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Research Summaries

What Might School Accountability Do?

David N. Figlio*

Education is currently at the fore-
front of the nation’s political agenda:
everyone, regardless of political per-
suasion, wants to see an improve-
ment in the performance of U.S.
schools. This consensus ends
abruptly, however, when it comes to
determining how to effect such a
change in performance. One popu-
lar approach is to increase the
accountability of schools to the pub-
lic, by assessing schools on the basis
of improvements in students’ per-
formance on standardized examina-
tions and by offering remedies, such
as increased choice (either within the

ublic sector or through vouchers for
grivate schools), reconstitution, or
closure, in the event of persistent
identified failure of a school to
improve. School accountability is the
centerpiece of President George W.
Bush’s education reform proposal,
and in dozens of states, other
accountability measures have been
proposed or implemented.

This past summer, both the U.S.
Senate and the U.S. House of Repre-
sentatives passed education reform

bills that set stringent standards for .

schools to meet. Both bills require
states to test students in the third
through eighth grades and to identify
schools that, on the basis of the test
results, fail to make “adequate yearly
progress.” Although the definition of
adequate yearly progress is still
ambiguous, both bills include provi-

*Figlio is a Faculty Research Fellow in the

NBER’s Program on Children and the

Walter J. Matberly Professor of Economics
t the University of Florida. His “Profile”
ippears later in this issue.

sions requiring that students who
attend schools that fail to make such
progress be granted additional pub-
lic-school choice. In both bills,
schools that persistently fail will be
subject to increasingly severe sanc-
tions, including reorganization or
closure of the school. Both the
House and the Senate bills have sig-
nificant teeth: intriguing recent work
by Thomas J. Kane, Douglas O.
Staiger, and Jeffrey Geppert suggests
that the vast majority of U.S. schools
would face at least moderate sanc-
tions under either bill.*

Much of my current research cen-
ters around issues related to school
accountability. My work on account-
ability follows several strands. One
strand, still in its infancy, involves
school responses to accountability
systems. In joint work with Cecilia
Rouse, Dan D. Goldhaber, and Jane
Hannaway, I am studying how
Florida schools have changed their
instructional policies, practices, and
allocations of resources within and
between schools as a result of
increased accountability. In other
work, which is being conducted in
Florida, Virginia, and elsewhere, I am
investigating noninstructional
responses to accountability systems.
Several specific projects along these
lines study whether increased
scrutiny has led to the removal of
“problem” students from threatened
schools (either by relabeling them as
“disabled” or by active redrawing of
school boundaries), as well as
whether schools respond to account-
ability systems by manipulating
school nutrition programs (that is,
changing school menus during test-
ing periods to increase nutrients that
might stimulate short-term perform-

ance) in attempts to boost test per-
formance. A second strand of
research considers the often unin-
tended consequences of design
issues associated with school
accountability. The specific design of
an accountability system may have
dramatic consequences for school
choice, for instance, or for other fac-
tors not directly related to education.
This essay focuses on my early work
on this second strand of research.

Design Matters

There are a number of ways to
measure a school’s performance.
One approach is to rate schools on
the basis of some value-added meas-
ure, following the same students
over time to gauge improvements in
their performance. A handful of
states, including North Carolina now
and Florida next year, have imple-
mented or are planning to imple-
ment a value-added system for
school accountability. This type of
solution is popular with economists
because it attempts to deal with an
important and vexing identification
problem: whether high-performing
students are doing well because their
school is excellent or because of
other factors, for example, family
background. Of course, the same
question can be asked about low-
performing students. By following
the same students over time, the ana-
lyst can isolate more clearly—
although still imperfectly—the com-
ponent of students’ test scores that is
most likely attributable to the school.

An alternative approach uses so-
called “status” scores to measure
school performance. Status scores can
take many forms. They may simply be
average test scores, or they may
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measure the fraction of a school’s stu-
dents who achieve some level of pro-
ficiency. Likewise, they may assess
schools on the basis of their perform-
ance in a single year, or they may rate
schools on changes in average test
scores from one year to the next or
the percent of their students who
attain competency. Florida's current
accountability system and those of
several other states follow this latter
model. The appeal of status scores—
particularly those measures that are
based on the fraction of students who
attain some threshold-—comes from
the popular notion that schools
should bring all students to an ade-
quate level of performance.

