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Summary 

There is only limited evidence that differences in resources available to public schools 
can explain differences in student achievement among these schools. Many critics have argued 
that there is little relationship between resources and achievement because schools do not use 
additional resources efficiently. Because most public schools hold a local monopoly on the 
provision of public education it has been argued that they are not held accountable for using 
resources efficiently. Beginning in the mid-1990s and culminating with the federal No Child 
Left Behind Act of 2001 (NCLB), school districts, states, and the federal government have 
introduced school accountability programs. The main objective of these programs is to improve 
student achievement by defining the primary goals of schools and districts and by holding 
schools and districts accountable for meeting those goals.  

However, it is not clear that either the Public Schools Accountability Act of 1999 (PSAA) 
or NCLB has had a significant effect on the accountability of teachers, principals, superinten-
dents, or school board members. Individual teachers and administrators are not evaluated 
under either of the plans, and neither plan provides explicit financial incentives that might 
motivate improvement. Although the school- and district-based sanctions of the laws may affect 
individuals, the sanctions may have little effect on efficiency if there is uncertainty about the 
sanctions or if individuals do not expect to be greatly affected by the sanctions. 

This study measures one set of incentives directly affecting school board members, 
superintendents, and principals in California before and after PSAA and NCLB. These 
incentives include the retention, promotion, and salaries of principals, the retention and salaries 
of superintendents, and the re-election of incumbent school board members. Of course, these 
are not the only incentives motivating these individuals. I believe that most administrators and 
school board members are driven by a strong desire to help children maximize their potential. 
However, PSAA and NCLB were intended to introduce an incentive system that would hold 
schools accountable in new ways. 

I find evidence that NCLB increased the accountability of school board members: 
incumbent school board members in districts that meet the NCLB Adequate Yearly Progress 
(AYP) requirements are more likely to be re-elected than would have been the case before 
NCLB. I also find some evidence that NCLB’s sanctions against low-performing schools 
changed the accountability of principals: principals of schools identified for Program 
Improvement (PI) after they fail to meet their AYP requirements are more likely to be demoted 
than would have been the case before NCLB. However, I find no evidence of relationships 
between student achievement and principal salaries, student achievement and superintendent 
salaries, or student achievement and superintendent retention rates before PSAA, after PSAA, 
or after NCLB. Together, these results suggest that accountability programs have had a limited 
effect on school officials. 

For as long as public schools have existed in California, the public has been able to vote 
ineffective school boards out of office, and district leaders have been able to demote ineffective 
principals. It is not entirely clear why NCLB increased the likelihood of voters holding school 
boards accountable and the likelihood of district leaders holding principals accountable. One 
possibility is that NCLB gives voters clear, simple information about student achievement in the 
form of AYP requirements. Another possibility, which does not preclude the first, is that 



 

5 

because of the potential school and district sanctions of NCLB, local voters began to share the 
state’s priorities for schools and districts—for example, student achievement in English 
language arts and mathematics. Understanding the extent to which each of these two 
mechanisms increased accountability in California could have important policy implications. 

This study recommends the following changes to NCLB when it is reauthorized: 

• To help voters evaluate school board members, policymakers should improve the 
information available to voters. A district’s level of achievement is a reflection of 
both the students residing within the district and the effectiveness of the school 
board members and administrators running that district. A school accountability 
system based on growth in student achievement, rather than levels of student 
achievement, would provide voters with much better information about the 
effectiveness of the district’s governing board and administrators. 

• School boards are able to hold administrators accountable for student achievement, 
and evidence presented here suggests that voters hold school boards accountable for 
student achievement. Therefore, many NCLB sanctions directed at schools and 
districts, rather than school boards, may be misdirected. It is likely that school 
boards have a better understanding of conditions in their district than do state and 
federal policymakers, and can make better decisions about the sanctions most 
appropriate for the schools and administrators in their district. All of NCLB’s 
sanctions require resources, and school boards may have more information than 
state and federal policymakers about where resources can best be put to use to 
improve student achievement in their districts. 

• When NCLB is reauthorized, its sanctions should focus solely on governance, to 
ensure that school boards are held accountable for student achievement. Sanctions 
affecting the governance of a district would hold voters accountable for making 
good choices. However, the reauthorization of NCLB should not include 
governance-based sanctions unless it also gives voters better information on school 
and district effectiveness. A school accountability system based on growth in student 
achievement, rather than levels, could help voters make better decisions. 

• Finally, the reauthorized NCLB should help school boards determine the best way to 
improve student achievement. There are very few interventions that have been 
rigorously evaluated and shown to have a positive effect on student outcomes. The 
reauthorized NCLB should provide much greater support to efforts to collect 
information about promising interventions, pilot these interventions at a small 
number of schools and districts across the country, rigorously evaluate the 
effectiveness of these programs (ideally by randomly implementing the programs at 
some schools but not at others), and provide school boards with information about 
effective interventions. 

All technical appendices to this paper are available on the PPIC website: 
http://www.ppic.org/content/pubs/other/709EL2R_appendix.pdf 

http://www.ppic.org/content/pubs/other/709EL2R_appendix.pdf�
http://www.ppic.org/content/pubs/other/709EL2R_appendix.pdf
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Introduction 

The No Child Left Behind Act of 2001 (NCLB) requires that every student be proficient 
in math and English-language arts by 2013–14. In California, student proficiency rates have 
climbed steadily for several years. Yet California schools and districts will soon miss the mark, 
because NCLB’s timetable for proficiency growth is now climbing rapidly toward the 100 
percent goal. Although average student test scores in California are at all-time highs in many 
subjects,1

Fortunately, the United States Congress will reauthorize NCLB in 2010 and will thus 
have an opportunity to revise and improve the law. While revising the law, members of 
Congress should reflect on the extent to which NCLB has achieved its primary goal: “To close 
the achievement gap with accountability, flexibility, and choice, so that no child is left behind.”

 nearly every school and school district in California will be labeled a failure within the 
next five years.  

2

The implicit goal of NCLB is to give schools and districts incentives similar to those of 
firms in a competitive market. Under NCLB, unsuccessful schools must allow their students to 
attend other, more successful schools in the district. Unsuccessful schools may lose all of their 
customers—their students—and go out of business, while other schools may respond to the 
market-like pressures of NCLB and learn to use resources as efficiently as their successful 
competitors. 

  

 Of course, it is not possible for a school to be held accountable, but the individual 
“managers” of that school—school board members, administrators, and teachers, for example—
can be held accountable. The goal of NCLB is to improve student achievement by changing the 
incentives of school board members, school administrators, teachers, and other responsible 
individuals—i.e., to increase accountability. For reasons I discuss below, it may not be possible 
to determine if NCLB has improved student achievement. However, it is possible to determine 
if this legislation has improved accountability. If NCLB has not improved accountability, then it 
has not achieved its goal of improving student achievement by improving accountability. 

