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The primary purpose of this document is to encourage schools and 
districts to join the movement to create a better form of educational 

accountability. Our goal is that when the time is right we will not need 
to advocate for a better way to do school accountability, but rather, this 
new way of thinking about schools will become so commonplace that we 
will be invited to the policy discussions as partners in the process, exactly 

as our professional peers in other fields 

 
 
Executive Summary 

Education remains the only profession that does not use a benefits-based organizational 
accountability as their primary accountability. Instead, policy makers pushed onto schools an 
accountability model designed to ascertain compliance with things such as clean air and water 
standards, certification requirements, and data privacy laws. 

That sort of accountability was never designed to help organizations be great, shape themselves 
for the future, or communicate their efforts to stakeholders. The result is that schools struggle to change 
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and innovate, and their effectiveness and ineffectiveness continues to be hidden from stakeholders due 
to the selection of the wrong accountability framework for the job. This serves to alienate stakeholders 
from schools through misunderstandings rather than create the partnerships that occur with 
stakeholders within benefits-based accountabilities. 

Furthermore, the system put in place has the effect of stigmatizing schools and neighborhoods 
with the poorest and most vulnerable of students, even as it fails to tell the truth about any school. 

Putting a benefits-based accountability into place will finally allow the policy goal of 
continuously improving schools to occur, as well as the goal of communicating clearly to stakeholders 
the truth about our schools. Such systems are heavily supported by evidence, communicate clearly in 
language that is meaningful to stakeholders, are aggregable to provide policy makers a clear sense off 
schooling effectiveness, and require only a fraction of the resources of the current test-based 
accountabilities. Furthermore, the truths—even the hard truths—about an organization, need not be 
stigmatizing, even when the stakes attached to them are very real. 

The superiority of a benefits-based accountability over a test-based protectionist accountability 
for supporting and understanding schools cannot be overstated. This is not a criticism of protectionist 
accountabilities, but rather, the acknowledgement of a fact: protectionist accountabilities have never 
been about an organization’s effectiveness, which is why they frustrate everyone when it is assumed 
they do. Effectiveness is the sole purpose of a benefits-based accountability and has always been the 
right choice that has not yet been made. 
 
Introduction 

A benefits-based school accountability system is one that lists the benefits students, as well as 
their parents, expect as a result of the student attending a school, and then indicates clearly the 
effectiveness of a school at delivering them. As with any accountability, a benefits-based accountability 
is a high stakes affair, with real consequences, both good and bad, for the organization. It is always 
grounded in evidence and the truth. Done well, it generates real trust between an organization and 
those the organization exists to serve. Done poorly, it almost always results in a change in leadership. 

Parents and students had a first-hand look at how such systems operate at the beginning of the 
pandemic when suddenly learning from home emerged as an important benefit that just weeks earlier 
did not exist. Schools had no choice but to figure out how to add that benefit to the many others they 
were providing, and then work quickly to build a capacity that for most did not previously exist. 
Throughout the process, most were clear with their students and parents as to where they were and 
were not yet as effective as they needed to be, which helped to create trust between the schools and 
those they serve as they worked to put a new capacity in place. Where such trust was not created was 
often in places where that clarity was difficult to produce, or where the public couldn’t see. 

Benefits-based accountabilities exist in every organization from the moment an organization 
comes into existence until the moment they are gone. They cannot be turned off, so the only choice is to 
do them well or poorly. 

Another form of accountability exists that can be turned off, and during the pandemic, it was. 
This other form of accountability is designed to force compliance with some set of requirements. It has 
nothing to do with excellence or effectiveness; it can only signal that the compliance occurred. It does 
little to generate trust with stakeholders—in fact it is often put in place as the result of distrust—and 
will always confuse audiences if it is mistakenly presumed that it has anything to do with an organization 
being as great as it can be. 

Education is faced with a highly illogical situation in which the form of accountability that is all 
about compliance pretends it can play the much larger role of a benefits-based accountability that is all 
about an organization’s effectiveness. This is not a small error with some minor consequences, but a 
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monumental error that puts the future of public education in a very precarious place. Education 
comprises the most important and the single biggest investment communities and local taxpayers make. 
Understanding the effects of that investment accurately is the only way to create trust in the system and 
ensure a vibrant public education system for future generations. The current path dictated by the highly 
illogical choice for school accountability we now have is irrelevance and obsolescence, no matter that 
our schools are filled with millions of highly talented and committed educators who work every day to 
prevent that from happening. 

We already have reams of evidence that signal we made the wrong choice for a school 
accountability system. As just a sample: 

• The embarrassing over-emphasis on testing and test prep and the massive amount of 
time, resources, and learning that are wasted as a result. 

• The fact that states turned off their systems at a moment of crisis, which was an 
admission that these are not benefits-based systems and thus aren’t there to help all 
schools be as effective as possible. 

• The fact that schools filled with students who would likely graduate from any high 
school they attended are judged to be great schools, while those filled with students 
who would likely struggle to graduate from any school they attended are judged to be 
bad schools, when the truth is something else. Same with high and low test scores, etc. 

• The fact that despite tens (hundreds at this point?) of billions of dollars that have been 
invested in the current system, research suggests we have barely moved the needle on 
what children are learning.  

• The fact that the accountability system inhibits and prohibits schools from innovating 
for the future through fear of producing a non-compliant judgment. 

The accountability solution is surprisingly simple. When we observe how accountability works in 
all kinds of non-education organizations what becomes clear is that educational accountability policies 
ignored every lesson that is there to be learned. Effective organizations of all kinds use benefits-based 
accountabilities both to be as accountable as possible and to communicate strategic improvements 
clearly with their stakeholders and policy makers.  As a result, they create a shared understanding of 
what entire professions and their associated organizations are doing. Schools deserve no less. Schools 
need to be some of the most effective of our public institutions and need an accountability system 
designed to help them do that. That is derived through a benefits-based system, not by what we 
currently have. 

More than 100 school districts across the country have made the decision to help build just such 
a system. They are committed to the idea that a benefits-based accountability system is a necessary 
step to creating and supporting a vibrant public education system, one capable of serving all children 
effectively. The shared idea is that we can no longer just complain about the current system or hope for 
something different, but we need to create something different as a real, tangible alternative. 
This nascent movement started five years ago in Texas, moved to Georgia next, and continues to grow. 
The pandemic slowed us down, as it did so many things, but the work continued to make progress and 
plan to have the first formal reports about the work available January 2023, with regular updates during 
2022. 

The primary purpose of this document is to encourage schools and districts to join the 
movement to create a better form of educational accountability. Our goal is that when the time is right 
we will not need to advocate for a better way to do school accountability, but rather, this new way of 
thinking about schools will become so commonplace that we will be invited to the policy discussions as 
partners in the process, exactly as our professional peers in other fields. In the meantime, the advocacy 
piece is important, as is doing the work, because we aren’t there yet.  
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This is to be a living, breathing document over 
the next 18-24 months. It will adjust as we continue 
to learn, as more and more districts join the work, 
and as we get closer to making a worthwhile 
educational accountability a reality. 
 
Frameworks and the limitations built into 
their designs 

A framework is a supporting structure, often 
not seen or noticed in the final product. One 
definition of framework equates it to the main 
branches of a tree that determine the final overall 
shape. Another points to the framing of a building 
that gives it sufficient strength to stand. Another 
references the internal structures of a large 
sculpture, like the Statue of Liberty, that enable 
something artistic or beautiful to be observed. 

What all frameworks have in common is they 
hold some set of things up, whether those things be 
conceptual, like society or democracy, or tangible, 
like a sculpture or a building. It is important to 
understand what each framework is designed to hold 
up so that we select frameworks that match our 
intent. We wouldn’t select a framework for being an effective government agency if our intent was to 
get rich with the next great idea, just as we wouldn’t select a framework for training football players if 
we were a tennis coach, or the framework of a house to erect a skyscraper. 

Two frameworks are discussed in this document: the framework for our current educational 
accountability, and the framework for how accountability works in effective organizations that are 
striving to be great. These have very different designs that will lead any organization in two very 
different directions. 

Wishful thinking cannot change what a framework is. Anyone can use any words they want to 
describe something, but the frameworks are what dictate the final shape of the thing, no matter what 
the words say. Understanding the design of the frameworks provides the right set of facts from which to 
operate, regardless of the words used or the intent behind them.  

The rhetoric around the current design of our educational accountability speaks to excellence 
for all, equity, fairness, the effectiveness of schools, readiness for college, work, or military service, 
innovation, etc., all of which are good things. But those words aren’t reflected in the selected design. In 
fact, the design has nothing to do with any of those. The truth is that if the current framework for 
accountability were represented in a Venn diagram alongside the rhetoric used to describe its goals (see 
Figure 1), the circles would never meet. There is a framework that is designed to go after each of the 
items represented in the rhetoric, but it is not the framework in which we currently operate. We might 
as well be trying to create a skyscraper through pro wrestling moves. The difference is that stark. 
 
A benefits-based accountability framework 

Benefits-based accountabilities are everywhere, and each of us encounters them every day. 
They are the basis for organizations to become greater than they are, to innovate and change, and when 
failure occurs, to right the ship and get back on course. Benefits-based accountabilities are what lets the 

The 
meaningful 

goals in 
education

The current 
educational 

accountability 
framework

A Venn Diagram showing the relationship 
between the current educational accountability 
framework and the goals of a sound education

A Venn Diagram showing what the relationship 
between educational accountability framework 
and the goals of a sound education should be

The current 
educational 
accountability 
framework

The 
meaningful 

goals in 
education

Figure 1: Venn Diagrams of the current vs. potential 
educational accountability systems 
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world know when an organization is and is not effective. Like all accountabilities, benefits-based 
accountabilities are a high stakes affair. 

