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Preface: In my view, most states viewed NCLB as structurally flawed in that it inevitably led to 
over-identification of schools “in need of improvement.”  Most states viewed the NCLB 
subgroup accountability provisions as a notable fault in this: the famous “39 ways to fail” were 
primarily a reflection of NCLB’s conjunctive requirements about subgroup performance.  Not 
only did many states view NCLB as unreasonably strict (i.e., too many schools were identified), 
the states also viewed NCLB as unfair (i.e., the wrong schools were identified and/or the 
inappropriate consequences were assigned).  As a result, most states designed their subgroup 
accountability provisions to counteract what they viewed as over-identification of schools.  The 
result was designs that tried to weaken subgroup accountability under NCLB—or at least school 
identification due to subgroup performance. Under ESEA Waivers over-identification was less of 
an issue (or should have been), since the expected amount of schools identified as 
“Focus/Priority Schools” was capped by most states at around 10%, and subgroup performance 
was often used as a secondary indicator.  However, few states adjusted their subgroup 
accountability goals, accountability systems, or theories of action. 

Under ESSA states have considerable more flexibility than they did under NCLB to design 
their overall school accountability systems. States have an opportunity to design subgroup 
accountability that plays a strong and vital part of the state’s accountability system and the 
state’s theory of action for improving education in the state. However, there are notable specific 
requirements in ESSA regarding subgroup accountability.  The ESSA subgroup accountability 
requirements are not the same as NCLB or ESEA Waivers.  States should thoroughly understand 
the ESSA subgroup accountability requirements, and fit them into the state’s educational vision 
and overall accountability system design.   

For those reasons, this document emphasizes that subgroup accountability should be 
coherent with the state’s overall accountability system.  This document provides general 
guidance for considering subgroups in any contemporary school accountability system.  The 
general subgroup accountability guidance is provided as specific decisions a state accountability 
system designer must make.  These design decisions are grouped into six main areas that 
proceed from the more general to the more specific.  To support coherence within the 
accountability system, it is important to consider the sections in order.  Of course, some iteration 
may be necessary. 

I. Establish Vision 
II. Know Your State Context Regarding Subgroup Accountability 
III. Establish a Theory of Action for Subgroups in School Accountability 
IV. Make Design Decisions for Subgroup Accountability 
V. Create Indicators, Metrics, and Safeguards for Subgroup Accountability 
VI. Establish Quality Assurance of Subgroup Accountability 
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Including Subgroups in School Accountability: 
A Design decision resource 

 
 
I. Establish Vision 

 
A. What is your state trying to achieve in terms of its large goals (e.g., improve the economy 

of the state, provide a better quality of living especially for economically disadvantaged 
citizens, etc.)? 

B. What role do policy makers see education playing in helping achieve those goals? 
1.  What is the theory of action for education? 

C. What role do policy makers see accountability playing? 
1. How does accountability fit within the theory of action for education? 
2. How plausible is it that accountability will be able to achieve what it is expected to 

achieve?  What evidence supports that view? 
 
 

II. Know Your State Context Regarding Subgroup Accountability 
 
A. Who are your subgroup populations?  What has been their performance?  What are their 

strengths and needs? 
1.How do you know?  What data do you collect?  What studies have been done?  How 

complete, current, and credible is your information? 
B. What is your state history of including subgroups in school accountability? 

1. How were subgroups included in school accountability? 
2.  What worked well?  What kinds of change and how much took place?  What would 

you like to change? 
3. What are the state/district/school challenges that should be addressed by your state’s 

Accountability Theory of Action? 
C. What is your state context regarding subgroup accountability? 

1. How high a priority is a focus on subgroups for policymakers?  For advocacy groups?  
How strong are any views against using accountability to change the status quo for any 
subgroup? 

2. How much agreement is there among key policymakers about the amount of pressure 
your accountability system should provide regarding subgroups? 

3. Are there accountability requirements that must be met, e.g., federal and/or state law, 
or strong policy “givens”?  (See ESSA requirements regarding subgroup 
accountability below, in section IV.A.1.) 

D. How robust is your accountability system and policy context? 
1. How tolerant are your system and your context to not being exactly right (e.g., there is 

typically less tolerance for errors with very high stakes; highly politicized contexts 
often turn accountability issues into public battlegrounds)?  