This report presents evidence that NCLB has increased the accountability of school 
board members and school principals. However, it is not entirely clear how the legislation has 
achieved this effect: even before NCLB came into being, voters were able to hold school board 
members accountable, and district leaders were able to demote ineffective principals. This study 
explores these issues and concludes with a discussion of the possible mechanisms through 
which NCLB may have affected these relationships. Improving these mechanisms could 
increase the effect of NCLB on accountability, and in doing so, increase NCLB’s capacity to 
improve student achievement. 

  

                                                      
1 National Assessment of Educational Progress, http://nces.ed.gov/nationsreportcard/. 
2 Public Law 107-110, the No Child Left Behind Act of 2001, Section 1. 

http://nces.ed.gov/nationsreportcard/�
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School Accountability in California 

During the 1990s, many states and school districts enacted policies designed to improve 
student achievement by increasing school efficiency. California’s efforts in this direction began 
with Senate Bill 1570, introduced by Senator Leroy F. Greene in February 1996 and signed into 
law by Governor Pete Wilson in September of that year. This law required “the State Board of 
Education to transmit to the Governor and the Legislature a plan…for the establishment of 
incentives for the improvement of pupil academic achievement.” Three years later, Governor 
Gray Davis made “increased accountability for public schools” the primary focus of his first 
three months in office. During his first State of the State speech, he said that education was his 
“first, second, and third priority,”3

On April 5, 1999, Davis signed the Public Schools Accountability Act of 1999 (PSAA) 
into law. In this bill, the legislature states its intent to increase student achievement not by 
increasing resources available to schools, but by giving schools incentives to use these resources 
more efficiently: “The state is in need of an immediate and comprehensive accountability 
system to hold each of the state’s public schools accountable for the academic progress and 
achievement of its pupils within the resources available to schools”

 and he announced a $42 million plan to increase school 
accountability, stating that “deficient public schools must be held to task.”   

4 [italics mine]. In the same 
section of the bill, the legislature explicitly states its intent to change schools’ incentives: “The 
statewide school accountability system must include rewards that recognize high achieving 
schools as well as…sanctions for schools that are continuously low performing.”5

Despite PSAA’s stated intent of improving student achievement “within the resources 
available to schools,” this legislation also allocated $96 million to assist low-performing schools 
during the 1999–2000 school year. Because it contained provisions to increase both 
accountability and spending, PSAA appealed to both those on the right and those on the left of 
the political spectrum. Since at least the 1950s, national arguments about the best way to 
improve student achievement have often split along political or ideological lines. Drawing on 
Milton Friedman’s article “The Role of Government in Education,” those on the right have often 
argued that the introduction of market forces in the K–12 education sector would improve the 
economic efficiency of schools, while those on the left have argued for increases in spending.

  

6 
By incorporating into PSAA themes from both the left and the right, Davis made good on his 
promise to “govern from the middle.”7

PSAA was supplanted by NCLB, which was signed into law by President George W. 
Bush in January 2002. The political debate preceding NCLB continued the ideological split 
surrounding education policy. For example, during the U.S. Senate Committee on Health, 
Education, Labor, and Pension’s February 2001 hearings on NCLB, Democratic Senator John 

 

                                                      
3 Mike Lewis, “Davis Pushes Education Plan: Governor Urges $444 Million in State of the State Address,” The Fresno 
Bee, January 7, 1999. 
4 California Education Code Section 52050.5.d 
5 California Education Code Section 52050.5.i 
6 For example, the Elementary and Secondary Education Act of 1965, part of President Lyndon B. Johnson’s set of 
“Great Society” domestic programs, more than doubled federal spending on elementary and secondary education. 
7 Dan Smith, “Davis, Democrats Set Sail: He Pledges an End to the ‘Politics of Division,’” The Sacramento Bee, January 5, 
1999. 
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Edwards emphasized the need to increase the resources available for schools serving low-
achieving students, while Roderick Paige, U.S. Education Secretary under Republican President 
George W. Bush, stressed a need for greater efficiency.8 Democratic Senator Edward Kennedy, 
who was one of the original authors of NCLB, stressed that NCLB would make additional 
resources available for schools: “A key component of the No Child Left Behind Act was not just 
requiring more of schools, but giving them the resources needed to put these reforms in place.”9 
And in 2008, he criticized Bush for failing to “invest sufficiently in public schools.”10 NCLB was 
criticized by those on the right as well. In 2002, George F. Will criticized NCLB for not giving 
low-achieving students sufficient choice in the market for public education, noting that 
“[b]ecause failing schools frequently are in failing districts, [NCLB’s] ‘choice’ provisions are 
derisory.”11 Nonetheless, NCLB included elements designed to appeal to both those on the left 
and those on the right: in addition to provisions designed to increase school accountability, the 
legislation dramatically increased the size of grants to districts under Title I,12 which directs 
funds to schools and districts serving students from low-income families. Between 1996 and 
2001, Title I grants to districts averaged $9.5 billion per year,13,14 but between 2002 and 2007 Title 
I grants to districts averaged $13 billion per year.15

It is likely that the push to hold schools and districts accountable for maximizing student 
achievement has resulted, in part, from research on the relationship between school resources 
and student achievement. Other than a few notable exceptions,

   

16

                                                      
8 Federal Document Clearing House, “U.S. Senate Committee on Health, Education, Labor, and Pensions Holds 
Hearing on Education,” February 15, 2001. 

 there is little evidence that 
differences in resources available to schools explain differences in student achievement among 
schools (Hanushek, 2003). Why have researchers been unable to identify a positive relationship 
between resources and student achievement? Some studies on the relationship between 
resources and achievement have compared changes in resources over long periods of time with 
changes in achievement over the same period. Others have compared the relationship between 
resources and achievement across countries at a given point in time. However, there may be 
differences in the prices of inputs to education or differences in other factors affecting student 