Benefits are the things stakeholders expect through their relationship with an organization. 
Sometimes those benefits are simple, like the variety and low prices we might expect from a grocery 
store. Sometimes they are complex, like what we expect when we enter a hospital, or hire an architect. 
Sometimes they are transactional, like when we need the cable company to hook up a TV, or a plumber 
to unclog a pipe. Sometimes the benefits come because of a stakeholder selecting one organization over 
another, but often, as in many schools, parishes, or governmental organizations, stakeholders are 
assigned to specific organizations based on geography or a specific need.  

 

Benefits are the things stakeholders expect through their relationship 
with an organization. 

 
Benefits represent the way stakeholders, who are the reasons the organizations exist, engage 

with, and observe the organization. The nature of a stakeholder is that they lack the technical 
knowledge of those in the organization and thus can only view the organization through the benefits 
they anticipate receiving from it, which must therefore be stated in non-technical terms a stakeholder 
can understand.  

Benefits-based frameworks orient organizations towards the 
future. After all, a benefit is always something in the future, 
something we anticipate, and that directs both the need and the 
level of stakeholder involvement with an organization. Such 
accountabilities are designed knowing that the world will change 
and so must each organization, as the contexts in which benefits 
must be delivered will not stay the same.  

Holding still or staying the same is recognized within these 
frameworks as a path towards irrelevance and obsolescence and is 
to be avoided at all costs. Simply repeating the past is a sure way to 
not be ready for the future and makes it difficult if not impossible 
to work through the inevitable times of crisis that all organizations 
must at times face. Innovation and learning to think ahead are 
natural components of a benefits-based framework.  

This type of accountability is straightforward for 
organizations: identify the benefits stakeholders anticipate, 
determine the degree to which the benefits are being satisfied, and 
then constantly change and innovate to deliver more of the 
benefits going forward. Organizations that do this well are 
effective, and organizations that do not are ineffective. Sometimes 
the measure of effectiveness can be seen in profitability, the 
selection of one commercial organization over another, or who 
delivers more of a benefit than another. 

In non-commercial organizations, the benefits are often 
viewed thorough their impact on the stakeholders, like food and 
shelter in a family, a sense of belonging in a church, synagogue, or 
mosque, or being treated with respect at the DMV or by the IRS. 

Figure 2: Examples of benefits 

Benefits customers might 
expect from a smart 

phone
1. Long battery life
2. Clear calls
3. Great camera
4. Lots of apps
5. Ease of use 

Benefits patients might 
expect from a hospital
1. Improved health
2. Reduced pain
3. Clear communication
4. Timely responses
5. Hassle free billing
6. Quick admittance

Benefits shoppers might 
expect from a grocery 

store
1. Great variety
2. Low prices
3. High quality meats
4. Access to a deli
5. All in one place
6. Quick checkout
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Benefits can be explicit, articulated in words, or implicit, 
shown through actions. In any profession or industry, the list of 
benefits is a finite list and broadly shared (see Error! Reference 
source not found.). Think about the hotel industry. The list of 
benefits guests expect from a hotel might include a clean room, a 
comfortable place to sleep, a workout room and pool, location, a 
restaurant, and Wi-Fi. Not all hotels are equal in their capacity to 
deliver on these benefits, and some actively choose some of these 
over others to best serve their specific stakeholder. But no hotel 
concerns themselves with the benefit students expect of being 
prepared to function as a citizen in a democracy. That is a benefit to 
be provided by a school, not a hotel.  

The benefits will often change—Wi-Fi is a benefit we now 
expect when staying in any hotel, but there was a time in the not-
so-distant past where Wi-Fi wasn’t yet a thing. This is to be 
expected because the world is never going to hold still.  

Once the benefits are identified organizations constantly 
evaluate and assess their effectiveness at delivering the benefit 
currently, and how best to deliver it going forward. These decisions 
are heavily reliant on evidence so that they can be widely believed. 

The accountability effort always considers the perspective 
of the stakeholder.  An organization may think itself effective, but 
unless the stakeholders share that view it won’t matter. Benefits-
based accountabilities are therefore always a sort of partnership 

between an organization and its stakeholders, carried out in language that will make sense to both.  
Benefits-based accountabilities create a sense of what will be required going forward and then 

empower organizations to know where to innovate, 
what to change, and what to change to. They also 
empower stakeholders with a clear understanding of 
where an organization is and is not yet as effective as it 
needs it to be, which creates trust and understanding 
regarding the organization’s efforts. 

Benefits-based accountabilities are used by any 
number of complex professions and industries to inform 
policy makers. Even though each individual organization 
may be addressing the benefit in a manner unique to 
their specific stakeholders, benefits are still sufficiently 
comparable that aggregations are meaningful. Hospitals 
can be viewed through the benefits of types of surgery; 
insurance companies can be viewed through the value 
they provide customers; fire stations can be viewed 
through the benefit of saving homes and pets. In this way 
policy makers can view complex issues in fields where 
they are not experts and know where policies are 
needed and where they are not. 
 

Schools have always been a direct 
reflection of the community and in 
recent years have become a triage 
center for COVID response, trauma, 
feeding, and internet accessibility 
while preparing students for college 
and the workforce.  Providing 
accurate expectations of what a 
community values and what schools 
are accomplishing or working 
toward is critical.  We are at a 
crucial point in public education in 
that we must decide if we will 
continue with compliance measures 
or make the paradigm shift to a 
benefits-based accountability based 
on the needs of the 
community.  The relationship 
between school and community is 
an irrevocable trust—we need an 
accountability system that 
understands and honors that.  True 
accountability builds both the 
capacity of a school as well as the 
capacity of a community.  

Dr. Cherie Labat, Columbus 
Municipal School District, 

Columbus, MS 
 

“Through the process of engaging in a benefits-
based accountability, our district has emerged 
through unforeseeable challenges to student 
learning with a renewed motivation and 
commitment to student benefit. The belief 
statement we developed to guide our true 
accountability work has been the pivotal point of 
impactful responsibility to ensure decisions are 
made through the lens of meeting the hopes and 
dreams of students. ‘San Angelo ISD believes the 
time is now to fully value the hopes and dreams 
of each child, to remove whatever barriers exist 
in obtaining them, and to never again allow a 
child to be treated as a test score. We will be 
accountable for each child’s future by honoring 
their strengths and supporting their needs while 
improving the system that empowers them.’ It is 
our promise to our students, parents, staff, and 
community that we will work together to propel 
our learners forward in an uncertain world; one 
in which they must be resilient and authentically 
engaged. The CBAS process has provided us with 
a framework to build the most supportive system 
for our future-ready learners.” 

Jana Rueter, Ed.D., San Angelo ISD 
San Angelo, TX 
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A benefits-based educational framework  
Education, like any other profession, exists to 

provide a finite list of benefits to its primary stakeholders. 
The primary stakeholders for a school are first the 
students and second their parents. Other stakeholders 
such as a department of education or policy makers also 
exist, but they are not the primary stakeholder. This is not 
to be seen as a negative, but as just the way 
accountability works. And it does have its advantages: an 
accountability that can create clear understandings for a 
primary stakeholder will do the same for a policy maker.  

The primary stakeholder is a member of the group 
without whom the organization loses its reason to exist. If 
there were no legislatures or departments of education, 
the need for students to be educated would still exist, but 
without the students the need for schools goes away. 
Students, then, are the primary stakeholder for a school. 
Their parents are included alongside them because 
students start their schooling prior to their ability to make 
decisions for themselves and then end right before most 
become adults. 

Students and their parents have expectations of 
the benefits to be received through school participation 
and attendance and are quite good at articulating them. 
The hopes and dreams approach remains the best way to 
get at those benefits. Ask a student or their parents about 
their hopes and dreams for school this year or the next, 
for their lives after school, or their expectations, and the 
answers will reflect the list of benefits. Safe conducive 
learning spaces, a solid academic foundation, engaging 
work, and caring adults, are four that come up repeatedly 
and provide a sense of what the benefits of an education 
look and feel like (see Error! Reference source not 
found.). Note that most businesses have a handful of such 
benefits, non-profits a few, and schools generally list 
around 30. This should not come as a surprise given the 
importance of schools and the fact that students will spend as much time in school as without for most 
of their youth and adolescence, and the importance of what happens during those years cannot be 

overstated.  
Schools that have adopted a benefits-based 

approach build their accountability system around an 
identified set of benefits. They regularly assess their 
effectiveness at providing each benefit and in response 
constantly shape themselves for a future in which more of 
the benefit is to be delivered even as the world changes. 
Their evidence must be based on compelling plans to be 
widely accepted and must be in line with stakeholder 
expectations. This empowers each school to address the 

“True Accountability frameworks offer a truly 
comprehensive method for communicating 
all that a school and district is doing to meet 
the needs of students and the community. 
This work has the power to transform school 
accountability in Georgia and nationwide.” 

Craig Harper, Executive Director, Professional 
Association of Georgia Educators 

 

The list of benefits students and parents expect 
from schools is fairly consistent across the 
country. Following is an example of a benefits 
list that many of the schools and districts 
attempting a benefits-based accountability are 
using.  Note that the language is decidedly 
non-technical, as it must make sense to a 
school’s stakeholders, and the perspective is 
always that of the student. 
1. Get the basics 
2. Deep content 
3. Focus on strengths 
4. Aligned to need 
5. Learn in any environment, any time 
6. Readiness for the future 
7. Life-long learning habits 
8. Learn to think ahead 
9. Own the work 
10. Be noble and fair 
11. Do relevant, interesting, meaningful work 
12. Creativity 
13. Smartness focused 
14. Have a voice 
15. Teach/Learn with perspective 
16. Have safe, conducive learning spaces 
17. Social and emotional health 
18. Positive mental attitudes 
19. Friendships and student connections 
20. Respect for self and others 
21. Practice empathy 
22. Have caring, committed adults in schools 
23. Effective teachers 
24. Put student needs ahead of adults 
25. Great training and support for teachers 
26. The community as partners 
27. Parents as partners 
28. Students are engaged citizens 
29. Schools hire the right people 
30. Clear understanding of what happens in 

schools 
31. Resources aligned to need 

Figure 3: A shared list of student benefits 
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needs of its current stakeholders in a 
compelling fashion and to constantly prepare 
itself to address the needs of future 
stakeholders.  

