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I believe that the quality of our education system says as much about the 
long-term health of our economy as the stock market, the unemployment 
rate and the size of the gross domestic product. That’s because the quality 
of our work force and the intellectual breadth and depth of future leaders 
is directly related to the quality of education we provide today. So I begin... 
by recognizing America’s common agenda to promote economic security 
through education. (U.S. Secretary of Education Arne Duncan)

 In prepared remarks before the United States Chamber of Commerce’s 
“Education and Workforce Summit” in November of 2009, U.S. Educa-
tion Secretary Arne Duncan expressed a sentiment now dominant in 
the popular discourse of education reform in the United States linking 
the economic fortunes of the U.S.A. in the global economy to the human 
capital produced by its education sector.1 This perspective envisions 
economic success as emerging from an educational system that produces 
new generations of technological and scientific innovators and high-skill 
workers to drive an economic sector geared toward providing high value-
added goods and services on a global marketplace.2 For K-12 schooling, 
the challenge would appear to be to produce students possessing the 
foundational knowledge and skills of literacy, mathematics, and critical 
thinking required for university and technical training.
 To that end, Duncan offers straightforward proposals for edu-
cational reform that require states to set rigorous, easily-measured 
academic standards, create assessments linked to those standards, use 
data generated by those assessments to raise academic achievement, 
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and, finally, to hold educational stakeholders [administrators, teachers, 
and students] accountable for failure. Most commonly subsumed under 
the conceptual rubric of ‘accountability,’ this model of education reform 
has become the default policy position of both political parties in the 
U.S. and has become the commonsensical position in popular debates 
over education reform. It is a policy position built on the assumption 
that it is possible to dramatically raise academic achievement in public 
education by re-organizing its incentive structures. However, critics of 
these reform policies charge that placing an undue emphasis on easily 
defined academic standards tied to standardized assessments and ac-
countability regimes will lead to a narrowing of school curriculum to 
the easily assessed, the regimentation of schooling, the re-enforcement 
of teacher-centric pedagogies that provide little opportunity for student 
discovery and critical thinking, and an over-reliance on rote learning. 
It is from this indeterminate situation in debates over education policy 
that this inquiry finds its impetus.
 The task of this article is to unpack the concept of accountability in 
order to clarify and critique the logic of this educational and political 
concept. To accomplish this task, I will employ a synthetic method of 
analysis that will, first, situate accountability within the larger frame-
work of standards-based education reforms of which it is an integral 
element. From there, the second step is to examine the research litera-
ture in order to interrogate standards-based policy reforms at each point 
in its logical chain so as to unpack the unquestioned assumptions and 
problematics inherent to the concept of accountability that are often 
obscured by contemporary educational discourse. The results of this 
study suggest that critics of accountability policies are well justified in 
their concerns.

A Synthetic Method of Inquiry
 The methodology for this inquiry is grounded in an ontological 
observation into the internal contradictions between the conceptual 
norms with which modern societies take their general orientations and 
the concrete realities generated by those conceptual understandings. 
This methodology is itself rooted in a long tradition of praxis philosophy 
tracing its lineage to the works of Hegel.3 In its most general sense, the 
synthetic mode of inquiry first outlined by Hegel and employed in this 
essay takes as its subject the concepts, theories, and ideas that repre-
sent the ‘spirit of the age,’ the conceptual knowledge through which 
individuals become conscious of their worlds and from which societies 
seek justification for concerted social action and governmental policy.
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 A synthetic method of inquiry can be characterized as being what 
Dewey called a “double movement” to and from meaning in which critique 
is located within the reflexive movement between the conceptual and 
concrete.4 Synthesis begins with a practical concept at work in popular 
discourse as it is most readily present as a discursive practice. From 
there the inquirer pulls apart the concept through an analysis of the 
concrete realities that is its subject. The product of this deductive move-
ment establishes the foundation for the transformation of the concept 
under analysis, and hence the concrete realities appropriate to it, by 
providing the inquirer with the raw material for an inductive movement 
of re-conceptualization.
 The synthetic mode of inquiry employed in this essay denotes a heu-
ristic consisting of three “moments” of inquiry (definition, division, and 
synthesis) in which the inquirer works through the conceptual logic of 
the subject of inquiry in order to unlock its transformative potential, to 
put the subject of inquiry “to the test of reality, of contemporary reality, 
both to grasp the points where change is possible and desirable, and 
to determine the precise form this change should take.”5 The “double 
movement” of a synthetic analysis begins with an indeterminate situa-
tion in which cemented “common sense” ideas run aground the concrete 
realities of a contradictory, dynamic present-history.  