9 http://kennedy.senate.gov/issues_and_agenda/issue.cfm?id=076416df-2ae1-42e3-a840-df17d59eccc6, retrieved 
June 19, 2008. 
10 Ibid. 
11 George F. Will, “The Learning Curve vs. the Spending Curve,” The Plain Dealer, January 6, 2002. 
12 Title I of NCLB provides federal funds to improve the academic achievement of disadvantaged students. 
13 http://www.ed.gov/about/overview/budget/history/, retrieved June 30, 2008. 
14 All statistics in this paragraph are reported in inflation-adjusted 2007 dollars. 
15 Title I funding per student enrolled in public elementary schools in the U.S. averaged $204 per year between 1996 
and 2001 and $266 per year between 2002 and 2007. 
16 The best evidence of a significant relationship between school resources and student achievement comes from 
Tennessee’s Project STAR. In this experiment, students were randomly assigned to classes with either small (12–20 
students) or large (16– 30 students) pupil-teacher ratios during their first year of school, which was either 
kindergarten or first grade. Students remained in either large or small classes until the end of third grade. Each year, 
these students were tested using the Stanford Achievement Test, an assessment of students’ reading, word-
recognition, and math ability. Krueger (1999) estimates that following the first year of assignment to a small 
classroom, the test-score gains of students assigned to a small class were 4 percentile points greater, on average, than 
those of students assigned to a large class. No differences in test-score gains are found during years following the 
first year of assignment. However, Schanzenbach (2006) estimates that differences in achievement persisted through 
at least sixth grade, that white females assigned to small classrooms were less likely to have given birth before 
graduating from high school, and that students assigned to small classrooms were less likely to be arrested for 
property crimes before age 21.  

http://kennedy.senate.gov/issues_and_agenda/issue.cfm?id=076416df-2ae1-42e3-a840-df17d59eccc6�
http://www.ed.gov/about/overview/budget/history/�
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achievement over time or across countries. And such differences would confound estimates of 
the relationship between resources and achievement and could explain why these types of 
studies often fail to find a relationship between resources and achievement. 

Other studies have looked at the relationship between resources and achievement across 
schools within the United States at a given point in time; these studies often find no relationship 
between resources and achievement. Such studies may not effectively take into account 
differences in local prices that schools face or unobservable differences in students across 
schools. Moreover, if the differences in resources across schools are small, it may be difficult to 
identify a relationship between resources and achievement.   

There may be little measurable relationship between resources and student achievement 
because we have reached a point where marginal inputs to education have very little effect on 
student achievement, even if those inputs are used as efficiently as possible. On the other hand, 
it is also possible that marginal inputs can have a positive effect on student achievement but 
that schools do not always use the additional resources efficiently. This inefficiency may result 
from either of two sources. First, teachers and administrators may have allocated additional 
resources in ways they thought would improve student achievement but which, in fact, had 
little effect. Or second, teachers and administrators may not have had sufficient incentives to 
maximize student achievement, given the resources allocated to schools (Hanushek, 1986). 
Hanushek (2003) notes that “Pay, promotion, retention in a job, and the like appear to be little 
different for high quality teachers and low quality teachers. Similarly, jobs for school principals 
or other administrative and support personnel do not seem closely related to any student 
outcomes” (p. 93). This idea—that teachers and administrators may have few, if any, financial 
incentives to improve student achievement—led to the development of school accountability 
programs in the United States. 
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The Effects of School Accountability 

It may not be possible to determine the effect of state and federal school accountability 
programs on the achievement of California students. Data on the achievement of California 
students were not collected before the mid-1990s, and thus it is impossible to distinguish 
between longer-term trends in student achievement and the effects of PSAA and NCLB. 
Although average student reading and math scores on the Stanford Achievement Test, Ninth 
Edition (Stanford 9), increased following the implementation of PSAA, these scores were also 
increasing before the implementation of PSAA (Figures 1–3). Similarly, average student test 
scores on the California Achievement Test, Sixth Edition (CAT/6) (Figures 1–3) have for the 
most part trended upward both before and after the implementation of NCLB.   

 
Figure 1 
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Figure 2 
 

 
 
 
 
 
Figure 3 
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Other programs affecting children that were implemented simultaneously with PSAA or 

NCLB also complicate efforts to identify the effect of school accountability programs on student 
achievement. And even if it were possible to separate the effects of PSAA or NCLB from long-
term trends or the effects of other programs, it would remain unclear whether the accountability 
components, the increased spending components, or both affected student achievement. 
Difficulties such as these have led the Center on Education Policy (2007) to conclude that it is 
“nearly impossible” to estimate whether NCLB has had an effect on student achievement.  

To improve student achievement, accountability programs must give teachers, 
administrators, and school boards stronger incentives to focus on the student outcomes 
emphasized by the accountability program and to use resources more intensively and efficiently 
to improve those outcomes. It is not clear that either PSAA or NCLB has significantly affected 
the incentives of teachers or the several layers of school system management: school board 
members, superintendents, and principals. Individual teachers or administrators are not 
evaluated under either of the plans, and except for the group performance awards of PSAA 
(funded for only two years), neither plan provides explicit financial incentives for individual 
administrators. The sanctions of PSAA and NCLB, described in greater detail below, target 
schools and districts rather than individual administrators, and because these sanctions affect 
organizations rather than individuals, it is not clear whether the sanctions can motivate 
individual administrators. Moreover, unless the sanctions involve severe consequences, it is 
unlikely they will have much effect on productivity (Hanushek and Raymond, 2002). 

Although there is reason to question the effectiveness of PSAA and NCLB in changing 
individual behavior, a sizable body of research on the effect of other school accountability 
programs makes it clear that collective rewards and sanctions can be effective. Carnoy and Loeb 
(2002) and Hanushek and Raymond (2005) compare states whose school accountability systems 
include consequences for districts, schools, and/or individuals—consequential accountability 
systems—with states whose accountability systems reported school achievement scores to the 
public but did not include consequences—“report card” accountability systems. The authors 
estimate that between 1996 and 2000, the NAEP math achievement gains of white, African 
American, and Latino students in grade 8 were significantly larger in states with consequential 
accountability systems than in states with report card accountability systems. Carnoy and Loeb 
also estimate positive math achievement gains among African American (but not white and 
Latino) students in grade 4 in states with consequential accountability programs. Studies of the 
effect of accountability systems introduced in Dallas in 1991 (Ladd, 1999), in Chicago in 1996 
(Jacob, 2005; Neal & Schanzenbach, 2007), and in Florida in 1999 (Figlio and Rouse, 2006; Rouse 
et al., 2007) also estimate a positive effect on student test scores. With the exception of the Dallas 
program, these accountability systems provide rewards and sanctions to schools and districts, 
rather than individuals.  