The aggregations from such a system 
can inform policy makers regarding the 
effectiveness of their policies benefit by 
benefit (see Figure 4). This allows for 
educational policy to be based on specific 
rather than general needs, which allows for 
targeted, timely policy approaches rather 
than broad, monolithic approaches that are 
far more expensive and much more difficult to 
track. 

It also allows for policy makers—who 
mostly lack a technical understanding of the 
educational process—to engage in a way they 
can understand and that is meaningful. The 
example in Figure 4 clearly must be supported 
with much more detailed information that needs to be explored and understood by those with the 
technical expertise to conduct that work, but it can still be easily understood at the macro level by all 
who need to understand the issues our schools face. A complete benefits-based accountability profile 
for a school provides more information that any community has ever had before about their schools, 
and in the aggregate, more information than policy makers have ever had—in language that makes 
sense to everyone.  

Most importantly, benefits-based school accountability systems orient schools towards the 
future, insisting upon thoughtful innovations and changes so that schools can remain relevant and 
capable of delivering on benefits stakeholders expect even as the world changes. This forward-facing 
function is what allows organizations to constantly shape themselves for the future, and it is critical that 
such a function exists for schools, whose importance in our society cannot be overstated.  
  
Compliance-based accountability frameworks 

Compliance-based accountability frameworks are what institutions and governments use to 
prevent bad things from happening to citizens while organizations go about their specific work. We have 
clean air standards that prevent organizations from polluting the air while they do whatever it is that 
they do. We have tests to ensure a minimum amount of driving competency exists in those who obtain a 
driver’s license. We run criminal background checks when hiring school employees to protect children 
from those who have committed serious crimes. These accountabilities are rightly called protectionist 
accountabilities. 
 

Compliance-based accountability frameworks are what institutions and 
governments use to prevent bad things from happening to citizens while 

organizations go about their specific work. 

 

Figure 4: Why benefits-based accountabilities are useful to policy 
makers 
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All protectionist accountabilities are driven by 
compliance. Clean air standards are not about every factory 
being as environmentally friendly as possible, but about 
ensuring that each complies with existing definitions of how 
much pollution they can emit while doing whatever it is they 
exist to do. Passing a criminal background check does not 
mean a candidate will be a great employee, but that the 
potential employee hasn’t been convicted of a felony. Meeting 
a clean water standard is not an indicator that the organization 
is also a great company—just that they have complied with a 
standard. Complying with building codes has nothing to do 
with the aesthetics or usefulness of a structure—just that 
whatever it was built to do it was built according to code.  

Compliance is frequently achieved via punishments 
and sanctions. Complying is often expensive and cumbersome, 
with an advantage to be gained by getting away with non-

compliance. When compliance doesn’t occur as expected, the right response is often to increase the 
cost of consequences. It is worth noting that in times of crisis compliance can be relaxed or even turned 
off. 

Compliance begins a fraction of an inch above the compliance line. That is why compliance 
should never be mistaken as a substitute for excellence. Achieving excellence isn’t the purpose of a 
framework where compliance is the goal, so if you pretend otherwise you will always be wrong. That 
would be like assuming that because an organization is filled with employees that passed a criminal 
background check it is a great organization.  

 

…compliance should never be mistaken as a substitute for excellence. 

 
Compliance eliminates the opportunity to evaluate or interpret the data prior to a conclusion 

being reached. This makes compliance indifferent to causes. For example, it doesn’t matter why an 
organization might fail to comply with a clean air standard. If it fails, it will be deemed to be out of 
compliance, whatever the reason, and prior to any search for causes. The same is true when 
organizations are deemed compliant. 

Since compliance determinations are indifferent to causes, they cannot be used to judge what 
an organization did to create that determination. Only by knowing the causes of the determination and 
their contextualized effects can judgments about an 
organization be made. What should also be clear is 
that no judgments about the effectiveness of an 
organization in doing its work are available to be made 
based on compliance with a metric. That 
accountability is elsewhere.  

Imagine two bottled water companies that 
both meet a clean water standard, but one ships out 
terrible tasting water while the other ships out great 
tasting water. Both met the clean water standard, but 
only one should be declared effective in its mission-

True Accountability must be based on a holistic, 
forward facing approach, that ensures every student 
is equipped with the academic and work ready skills 
essential for real world success.  An organization's 
systemic ability to understand where kids are today 
and implement systems to grow every child to their 
maximum potential academically and with work 
ready skills is TRUE ACCOUNTABILITY! That’s what 
we’re building in Kenton County and it's making a 
huge difference for our students, our schools, and our 
community. 

Henry Webb, Kenton County School District 
Fort Wright, KY 

At an event with corporate leaders 
regarding benefits-based vs. protectionist 
accountabilities, one of the corporate 
leaders summarized the issue of trying to 
be great in a protectionist accountability 
this way: if we were asked to operate 
under a protectionist or compliance-based 
accountability, we would be bankrupt 
before you know it. It would be impossible. 
The fact that we have asked schools to do 
just that is crazy. The fact that schools 
continue to survive is remarkable. Imagine 
what could be done with an accountability 
system designed to promote excellence, 
rather than one that can’t even identify it. 

From notes taken by John Tanner 
July 18, 2019, Charleston, SC 
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related work. Or imagine two companies 
that hire only people who pass a criminal 
background check for their sales 
departments, but only one of them is 
successful at selling anything. The other 
will need to rethink its hiring practices. 
Each of these organizations complied with 
a requirement, so if that were the 
measure of success they would all be 
declared successful, but that would be 
false. 

It is always a terrible mistake to 
use a compliance-based framework to 
promote excellence. Compliance does not 
recognize the specifics of what any 
organization is attempting to accomplish, 

and if used to make judgments about the organization the judgments will be erroneous. If any leader 
acts as if compliance signals effectiveness, they will make the organization worse and not better by 
acting on judgments that are false. 

Furthermore, the best way to be compliant going forward is to repeat whatever was done to 
achieve compliance in the past. If that is relative to a criminal background check or a clean water 
standard and doesn’t intrude on the specifics of what an organization does, that is not necessarily a bad 
thing, but care should be taken lest that thinking extend to the work the organization does. Repeating 
the past regarding your core work and not changing to meet the future is how organizations become 
irrelevant and obsolete. It would be like trying to drive a car with no brakes with only a dot in the 
rearview mirror to guide you. The odds that you would safely arrive at a meaningful place are very small 
indeed (see Figure 5Error! Reference source not found.).  
 
The current educational accountability framework 

The current formal educational accountability system is based on compliance with some number 
of metrics: standardized test scores, graduation rates, attendance, etc. All states—as required by federal 
law—now have systems in place that collect and compile these metrics and then draw lines, above 
which compliance can be said to exist, and below which it is said to not. Most states draw several lines 
and assign labels based on degrees of compliance, which is unusual in such frameworks but not unheard 
of. Those lines of compliance are used to determine who receives a punishment or sanction, with a label 
approximating “successful” being applied to those deemed compliant. 

Thus, our school accountability system is one that makes judgments prior to a proper 
interpretation of the data, equates compliance with effectiveness, and is thus indifferent to the work a 
school does and its effect on its stakeholders. Its claims may be otherwise, but the rhetoric cannot make 
the framework be something it is not. What also cannot be overstated is the harm this inflicts on the 
entire educational system, assigning judgments of effective or ineffective that are not based in fact, and 
then insisting that schools act on those judgments. That makes the entire public education system far 
less effective than it should be. 

 

…our school accountability system is one that makes judgments prior to a proper 
interpretation of the data, equates compliance with effectiveness, and is thus 

indifferent to the work a school does and its effect on its stakeholders. 

Figure 5: The difference between protectionist and benefits-based 
accountabilities—the rearview mirror vs. the windshield and the horizon 
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We now apply labels of success and failure on schools based on their compliance with metrics, 
prior to any investigation of actual causes, which means we are judging something other than the truth 
regarding a school’s effectiveness. The confusion this creates for the public, students, parents, and 
policy makers, is tremendous. 

Worse, based as it is on compliance, the current system inadvertently encourages schools to 
look at the last time they were compliant as the basis for future success, as if repeating the past is a 
rational way to deliver benefits going forward and still stay relevant. That is irrational, and yet within the 
current system it is the least risky way to have some confidence of future success against the current 
system’s definition of compliance. Many states go so far as to send members of their state educational 
agencies into the field to insist that schools they deem failures engage in this very practice of repeating 
some moment in the past where compliance occurred. 

That the current educational accountability is based on a protectionist framework is simply a 
fact, along with all the detrimental effects of presuming the resulting accountability has anything to do 
with the effectiveness of an organization. The result is that the current system sends a set of messages 
that are frequently contradictory to observable truths (see Figure 6 as just one example among many), 
and then insists schools act as if the false message is true. That is a surefire way to make any 
organization less, not more effective. 