Moving from an indeterminate situation of conceptual failure and 
contradiction, inquiry begins with a definition of a concept in its most 
immediate form. From definition, inquiry moves through the logic of 
this conceptual framework in a deductive movement that articulates 
the complex determinants and processes conditioning its actualization 
in the concrete [division]. Moving inductively from this empirical base, 
the concept is then synthesized into a conceptual framework through 
which the indeterminate situation from which inquiry began is resolved 
and through which the epistemic validity of its normative claims are 
to be established.6

Thus, a synthetic mode of inquiry returns to its starting point as a rich 
totality of determinations built around a rigorous investigation of the 
empirical evidence relevant to the subject of inquiry and the reconcili-
ation of the conceptual norms implicit to the subject of inquiry and the 
practices that seek justification in those normative ideals.
 In this inquiry, I will begin by first defining the concept of account-
ability by situating it within the standards-based education reforms of 
which it is an integral element. To do so, I will examine popular texts 
produced by prominent advocates of standards-based reforms so as to 
flesh out the concept of accountability as it is employed in popular debates 
over education policy and reform. From there, I will peer beneath the 
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veneer of standards-based education reforms to examine the efficacy of 
those reforms in achieving the academic gains and functional rationality 
from which it seeks justification. I will accomplish this by examining 
peer-reviewed research literature so as to test the epistemic validity of 
accountability at each point in its logical chain, identifying moments of 
contradiction and epistemic failure. From there, I will then work back 
through the conceptual logic of accountability in order to establish the 
foundation for the reconciliation between the normative ideals animat-
ing the concept of accountability and the practices appropriate to those 
ideals. In the final section, I will conclude the article with a critical 
reflection that seeks to flesh out some of the larger lessons to be taken 
away from this synthetic analysis.

Standards, Assessment, and Accountability
 Returning to Duncan’s remarks, it would appear that the key to en-
suring that students are taught the foundational knowledge and skills 
of literacy, mathematics and critical thinking required for success in a 
21st century economy begins with a set of rigorous academic standards 
for those subjects. Kosar makes the case for a standards-based approach 
to reforming educational practices this way:

[T]here is a powerful [behaviorist] logic to standards-based reform: 
children will not learn to high levels unless they are taught challenging 
curricula... [T]o raise achievement, the level of skills and knowledge 
students are taught must be raised, and this can be done through es-
tablishing challenging education standards. Doing this will maximize 
the probability of good teaching or worthwhile content to all students. 
And the children will respond.7

The working assumption of this approach is that creating clearly defined, 
rigorous academic standards aligned to high-stakes assessments will 
push schools toward sound curricular and pedagogical practices that 
will then lead to higher student achievement. If the nation’s system of 
public education is to meet the challenges of globalization, then federal 
and state policy makers should set high standards for achievement to 
ensure that students are taught the foundational knowledge they will 
need to compete in an information-based economy.
 To ensure that students, administrators, and schools maintain this 
high level of achievement, a 21st century system of public education 
requires a rigorous regime of performance-based accountability. Such a 
regime begins with the necessary “mission, values and guiding principles” 
required to create a broad framework of academic and performance 
standards for students, administrators, and schools.8 These standards 
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would form the foundation for the design of instruction, curricula, and 
high-stakes assessments9  “that have real consequences for professionals 
in the schools.”10 Hess observes: “Performance information is meaningful 
only when it is backed by real incentives; when principles and superin-
tendents use it to reward or penalize teachers based on how well they 
are serving their students.”11 For teachers, accountability means that 
their performance evaluations would be linked to student performance on 
standardized assessments. Likewise, administrators and entire schools 
would be judged by student performance on standardized assessments 
with the explicit threat of dismissal of administration or the possibility 
of a complete re-structuring of schools either by quasi-privatization (e.g., 
charter schools) or re-constitution of school staff.

Beneath the Veneer: Research Literature
 Beneath the veneer of these standards-based reforms lies an assump-
tion of a functional reflexivity. Clear, measurable academic standards 
provide the foundation for the construction of rigorous curricula, sound 
instructional models, and assessments that will challenge students to 
achieve at high levels. Standardized assessments measure students’ 
achievement in reaching the prescribed academic standards, measure 
teacher and school effectiveness, and provide the necessary data for re-
aligning curricular and pedagogical practices in order to address students’ 
academic needs. In turn, the tough accountability measures attached 
to performance on those assessments provide incentives for students, 
teachers, and administrators alike in ensuring student achievement. 
Put more simply, the assumption here is that standards-based reform 
will foster a rational organization of schooling that will increase student 
achievement. It is an assumption of reinforcing incentives where stan-
dards are the carrot accompanying the accountability stick and rational 
education decisions are made possible by the empirical data provided 
by objective assessments. However, a review of the research literature 
offers little to support these assumptions.
 Sloan and Kelly identify two controversial issues involved with stan-
dards-based reforms and high-stakes assessments.12 The first of these 
issues lie with the desirability [or even possibility] of developing clear, 
easily measured standards as the foundation of instruction, assessment, 
and accountability.