School accountability programs also change the way in which resources are allocated 
within a school. There is evidence that schools facing accountability pressure may change the 
focus of the curriculum to help students acquire the skills necessary for successful test 
performance (Figlio and Rouse, 2006; Jacob, 2007). As a result, resources may be directed away 
from “low stakes” curricula in science and social studies (Jacob, 2005) or from difficult advanced 
topics and remedial topics that benefit students far above or far below the accountability system’s 
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proficiency threshold (Donovan et al., 2006; Neal & Schanzenbach, 2007). Similarly, Figlio and 
Rouse (2006) estimate that the effects of accountability pressure on student math achievement are 
limited to the grade being tested. This suggests that resources were directed toward students in 
this “high stakes” grade, although it does not suggest that this occurred at the expense of the 
math achievement of other students. Springer (2008) also finds evidence that accountability 
pressures can cause districts to focus on increasing the achievement of failing students, and that 
this focus does not necessarily come at the expense of other students’ achievement. 

Teachers in California report that their instruction has changed in reaction to state 
accountability tests. A majority of California elementary teachers and middle school math 
teachers surveyed in 2003–2004 reported that they focused more on content included in the state 
standards, spent more time teaching test-taking strategies, and/or searched for more effective 
teaching methods as a result of California’s standards-based assessments (Hamilton et al., 2005). 
A majority of these teachers also reported that pressure to meet the state’s Adequate Yearly 
Progress (AYP) target led them to focus more on improving student achievement at their 
schools. Similarly, Russell and McCombs (2006) find that 77 percent of California teachers they 
surveyed reported that they are focusing more on improving student achievement at their 
schools as a result of pressure to meet the AYP target. (A larger share of teachers at Title I 
schools, which are subject to sanctions under NCLB, than at non-Title I schools reported that 
they were focusing more on improving student achievement.) However, a majority of teachers 
who reported that they were focusing more on student achievement also reported that it is not 
the possibility of school rewards or sanctions that has caused them to change their behavior. 
The source of motivation among these teachers is not identified.  

School accountability programs may also change individual behavior in ways that those 
who designed the programs may not have intended. Research suggests that administrators have 
responded to accountability pressure in Texas (Cullen & Reback, 2006), Florida (Figlio and 
Getzler, 2002), and Chicago (Jacob, 2005) by strategically labeling students “disabled” and 
thereby exempting them from testing. Sims (2008) presents evidence that accountability 
pressures in Wisconsin led low-scoring districts to move up their school start-dates to earlier in 
the year, without changing the total number of school days, to provide more time to prepare 
students for high-stakes testing. He finds that the extra days are associated with small increases 
in math scores of 4th graders, but finds no association between earlier start-dates and the 
reading and language scores of 4th graders. Finally, schools in Virginia threatened with the 
pressure of accountability may have increased the caloric content of school lunches on testing 
days to boost students’ short-term cognitive performance (Figlio and Winicki, 2005). It is 
unlikely that these are the behaviors the accountability programs were designed to change.   

Previous research on accountability programs presents strong evidence that group 
incentives can change individual behavior in many ways, including those that result in student 
test score gains. However, no published study17

                                                      
17 A working paper by Julie Berry Cullen at the University of California, San Diego, and Michael J. Mazzeo at 
Northwestern University explores the relationships between student achievement and administrator incentives in 
Texas, and a working paper by Steve Machin and Tim Besley at the London School of Economics explores the 
relationships between student achievement and administrator incentives in the United Kingdom. 

 has attempted to measure the effects of changes 
in the incentives faced by school administrators, and no study has focused on California’s 
accountability programs, as implemented under PSAA and NCLB. The following section 
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explores these issues, examining incentives and accountability in California. Although a 
number of possible incentives may influence the behavior of school administrators, this study 
focuses on those that are easily measurable: re-election rates of school-board members and 
salaries and turnover rates of principals and superintendents.  
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School Accountability and Administrator Incentives  
in California 

PSAA legislated the creation of the Academic Performance Index (API), which is used to 
measure growth of student achievement at each school. Scores from standardized tests given to 
students in four content areas—English language arts, math, science, and history and social 
studies—are weighted to construct a single API score. Only the scores of students who have 
been continuously enrolled in a school or local educational agency (LEA)18

PSAA was supplanted by NCLB in 2002. An important difference between PSAA and 
NCLB is that while PSAA assessed schools on the basis of growth in student achievement, NCLB 
assesses schools on the basis of levels of student achievement. To satisfy NCLB accountability, 
schools and districts must meet the following AYP targets:

 since October of a 
given year are counted toward the school’s or district’s API. Because demographic changes in a 
school’s student population may invalidate year-to-year comparisons of a school’s API, schools 
experiencing significant demographic change, as determined by the superintendent of public 
instruction, do not receive an API score.  

19

• 95% of all students school-wide or district-wide and within each numerically 
significant subgroup must be tested.

 

20

• The share of students school-wide or district-wide and within each numerically 
significant subgroup who achieve the level of “proficient” or above must meet the 
year’s target in English language arts (44.5% in 2009).  

 

• The share of students school-wide or district-wide and within each numerically 
significant subgroup who achieve the level of “proficient” or above must meet the 
year’s target in math (32.2% in 2009). 

• Districts must meet the AYP requirements in each content area (English language 
arts and math) in each grade span: grades 2–5, grades 6–8, and grade 10. 

• California included an additional requirement in its NCLB plan: the API score for a 
school or district must increase by 1 point or be at or above that year’s minimum 
score (620 in 2009).  

To meet AYP requirements, high schools and districts serving high school students must 
also meet minimum graduation rates and must improve their graduation rate by at least 0.1 
percentage points over one year or 0.2 percentage points over two years. The proficiency and 

                                                      
18 Most LEAs are school districts. 
19 Schools and districts that do not meet AYP targets but that show progress toward meeting one or more of the 
targets may be designated as satisfying AYP requirements under NCLB’s “safe harbor” provision.  
20 Since 2003, students with significant cognitive disabilities who cannot participate in NCLB’s general assessment, 
with or without accommodations, have been assessed using the California Alternate Performance Assessment 
(CAPA). There is a cap of 1 percent on the share of all students in an LEA whose scores can be counted as proficient 
based on CAPA.  



 

17 

graduation rate targets increase each year beginning in 2006–2007. All students must be 
proficient in English language arts and math by 2013–2014, and graduation rates must be at 
least 83.6 percent by 2013–2014.  

Schools and districts that fail to meet the AYP requirement on the same measure for two 
consecutive years are targeted for Program Improvement (PI). The sanctions faced by schools 
and districts increase each year they are in PI. (See text boxes.) A school or district exits PI when 
it meets for two consecutive years the AYP criteria that caused it to be placed in PI.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

Sanctions for Schools in Program Improvement 

All Years: District is required to allow students to attend a school in the district that is not 
identified for PI. 

All Years: School must use 10% of Title I funds for staff professional development. 

Year 2: District must offer free tutoring outside of the school day to all low-income 
students attending schools identified for PI. 

Year 3: District must do at least one of the following: 

• Replace the school staff who are relevant to the school’s failure to meet AYP. 