The accountability system that is
currently being discussed in Con-
gress is a hybrid of the status and
value-added approaches. While the
House and Senate education bills
vary in their definition of adequate
yearly progress, both propose to
assess schools on the basis of
improvements in their status
scores—here, the fraction of students
who attain a specific level of profi-
ciency—from one year to the next.
The House bill requires that a school
be on a pace to have 100 percent of
its students proficient within 12 years
and rates each school on the basis of
its making sufficient annual gains in
proficiency to reach this goal. The
Senate bill requires that schools
increase the number of students in
every subgroup who meet profi-
ciency requirements by at least 1
percentage point. In another subtle
distinction between the House and
Senate bills, the Senate would assess
schools on a rolling-average basis
rather than solely on year-to-year
changes in the percentage of profi-
cient students. As mentioned above,
Kang; Staiger, and Geppert estimate
that even under the less stringent
Senate version, an overwhelming
majority of schools would fail to
make adequate yearly progress as it
is currently defined. '
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Marianne Page and I report that in
identifying which schools are failing
to meet some standard, design mat-
ters quite a bit.? One obvious way
that design issues make a difference
involves the stringency of the stan-
dards. The Kane, Staiger, and Gep-
pert study makes this point clear. But
even if the stringency of standards is
removed from the picture, the way
school progress is defined can have a
profound impact on which schools
are identified as failing. The correla-
tions among schools’ rankings based
on various measures of status scores
from a single year of tests are very
high—nearly perfect. However, the
correlations between those rankings
and the ones based on changes in
test scores from one year to the
next—using either value-added
measures, as mentioned above, or
changes-in-proficiency measures like
those proposed in Congress—are
extremely low. Using data from
Florida, Page and I find that there is
virtually no relationship between any
measure of status scores and any
measure that we could construct of
scores that follow individual students.
Stated differently, we find that status
scores assess schools nearly ran-
domly—if the goal of an accountabil-
ity system is to measure a school’s
contribution toward student perform-
ance. If the goal instead is to identify
which schools are moving toward
proficiency, then the use of status
scores as a measure of performance
is clearly more appropriate.

Even were one to determine that
status scores are appropriate for
measuring school performance,
however, as Congress has done,
potentially serious implementation
issues remain. Page and I also find
that rankings based on changes in
year-to-year scores in the same grade
level—the approach proposed in the
Congressional bills—bounce around
considerably: the correlation
between schools that make yearly
progress along these lines in one

year and schools that make yearly
progress in the next year is strongly
negative. Kane and Staiger find sim-
ilar patterns in North Carolina, and
they make the point that evaluating
schools on the basis of this type of
measure of progress leads to arbi-
trary assignment of school rankings.’
Together with my recent findings,
this suggests that assigning school
grades in the manner Congress pro-
poses may lead to effectively random
assignment of school ranks, or at
best to rankings that are largely unre-
lated to the school’s likely contribu-
tion to student performance. Arbi-
trary performance measures, with the
attendant rewards and punishments,
may impose unnecessary risk on the
stakeholders, including school
administrators and teachers. This
could lower the attractiveness of
both working at and attending pub-
lic schools.

This point has relevance in several
other critical areas, the first of whicly’
is school choice. Both the House ano@
the Senate bills embed school choice
into the accountability system: stu-
dents attending schools that fail to
make adequate yearly progress are
offered choice within the public sec-
tor. (Florida is currently the only state
in which students who attend per-
sistently failing schools have the
option of attending private schools.
However, at this time, none of
Florida’s public schools is identified
as failing.) Many economists find
school choice appealing for two rea-
sons. First, it broadens schooling
options for families whose choices
might otherwise be limited (by such
constraints as low incomes, job loca-
tion, and residential segregation).
Second, the increased competition
among schools may spur efficiency
gains because the loss of student rev-
enues provides schools with an
incentive to improve. In the policy
arena, an alternative argument for
school choice is often put forward;_‘_}
school choice is justified because i




?

provides students with a2 means of
exiting low-quality schools, thus
avoiding failure. Economists typically
are less comfortable with this logic
because it suggests that the state is
better than parents at assessing
school quality and because it leaves
open the question of whether par-
ents who had voluntarily selected
low-quality schools in the past
would make a better choice if they
had more options.