Content mastery at some level is a cognitive event: the understanding 
of powerful, complex, and sometimes fuzzy ideas. For that reason, at 
least for challenging content, it may be difficult to write clear and simple 
standards, thereby making their operationalization for curriculum 
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development, test construction (of any genre, objective or authentic), 
and alignment between the two problematic.13

On the one hand, the logic of a standards-based framework requires 
challenging academic content as an incentive for high academic achieve-
ment; on the other hand, standardized assessments require clear, easily 
measured criteria by which to judge student success. Indeed, prima 
facie, it stands to reason that in the process of articulating challenging 
academic content into clear, easily-measured standards a good deal of the 
complexity, ambiguity, and contradictions that make content challenging 
to begin with would be lost. More importantly, even assuming the desir-
ability of constructing clear, easily- measured academic standards, the 
types of assessment most often associated with standards-based reforms 
raise issues that call into question the assumption of reflexivity between 
these assessments and educational decision-making processes.
 Sloan and Kelly point out that different types of assessments test 
different skills and serve different purposes. The multiple choice as-
sessments associated with standards-based reforms in the U.S. are 
most often constructed within a pyschometric framework designed to 
produce “economically tractable and defensible reliability indices” for 
ranking and norming purposes.14 Constructed along a Bell curve, it 
would appear that these types of assessments are far better suited to 
scaling students than providing useful information capable of improv-
ing student learning. Yet a key assumption of standards-based reform 
is that these “scientifically” constructed assessments must do exactly 
that, i.e., improve student learning.
 At the district and state level, standardized assessments are being 
increasingly used to differentiate between effective and ineffective schools 
and individual teachers. While this may seem a rather straightforward 
and intuitive means of measuring effectiveness, it is far from rigorous. 
Measuring school proficiency/deficiency based on standardized assess-
ments assumes a causal relationship between differences in student test 
performance and differences in the effectiveness of instruction. A school 
accountability framework based on standardized test scores alone fails 
to recognize other academic inputs, such as student-teacher character-
istics, instructional practices, resources, curriculum, etc., involved in 
academic achievement and test performance. Robert Linn notes that, 
despite the rhetoric of many reformers, using standardized test scores 
to distinguish between effective and ineffective schools is decidedly un-
scientific.15 As a tool for judging the effectiveness of individual teachers, 
the National Academy of Sciences warns against the over-emphasis of 
standardized assessment scores as the primary mode of evaluation in 
Duncan’s Race to the Top Initiative, noting that, “while standardized tests 
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are helpful in measuring a reform’s effects, evaluations should rely on 
multiple indicators of what students know and can do, not just a single 
test score.”16 Further, in a more general sense, determining proficiency 
and deficiency using data from standardized assessments must a prori 
involve some sort of ranking process that requires a determination of 
“cut points” in the distribution of student scores that is, as Andrew Ho 
notes, necessarily “judgmental.”17

 Rupp et al. examine the common approach of standardized assessment 
designed to measure reading comprehension skills, which is to ask students 
to respond to a text passage with multiple-choice questions. Their find-
ings suggest that students approach these questions as problem solving 
tasks and that these assessments actually test a rather limited range of 
reading skills. “[D]ifferent [multiple choice] questions do not merely tap 
but, indeed, create very particular comprehension and response processes. 
Therefore, a blanket statement such as ‘[multiple choice] questions assess 
reading comprehension’ is nonsensical for any test.”18

 In order to evaluate the efficacy of standardized assessments as peda-
gogical tools Rupp and Lesaux compared measures of reading achievement 
produced by standardized assessments and the component skills of literacy 
as identified by a “diagnostic battery of standardized and experimental 
tasks.”19 Their findings suggest that the proficiency classifications of 
standardized assessments mask a great deal of heterogeneity of read-
ing skills at all levels. This raises two serious issues. First, it questions 
whether standardized assessments provide adequate measures of student 
reading comprehension skills, and, second, it calls into question whether 
standardized assessments provide actionable information for improving 
student achievement. “Given the reliance on standards-based assessments 
to guide educational decision-making... there is a need to seriously consider 
whether the properties of these tests support any interpretation at the 
level of the individual and similarly whether there is any instructional 
information to be gleaned from the results.”20