• Institute and fully implement a new curriculum. 

• Significantly decrease management authority at the school. 

• Appoint an outside expert to advise the school on its progress in meeting AYP. 

• Restructure the internal organization of the school. 

Year 4: District must plan for alternative governance for the school, including one or more 
of the following: 

• Close the school and reopen it as a charter school. 

• Replace all or most of the staff who are relevant to the failure to meet AYP. 

• Contract with an entity with a demonstrated record of effectiveness to operate 
the school. 

• Initiate other major restructuring of the school’s governance arrangement. 

Year 5: Implement alternative governance plan. 
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The chain of responsibility—and accountability—in California public schools is very 
clear: local voters elect school board members, school board members hire superintendents to 
implement their policies and manage the day-to-day operations of the school district, and 
superintendents, subject to the approval of the school board, hire principals, who manage the 
day-to-day operations of individual schools. PSAA and NCLB have made the state’s goals for 
schools and districts very clear. What is not clear is the degree to which these goals are shared 
by local voters, school board members, and district administrators, and whether the rules of 
school governance are flexible enough to allow the use of rewards and sanctions to affect 
behavior. Do voters reward school board members within whose district student achievement 
has improved as measured by PSAA and NCLB? Do school board members reward the 
superintendents of such districts? Are principals rewarded for improving student achievement 
within individual schools? Have these relationships between educator incentives and student 
achievement changed since the implementation of PSAA and NCLB?  

School boards are the ultimate authority within each district. The California Education 
Code gives school boards the authority to “initiate and carry on activities and programs, 
including the expenditure of funds for programs and activities”21

                                                      
21 California Education code, Section 35160.1.b 

 as long as these activities or 
programs do not conflict with state or federal law. School district governing boards generally 
include five members, although unified districts may include seven members. Voters within a 

Sanctions for Districts in Program Improvement 

All Years: District must devote at least 10% of its Title I, Part A, funds to staff professional 
development. 

Year 1: District, in consultation with parents, school staff, and others, must revise its 
district plan within three months of identification for PI and must implement the plan 
during the subsequent school year. 

Year 3: State must take corrective action, including at least one of the following: 

• Replace the district personnel relevant to the failure to meet AYP. 

• Remove schools from the jurisdiction of the district and establish alternative 
arrangement for governance and supervision of schools. 

• Appoint a trustee to administer the district. 

• Abolish or restructure the district. 

• Authorize pupils to transfer from a school operated by the district to a higher-
performing school operated by another district and provide transportation. 

• Develop and fully implement a new curriculum based on state academic content 
and achievement standards. 

• Defer programmatic funds or reduce administrative funds. 
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district are able to hold each school board member accountable for student achievement. School 
board members are elected to four-year terms, and school board elections are held every two 
years, so that roughly half of the seats on a school board can be contested every two years.  

School boards hire superintendents to carry out the day-to-day operations of the school 
district and implement board policies. A superintendents acts as the chief executive officer of a 
school district, preparing and submitting a budget to the governing school board of a district, 
assigning all employees (subject to approval of the school board), and implementing school 
board policies. It is possible for school boards to hold superintendents directly accountable for 
their performance—district superintendents do not receive tenure in their positions, and they 
are not paid according to a standardized salary schedule.  

Less flexibility is available for holding principals accountable for their performance. 
Principals can attain tenure, just as teachers can, but principals do not receive tenure for a 
specific position. Thus, a successful principal may be promoted to a more-desirable position, 
while an unsuccessful principal may be demoted to a less-desirable position, including to the 
position of a classroom teacher. Most principals in California are paid according to a standard 
salary schedule, which limits the ability of superintendents or school boards to reward or 
sanction principals through salaries. Under a standard salary schedule, a principal bears all of 
the cost of the extra effort he or she expends in increasing student achievement, but that same 
principal shares the rewards of this effort with all of the other principals in a district, albeit with 
fewer of his or her peers than would be the case for an individual teacher.   

Although teachers can unquestionably play an important role in improving student 
achievement (Rivkin et al., 2005), it is unlikely that school accountability programs have 
changed the incentives for individual teachers in California. Individual public school teachers 
do not receive performance bonuses, because most—if not all—public school districts pay 
teachers according to a standardized “step-and-column” salary schedule. Moreover, the 
California Education Code makes it very difficult to dismiss low-performing tenured teachers, 
and workplace rules within each district may make it difficult to transfer low-performing 
teachers to less-desirable assignments.   

A district may reward or punish all teachers within a district by granting larger or 
smaller increases to the teacher salary schedule. However, an individual teacher would bear the 
full cost of his or her effort to increase student achievement, while the improved achievement of 
the students would have only a small effect on the district’s achievement scores, and the 
rewards from that particular teacher’s efforts would be shared among all teachers in the district. 
Thus, it is unlikely that such group incentives in the school accountability program would 
motivate individual teachers unless the potential rewards or penalties were very large.   

In this study, I use re-election rates of school-board members and salaries and turnover 
of principals and superintendents as measures of the incentives facing California school 
administrators. While it is possible that these administrators may also encounter incentives in 
the form of pressure from parents, teachers, and other individuals within the community, these 
pressures may be largely ignored if they are not backed by real threats. Moreover, it would be 
impossible to measure all of the motivational pressures influencing the behavior of school board 
members, superintendents, and principals.      
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Ideally, one would measure administrator incentives in California by following 
principals and superintendents over time and across assignments. The ability to follow 
administrators in this way would allow one to determine if successful administrators are 
promoted to more favorable assignments within the same district, and if successful 
administrators are lured away to preferable assignments in other districts. Unfortunately, such 
data are not available,22

Study Data  

 but it is possible to infer whether a principal or superintendent is 
retained at the same school or district from one year to the next, and salary data for 
administrators who stay within the same district are also available.  

My estimates of the relationship between school accountability and educator incentives 
are based on data from a number of different sources: 

• School-level measures of student achievement and other student characteristics from 
California’s Standardized Testing and Reporting (STAR) program for the years 1998–
200423,24

• School- and district-level AYP reports for the years 2003–2007.

. Both the “high-stakes” tests used for accountability purposes and “low-
stakes” tests, which are not, are included in the analysis.  

25

• Data on individual superintendent salaries and average salaries for elementary, 
middle, and high school principals within each district in California from the Salary 
and Benefits Schedule for the Certificated Bargaining Unit (Form J-90) for the years 
1998–2007.
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• The California Basic Education Data System (CBEDS) Professional Assignment 
Information Form (PAIF) for the years 1998–2007.
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• School and district enrollment and demographic information and district finance 
information from the Common Core of Data for the years 1998–2007.