Page and I argue that the structure
of a school accountability system
may have profound implications for
determining which students are
offered choice in a program that is
integrated with accountability. We
find that accountability systems that
grade schools on the basis of
changes from one year to the next
(using either value-added measures
or changes in proficiency) tend to
provide choice to a much more
advantaged group of students than
systems that offer choice to students
who attend schools with low
absolute-status scores or systems that
offer choice directly to disadvan-
taged students. Stated differently,
integrating choice and accountability
in the manner proposed by Congress
would probably be less effective in
providing choice to constrained
households than offering choice
alone, separate from an accountabil-
ity system:.

The design of a school accounta-
bility system also may have reper-
cussions that extend beyond the con-
duct and choice of schools. Maurice
Lucas and I recently studied the inde-
pendent effects of school ranks on
real estate markets.* Using data on
every real estate transaction in the
Gainesville, Florida, metropolitan
area over a six-year period, we were
able to isolate the effect of Florida’s
imposition of school rankings in May
1999. We find that—independent of
test scores, neighborhood quality, or
home attributes—the state’s assign-
ment of grades on schools had large,

 statistically significant effects on the

prices of houses. Houses within the
zones of schools that received a
grade of A increased in value by

nearly 9 percent relative to those in

zones of schools receiving a B; and
houses within zones of schools that
received a grade of B increased in
value by 9 percent relative to those
in zones whose schools received a C.
Given that the distinctions between
such school grade levels are often
arbitrary and, as mentioned above,
that the design of the school-grading
system itself could have important
effects on determining which schools
earn good grades and which schools
earn poor grades, the specific nature
of the federal accountability system
might have major effects on house
prices, thereby directly affecting
even those households with no
school-age children.

Fifty Ways to Game the
System?

The economic rationale behind
school accountability systems is that
they will provide schools with an
incentive to change and to improve
their performance. Certainly,
accountability systems should lead
schools to focus more attention on
the basic skills chosen for evaluation
(such as reading, writing and mathe-
matics.) Provided the tests are rigor-
ous and represent the broad set of
skills that policymakers want stu-
dents to master, this is a positive
aspect of school accountability sys-
tems. This increased attention paid to
certain specific skills may lead
schools to abandon instruction in
topics that others in society believe
are essential but that are not directly
covered by the accountability sys-
tem. Such a system may also lead to
gaming: schools also will have an
incentive to manipulate resources
(and possibly students) so that their
apparent productivity is overstated.
For exampile, if they are rated using

a value-added system, schools might
transfer their most effective teachers
from the “baseline” grade to the
“evaluation” grade. Or they might
shuffle students among schools—or
into special-education classes—to
alter the composition of student
groups who take the accountability
test at a school. Of course, these
behaviors may not be purely manip-
ulative, and they may have produc-
tive consequences as well. As I men-
tioned in the introduction to this
essay, I am currently studying the
myriad ways in which schools
respond to accountability systems
and the performance effects of these
systems.,

While it is too early to judge the
degree to which schools respond to
these-incentives to manipulate
resources, it is possible to draw some
inferences from my recent work on
local government (including school)
responses to fiscal accountability
measures. Arthur O’Sullivan and 1
asked whether local governments
that are faced with binding tax-and-
expenditure limitations choose to
manipulate their “service mix” in
order to induce voters to override
such limitations.” We identify condi-
tions under which the incentives to
do so should be strongest and find
that cities and school districts are
most likely to change their behaviors
as predicted when the incentives are
strongest. Although the context is dif-
ferent, the fundamental lessons of
that paper can be applied to school
accountability systems as well.