 Looking at the component reading comprehension skills of students 
identified as failing by standardized assessments, Bully and Valencia 
also find that standardized assessments mask variations in the com-
ponent skills of reading.21 By masking the considerable heterogeneity 
of student reading skills, standardized assessments appear not only to 
provide a limited picture of students’ reading comprehension, but they 
also fail to provide the necessary data for tailoring instruction to stu-
dents’ specific needs and contribute to student achievement. Further, 
Bully and Valencia question the utility of policy decisions mandating 
specific instructional strategies and curricular programs for failing 
schools, such as Reading First, that are becoming increasingly common 
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in standards-based reforms. “Our data suggest that such policies aimed 
at specific, predetermined, instructional approaches cannot possibly fit 
the various needs of at-risk children.”22 In short, on both the student 
and school levels, it appears that standardized assessments are being 
put to tasks for which they are neither designed nor well-suited.
  Turning now to the assumption that the incentive structure created 
by attaching high-stakes consequences to standardized assessments will 
lead to achievement gains, the research literature offers little support-
ing evidence. Examining state-level data, Nichols et al. investigate the 
relationship between high-stakes assessments and student achievement. 
They find that assessment pressures have a positive impact on 4th grade 
mathematics but no impact on 4th grade reading or 8th grade reading and 
math, suggesting that accountability pressure may only impact skills 
that can be effectively taught in a direct instructional approach.

[O]ur findings (and lack of findings) lead us to the conclusion that high-
stakes testing pressure might produce effects only at the simplest level 
of the school curriculum: Primary school arithmetic where achievement 
is most susceptible to being increased by drill and practice and teach-
ing to the test.23

Similarly, Merchant et al. find limited evidence that high-stakes as-
sessment policies raise achievement only in the most basic skills but no 
evidence that tough accountability policies raise achievement in more 
advanced subject areas.24 Lee and Wang find no evidence of achievement 
gains associated with high-stakes assessments nor a significant change 
in the distribution of achievement across student groupings.25 Overall, 
results from my review of research literature examining state-level data 
do not support “any argument that high-stakes testing is necessary to 
raise student achievement.”26

 Interestingly, there is a growing number of studies that suggest that 
not only do high-stakes assessments have little impact on gains in stu-
dent achievement overall but that implementation of these policies leads 
to strategic responses by educational players that generate significant 
social costs. Linking rigorous accountability regimes to standardized 
assessments creates powerful incentives to narrow instruction to only 
those curricular areas being assessed and to the wide-spread adoption 
of teacher-centric ‘drill and kill’ instruction.27 More troubling, there is 
evidence that the incentives created by standards-based accountability 
reforms lead to perverse outcomes and gaming strategies. Through grade 
retention and inadequate reporting of graduation rates, high schools 
serving even the most challenging student bodies were able to raise 
average student achievement, but it is a success that appears to come 
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at the cost of the lowest performing students, who eventually disappear 
or drop-out.28

 In sum, the research literature fails to provide compelling evidence 
that the high-stakes tests and tough accountability measures associ-
ated with standards-based reform increase student achievement. Even 
assuming the desirability of constructing clear, easily measured stan-
dards, the assessments aligned to those standards fail to provide the rich 
data educators require to raise the achievement of struggling students. 
More troubling, the incentives created by the accountability measures 
associated with standards-based reforms appear to generate significant 
social costs in the form of higher retention rates and increases in the 
number of drop-outs. Thus, the functional reflexivity assumed by the 
standards-based reforms is fractured at each point in its logical chain. 
The concept of accountability appears to be internally contradictory 
and flawed. However, at each point of conceptual failure, the division 
of accountability demonstrates not only the failure of standards-based 
reforms to fulfill their own normative goals. It also provides us with a 
road map for constructing new policy ideas capable of making those 
goals an empirical reality.

Synthesis
 If we take the mathematical-scientific knowledge, literacy, and cre-
ative-innovative thinking advocated by standards-based reformers as 
being the foundation for an intelligent system of accountability, then the 
preceding examination of the popular conceptualization of accountability 
opens up moments of possibility to break out of cemented conceptions 
and practices to develop new policy approaches capable of achieving the 
normative goals of preparing students for the intellectual demands of 
the 21st century. It is to this task that we now turn.