  PAIF includes the following 
information for each principal and superintendent in California public schools: type 
of assignment (e.g., superintendent, principal, or assistant principal), gender, 
ethnicity, education level, years of educational service, years of employment in the 
district, and type of credential. Although the data do not include identifiers that 
allow one to follow an individual across districts or across years, there is sufficient 
information included in PAIF to allow one to infer whether an administrator has 
remained within the district across two (or more) years.  

28

                                                      
22 The California Longitudinal Teacher Integrated Data Education System (CALTIDES) will begin collecting 
longitudinal educator data during the 2009– 2010 school year. 

 

23 After 2004, only students in 3rd and 7th grade were tested. 
24 http://www.cde.ca.gov/ta/tg/sr/ 
25 http://www.cde.ca.gov/ta/ac/ar/ 
26 http://www.cde.ca.gov/ds/fd/cs/ 
27 http://www.cde.ca.gov/ds/ss/cb/filespaif.asp 
28 http://nces.ed.gov/ccd/ 

http://www.cde.ca.gov/ta/tg/sr/�
http://www.cde.ca.gov/ta/ac/ar/�
http://www.cde.ca.gov/ds/fd/cs/�
http://www.cde.ca.gov/ds/ss/cb/filespaif.asp�
http://nces.ed.gov/ccd/�
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• School board election results for the years 1998–2006 from the California Elections 
Data Archive (CEDA).29

Summary statistics for principals, superintendents, schools, districts, and school board 
elections are included in Technical Appendix A. 

  

If student achievement within a school or district varies little over time, it may not be 
possible to identify the relationship between administrator incentives and within-school or 
within-district changes in student achievement. Fortunately, a fair amount of within-school and 
within-district changes in student achievement are observable. Among the subset of schools in 
my dataset for which a full panel are available between 2003–2007, 56 percent either meet AYP 
all five years or missed AYP all five years, while 44 percent of these schools experienced at least 
one change in AYP status. Among the subset of districts for which a full panel are available, 59 
percent experienced at least one change in AYP status.   

There is a great deal of variation in PI status within schools as well. In 1998, only 3 
percent of schools were in PI; by 2007, 38 percent were in PI. When the sample is limited to 
schools for which a full panel of data is available for the years 2003–2007, 30 percent of schools 
experience a change in PI status. However, there appears to be very little variation in district PI 
status. Among districts with a full panel of observations, 87 percent either were placed on PI 
status every year or were not placed on PI status every year between 2005 and 2007. Sufficient 
variation over time in high-stakes and low-stakes test scores occurs within schools and districts 
as well.30

Although there is a fair amount of variation in student achievement within schools and 
districts over time, most of the variation in student achievement occurs across schools and 
districts. Not surprisingly, a fair amount of this variation is related to student characteristics. In 
particular, the likelihood that a school meets its AYP is strongly related to the share of low-
income children attending that school (Figure 4). About half of districts made AYP in a given 
year. If one were asked to guess whether a given district had made AYP, one would be correct 
about 50 percent of the time. However, if one also knew what share of the students qualified for 
federally subsidized school meals, one would be correct 68 percent of the time. Measureable 
student characteristics are not the only determinants of school success, however: some schools 
with a high share of low-income students do make AYP, and some schools with a low share of 
low-income students fail to make AYP.  

  

  

                                                      
29 http://www.csus.edu/isr/includes/ISR%20website/CEDA%20Intro.stm 
30 I have calculated the standard deviation within each school in annual measures of the share of students 
who are proficient in English language arts (ELA); the average standard deviation among schools for 
which I have a full panel of data is 5.6. For math, the average standard deviation is 4.8. The average 
standard deviations within districts in the share of students who are proficient in ELA and math are 4.5 
and 3.9, respectively. The average standard deviation within each school in low-stakes reading and math 
test scores—which have been normalized each year to have a mean of 0 and a standard deviation of 1—
are 0.22 and 0.17 standard deviations, respectively, and the standard deviation within each district in 
low-stakes reading and math scores are 0.15 and 0.12 standard deviations, respectively.  

http://www.csus.edu/isr/includes/ISR%20website/CEDA%20Intro.stm�
http://www.ppic.org/content/pubs/other/709EL2R_appendix.pdf
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Figure 4 
 

 
 

School Board Accountability and Student Achievement 

School boards hold the ultimate decision-making authority within a district, and every 
two years elections provide voters with the opportunity to hold school boards accountable for 
these decisions. In the typical school board election in my sample, two incumbents and one 
challenger vie for two or three open school board seats, and one or two of these open seats is 
won by an incumbent. Information about achievement of students within a district is readily 
available on district websites, and information on school and district achievement through the 
years 1998 to the present are available on the California Department of Education website. To 
the extent that voters value student achievement as measured by standardized test scores, that 
open school board seats are contested, and that voters have sufficient information about both 
challengers and incumbents, one would expect school board members to be held accountable 
for student achievement.  

In any given year between 2005 and 2007, about one-fifth of the districts in my sample 
were identified for PI. The share of districts in the sample meeting AYP in any given year 
increased steadily from 35 percent in 2003 to 62 percent in 2006, but fell to 46 percent in 2007. 
The decline between 2006 and 2007 in the share of districts in the sample meeting AYP results 
primarily from a change in proficiency requirements for students with disabilities. 

I use regression analysis to analyze the relationship between student achievement and 
the number of school board members re-elected.31

                                                      
31 Details of the empirical models and tables of estimates discussed in the following pages are provided in 
Appendices B and C. 

 I assume that the number of incumbents 
winning re-election to the school board is a function of the number of open seats, district 
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characteristics,32

I find no evidence that incumbent school board members are less likely to be elected 
when a district enters PI, and I find very little evidence of a positive relationship between 
student achievement within a district and the number of incumbents re-elected.

 and student achievement over the past two years. The models also control for 
constant differences across districts. The relationship between the number of incumbents 
winning re-election and student achievement is allowed to be different in years that NCLB is in 
effect. Because achievement results are released in August and most school board elections 
occur in November, student achievement for the current year is assumed to affect school board 
re-election rates. Thus, the feedback between student achievement and school board elections is 
potentially quicker than it is for principals and superintendents. 

33

Superintendent Accountability and Student Achievement 

 However, it 
appears incumbent school board members are much more likely to be re-elected when the 
school met AYP during the previous year. The estimates suggest that an additional incumbent 
is re-elected in about half of the cases where a district met AYP requirements in the previous 
year. This in turn implies that in districts that met AYP, approximately 600 incumbents who 
would not have been re-elected in the absence of NCLB were re-elected. Relative to the other 
measures of student achievement discussed in this report, AYP gives voters a strong, simple 
signal of the success of the school district, and voters appear to respond to this signal. 