The result is that we spend billions of dollars a year in this country on state accountability 
systems that cannot indicate the effectiveness of any school or encourage them to shape themselves for 
the future and then pretend they can, leaving us blind to the truth and wondering why improvement 
doesn’t occur as most would expect. This is a dangerous place for any organization or profession to be. It 
is particularly dangerous for an institution as important as public education, given its role in setting the 
foundation for a child and our country’s future. 

The rhetoric and hopes surrounding the current system may be about a system that aims 
schools towards greatness, but what matters is the underlying framework, and the selected framework 
is compliance-based and protectionist and thus about something else entirely. No amount of wishful 
thinking can change that fact.  

Figure 6: Why Protectionist Accountabilities are the wrong tool for understanding effectiveness 
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The dangers of stigmatization 
In their study of the causes of intergenerational poverty, Chetty et. al. (2020) analyzed census 

data from 2000 and 2010 and one of the conclusions they reached is students who grow up in what are 
perceived to be good neighborhoods have significantly higher incomes than those who grow up in 
neighborhoods perceived to be bad, and that those perceptions are largely driven by the perceptions of 
schools.  

That word perception is important. It is what people believe about their schools that influences 
beliefs about a community which, as the study points out, will then have serious long-term 
repercussions for those who grow up there. 

That should not be interpreted to mean that we should all put on rose-colored glasses and 
pretend all schools are effective as if that would lead to all communities being perceived more 
positively, thus helping students achieve higher lifetime incomes. That would in fact make all schools 
worse as it would hide the truth and make it impossible to improve, which would further the problem of 
intergenerational poverty, not help overcome it. 

Rather, the finding should be interpreted as a reason not to stigmatize schools, which will then 
help reduce the stigmatization of neighborhoods, which will then help reduce the stigmatization of the 
people who live there. If the finding by Chetty et. al. is right, that should contribute to an increase of 
lifetime incomes and be a step towards overcoming the effects of intergenerational poverty. 

We will, of course, still need the truth about each school, and the truth is that every school is 
effective in some ways and not yet as effective as it should be in others. Those truths come with real 
stakes attached to them, which will not always bode well for those unable to make the changes 
necessary to increase an organization’s effectiveness. But the truth need not be stigmatizing, even when 
it reflects poorly on those leading the organization. The truth in most cases should be sufficient for 
driving the organization in the right direction or motivating those in charge to find leaders who will. That 
is a reason to trust the organization and its efforts, not stigmatize them. 

The truth about our current accountability environment is that whatever the intent, it was 
designed to stigmatize schools, which will stigmatize neighborhoods, which as the research suggests will 
have a depressive effect on incomes (See Figure 7). The fact that this stigmatizing effect is aimed 
primarily at schools serving students in poor and minority neighborhoods is frightening (see Figure 8 for 
just one example from Texas, which is surprisingly representative across the United States), given the 
mission of public education to pull people out of poverty, not keep them in it. 

One final observation is 
noteworthy as well: education is 
the only field that regularly goes 
out of its way to stigmatize a 
considerable percentage of its 
institutions as if that would be a 
benefit to society or promote a 
culture of continuous 
improvement. If stigmatizing 
institutions were a reasonable 
strategy to promote effectiveness, 
we would expect to see it put in 
place in other complex fields that 
are also incredibly important in 
society, and yet there are none. It 
isn’t a strategy that has ever 
prompted a field towards 

Figure 7: The stigmatizing effect of school grades and labels 
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greatness, so why it remains as a strategy in education is puzzling. If we really want all schools to be 
great, we have accountability models that can help get us there. Instead, we stick with a system 
designed to unjustly stigmatize the schools and communities that serve our most vulnerable 
populations, effectively promoting the inequities it is our mission to overcome. 

 

…education is the only field that regularly goes out of its way to 
stigmatize a considerable percentage of its institutions as if that would 

be a benefit to society or promote a culture of continuous improvement.  

 
It is also quite stunning to realize that the economic development of a state or a community is 

dependent upon creating an attractive environment for growth and opportunity, and that a good way 
not to do that is to stigmatize the institutions that the 
children of potential business owners and workers 
will need to attend. States that support accountability 
systems that stigmatize schools are supporting a set 
of policies that are counterproductive to their goals 
for economic development. Their goals for both can 
be far more easily met simply be putting in place 
accountability systems designed to tell the truth, 
rather than those that fail to tell the truth about a 
school and then go on to stigmatize both the schools 
and their neighborhoods. We can and must do so 
much better.  
 
Standardized test scores 

It is unfortunately necessary that we address 
standardized test scores in our advocacy for a 
benefits-based accountability. It should be enough to 
point out that what makes an accountability for an 
organization protectionist is that it uses metrics in a 
very specific way, as a line in the sand between 
compliance and non-compliance. Or that 
protectionist accountabilities can’t be used to judge the effectiveness of what an organization does. Or 
that if used as a judgment tool it will make the organization less, not more effective. Or if it has a 
stigmatizing effect, that will bring with it a rash of unintended social consequences that will make the 
educational process harder, not easier, and have a disproportionate effect on those who can least afford 
it. 

Even if a metric can serve as a signal of quality in other contexts, such as a measure of the 
particulates per million of pollutants in the air, when filling a role in a protectionist accountability its use 
as an indicator of quality is moot in the compliance determination. It is high time to realize that 
compliance and effectiveness are not the same thing. 

Figure 8: Texas school grades by school poverty 
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 But test scores 
have come to play such a 
dominant role in our 
thinking that they must 
be addressed, or we are 
likely to continue 
thinking that they can in 
fact play two roles: a 
protectionist role that 
wants to ensure a 
minimum competency 
when it comes to 
something as important 
as literacy or numeracy, 

and a role that attempts to maximize the benefits of numeracy and literacy for as many students as 
possible. 

However, the argument to use test scores in any sort of accountability—protectionist or 
otherwise—disappears with an understanding of what standardized tests are designed to do (see Figure 
9).  

Researchers and statisticians build standardized tests using stringent statistical criteria such that 
the results will order students as of a moment from the student furthest below average to the student 
furthest above average, regardless of what caused any student to score where they do.  

This allows researchers to then look behind the scores and get a sense of patterns that exist at 
that moment, and then interpret those patterns alongside other data. For example, one common 
pattern in academics is that children from relatively wealthy neighborhoods tend to score higher than 
students from relatively poor neighborhoods, but that pattern then requires additional investigations 
before an interpretation is possible. It may be that an additional investigation shows that the higher 
scoring school is a more effective school. But it might also show that every student in the higher scoring 
school would have earned that score no matter what school they attended, in which case the higher 
scoring school isn’t making a difference in that regard. It may be that those additional investigations 
show that the higher scoring school is ineffective and needs to make significant changes to improve. 

 Or it may be that an additional investigation of the lower scoring school shows that it is very 
effective at helping students learn who come to school well behind their wealthier peers, and that the 
lower test scores would be far lower if the 
school weren’t quite good at helping 
struggling students learn. The interpretations 
for that school would certainly be a bit 
complicated: they should be commended for 
their efforts in helping students learn, but 
they still have work to do in overcoming a 
serious disadvantage their students have 
when compared with their peers. Or it could 
be that the additional investigations show the 
lower scoring school is in fact largely 
ineffective and that wholesale changes are 
warranted. 
 

This work helps us put the purpose of testing into perspective. It 
helps us align what we say we believe about students and 
learning against the view of standardized test results. We are 
now able to examine alternate ways to determine whether 
students are achieving success in learning what they’ll need 
when they leave us. Shifting away from a single measure of 
success has been a challenge, but we are finding our way. In the 
business world, Pfeffer and Sutton would tell us there was a 
“knowing-doing gap.” This work helps us understand that there 
is sometimes a “believing-doing gap”—a gap between what we 
say we believe and what we do on a daily basis. We are closing 
that gap.” 
Michelle Carroll Smith, Superintendent, Lytle Independent School 

District, Lytle, TX 
 

Figure 9: What standardized tests are designed to do 
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The argument to use test scores in any sort of accountability—
protectionist or otherwise—disappears with an understanding of what 

standardized tests are designed to do. 

 
 
 Without the additional investigations, you will never know the truth, which means your 

interpretations are likely to be invalid and wrong. Acting on such interpretations is always a dangerous 
thing to do as it will make an organization worse, not better. The truth is always a prerequisite to 
improvement and interpretations made prior to a thorough understanding of causes don’t contain it. 
Improvement in such an environment will be difficult to accomplish. 

Standardized test scores are designed to order students along a scale, which then allows for the 
identification of patterns, which then enables interpretations if you bring in additional data and 
evidence to create as full an understanding as possible. At no point have standardized test scores ever 
been capable of rendering a judgment of anything on their own. Like the accountability frameworks, 
standardized testing has a design, so it doesn’t matter if someone uses a lot of words to describe it that 
don’t match that design. What matters is the design. And the design behind a standardized test is first 
that it can order students, second that it can then identify patterns to be explored, and third, that 
interpretations then become possible after further investigations that include additional data and 
information. Only then would any judgment be possible.  

In the examples just provided regarding high and low scoring schools—which in truth represent 
what happens over and over in test-based accountabilities—judgments are passed based only on test 
scores and not on the underlying facts, which renders those judgments invalid. When acted on, it makes 
the entire system of public education worse, not better. 

But let’s assume for a minute, as so many do, that there exists a score on each standardized test 
that represents a minimum competency for numeracy or literacy (now is not the time to argue whether 
such a thing even exists). Why could that not have some role in a protectionist accountability? After all, 
students do have a right to leave school with a basic sense of literacy and numeracy, and it should be up 
to schools to provide that given that there aren’t other options for a great many of our students. 