Rethinking Standards
 As Sloan and Kelly point out, complex ideas and knowledge are 
necessarily fuzzy in that they denote “cognitive events” as opposed to 
being bits of data to be stored on organic hard-drives. Mathematical-
scientific knowledge denotes more than having a grasp of the mechan-
ics of mathematical computation and the ability to carry out formulaic 
“experiments” as one might follow a recipe. Instead, it denotes the ability 
to employ mathematical reasoning and the scientific method in such 
tasks as developing new technologies, answering scientific questions, and 
developing new materials. In short, mathematical-scientific knowledge 
is not an invisible cookbook to be carried around in a cognitive knap-
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sack. It denotes an intellectual skill set that empowers one to utilize 
mathematical and scientific thinking in productive human activities of 
problem solving, knowledge construction, and creation.
 Likewise, literacy surely denotes more than the simple decoding 
of information from text or the ability to solve vocabulary and analogy 
puzzles. Literacy denotes an intellectual skill set. It denotes the ability 
to interpret and communicate complex ideas through the use of symbolic 
systems that constitute the core of conscious thought, communication, and 
intellect. More specifically, literacy involves the decoding, processing, and 
interpretation of written text in a process of critical thinking in which 
the outcome is substantially more than the sum of its parts. Literacy 
involves the ability to organize one’s thoughts in a logical framework; 
to symbolically represent those ideas so that others can decipher them; 
and to anticipate the needs, perspectives, and skills of an unknowable 
audience. In short, literacy denotes a mode of conscious thought and 
symbolic communication.
 As a curricular goal, creative-innovative thinking proves to be an 
even “fuzzier” concept. Denoting more of an intellectual disposition than 
curricular knowledge in the traditional sense, creative-innovative think-
ing would appear to demand that the previous two curricular standards, 
mathematical-scientific knowledge and literacy, be achieved in such a 
way so as to foster curiosity, a love of learning, problem-solving skills 
and creative expression. Or, to put it more generally, creative-innovative 
thinking denotes a mode of intellectual life. Perhaps a better model for 
this broad curricular goal can be found in Thayer-Bacon’s conception 
of constructive thinking as an organizing principle that places equal 
emphasis on reason, creativity, intuition, collaboration, and care as 
necessary human tools of creation, innovation, and problem-solving.29

 Working through the logic of the curricular goals identified by stan-
dards-based reform advocates as being the necessary foundation for 
rigorous accountability through the lens of the research literature allows 
us to draw some broad conclusions about the nature of the academic 
standards that are appropriate to the task. Developing standards from 
the broad curricular goals of mathematical-scientific knowledge, literacy, 
and creative-innovative thinking would appear to require that those 
standards be broadly defined and de-coupled from a direct correlation 
with individual grade levels. If these broad curricular goals denote an 
intellectual skill set, a mode of conscious thought and symbolic commu-
nication, and a mode of intellectual life respectively, then it is clear that 
standards formulated from those goals must be articulated at a level of 
generality appropriate to the “cognitive events” they describe. Further, 
the uneven intellectual development and maturation of individual stu-
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dents would seem to preclude the utility of linking individual standards to 
any one specific grade level or calendar year. Perhaps a more appropriate 
model would entail the use of benchmarks situated at transitional points 
in schooling, such as the transition from primary to secondary schooling. 
However, what is most important for the current study is to note that the 
broad curricular goals of creative-innovative thinking, mathematical-sci-
entific knowledge, and literacy do not lend themselves to clearly defined 
academic standards that can be assessed on large-scale tests employing 
a multiple choice format. An accountability system constructed on the 
foundation of these curricular goals must employ an intelligent system 
of assessment that balances the needs of policy-makers and communities 
with the learning needs of individual students.

