elementary Middle Elementary Middle Elementary Middle 

Distributed commercial test 
preparation materials (e.g., 
practice tests) 

59 (10) 61 (11) 90 (5) 88 (5) 93 (4) 88 (8) 

Distributed released copies of the 
state test or test items 

61 (10) 61 (11) 88 (4) 98 (2) 96 (3) 96 (2) 

Discussed methods for preparing 
students for the state test at staff 
meetings 

94 (4) 95 (4) 100 100 (1) 99 (1) 100 

Encourage or require teachers to 
spend more time on tested 
subjects and less on other subjects 

53 (11) 63 (9) 47 (7) 66 (8) 61 (11) 45 (13) 

Helped teachers identify content 
that is likely to appear on the state 
test so they can cover it 
adequately in their instruction 

94 (3) 99 (1) 100 100 100 99 (1) 

Encourage teachers focus their 
efforts on students close to 
meeting the standards 

85 (6) 94 (3) 90 (4) 93 (4) 77 (7) 57 (15) 

Discussed Assessment Anchors     100 100 
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with teachers (PA only) 
Note:
Standard errors shown in parentheses 

The final set of questions we examine in this section are intended to elicit teachers’ 

opinions about their states’ SBA systems (Table 14).  Although these questions provide no direct 

information about practices, they can provide valuable contextual background for understanding 

the reasons for teachers’ responses and for examining differences in the responses across 

teachers and schools.   

Table 14 
Percent of Teachers Agreeing or Strongly Agreeing  

with Statements about Accountability System  

California Georgia Pennsylvania 
Elementary Middle Elementary Middle Elementary Middle 

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

29 (3) 31 (3) 52 (2) 54 (3) 28 (3) 31 (3) 

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

89 (2) 90 (2) 87 (1) 85 (2) 88 (2) 87 (2) 

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

28 (3) 34 (3) 54 (2) 50 (2) 30 (3) 29 (3) 

As a result of the state’s 
accountability system, high-
achieving students are not 
receiving appropriately 
challenging curriculum or 
instruction 

52 (3) 47 (3) 49 (2) 55 (2) 39 (4) 52 (6) 

Notes:
Standard errors shown in parentheses. 
Response options included strongly disagree, disagree, agree, and strongly agree. 

Teachers’ opinions about the benefits of SBA systems were mixed.  Most teachers agreed 

that the system left little time to teach material that was not included in the state tests, providing 

further evidence that external tests have influenced the classroom.  In Pennsylvania and Georgia, 

fewer than half of the teachers agreed that the SBA system was beneficial for students and that 
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the system supported their own approaches to teaching and learning.  Moreover, approximately 

half of respondents across states expressed concerns about high-achieving students.  These 

findings provide valuable information about the ways that SBA is influencing teachers’ work 

lives.  In addition, it will be important to examine relationships between teachers’ responses to 

these items and their propensity to engage in various forms of test preparation. 

Discussion  

This paper presented descriptive information from teacher and principal surveys.  This 

work has implications both for the measurement of instructional practices related to testing and 

for our understanding of how SBA influences the classroom.  We discuss these implications 

briefly in this final section. 

Using Surveys to Measure Responses to Testing 

Because the results were based primarily on survey data (supplemented in a few cases 

with a small number of interviews), we were unable to measure all of the aspects of instruction 

that might be of interest to this study.  In recent years there have been a number of initiatives 

involving the development of new ways to measure instruction, and many of these appear 

promising, including those described in other papers in this symposium.  Efforts to understand 

how SBA affects instruction could benefit from the use of some of these other methods, but in 

many research contexts, surveys might be the only feasible option.  So it is important to 

understand what kind of information can be gathered from surveys as well as what the 

limitations of that method are.   

Survey items can be subject to several sources of distortion.  Teachers and researchers 

might interpret the wording of survey questions differently, as might teachers whose 

backgrounds and teaching contexts lead them to ascribe different meanings to terminology.  For 

example, mathematics education researchers often use the term “problem solving” to indicate the 

processes that students engage in when they work on novel problems with no immediate solution 

(Schoenfeld, 1989), whereas many teachers use the term to represent more conventional 

practices such as solving word problems with fairly straightforward solutions (Hill, 2005).  

Interviews with teachers have demonstrated ways in which they assign their own meanings to 
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survey items or recast items in light of their own experiences (Le et al., forthcoming).  In 

addition, even when surveys provide a reasonably valid measure of teachers’ practices, they 

generally fail to capture the substantial variation in students’ experiences within the same 

classrooms (Yoon & Resnick, 1994; Martinez-Fernandez, 2005).  There is also the problem of 

bias resulting from the tendency to provide socially desirable responses. This problem would be 

exacerbated if surveys were used as part of a high-stakes accountability system, so any proposed 

use of surveys for accountability purposes (e.g., as a monitoring tool to discourage excessive test 

preparation) would need to include safeguards to limit this form of bias. 