There are two answers to that. 
The first, more technical answer, has to do with what test scores represent. Some of what goes 

into a student’s score (as well as any changes in scores over time, often referred to as growth) happens 
in school, and some of it happens outside school. That is just common sense. Students don’t stop 
learning when they leave campus, and they bring to a campus much of what they learned or didn’t learn 
elsewhere. Leaning from both of those will be reflected in a test score, only we will never be able to 
determine from a test score what came from where. Test scores can’t say what part of a score was 
caused in a school and what part was caused outside a school. 

If there are always multiple causes for an effect, that effect, by definition, is not available as the 
basis for a judgment of any of the individual causes. How could it be? If a weightlifter trains for the 
Olympics with two different trainers and then wins a gold medal, you can observe the outcome, but you 
can’t, without lots of additional research, determine which trainer contributed what to the win. If you 
tried to judge one trainer as successful (or unsuccessful if the weightlifter came in last) using only the 
outcome data, the judgment of that trainer would be invalid. It would include contributions from the 
judged trainer but also the unjudged trainer without knowing who caused what. Perhaps the unjudged 
trainer had the largest effect, either for good or bad. Or the judged trainer did. Regardless, the bottom 
line is that no judgment of either can be made from just the outcome data (see Error! Reference source 
not found.). 
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  The same is true for a test score from 
a standardized test. Whatever one might 
think it means, it contains within it at least 
two causes (often more), so while the 
outcome of those causes can be observed and 
certainly matters, assigning a specific 
judgment to any of the causes simply isn’t 
possible.  

One thing that researchers have 
made clear in their investigations about the 
causes behind a standardized test score is the 
non-schooling contributions are considerable, 
sometimes as much as half to two-thirds. That 
means that if we try and judge either what 
happened in school or what happened 
outside school through a test score we won’t 
be able to reach a valid conclusion, because we will be guilty of assigning to one what properly belongs 
to the other. Maybe the non-schooling contribution is massive, in which case the school could be given 
credit or blame for things they don’t control. Maybe the schooling contribution is what is most heavily 
reflected, for good or for bad, in which case the non-schooling components may be given credit or 
blame for things they didn’t have anything to do with. 

That doesn’t make a test score meaningless just because it has multiple causes, because it 
reflects a summary of all of them. That is the moment from which improvements must be based. It 
would be silly to sort out the school contribution, evaluate it independent of other causes, and then plan 
as if those other causes never contributed anything. That would be a false starting point. The real 
starting point is where a student is, no matter the cause. But because that starting point includes 
multiple causes, it is not a valid moment for judging anything. 

The second, less technical answer, is that literacy and numeracy are benefits students should 
expect by attending a school, and the best way to deliver more of a benefit going forward is to become a 
different organization going forward. That is most critical when it comes to things as important as 
literacy and numeracy, as the best way to get worse at providing them would be to repeat whatever you 
did last year or the year before while the students and their world continue to change. Which is exactly 
what a protectionist accountability would insist a “failing” school do. 

At most, what a test score can do is signal the current position of a student independent of 
causes, which is a rational point for analysis. The leap to using that as a tool for judgments should never 
have been made—it’s high time we realized that very important fact. 
 
Cost and return on investment for benefits-based and protectionist accountabilities 

Benefits-based accountabilities are the least expensive of the accountabilities, coming in at a 
fraction of the cost of protectionist accountabilities. And while it would be impossible to calculate a 
return on investment (ROI) of a benefits-based accountability, knowing the truth about an organization 
and where it is and is not effective is the only way for that organization to improve. Having that 
information is the key to the future, while not having it in most organizations will lead to them not 
having a future. The cost of having no future is everything. 

All protectionist accountabilities are profoundly expensive. Determining a point of compliance is 
expensive. Collecting believable and reliable data is expensive. Verification is expensive. Assigning 
sanctions is expensive, especially when they must be defended in court, which is inevitable when you 

Figure 10: Cause, effect, and potential judgments 
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take away a person or an organization’s rights. Complying with protections is often very expensive in 
and of itself, but it also motivates related organizations to alter their practices, resulting in infrastructure 
changes that are both expensive and hard to undo. 

It is possible to calculate an ROI for protectionist accountabilities. For example, researchers are 
quite capable of creating models that show the costs and benefits of a clean water standard, as well as 
any possible adjustments that might be made to it. This information is often used to justify the cost of 
such protections or argue against them. 

Test-based accountability, however, is unique when we think about its costs and ROI. Its costs 
include the money spent by states on testing programs, as well as the curriculum, materials, and 
software built and sold with the purpose of obtaining higher test scores, which is extensive. But it also 
includes a huge opportunity cost, given the amount of time and effort schools spend throughout a 
school year in the pursuit of compliance that should be spent on more productive pursuits.  

What quickly becomes clear is the embarrassing return on investment on those costs. Consider 
what we get in return for the dollars we put in to test-based accountability. The truth about where 
schools are effective and where they are not? That is not there to be had. Support for innovation and 
meaningful change? No, protectionist accountabilities are clear that the least risky approach to 
compliance is to repeat what made you compliant in the past, because changing makes compliance less 
certain. A clear sense of mission and purpose? No, mission and purpose are always benefits, things to be 
accomplished, while the test-based systems are narrowly focused and backwards-facing. Easy to 
understand, actionable information for schools? Again, a big no.  

The return on investment for our test-based accountability systems in truth consists of 
inaccurate negative judgments squarely that stigmatizes schools that serve students with fewer outside 
opportunities to learn, inaccurate positive judgments focused squarely on schools that mostly serve 
wealthier students, a narrative of educational failure that supports those advocating for privatizing the 
public school system, a profession that loses professionals at a rate that is deeply disconcerting, bored, 
disengaged students tired of test prep, alienated parents who just want to know what is going on in a 
school, and policy makers who lack the most basic of information that would allow them to make great 
educational policies. 

That by any definition, is a terrible return on investment. Less than zero, even, and unnecessary 
given that we have far better models at our fingertips. 

Benefits-based accountabilities, in contrast, require the identification of educational benefits, a 
disciplined approach by school leaders to understand their efforts regarding each benefit, careful 
planning of how best to deliver more benefit going forward, and regular sharing of that information with 
school boards and communities. States would need to aggregate that information to provide a macro 
view of the work, and systems would need to be put in place to ensure the integrity of the results. The 
return on what is a very small investment compared to the test-based approach is massive: the truth 
about schools in actionable terms the public and policy makers can easily understand.  
 
Messages for interested parties 

Trying to learn and talk about a better way to do educational accountability is a lot like trying to 
explain a new concept in a foreign language. Most current educators have spent the whole of their 
professional careers and a good bit of their own educations under the current system, so imagining 
something different is challenging. Talking about it even more so. And as this is an advocacy document, 
it needs to support an advocacy movement as pragmatically as possible. 

Advocates need a new vocabulary and a way of explaining things to allow anyone interested in 
having a look to understand what they are seeing. While it would be ideal for most people to 
understand the full argument, that will best be achieved one step at a time. Our experiences in 
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explaining the notion of test-based versus benefits-based accountabilities suggests that the following 
statements and points are digestible and can be shared to begin creating that understanding. 
 

1. There are multiple forms of accountability with different designs and purposes 
For example, criminal background checks are a form of a protectionist accountability that 
prevents convicted felons from teaching school or having certain jobs. But just because a school 
is 100 percent in compliance with the requirement for criminal background checks is unrelated 
to its effectiveness as a school. The accountability for effectiveness is different. 

2. The two main types of accountabilities are protectionist and benefits-based 
Protectionist accountabilities are imposed by a government or authority to prevent 
organizations from creating a problem in society, regardless of what the organization does. 
Benefits-based accountabilities are what organizations of all types use to shape themselves for 
the future so they can better benefit their stakeholders. 

3. The primary stakeholders for schools are the students and their parents 
The primary stakeholders are always members of the group without whom the organization 
loses its reason for existence. The group an organization determines is its primary stakeholder 
will dictate the work to be done. In schools, the current accountability places the primary 
stakeholder role on the state, and the primary accountability to high or rising test scores. The 
work of a school is very different if the primary stakeholder is a student, and the accountability 
is to student benefit. 

4. One type of accountability cannot substitute for another 
Accountabilities have purposes that are as different as night and day. Protectionist 
accountabilities are all about compliance, and benefits-based accountabilities are all about 
effectiveness. While both are found in most organizations, they are so different that a Venn 
diagram of them would show two circles that never come together. 

5. The most visible accountability in an organization will dictate its focus 
This is a bit like saying, “the squeaky wheel gets the grease.” The truth is that whatever is the 
most visible accountability will be the one the organization responds to, which is why test-based 
accountability has come to play such an oversized role. Once benefits-based accountabilities 
occupy that role—which they do in effective organizations of all types—it will become the most 
visible accountability along with the benefits students and their parents expect. 

6. Selecting the right accountability is critical or the results won’t match the intent 
Organizations and institutions should first identify what it is they hope to accomplish with an 
accountability and then use that to select among the various accountabilities the one that can 
support that goal. If the goal in medicine is to keep incompetent people from practicing 
medicine, a set of protectionist requirements that culminates with a minimum score on a test 
should work. But if the public expects doctors to be great, that would be the wrong approach. 

7. Testing is not the issue. Nor is it the answer or a solution 
Standardized testing is a research tool that can help identify patterns in schools and society that 
can lead to interpretations that can lead to solutions. It was never designed as a judgment tool, 
so it can never be the answer in any accountability, protectionist or otherwise. Those who 
advocate for better or different tests need to remember that they are mostly doing so within a 
protectionist accountability, and that a different test is just a tweak to an old way of doing 
accountability, which will leave us stuck in the protectionist accountability it is imperative we 
leave behind. Testing is not the issue—getting beyond protectionist accountabilities is. 
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The call to action to school leaders 
The very best way to get to an educational accountability that is healthy for schools and their 

stakeholders is to create it and show what is possible. This is in line with how other complex professions 
that also have deep policy needs participate in the policy process. To date, the educational profession 
has not done this. Rather, the common approach when it comes to educational accountability has been 
to criticize the current system—a perfectly appropriate thing to do—but not propose something new or 
better, leaving policy makers without a path forward. 