Re-Thinking Assessment
 Thus, a constructive system of assessment would deploy a twofold 
strategy. At the classroom level, student assessment should primarily 
involve the use of authentic, formative assessments geared toward stu-
dent learning. The most appropriate form of assessment for this task 
would be teacher-constructed performative assessments that provide rich 
data on student knowledge and skills as well as identify the educational 
needs to be addressed. In order to gear instruction to increased student 
learning, teachers require an accurate, in-depth perspective on student 
achievement and academic needs, and this perspective is best acquired  
through authentic assessments constructed by teachers for individual 
students according to their needs. These kinds of assessments would 
provide teachers not only with a rich perspective on student learning 
but would also provide an opportunity to assess more intangible skills 
and dispositions such as creativity, curiosity, and attitudes toward learn-
ing. For students, formative assessments provide immediate feedback 
on achievement and identify areas in which they need to focus their 
studies. Formative assessments provide students with the necessary 
feedback to develop meta-cognitive understandings of their own skills, 
knowledge, and interests, and it affords them the opportunity to take 
ownership of their learning. 
 At the district and state levels, the goal is to develop rich data on 
student achievement covering large populations in a manner that is both 
cost-efficient and practical. A reasonable way forward in achieving this 
goal is to adopt a balanced approach that employs more authentic assess-
ments to increase the quality of the data available to communities and 
policy-makers in conjunction with random-sampling techniques that can 
gather large-scale data while addressing issues of cost and practicality. 
The quality of the data available to policy-makers and administrators 
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would benefit significantly from the use of more authentic assessments 
that incorporate elements of interactive, performative, and traditional 
assessment techniques and are capable of assessing the degree to which 
students can use knowledge as opposed to their ability to re-produce “dead” 
content. Utilizing random-sampling techniques will make it possible to 
carry out fewer assessments and produce high quality data as opposed 
to current trends toward large-scale assessments that yield relatively 
poor data. Further, valuable data on student and teacher success can 
be gleaned from broader measures such as tracking graduation rates, 
student success rates in the tertiary sector, and parental satisfaction.
  Of course, carrying out these reforms would require structural 
shifts and at least an initial expenditure of resources. At the classroom 
level, a policy push toward encouraging the use of teacher-constructed 
performative assessments geared toward advancing student learning 
would require two actions by policy-makers. First, the wide scale use of 
authentic, performative assessments is predicated on significant invest-
ments in the professionalization of teaching through master-teacher 
and mentoring programs, professional development opportunities for 
practicing teachers, and an increased focus in teacher training on con-
structing and utilizing a variety of assessment techniques to increase 
student learning. Second, constructing authentic assessments tailor-
made to individual students requires that teachers have an in-depth 
understanding of their individual students’ strengths, weaknesses, and 
academic needs. This would imply that policy-makers should strive to 
lower student-teacher ratios and experiment with grouping teachers 
and students together over several academic years, particularly in the 
primary years. At the district and state levels, implementing large-scale 
authentic assessments would require a coordinated effort to create a 
system of intelligent standards and appropriate assessments as well as 
a significant push to increase the number of educational specialists to 
carry out assessments and interpret the data. Finally, and perhaps most 
importantly, it is incumbent on policy-makers to provide the necessary 
resources to make these policy shifts at the classroom, district, and state 
levels a reality.

Re-Thinking Accountability
 Of course, the critical role public education plays in modern society 
demands that educational actors and institutions be held accountable 
for fulfilling their social roles and societal mandates. It is both reason-
able and desirable that society articulate a uniform set of curricular 
standards that do justice to the complexity of the cognitive acts they 
describe; to construct an intelligent assessment regime to evaluate the 
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degree to which individual teachers, schools, and districts are helping 
students achieve those standards, to reward educational actors for suc-
cess; and, finally, to hold educational actors accountable for failure. That 
said, the devil is in the details.
 In light of the previous analysis, the questions raised about the ef-
ficacy and desirability of accountability policies now dominant in the U.S. 
requires that researchers and policy-makers remain open to and seek out 
alternative approaches to education reform that achieve similar goals 
and ideals as those animating this current era of reform. One alternative 
approach can be located in one of the most successful education systems 
in the world in which, interestingly, the concept of accountability is not 
even a topic of discussion among policy-makers: Finland.30 The Finnish 
model of education reform is now widely regarded as having fostered a 
highly effective, equitable public education system that produces con-
sistent results at a reasonable cost.31 It is also unique in that, contrary 
to current international trends toward top-down external accountability 
measures, the locus of accountability pressures in the Finnish model is 
centered around the ballot box.
 In the midst of an economic crisis in the early 1990’s, Finland em-
barked on an aggressive re-structuring of its educational system from 
a highly centralized top-down approach toward a system built around a 
commitment to mutual accountability, professional responsibility, forma-
tive assessment, and trust. Finland followed a path of de-centralization 
coupled with loose national standards that provided teachers and admin-
istrators with a high degree of autonomy in achieving those standards 
and relied on investments in the professionalization of teaching to foster 
school communities engaged in “research-based teaching” to raise student 
achievement.32 In order to balance the needs of policy-makers to provide 
oversight and teachers to utilize classroom assessment as an instruc-
tional tool, Finland embraced teacher-made formative assessments as 
the dominant method for assessing student achievement and instituted 
authentic assessments utilizing random-sampling techniques to provide 
policy-makers with rich data to gauge system and school performance 
without wide-scale disruption of classroom learning.
 Sahlberg notes that the de-centralization of the educational sector and 
increased autonomy for teachers and school administrators has distrib-
uted accountability pressures throughout the system by strengthening 
a linkage often severed by the test-based accountability pressures now 
dominating education policy in the United States: professional autonomy 
and professional accountability.