2. How easily can adjustments be made in your accountability system?  Is there a 
mechanism for monitoring the system and making needed improvements?  Is there a 
policy context that enables such adjustments? 
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III. Establish a Theory of Action for Subgroups in School Accountability 

 
A. What are your goals for subgroups that schools/educational units will be held accountable 

for?   
1. How do those goals for subgroups relate to other accountability goals?  For example, 

is it possible for a school to be designated “OK” for subgroups but “Not OK” Overall, 
or vice versa?  Is that what you intend? 

2. Do you believe the goals should be the same across all subgroups, all grades, all 
subject areas, all contexts?  If not, how do you believe the goals should differ?  Why? 

B. How will you achieve your subgroup goals, and how will achievement of those subgroup 
goals support achievement of the overall goals?  What actions in the theory of action—
especially mandated accountability consequences--are under direct control of the state?  
Which are not? 
1. Why do you believe that achievement of the subgroup goals will have the 

consequences stated in your theory of action? 
2. How is this theory of action different from previous theories of action? 

C. How coherent is the entire accountability system—assessments, accountability 
identification criteria, and consequences?   
Note: For example, some people pointed out that under NCLB, there was some possible 
incoherence between identification and consequences in that a school could be identified 
for performance of a subgroup such as students with disabilities, but the school was 
required to offer public school choice prioritizing economically disadvantaged children.  
Similarly, some who have advocated using a “low performing subgroup” rather than 
demographically-based subgroups have said that it more readily translates into 
instructional action in the school, whereas it might be questionable to separate out all the 
African-American students for special instruction because the African-American 
subgroup scored low (i.e., some students in the African-American subgroup may be high 
performing; on the other hand, it may be very reasonable for a state to say that 
instruction for students with disabilities or English learners may be expected to be 
systematically different for virtually all members of the subgroup).  Others have 
advocated for the need for treating the school and its district as the unit of accountability, 
rather than just the school, because systemic causes and solutions to challenges of school 
quality often are related to things largely under the control of the district (e.g., teacher 
quality in the school is often shaped largely by hiring practices and teacher work 
agreements, which are determined at the district level).  The point is that the 
accountability system must be coherent if it is to be as effective as possible. 
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IV. Make Design Decisions for Subgroup Accountability 

 
A. General Accountability Architecture 

1. Where will subgroup performance be included in school accountability decisions? 
Some Options:  

• Used in determining overall school performance judgment annually for all 
schools and making distinctions across the performance spectrum 

• Used in determining overall school performance judgment focused on 
identifying relatively few schools on the basis of relatively rare conditions 
(e.g., “bottom 5%,” “beat the odds”) 

• Used as other information in conjunction with main accountability system 
(e.g., used in determining whether a school qualifies for a certain performance 
designation and/or additional state support, e.g., “Focus/Priority” schools 
under the ESEA Waivers) 

• Used to shape supports and interventions but not accountability designations 
(e.g., used in formulating an improvement plan by the school or district) 

• Other 
2. On what basis will subgroup performance be evaluated? 

Some Options: 
• Status 
• Growth 
• Improvement 
• Rate of Change 
• Other 

3. How will “good enough” criteria be set for subgroup performance?  This includes the 
“setting of goals” for schools as a whole and for subgroups, but also several other 
aspects of “good enough” performance criteria. 

 
B. Some Key Subgroup Accountability Design Decisions 

1. Are accountability consequences imposed because of past performance, or because of 
past performance and likely future performance?  Do you believe a consequence 
should be imposed if a school did not meet the criterion once?  If it had a pattern of not 
meeting the criterion?  Or it if were likely not to meet the criterion in the future?  What 
if the performance of all the students who are likely to attend the school over a period 
of time were estimated at a single point in time?  Should the consequence not be 
imposed if the school met the criterion once, although its recent pattern of 
performance was not to meet the criterion?  Should the criteria for imposing 
consequences be the same/different as the criteria as exiting consequences?  When, if 
ever, do these decisions depend on the consequences? 

2. What will your target balance be between validity and reliability?  In particular, how 
much error are you willing to make on precision when the trade-off is less 
inclusion?  Why?  How does that fit with your theory of action? 