I assume that the retention of a superintendent between the current and following year 
is a function of superintendent and district characteristics,34 the achievement of students in the 
district during the previous year, and other unobservable factors affecting the retention of all 
superintendents in a given year. Districts must inform superintendents before March 1535

I find no evidence that a relationship exists between superintendent retention and 
student achievement as measured by high-stakes tests, low-stakes tests, AYP status, or PI 

 
whether or not they will be retained, but student achievement data are not released until the 
end of the following August. I therefore assume that student achievement from the previous 
year can influence superintendent retention decisions, but that student achievement during the 
current year does not affect superintendent retention between the current and following year. 
Moreover, a school board that dismissed its superintendent after receiving student achievement 
data at the end of August would have very little time to hire a new superintendent before the 
beginning of the school year. I allow the relationship between principal retention and student 
achievement to differ in years in which PSAA or NCLB are in effect. 

                                                      
32 Shares of students who are African American, Latino, and white; share of students who qualify for subsidized 
meals; log of enrollment; and number of schools in the district. 
33 See Table C1 in Technical Appendix C.  
34 Years in education and its square; gender; race; level of education; shares of students who are African American, 
Latino, and white; share of students who qualify for subsidized meals; log of district enrollment; and number of 
schools in the district. 
35 California Education Code 44951 states, “Unless a certificated employee holding a position requiring 
an administrative or supervisory credential is sent written notice deposited in the United States registered mail with 
postage prepaid and addressed to his or her last known address by March 15 that he or she may be released from his 
or her position for the following school year, or unless the signature of the employee is obtained by March 15 on the 
written notice that he or she may be released from 
his or her position for the following year, he or she shall be continued in the position.” 

http://www.ppic.org/content/pubs/other/709EL2R_appendix.pdf
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status.36

Principal Accountability and Student Achievement 

 I also find no evidence of a relationship between changes in superintendent salaries 
and high-stakes tests, AYP status, or PI status. Although I find evidence that change in 
superintendent salaries are related to student achievement on low-stakes reading exams, the 
magnitude of these estimates suggest the relationship is very small. The estimates suggest that a 
superintendent at a district where student achievement in reading is 0.2 standard deviations 
above what is typical for the district—a very large difference, occurring in fewer than 5 percent 
of all observations—would expect to receive a salary increase only 0.7 percentage points higher 
than would otherwise be expected. Although there may be a number of criteria upon which 
superintendent retention decisions and salary increases are based, the evidence presented here 
suggests that changes in student achievement are not among them.  

My model of the relationship between school-level measures of student achievement and 
principal retention is analogous to my model of the relationship between superintendent 
retention and student achievement. In a typical year of my sample, about two-thirds of all 
principals remain in their position the following year; three-fourths of all schools meet their API 
growth target after 1999, and 63 percent of schools meet AYP after 2002. The share of schools in 
the sample identified for PI, which predates NCLB, grows steadily over time: in 1998, only 2.8 
percent of schools in the sample are identified for PI, but by 2007 the share grows to almost 38 
percent.  

My estimates of the relationship between principal retention and student achievement 
are somewhat inconsistent. On the one hand, principals at schools that meet their API growth 
targets are more likely to be retained, and principals at schools that are identified for PI are less 
likely to be retained. This is as one would expect: successful principals are more likely to keep 
their jobs. On the other hand, the estimates suggest principals are less likely to be retained when 
student achievement is high on the high-stakes ELA test, the high-stakes math test, or the low-
stakes reading test.   

This set of results may not be self-contradictory if successful principals are offered 
preferable positions in other school districts, while unsuccessful principals are demoted or 
dismissed.  My estimates suggest that this is the case: principals are more likely to be demoted 
when their school is identified for PI. Taken together, the estimate of the relationship between 
principal retention and PI status and the estimate of the relationship between principal 
promotion and PI status suggest that each principal who is not retained when his or her school 
enters PI is demoted one step. The results imply that between 2003 and 2007 a total of 
approximately 50 principals who otherwise would have retained their positions were demoted 
as a result of NCLB.  

I find no evidence that principals are more likely to be promoted when a school meets its 
API growth target or when student achievement, as measured by the high-stakes ELA or math 
tests, is high. And this absence of a relationship does not appear to result from my inability to 
follow principals over time, either. When I limit my sample to those principals for whom I find 

                                                      
36 These estimates are presented in Table C9 of Technical Appendix C. 

http://www.ppic.org/content/pubs/other/709EL2R_appendix.pdf
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exactly one match the following year, I also find no relationship between these measures of 
student achievement and principal promotion.  

Finally, I find no evidence of a relationship between changes in principal salaries and the 
high-stakes ELA or math exam or a school’s API, AYP, or PI status. Although my estimates of 
the relationship between low-stakes exams and changes in principal salaries are significant in a 
statistical sense, the coefficients are very small, and are essentially precise estimates of exactly 
zero relationship between changes in principal salaries and student achievement on low-stakes 
exams.  
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Policy Implications 

An explicit goal of NCLB is to improve student achievement by holding schools and 
districts accountable for using resources efficiently and, in doing so, to improve student 
achievement. The fundamental idea behind school accountability programs is that because 
schools and districts hold a local monopoly on the provision of public education, teachers, 
principals, superintendents, school board members, and others working in the district are not 
sufficiently accountable for improving student achievement. This idea is supported by a body of 
research that finds little evidence that schools effectively use additional resources to improve 
student achievement. By holding schools accountable, school accountability programs attempt 
to introduce market-like incentives to the public K–12 education sector.37

This report presents evidence that NCLB increased the accountability of school board 
members and principals for improving student achievement. Specifically, incumbent school 
board members in districts that meet AYP are more likely to be re-elected than would have been 
the case before NCLB, and principals of schools that enter PI are more likely to be demoted than 
would have been the case before NCLB. However, I find no evidence of a relationship between 
changes in principal salaries and a number of different student achievement measures; and I 
find no evidence of a relationship between student achievement and either superintendent 
salaries or superintendent retention. 

 

As long as public schools have existed in California, the public has been able to vote 
ineffective school boards out of office, and district leaders have been able to demote ineffective 
principals. Why did voters and school leaders not exercise accountability before NCLB, given 
that they had the power to do so? One possibility is that NCLB gave voters a simple metric by 
which to judge schools and districts—they either met AYP or they did not.38

A second possibility, which is not mutually exclusive with the first, is that the potential 
sanctions of NCLB caused local voters to share the state’s priorities for schools and districts. 
Before NCLB, local voters may have felt that other school outcomes—such as student 
achievement in science, social studies, arts, citizenship, and athletics—were as important as 
levels of student achievement in ELA or math. By threatening to take local control of schools 
and districts away from voters, NCLB may have given voters reason to prioritize levels of 
student achievement in ELA and math above other school outcomes. 