In most complex professions, there exists a set of accountabilities that have worked to identify 
effectiveness in the past, so the idea is often to move closer to an ideal or improve on what is no longer 
working, not invent something from scratch with very little to draw from. 

That is not the case when it comes to school accountability. We cannot claim an accountability 
environment that contains within any of its history a sustained movement towards excellence. We 
cannot claim an accountability environment that has shown it can even identify effectiveness.  

What a committed group of educators across the country has attempted over the past five years 
is to build and put in place this very sort of accountability system, one capable of communicating clearly 
where a school is and is not yet as effective as it should be, exactly as every other profession has in 
place. The idea is to fill the vacuum that exists in educational accountability conversations so that 
policies can begin from systems that have been shown to work. We cannot now know what the specific 
outcome of those conversations will be but starting with something that works is the best possible way 
to get to a better place.  

It is our firm belief that we are faced with a window of opportunity that we have not seen for 
more than two decades. Recently, governors and legislatures have begun questioning the current 
system in ways that are deeply helpful in trying to find a better way to do school accountability, and 
parents and advocacy groups have expressed real misgivings about the test-based focus of the current 
system and what it the says about schools, which more and more is viewed as inaccurate. We believe 
this opportunity will result in one of two options: a doubling down on the current methods and 
approaches, or, for the first time in two decades, a clear chance at a better way. If we are unable to 
present the world with a working knowledge of what that better way might be, we should not be at all 
surprised when what emerges looks an awfully lot like what we have now. Should that happen, we may 
not see another window open for a decade or more. 

To create a working knowledge of what is possible, school leaders across the country need to 
engage in the work. The call in this document is for schools and districts across the country to build, 
share, and aggregate benefits-based accountabilities such that their prevalence and the information in 
them eclipses the results of the current policies. That will be the perfect environment in which to 
request a change to something better because no one will have to convince a policy maker to take a risk 
on something that may or may not work. Rather, the choice will be between something that works and 
something that does not. 

 

The call to action in this document is for schools and districts across the 
country to build, share, and aggregate benefits-based accountabilities 

such that their prevalence and the information in them eclipses the 
results of the current policies. 

 
But that will only be a choice once we reach a tipping point of schools and districts working in an 

accountability environment based on student/stakeholder benefit. Unless we make that happen, we will 
be complicit in the decision to stay the course on what is not and can never by design work, which our 
children, our schools, and our nation can ill afford. 
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The call to action to policy makers 

Because the school accountability environment in its current form has not been able to produce 
the anticipated shift in the American public education system in the nearly three decades of its 
existence, it is high time it be abandoned as a project. The argument made in this document and 
elsewhere is that the form it took not only hasn’t worked but has made whatever problems may have 
existed at the outset worse. It has also made it virtually impossible for wholesale improvements and 
stigmatized the schools and the neighborhoods where our most vulnerable students live. While this may 
have been difficult to see at the outset, it is not difficult to see today. 

However, policy makers need working models that can replace the old. The notion that the 
current systems can be pushed to the side for some number of years while new ones are created would 
be untenable to an American public that has a right to be impatient when it comes to understanding the 
effectiveness of its schools. Policy makers who voted for such a pause would likely be perceived as not 
caring about students or education, even though the opposite would be true. 

It should be encouraging to policy makers that groups of educators are now making the attempt 
to build solutions that can fill the void between what exists and what could exist. Any support for these 
efforts will be welcomed. Here are several possibilities for policy support that have emerged as the work 
has progressed: 

1. Offer meaningful, public support for the schools and districts attempting a benefits-based 
school accountability. Ask for regular briefings and check-ins, and where possible use the 
benefits-based systems as the primary accountability to better understand its effects, even 
if it not the official form of accountability. Creating and providing the space in which new 
accountability models can be crafted would be invaluable. 

2. Learn about benefits-based accountabilities. Accountability is something not often talked 
about as a discipline or as a function of organizations. Rather, it is something that is done as 
part of an organization or a profession’s DNA, and as such is buried in the day-to-day efforts 
of what the organization does and how it does it. Treating accountability as a discipline 
allows for a deeper understanding of its functions and structures, which can then be 
brought to bear on education, but also on complex fields and disciplines that are also 
dependent upon an effective policy environment. 

3. Fund pilots and a research agenda so that policy makers and educators can share an 
understanding of what makes for an effective accountability environment. 

4. Support educators as real professionals and education as a profession akin to medicine, 
the law, architecture, etc. Education is the only profession in which non-experts are trusted 
as much if not more than the experts. Whatever one may feel about the appropriateness of 
this in the past, only with real educational expertise can education be put on a continuous 
path of improvement. Doctors lack the expertise to increase the efficacy of a law practice, 
lawyers would make for lousy architects, and architects would be a poor choice to run a 
hospital. Educators need to be treated similarly. 

5. Avoid thinking that any school accountability model must be metrics-based or reducible to 
a number or label. No other field or profession is subject to such a requirement for the very 
reason that such systems do not promote meaningful improvements. Their benefits-based 
accountabilities can be every bit as rigorous, but with the advantage of being designed to 
ensure every organization is able to improve. And remember that a benefits-based 
accountability is a high stakes affair which will insist on changes when effectiveness does 
not occur as it should. A benefits-based accountability is a robust accountability that 
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demands the truth and insists on actions that correspond to those truths, not a participation 
trophy or some alternate narrative. 

6. Rethink educational testing. It will likely still be useful to have multiple statewide testing 
programs as part of a broader research agenda into education that can inform policy, but 
these could be done using sampling techniques that would come at a fraction of the cost of 
the current state systems, and without creating a burden on schools or a significant 
disruption of instruction. Treating testing as part of a research agenda will put testing into 
its proper place and eliminate the detrimental effects that come with its overemphasis in 
the current environment. In addition, the results will be more useful than the results the far 
more expensive state testing programs produce today. 

7. Reject any system that stigmatizes any school or neighborhood. All benefits-based 
accountabilities are high stakes accountabilities with the power to promote changes when 
ineffectiveness occurs and do so without stigmatizing any institution. Society does not 
benefit from the stigmatization of such an important institution as a school, and as states 
remove this harmful aspect from their systems the opportunities for economic and other 
forms of development could be remarkable.  

 
Conclusion 

A choice is before us regarding what is best for public education and the students it serves. 
Either we can adhere to the way educational accountability has been done for more than two decades, 
which has failed to meet almost all the policy goals ascribed to it, or we can accept that the wrong 
framework was chosen and select a framework capable of moving education towards its goals. 

We wish to reiterate once more that rather than just complain about a bad system, schools and 
districts are now adopting benefits-based accountabilities and quickly learning of their advantages. This 
will eventually empower policy makers by allowing them to observe these systems as they function in 
schools, enabling them to base their policies on what works. Benefits-based accountabilities offer policy 
makers, educators, parents, and communities, the opportunity to become partners in the process of 
creating a great educational system for all our students, something we should all strive to make happen. 
 
 
   



 

 22 

Appendix I: About the benefits-based accountability effort 
 The benefits-based accountability effort began more than five years ago with a consortium of 

thirty-two school districts in Texas and now includes school districts in the states of Georgia, Kentucky, 
Massachusetts, Mississippi, Ohio, Pennsylvania, and Wyoming. It continues to be a grass roots, locally 
driven effort. The approach has always been to build and refine the approach in partnership with 
schools and districts so that it adjusts to what schools and districts need, rather than the other way 
around. 

As of today, the effort has involved more than 100 school districts across the country, with many 
more preparing to join the work in 2022. Following is a list of school districts and organizations active in 
the work as of fall 2021. 
 
Mississippi 
Aberdeen Public Schools 
Columbus Municipal School 
District 
Corinth School District 
 
Georgia 
Calhoun City 
Cartersville City 
Early County 
Grady County 
Jackson County 
Newton County 
Oglethorpe County 
Putnam County 
Social Circle City 
 
Kentucky 
Kenton County School District 
 
Massachusetts 
Norton Public Schools 
 
Ohio 
Olmsted Falls City Schools, 
Olmsted Falls, OH 
 
Pennsylvania 
Carlisle Area School District  
Elizabethtown Area Schools  
Franklin Regional School District 

Mechanicsburg Area School 
District 
Big Spring School District 
 
Texas 
Abernathy ISD 
Alamo Heights ISD 
Alvin ISD 
Arlington ISD 
Bosqueville ISD 
Brady ISD 
Burkburnett ISD  
Canadian ISD 
Chapel Hill ISD 
Clear Creek ISD 
College Station ISD 
Coppell ISD 
Corsicana ISD 
DeKalb ISD 
East Central ISD 
Elgin ISD 
Fort Bend ISD 
Fort Worth ISD 
Frisco ISD 
Galveston ISD 
Georgetown ISD 
Gladewater ISD 
Godley ISD 
Goliad ISD 
Grapevine-Colleyville ISD 
Gunter ISD 
Highland Park ISD 

Hillsboro ISD 
Huffman ISD 
Keller ISD 
Kerrville ISD 
Klein ISD 
Lewisville ISD 
Lubbock-Cooper ISD 
Lytle ISD 
Midlothian ISD 
Midway ISD 
Northside ISD 
Prosper ISD 
Roscoe Collegiate ISD 
Royse City ISD 
San Angelo ISD 
San Marcos ISD 
Splendora ISD 
Sunnyvale ISD 
 
Wyoming 
Albany County 
 
Partner Organizations 
Create Foundation, Tupelo, MS 

Professional Association of 
Georgia Educators, Atlanta, GA 

Schlechty Center, Louisville, KY 

Texas Association of School 
Administrators, Austin, TX
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Appendix II: The theoretical basis for benefits-based accountability 
 
The selected sources listed below come from education, business, healthcare, communication theory, 
organizational theory, economics, and systems theory. Each is cited for its research into accountability 
and/or related topics and its influence on the idea of a benefits-based educational accountability.  
 