Conclusion

In summary, the new school-
accountability measures put in place
by many states (and probably the
federal government) will likely
change some of the ways schools do
business. Of course, this is the intent
of these policies. But when design-
ing these systems, we must be care-
ful to minimize the incentives for
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schools to manipulate their resources
in an ultimately unproductive man-
ner and to ensure that the schools
labeled “excellent” or “failing” truly
are excellent or failing along the
desired lines. In addition, we should
try to avoid creating the impression
of randomness in the assignment of
school grades. The more random the
rewards and punishments appear to
be, the less likely the schools will
effect meaningful change. The litera-
ture on tax limitation provides
another lesson that might be applied
here: Kim Rueben and I find that tax
limitations led to a worse degrada-

tion of the teaching force than might
have been expected on the basis of
the actual changes in resources and
salaries.’ Likewise, perceived ran-
domness in school grading might
change the nature of the teaching
force. Although this last point is
speculative, our concern is genuine.

1 T.]J. Kane, D. O. Staiger, and ]. Geppert,
“Assessing the Definition of ‘Adequate
Yearly Progress’ in the House and Senate
Education Bills,” UCLA Working Paper,

July 2001.

2D. N. Figlio and M. E. Page, “Can School
Choice and School Accountability
Successfully Coexist?” forthcoming inThe

Alcohol and Violence

Sara Markowitz*

Since the early 1980s, a number of
economists have examined the
impact of the price of alcoholic bev-
erages on alcohol consumption.
Recently their research has turned to
the role of alcohol prices on negative
outcomes, including motor vehicle
crashes, workplace accidents, cirrho-
sis of the liver, alcohol-related
deaths, and crime.! In general, this
research, which has used a wide
variety of data, has concluded that
increases in the prices of alcoholic
beverages do lead to reductions in
drinking, and thus in the adverse
consequences of alcohol use and
abuse. Along these lines, my
research explores the links among
alcohol consumption, alcohol con-
trol policies, and violence.

Violence is of particular interest
because of the mental and physical
harm it inflicts on others. The vic-
tims, often well known to the perpe-

* Markowitz is a Faculty Research Fellow
in the NBER’s Program on Health
Economics and an assistant professor of
economics at Rutgers University,
Newark. Her “Profile” appears later in
this issue.
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trator, include spouses, children, and
friends. Alcohol is frequently a factor
in such violence. When the victim is
the offender’s spouse, alcohol is a
factor as much as 75 percent of the
time.? Alcohol consumption is cited
also as a common correlate of vio-
lence committed by teenagers.
Although the two behaviors often are
observed together, much is still
unknown about their association.
Understanding the nature of their
relationship is important from a pol-
icy perspective: if alcohol consump-
tion does indeed lead to violent
behaviors, then it may be possible to
reduce violence through changes in
policies that affect the demand for
alcohol.

My interest in the alcohol-vio-
lence connection has led me in two
main directions in my work: first,
focusing on the relationship between
alcohol and criminal violence and
second considering the impact of
alcohol consumption on the family,
where violence is only one of the
ways in which children and spouses
are affected.

Economics of School Choice, C. Hoxby,
ed., University of Chicago Press.

3 T.]. Rane and D. O. Staiger, “Improving
School Accountability Measures,” NBER
Working Paper No. 8156, March 2001.

4 D. N. Figlio and M. E. Lucas, “What’s in
a Grade? School Report Cards and House
Prices,” NBER Working Paper No. 8019,
November 2000. -

5 D. N. Figlio and A. O 'Sullivan, “The Local
Response to Tax Limitation Measures: Do
Local Governments Manipulate Voters to
Increase Revenues?” Journal of Law and
Economics, 44 (April 2001), pp.233-57.
$D. N. Figlio and K. S. Rueben, “Tax Limits
and the Qualifications of New Teachers,”
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Alcohol and Criminal
Violence @

Although alcohol consumption is "3
widely believed to be a precipitator
of violent behaviors, it is not clear
whether the relationship is causal. If
alcohol consumption results in a
pharmacological reaction that makes
people more likely to engage in vio-
lent behaviors, that implies causality.
However, both behaviors may be
outcomes of a third factor, such as an
individual’s personality. Even with-
out knowing the true causal nature
of the alcohol-violence connection,
one can examine the role of alcohol
price in reducing violence: estimat-
ing a reduced-form equation yields a
model of violence as a direct func-
tion of the full price of alcohol.
Prices are not expected to have any
impact on violence except through
consumption. Thus, any price effects
provide evidence that alcohol con-
sumption and violence are causally
linked.

In two recent studies, I use g
reduced-form models to examine the :3