 This increase in 
information may have helped voters make informed decisions about school board members and 
may have given parents additional leverage when pressuring boards or superintendents to 
demote unsuccessful principals.  

Understanding the extent to which each of these two mechanisms increased 
accountability in California could have important policy implications. In fact, the policy 
implications of the first mechanism may be diametrically opposed to the policy implications of 
the second mechanism. If it is the increase in information, rather than the threat of sanctions, 

                                                      
37 Although both PSAA and NCLB also provided additional resources for schools, these resources were not 
contingent upon improvements in achievement. 
38 Figlio and Rouse (2006) conclude that it is the stigma of low school grades, and not the threat of vouchers, that led 
to improvements in low-performing Florida schools in the years preceding NCLB. 



 

27 

that improved incentives, then the resources that schools and districts in PI devote to revising 
their school or district plans, implementing these plans, and perhaps eventually restructuring 
their systems, may in fact be resources that are wasted. On the other hand, the threat of PI and 
major restructuring may have an important effect on the priorities of local voters. Voters may 
worry that property values could decline if schools or districts are labeled failing under NCLB. 
They may worry that major restructuring under NCLB could reduce their ability to shape local 
education policies. Under this scenario, NCLB improves school accountability by bringing 
voters’ priorities closer to those of the state. 

How Might NCLB Be Improved? 

First, to help voters evaluate school board members, policymakers should improve the 
information available to voters. A district’s level of achievement is a reflection of both the 
students residing within the district and the effectiveness of the school board members and 
administrators running that district. If student achievement in a district is low, voters may not 
know the extent to which the low achievement is attributable to the low socioeconomic status of 
the students in the district and the extent to which the low achievement is attributable to the 
effectiveness of the district’s governing board and administrators. A school accountability 
system based on growth in student achievement, rather than levels of student achievement, 
would provide voters with much better information about the effectiveness of the district’s 
governing board and administrators. 

School boards are able to hold administrators accountable for student achievement. The 
fact that incumbent school board members are more likely to be re-elected when their district 
makes AYP suggests that voters hold school boards accountable for student achievement. 
Therefore, many NCLB sanctions directed at schools and districts, rather than school boards, 
are misdirected. It is likely that school boards have a better understanding of conditions in their 
district than do state and federal policymakers, and can make better decisions about the 
sanctions most appropriate for the schools and administrators in their district. For example, if 
few schools in a district make PI, and the schools that do make PI have little room for additional 
students, the opportunities for students to transfer from a school in the district that is in PI to 
one that is not may be limited. It may not make sense to offer low-income students free tutoring 
outside of the regular school day if doing so limits the resources available to serve these 
students during the regular school day or if few students choose to participate in after-school 
tutoring programs. If the teachers at a school in PI are all well-trained and highly qualified, 
requiring that 10 percent of Title I funds be used for staff development may direct funds away 
from more effective interventions, such as smaller class sizes for low-income students. All of 
NCLB’s sanctions require resources39

Because school boards have more information about local conditions than do state or 
federal policymakers, and because voters appear to hold school boards accountable for student 
achievement, policymakers should remove from NCLB any sanction that could be implemented 

, and school boards may have more information than state 
and federal policymakers about where resources can best be put to use to improve student 
achievement.  

                                                      
39 There are even costs to replacing the staff who are relevant to a school’s failure to make AYP, as the recruitment of 
new staff requires resources. 
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by a school board in the absence of NCLB. Specifically, the following sanctions should be 
removed from NCLB: revising a district plan, requiring that a smaller share of funds be spent 
on administration, allowing students to transfer between schools in a district, using at least 10 
percent of Title I funds for staff development, offering free tutoring outside the school day to all 
low-income students, instituting and implementing a new curriculum, appointing an outside 
expert to advise a school on its progress toward improving student achievement, restructuring 
the internal organizational structure of a school, and closing a school and reopening it as a 
charter. If the sanctions listed above are good policies, effective administrators will suggest 
these policies to school board members, effective school boards will mandate these policies, and 
effective administrators will implement them. Administrators who do not implement policies 
effectively can be held accountable by school boards, and if school boards do not hold 
administrators accountable, evidence suggests that voters will hold school boards accountable.  

However, school boards might not hold administrators accountable for student 
achievement if there are few incentives for school boards to do so. Therefore, policymakers 
should consider maintaining those sanctions that focus on the governance of the district. These 
sanctions include removing schools from the jurisdiction of the district and establishing 
alternative arrangement for the governance and supervision of these schools, appointing a 
trustee to administer the district, abolishing or restructuring the district, authorizing pupils to 
transfer from a school operated by the district to a higher-performing school operated by 
another district, and providing transportation for those students who choose to transfer.  

If these sanctions are not retained when NCLB is reauthorized, the law should 
nonetheless include sanctions that focus on governance, to ensure that school boards are held 
accountable for student achievement. If voters do not elect school board members who mandate 
the policies necessary to improve student achievement and who employ administrators who 
can effectively administer these policies, the state should be given the power to intervene. For 
example, the state could replace the school board members in such districts with individuals 
chosen by the state. The state-appointed school board could then mandate the policies necessary 
to improve student achievement and hold administrators accountable for implementing those 
policies. Once student achievement has improved at the district, state-appointed school board 
members could be replaced with those elected by voters. 

Sanctions affecting the governance of a district would hold voters accountable for 
making good choices. However, the reauthorization should not include governance-based 
sanctions unless it also gives voters better information on school and district effectiveness. A 
school accountability system based on growth in student achievement, rather than levels, could 
help voters make better decisions. 

Finally, the reauthorized NCLB should help school boards determine the best way to 
improve student achievement. The U.S. Department of Education’s What Works Clearinghouse 
(WWC) labels itself as a “central and trusted source of scientific evidence for what works in 
education.”40

                                                      
40 http://ies.ed.gov/ncee/wwc/ 

 The information presented by the WWC suggests that much more can be learned 
about what works and what does not. For example, the WWC cannot identify an intervention 
for which there is strong evidence of a positive effect on the reading achievement or English 
language development of English language learners. The reauthorized NCLB should provide 
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much greater support to efforts to collect information about promising interventions, pilot these 
interventions at a small number of schools and districts across the country, rigorously evaluate 
the effectiveness of these programs (ideally by randomly implementing the programs at some 
schools but not at others), and provide school boards with information about effective 
interventions. 
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