Educational reform principles since [the] early 1990s—when much of 
public sector administration went through decentralization—have relied 
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on building professional responsibilities within schools and encourag-
ing lateral capacity building among teachers and schools, rather than 
applying external accountability structures. Therefore, sample-based 
testing, thematic assessments, reflective self-evaluations and putting 
learning first have established [a] culture of mutual responsibilities 
and trust.33

Despite the fact that the concept of accountability as we think about 
it in the U.S. is not a topic of discussion among its policy-makers, the 
Finnish model of education reform offers us a new perspective on how to 
re-think accountability. To that end, Sahlberg offers three broad recom-
mendations for building what he terms the “intelligent accountability” 
exemplified by the Finnish model.

• Build trust and shared responsibility by giving school administrators 
and teachers greater autonomy in developing strategies for achieving aca-
demic standards and constructing internal systems of accountability.

• Employ a balanced approach to assessment that provides teachers with 
the freedom to construct formative assessments as an instructional tool 
while utilizing authentic assessments [quantitative and qualitative in 
nature] to provide policy-makers, communities, and parents with rich 
data to gauge achievement.

• Build lateral capacity by creating spaces within schools for teacher 
collaboration and research and networking schools to spread ideas 
throughout the system.

Interestingly, Sahlberg’s recommendations for building trust and shared 
responsibility, a balanced approach to assessment, and lateral capacity 
also corresponds with the themes that emerged from Darling-Hammond’s 
analysis of successful accountability reforms in the U.S., and it bears 
a marked resemblance to the conclusions that have emerged from this 
analysis.34 While it is impossible to adopt the Finnish reform model 
wholesale, Finland’s educational successes can help educational actors 
on this side of the Atlantic ocean expand the horizon of the possible in 
our on-going pursuit of education reform.
 In contrast to a punitive system of accountability that relegates 
school knowledge to the easily assessed, intelligent accountability must 
work to build the learning capacity of public schooling. If the goal of 
policy reforms built around the organizing principle of accountability 
is to ultimately make a positive contribution to student learning and 
global competitiveness then it would appear necessary to develop an 
intelligent system of accountability that seeks to build and nurture the 
institutional capacity of schools. Such a system of intelligent account-
ability would involve a balanced approach to constructing micro- and 
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macro-accountability structures that provide necessary supports to help 
teachers and administrators build their professional skills and create 
productive learning environments for their students. Constructing an 
intelligent system of accountability would appear to require policy-mak-
ers and communities to, at a minimum, carry out the following tasks:

• Coordinate efforts to articulate academic standards from the broad 
curricular goals of mathematical-scientific knowledge, literacy, and in-
novative-creative thinking that do justice to the intellectual complexity 
implicit to each;

• De-centralize the decision-making processes of education policy by 
providing teachers and school administrators greater professional 
autonomy in reaching academic standards and constructing internal 
accountability policies at the school level;

• Make significant investments in teacher training and building lateral 
capacity across schools, districts, and states;

• Coordinate efforts to construct and implement an intelligent assess-
ment regime that employs a balanced approach of authentic, performative 
and traditional assessments using random-sampling techniques.

If the overarching goal of public schooling should be the empowerment 
of students to successfully compete in a new global reality then it is vital 
that policy-makers and educational leaders make the strategic invest-
ments needed to make that a reality. The Finnish model demonstrates 
that these kind of reforms are both practical and cost effective, and it 
demonstrates that a de-centralized education system relying on demo-
cratic processes to hold education actors accountable for educational 
outcomes can produce high levels of achievement and equity. However, 
carrying out such a reform agenda would require an initial expenditure 
of resources. This again returns us to the role communities and gov-
ernments should play in an intelligent system of accountability, and it 
demands critical reflection.