Adams, C.M., Forsyth, P.B., Ford, T.G., Ware, J.K., Barnes, L.B., Khojasteh, J., Mwavita, M., Olsen, J.J., & 
Lepine, J.A. (2015). Next Generation School Accountability. A Report Commissioned by the Oklahoma 
State Department of Education. Oklahoma Center for Education Policy (The University of Oklahoma) and 
The Center for Educational Research and Evaluation (Oklahoma State University). 

The Oklahoma team was one of the first to offer a thorough research-based critique of school 
grading as an accountability tool, as well as offer up a research-based solution for what a next 
generation school accountability could look like. Like so many that have come since, the Adams team 
began using a benefits-based vocabulary, but then fell back into old habits regarding test scores and 
data presentations as their preferred accountability tools. Nevertheless, they deserve considerable 
credit for advancing the thinking of what accountability should be, and their report continues to be 
influential in the work. 

 
Boydell, V., McMullen, H, Cordero, J,, Steyn, P., and Kiare, J., (2019). Studying social accountability in the 
context of health system strengthening: Innovations and considerations for future work. Health 
Research Policy and Systems, 17:34. 

The article summarizes the findings from a 2017 World Health Organization conference of health 
professionals working on the topic of social accountability. What continues to be of interest are the 
parallels that exist between school accountability and healthcare accountability, and this article and 
the conference it summarizes are a case in point. It points out the danger in reducing health care to a 
metric or trying to undo the complexity in multi-faceted social efforts. And it argues, based on 
research, that that it is entirely possible “to discern generalisable (sic) findings from differently 
situated social accountability processes that adapt to local context.” While a benefits-based 
accountability works hard to avoid such technical language, what is described here is precisely what 
they attempt to do. 

 
Bullock, K., (2011). International Baccalaureate learner profile: Literature review. International 
Baccalaureate. 

International Baccalaureate (IB) pioneered the idea of a learner profile back in 1997, with many 
schools in America having since created their own. This comprehensive review of the literature goes 
into the theoretical underpinnings for the idea of a profile, as well as argues quite compellingly that 
such profiles should occupy the dominant position in planning for and carrying out the educational 
enterprise. Unfortunately, in America, that has proven challenging to do given the emphasis on test-
based accountability. 

 
Campbell, D., (1979). Assessing the Impact of Planned Social Change, Evaluation and Program Planning, 
Volume II, Issue I. 

In the article, Donald Campbell wrote the following: “The more any quantitative social indicator is 
used for social decision-making, the more subject it will be to corruption pressures and the more apt 
it will be to distort and corrupt the social processes it is intended to monitor.” This is perhaps the 
single greatest condemnation of our current accountability programs, but also a suggestion as to 
what we should change to. We need to make social decisions, and we need data and evidence to 
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help inform those decisions, but Campbell points out that the right decisions almost always require a 
human voice providing a disciplined interpretation of those data.  

 
Chetty, R., Hendren, N., Jones, M.R., Porter, S.R., (2020). Race and Economic Opportunity in the United 
States: An Intergenerational Perspective, The Quarterly Journal of Economics, Volume 135, Issue 2, 
Pages 711–783. 

This very long and very detailed study of more than 20 million children using census data reveals a 
remarkable conclusion: that the perception of the neighborhood matters a great deal when it comes 
to overcoming the ravages of generational poverty: “Both black and white boys have significantly 
higher incomes if they grow up in neighborhoods that are typically perceived to be ‘good’ areas.” 
One of the most significant contributors to the perceptions of a neighborhood are reflected in the 
view of its schools—bad schools, bad neighborhood, good schools, good neighborhood. What we 
take from that is that the impact of a broad negative judgment of a school comes with the possibility 
that the negative judgment will extend to the community, and the impact of a broad positive 
judgment will do the same, and yet neither is a fully truthful judgment. The fact is that any 
organization is effective in some ways and ineffective in others, and our judgments should be focused 
on improving the areas where are not yet as effective we need to be, not punishing the organization 
based on a composite view that hides the truth. If our current overly broad judgments that align 
almost perfectly to poverty are wrong, then according to the authors, those judgments are 
contributing directly to the preservation of generational poverty among groups of our citizens when 
their stated purpose was the opposite. If all we did was show where our organizations are and are 
not as effective as they should be, and insist on a continuous improvement model, much of the 
stigma and the bias in how we view schools can start to be undone. This research has contributed 
greatly both to our moral resolve and to our obsession with telling the truth about our schools. 

 
Conley, D. T., (2007). Toward a More Comprehensive Conception of College Readiness. Eugene, OR: 
Educational Policy Improvement Center. 

Before Conley’s work, it was common to see college and workforce readiness in purely academic 
terms, but Conley’s research showed that thinking to be in error. Readiness is much richer than that, 
and while the rhetoric in school accountability conversations shifted accordingly, the underlying facts 
did not. Conley does an exceptional job arguing for and researching what real readiness is, and why 
real readiness must be a part of a meaningful educational accountability. The most critical question 
an accountability must ask is for what and to whom? Conley greatly expands the answers to that 
question. 

 
Darling-Hammond, L., Wilhoit, G. & Pittenger, L. (2014). Accountability for College and Career Readiness: 
Developing a New Paradigm. Stanford, CA: Stanford Center for Opportunity Policy in Education and the 
National Center for Innovation in Education, University of Kentucky. 

This 2014 report was one of the first that tried to draw on research from around the world while 
asking the question of what an entirely new accountability system would look like. As such, the 
authors attempted to build out a vision of an entire system and not just the leverageable points. This 
document was very influential early in the work, as well as in much of the Learning Policy Institute 
efforts that its authors belonged to (several of the articles in this list are by their staff), most notably 
in its emphasis on redefining quality and putting the accountability emphasis squarely on learning at 
the local level. 
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Deming, W. E., (2018, 1982). Out of the Crisis, MIT Press. 
Deming was an organizational theorist and practitioner who created the total quality management 
movement. In Out of Crisis, he shares his fourteen points on quality management, all of which are as 
relevant today as when he wrote them. Relative to our work, Deming argued that accountability 
must be forward-facing, that most issues are systems and not people issues, and thus can only be 
solved by resolving systems and not the people who work in them, and that the inspect/judge/punish 
approach to trying to be more effective has never and will never work. Test-based accountability is 
backwards-facing, blames people, and its expensive and cumbersome inspection and punishment 
processes have never come close to creating the effects demanded in the policy. This isn’t for lack of 
effort, but due to the selection of a system and approaches that can’t do the job. Deming’s efforts 
offer both a damning critique of how school accountability has been done, but also lessons for what 
it could look like. Deming’s expertise may have been manufacturing, but his leadership and 
accountability lessons are far more universal.   

 
Goldratt, E. M., (2004). The Goal: A Process of Ongoing Improvement, 3rd Edition. Great Barrington, MA: 
North River Press. 

Goldratt is best known for his theory of constraints, which points out that in any organization certain 
factors will always exists that prevent the organization from operating at its peak. His researched 
response was to identify those factors—what he calls constraints—and vigorously improve them as a 
means to improving the entire system. His thinking influences the work by pointing out that not 
everything need be changed to create an improvement, and that organizations that try and change 
everything, or the wrong things, make the organization worse and not better. Actively seeking out 
and improving the constraints is the best way to create ongoing improvement.  

 
Howe, K.R. & Murray, K. (2015). Why School Report Cards Merit a Failing Grade. Boulder, CO: National 
Education Policy Center. 

While the bulk of this report details the research against school report cards and school grading, its 
recommendations are what have had a lasting impact: that accountability is part of a deeply 
democratic process, and that readiness to participate in that process should be a central theme in 
school accountability. Their conclusion that, “A-F school grading systems are…invalid as a democratic 
framework,” is based in research of what an education should be, versus what it is. The benefits-
based accountability efforts take that same forward-facing approach that Howe et. al. advocate for. 

 
Koretz, D., (2008). Measuring Up: What Educational Testing Really Tells Us. Cambridge, MA, Harvard 
University Press. 

Koretz, a leader and scholar in the testing world, gives one of the clearest descriptions of the uses 
and limitations of standardized test scores, which in turn is a clear argument for why they should 
never have been selected as an accountability tool. His work on its own is a clarion call for a different 
form of accountability altogether, although he does not go so far as to suggest what that might be. 
His effort helps clear the intellectual space for a new accountability, and we have relied heavily on 
his words as we have argued for a better way. 

 
Organizational Research Services, (2004). Theory of Change: A Practical Tool for Action, Results, and 
Learning. Annie E. Casey Foundation. 

This how-to manual is one of the most practical and useful research-based descriptions of what a 
theory of change is and its importance in community development exercises. This was one of the 
early documents that helped formulate the idea of educational benefit as the foundation for an 
educational accountability, though it did not use those terms exactly. From there, what became 
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readily apparent was that virtually every organization that does accountability well starts and ends 
with what we now call stakeholder benefit. Without exposure to this document our thinking may 
well be different and certainly not as advanced on the topic as it is. 

 
Popham, W. J., (1999). “Why Standardized Tests Don’t Measure Educational Quality,” Educational 
Leadership, (6) 56, (1999), 8-15. 