Many of the primary concerns about surveys pertain to the measurement of instructional 

practice, and many of the alternatives that have been developed, including those examined by 

other papers in this symposium, focus on practices.  Surveys arguably have the potential for 

greater validity and utility in the measurement of some of the other constructs described in this 

paper—namely the mechanisms through which SBA influences practice, as well as school and 

district actions that support SBA implementation.  Constructs such as perceived utility of test-

score information or perceived pressure might be more effectively obtained through self-report 

measures than through most other means (though some survey-related problems, such as a 

potential for self-report bias, remain).  If so, a comprehensive understanding of SBA effects 

might best be achieved through a combination of surveys and other methods that are better suited 

to measuring instructional practices.  Linking mechanisms to practice through multiple measures 

is especially important given the ambiguity inherent in some of the outcomes of SBA, even those 

that are generally perceived as desirable.  For example, despite the general enthusiasm for “data-

driven decision making,” the fact that most teachers and principals found test results useful for 

various types of decisions might not represent unambiguously good news because it also raises 

concerns about inappropriate focus on test results to the exclusion of other information about 

students.  A variety of data collection approaches is probably required to capture this sort of 

subtlety in instructional responses.

As noted earlier, our own survey data were limited by the fact that the test-preparation 

questions were embedded in a survey that was intended to examine a broad set of constructs 

related to NCLB implementation.  More detailed survey questions could be developed to provide 

richer information about instructional responses to testing (see, e.g., Koretz & Hamilton, 2003, 

for examples of questions that use actual test items as prompts).  In many research and 
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evaluation contexts, however, presenting teachers or principals with large numbers of items will 

not be possible.  The questions described in this paper illustrate how a relatively small number of 

items can be devised to provide rough but useful information on how SBA is affecting teachers 

and principals. 

Understanding How SBA Affects Practice 

At the outset of this paper we suggested that there were logical associations between the 

mechanisms through which SBA affected practice and test-related instructional practices that 

might occur as a result.  There are also likely to be relationships between practices and district or 

school actions that foster or hinder these mechanisms.  It is possible to explore those links further 

with the surveys used in this study.  To illustrate, we have teachers’ reports of actions their 

schools or districts have taken to clarify standards, and could examine whether these actions are 

associated with teacher reports of alignment of instruction with standards.  This type of analysis 

could be done at the school or district levels, but other questions might be best answered through 

a state-level analysis, which is not feasible in this study due to the small number of states 

included.  We are currently conducting school- and district-level analyses to examine some of 

the key relationships, and are looking at differences in responses for different types of schools 

(e.g., those that did and did not meet their AYP targets).  Although the study design does not 

allow for strong causal attributions, the results might suggest factors that are strongly related to 

both desirable and undesirable teacher responses, and they may set the stage for a more formal 

investigation of these questions in the future. 

The main reason we think this is a promising direction is that it could lead to better policy 

prescriptions.  If we were able to say that certain aspects of SBA led to more positive responses 

and other aspects led to more negative responses, we would have a basis for recommending 

reformulated accountability policies.  For example, if there was strong evidence of the 

association between clarification and alignment, it might make sense for states to invest more in 

standards development and dissemination.  A recent report from the National Research Council 

suggests that states need to do more in the way of elaborating their standards to make them 

useful to teachers (Wilson and Berthenthal, 2006).  That would be consistent with efforts to 

improve the clarification of goals that we derived from this preliminary analysis of surveys. 
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Despite the popularity of SBA as a prescription for promoting improved student learning, 

there is continued debate about the extent to which it leads to genuine improvements in student 

achievement or inflated scores that reflect an undesirable amount of curriculum narrowing.  The 

diversity in SBA systems and in educators’ responses to those systems, which was illustrated by 

some of the results presented in this paper, suggests that the actual effects of SBA will vary 

across contexts.  Clearly, the specific ways in which teachers and principals respond to SBA 

systems will largely determine whether those systems lead to desirable or undesirable outcomes 

and whether the validity of information from those systems will be compromised by 

inappropriate test-preparation practices.  A comprehensive evaluation of any SBA system should 

involve an effort to monitor practices.  Such monitoring will need to address a variety of 

challenges including the likelihood of response bias, political backlash, and high costs (Koretz, 

2003).  But it is crucial for explaining and improving the effects of SBA systems as well as for 

attaining a comprehensive understanding of instruction in an era of high-stakes, test-based 

accountability.
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