Critical Reflection
 In contemporary educational discourse, it is now quite common for 
policy-makers and educational experts to demand that we hold teachers 
and school administrators accountable for educational failure. However, 
what is notably absent from those debates is the voicing of a similar need 
to hold policy-makers and educational experts accountable for providing 
the necessary resources and know-how to foster academic achievement. 
There is a great deal of discussion in policy circles and in popular media 
of how to best hold students and teachers accountable for success and 
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failure, no doubt a tribute to American individualism, but very little is 
said about holding policy-makers and community leaders accountable 
for fulfilling their duties in the grand contrat social that is public educa-
tion. In effect, policy-makers and educational leaders have succeeded in 
pushing accountability “downward” while absolving themselves of be-
ing held accountable for fulfilling their vital role in fostering academic 
achievement in public schools. However, it would be a mistake to view 
this simply as being a bug in the system. It is not. It is a feature. It is 
an essential element of the current system.
 Education policies which absolve policy-makers and educational ex-
perts of accountability for student learning actually work to undermine 
their own normative justifications. This is not accidental nor is it the 
inevitable outcome of a structural formation, although that is certainly 
an element of the equation. The disjunctions and contradictions of current 
education policies that seek justification in the concept of accountability 
are a function of a particular articulation of power composed of corporate 
lobbies, venture philanthropists, think-tanks, conservative political or-
ganizations, and advocacy groups that wield educational concepts such 
as accountability as political tools with frightening efficiency.35 Indeed, 
it is the prevalence of these private actors in the social construction of 
public knowledge and education policy that led me to employ popular texts 
written by authors connected to national think-tanks currently driving 
education policy in my initial treatment of the concept of accountability. 
This articulation of power is a manifestation of a specific form of politics 
that seeks to subject the public domain to private interests in the pursuit 
of profit, whether that be through direct per-child payments for schooling 
“services” or by grabbing a “4 or 5 percent slice of a couple trillion dollar 
public education real estate market” for speculative investment.36 It is a 
politics that seeks to institutionalize failure in public schooling through 
the implementation of increasingly impossible accountability regimes 
[eg., No Child Left Behind] in order to justify its colonization by private 
actors. It is a politics that seeks to carve out politicized markets from a 
“failing” public institution, markets that represent a direct conduit for 
private interests to tap public treasuries.37

 The political characteristics of this articulation of power clearly 
emerged in the preceding inquiry. It is a politics that above all rejects 
ambiguity. The constellation of social forces, institutions, cultural practices 
and economic formations always already present in public schooling and 
individual student achievement is distilled down by this political bloc into 
that most transcendent of Enlightenment fetishes: numbers.38 Indeed, 
it is a politics that demonstrates an instrumentality of reason borne of 
business plans and MBA curricula the world over, and it renders school 
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learning down to the simple act of production in the form of test scores 
that are easily plotted on charts and presented in digital slideshows. 
That business leaders would formulate a model of schooling built on 
clearly defined goals, quantitative metrics, and punitive accountability 
measures should come as no surprise to anyone.39 Yet, like all politics, 
it is a politics that is necessarily mediated through normative concepts 
at work in popular discourse and dominant ideological formations, 
concepts that are themselves battlegrounds in a ‘war of position’ among 
political actors vying for hegemonic dominance.40 It is a politics that is 
not only contested but is a politics that creates the logical framework 
for its own critique and transformation. It opens itself up to its own 
colonization. Thus, we find in the logical framework of domination a 
logic of potential liberation.
 As we have seen, the concept of accountability is being employed by 
this articulation of power to make specific epistemic claims that estab-
lish criteria for judging the validity of those claims, an epistemic test 
that current accountability policies fail. However, the critical moment 
consists of more than simply identifying epistemic failure or “contradic-
tion.” Critique must also work through the logic of the concepts employed 
by this articulation of power in order to both bring contradictions to 
the surface of public discourse and to open up a political space for the 
transformative negation of those concepts, or to establish the foundation 
for a positive reconstruction of those concepts through an articulation of 
the necessary pre-conditions for achieving their own normative ideals.
 The results of this study suggest that the necessary pre-conditions 
for achieving the normative ideals built into the conceptual logic of ac-
countability would look dramatically different from the accountability 
policies associated with standards-based reforms. The foundation for 
achieving the goals of preparing students for the intellectual rigors of a 
21st century economy begins with a re-commitment to public schooling 
as a public institution in which all share responsibility and in which 
accountability pressures are centered around the ballot box. Upon this 
foundation, the first step toward achieving the normative ideals implicit 
within the conceptual framework of accountability is a coordinated ef-
fort to formulate academic standards that embrace the ambiguity of 
the complex knowledge we seek to impart to our students. The second 
step requires a coordinated effort to re-orient assessment and account-
ability away from punitive measures that creative perverse incentive 
structures that punish the weakest in society. Instead, what is needed 
is a movement toward formative assessments that both do justice to the 
complex knowledge we seek to impart to our students and are geared 
toward increasing student achievement and learning. And, finally, it 
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demands an institutional structure of shared accountability among all 
educational actors. It demands that society re-affirm its commitment 
to schooling as a public institution. 
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