Popham’s contributions to a better understanding of testing are extraordinary, but this piece from 
more than twenty years ago summarizes his research perfectly: test scores are not an indicator of 
quality because they were designed for another purpose entirely. Along with Koretz, his words are a 
damning indictment of how we have used a legitimate research tool in all the wrong ways. 

 
Quaglia, R., (1989). “Student Aspirations: A Critical Dimension in Effective Schools,” Research in Rural 
Education 6 (1989): 7-9. 

Quaglia, like other scholars on this list, has helped to greatly expand the thinking on what schools 
should be accountable for. His research on student aspirations shows a clear difference in terms of 
educational and life outcomes between students who can and do aspire to greatness, and those who 
do not, often because they don’t know how. As simplistic as it sounds, Quaglia argues through his 
research that schools represent the only means by which many students will have access to this and 
many other important skills. His contribution to the work is to ensure that schools can include such 
benefits as an integral part of what they do and not as an afterthought. 

 
Robinson, K., (2001). Out of Our Minds: Learning to be Creative, Capstone. 

Like several of the authors on this list, Robinson is a genius at making an evidence-based argument 
that we should hold ourselves and our schools accountable for a great many things that do not 
include test scores. His argument that creative acts are inherently epistemic, and that without 
creativity in schools the ability to develop and learn will be greatly hindered, is important when 
thinking about both the form and function of a school and its accountabilities. In an accountability 
environment that removes or devalues creativity for either a segment of the population or for an 
entire school that is deemed to be failing, that environment is responsible for the devaluation of real 
learning. When that devaluation follows socioeconomic lines, which a test-based accountability 
causes, then the accountability is responsible for devaluing learning for students that can least afford 
it. 

 
Schlechty, P., (2005). Creating Great Schools: Six Systems at the Heart of Educational Innovation, Jossey-
Bass. 

Schlechty’s work in Creating Great Schools greatly expands the thinking of what qualifies as a system 
available for change in a school and how best to make those changes such that they can have a 
maximum effect. The bravEd frameworks rely on what we call a system response that is derived 
from Schlechty’s approach to change. 

 
Tanner, J., (2014). The Pitfalls of Reform, Rowman and Littlefield. Lanham, MD. 

This was an early attempt in the true accountability movement to capture both what was wrong 
with the way school accountability was being done and propose something different. While it helped 
launch the idea of a true educational accountability and still serves as its most foundational work, it 
was still too early in the work to articulate what a new system should look like, although it went 
further in its recommendations than most efforts at the time. 
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Tanner, J., (2021). The Accountability Mindset, bravEd Publishing. San Antonio, TX. 
The Accountability Mindset is the most complete description of the bravEd frameworks and their 
effect on schools and the clearest in its presentation of how the frameworks can be used. This is likely 
the least theoretical of all the work listed in this bibliography as it follows a principal in her efforts to 
put a true accountability system in place, making it the practical embodiment of the other learnings 
listed here. 
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Appendix III: Common objections and our responses 
Enough schools and districts have worked on a benefits-based accountability that we have a 

good sense of what critics of the approach will say. We are deeply sympathetic with and even share the 
intent behind many of the criticisms, as most are delivered in the spirit of trying to get to a better place. 
A handful of the most common criticisms and a response follow. This appendix will be regularly updated 
so as to be useful to advocates and practioners as they work through the process of explaining this work 
to those who may be less than receptive at first. 
 

1. What you are suggesting is a free-for-all, with every campus doing their own thing. That is a 
recipe for disaster. 
That would be true if it were true. The fact is that every profession exists to provide a finite set 
of benefits to its stakeholders, and students and parents are remarkably aligned across the 
country with what those benefits should be. If every school is accountable for engaging student 
with meaningful work, ensuring every student has a sound academic foundation, and keeping 
students safe, every school can be seen as working towards a similar set of meaningful 
objectives but in ways that are best for their stakeholders. It is true that every school is a unique 
place, and thus their work will have unique aspects to it, but what needs to be accomplished at 
the level of benefit differs very little. The best of all possible worlds is to focus our broad view at 
the level of benefit so that schools can on the one hand share that universally, while also 
determining how best to deliver it to the specific students each serves. 

2. Without objective metrics, schools will always make themselves look good. Benefits-based 
accountabilities are nothing more than a fancy participation trophy. 
This thinking is more evidence that schools have long been trapped in a protectionist 
accountability, because in a protectionist accountability the absence of a common metric means 
everyone would pick their own compliance point and they would be crazy not to pick the one 
that put them in the best light. Only we aren’t talking about protectionist accountabilities, but 
benefits-based accountabilities, and those incent the truth more than anything else. Benefits are 
always expressed in the language of the primary stakeholder—having food, for example, would 
be a benefit a child would expect by being a member of a family. The only way that child will 
trust the accountability of the parents is if they tell the truth, which the child can easily 
understand. If the parent claims the food situation is great but the child is hungry, they won’t 
trust the system, but if the parents agree that a change must be made, trust is possible. If the 
parents claim to have solved the problem and they haven’t, the child will know. When the 
problem is solved and the parents claim success, the child will know the truth of that as well. 
What prevents benefits-based accountabilities from devolving into a participation trophy is that 
the benefits can be equally well understood by those with all the technical knowledge within the 
organization and those with none of it without.  

3. The current system makes sense to parents. Everyone understands what an A, B, or F mean, 
so why not for schools? 
There are no examples other than schools where complex organizations are reduced to a 
singular judgment for the simple fact that it will be wrong about most of the organization. Some 
few parts may align, but most will not. While school grades appear to satisfy the call for 
simplicity, they fail in providing truth and accuracy. An A may be interpreted to indicate 
excellence, and an F failure, but no organization is ever all excellent, nor except in the most 
egregious of examples a complete failure, and if a grade causes us to see an organization that 
singularly it is causing us to mis-see the organization, which isn’t a good thing. What is needed is 
an accurate view, as well as an understandable view, which is what benefits-based 
accountabilities are quite good at providing. Labels or school grades are not. 
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4. What am I supposed to think about schools that are running a benefits-based approach at the 
same time the state is running their system? Who should I believe? 
What you will be observing will be two systems. One is focused on compliance with a metric, 
and one is focused on the benefits a school’s stakeholders expect. You should view it exactly as 
you would compliance and effectiveness in any organization: as separate things. An organization 
may comply with requirements in every way and yet be ineffective at what they do. Or they may 
be effective at what they do and out of compliance. One is not dependent on the other. It will, 
admittedly, be tricky in a school to do that given that test scores are the main compliance metric 
and presumed to also signal effectiveness, but they were never designed to be used for that 
purpose. The fact is that compliance with a test score and effectiveness against benefits are two 
different accountabilities and largely unrelated in their functions. 

5. You’re saying the current system has always been bad? How do you explain the Texas miracle 
and other gains that have been made with children who often weren’t included in anything 
when test-based accountability started in their states? 
The current system has always been bad. It is not the reason for whatever successes occurred 
under its tenure. The Texas (and federal) policies called into question the common practice of 
not including all students in education in a meaningful way by insisting their test scores be 
included. The effect of that can be examined through a research lens, which suggests that 
including those students greatly deflated test scores given our prior negligence with those 
students, and then as we started to pay attention—which was a good thing—test scores 
signaled that we were indeed paying attention. What happened from a benefits-based 
accountability perspective is that schools greatly increased their capacity to support lots of 
students they hadn’t before. But once those students were fully ensconced in the current 
system the protectionist accountabilities took over and schools adapted to the goals of 
compliance. The result from that moment as measured by a host of indicators has been 
educational stagnation. This, by the way, shows the power of a benefits-based accountability to 
increase the capacity of a school to do new things, as well as the power of a protectionist 
accountability to prevent real change. 

6. Does a benefits-based accountability assign school grades like the current systems in many 
states?  
No. Benefits-based accountabilities never reduce an organization to a single label or grade. 
Accountabilities are powerful forces in organizations and should force change when 
organizations are ineffective, but single labels and grades contribute to the wrong kinds of 
changes because they misrepresent organizations quite badly. Labels or grades represent a sort 
of average calculated from some number of characteristics, which means that they are the 
wrong point from which to make decisions or changes. Any school will have some areas where it 
is effective and should not change, some where it should consider a change in the future, and 
some where changes are warranted immediately. Each school must be clear on where they are 
effective and where they are not, based on evidence. No grade or label will align with that. An 
“A” suggests everything is great and nothing need be changed. That is wrong. A “D” or an “F” 
suggests everything is wrong and it all needs to be changed. That is wrong. And every label in 
between just creates more of the same type of confusion. 
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About John Tanner 
John Tanner is an educational writer and thought leader committed to a benefits-based accountability in 
every school and community. John has spent his entire educational career focused on educational 
accountability. He started his career in testing when that was considered the best means for an 
educational accountability and has served as a state test director and an executive at a leading test 
publisher. He served as the director of accountability efforts for one of the leading educational 
organizations in the country, which is when he began doing the research and formulating the ideas for 
what a True Accountability should look like. He founded bravEd (formerly Test Sense) in 2009. John lives 
and works in San Antonio, TX. You can reach him at john.tanner@brave-ed.com. 
 
About bravEd 
bravEd is an educational organization committed to furthering the the True Accountability movement its 
founder, John Tanner, helped create. bravEd works to teach the principles of a benefits-based 
accountability to cohorts of committed educators which allows them to develop the capacity to build 
benefits-based accountability systems for their schools and districts. More recently, bravEd has begun 
teaching interested educational companies and providers these same principles so that they are better 
prepared to support schools and districts that choose this better way. Anyone interested in more 
information is encouraged to reach out at inquiry@brave-ed.com.  