3. What Type I/Type II error will you build into your system?  Is it better, from a value 
perspective, to err on the side of falsely identifying a school as having a low-
performing-subgroup when in fact the school does not, or vice versa: to say the school 
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is fine when in fact it does have a low-performing subgroup?  Do you have different 
tolerances for subgroups, content areas, grade spans?  Do you have different tolerances 
for Type I/Type II error at different stages in your accountability determinations?  Do 
you have different tolerances at different points in the implementation cycle of your 
accountability system?  How much Type I/Type II error are you willing to live with? 

4. What is the relative value you place on a subgroup compared with the performance of 
other subgroups or the group as a whole?  Does the value differ for different 
accountability decisions?   
Note: In NCLB, failure of one subgroup (by a few as one student) would intentionally 
trigger the same consequences as the “failure” of all the students/subgroups.  Under 
ESSA, the state needs to decide what the relative weighting of subgroup performance 
will be in terms of annual overall school performance determinations; ESSA does 
specify some mandatory accountability judgments and consequences for certain 
subgroup performances. 

5. What should be the “good enough” performance criteria for different 
individuals/groups—how should those criteria be “the same,” and how should they be 
“different”?   
Note: In NCLB, some criteria were largely the same and some varied by subgroup.  
For example, the Achievement Goals (e.g., in terms of “percent Proficient”) and time 
(so same AMOs) were the same for all subgroups.  The NCLB Progress Goal (“Safe 
Harbor’s” “reduce percent non-Proficient by 10%) and the ESEA Waiver’s 
Achievement Goals (“Decrease non-Proficient by half in x years”) resulted in targets 
of different amounts for different subgroups.  Different goals were made for the 
subgroup of students with severe cognitive disabilities.  When states got to include 
growth in accountability, they had even more flexibility and answered this value 
question differently.  A key part of each state’s ESSA accountability system will be to 
define “good enough” criteria. 
 
 

V. Create Indicators, Metrics, and Safeguards for Subgroup Accountability 
 
A. What indicator(s) of subgroup performance will you use in your school accountability 

system? 
For example 

• Achievement in that year of members of each federally designated subgroup 
• Achievement in that year of members of each federally designated subgroup 

where student membership in the subgroups is weighted to have each student 
count as one student total, regardless of how many subgroups s/he is a 
member 

• Achievement in that year of members of a non-federally designated subgroup 
consisting of non-white students (such a “super subgroup” is typically 
designed to yield more reliable decisions than is possible for smaller, 
individual subgroups) 

• Achievement in that year of members of a non-federally designated subgroup 
consisting of the lowest performing 25% of students in the school (such a 
“low-performing subgroup” is typically designed to yield more reliable 
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decisions than is possible for smaller, individual subgroups and to generate a 
subgroup with a common definition for all schools) 

• Other 
B. What metrics of those indicators of subgroup performance will you use in your school 

accountability system? 
Some options for the first example indicator in V.A. (Achievement of subgroup 
members) 

• Achievement as measured by Percent Proficient or Above 
• Achievement as measured by mean scale score difference from measurable 

interim target scale score 
• Achievement as measured by a weighted average (index) of all students 

according to their performance levels 
• Improvement as measured by a decrease in the percentage of students in the 

subgroup scoring at the lowest level (“safe harbor”) 
• Other 
Technical Note: Federal school accountability has typically used a “count 
student” approach, where performance was based on counting individual 
students (or some variation).  The same is true for determining subgroup 
performance.  However, some indicators may not lend themselves to “student 
count” approaches, such as some proposed school quality or other non-academic 
achievement measures in which individual students are not identified, or in which 
responses are sampled (matrixed) over students to yield an overall score but not 
disaggregated scores.  
 

C. What safeguards will you build into your subgroup accountability system to address the 
design decisions about purposes, values, and risks, especially B1-B5? 
1.  What metric, rule, or other mechanism will you use to embody your accountability 

policies? 
Some Options: 

• Minimum-n size for inclusion in accountability 
• Confidence interval 
• “Best case” estimates, i.e., would a school fail to meet the criterion if a best 

case scenario were assumed, such as the target is 50% Proficient, with a 
minimum-n of 20; the school has 8 students of 19 Proficient (42%) but 
because it does not meet the minimum-n it would typically be excluded.  
Under a “best case scenario,” one could say that the school would have at 
most 9 students of 20 Proficient (if the students less than the minimum-n were 
all Proficient), but the school would fail to meet the target. 

• Combination of subgroups’ performances 
• Pattern of performance over time 
• Additional information 
• Other 

2.  What threshold values or criteria will you set for the metrics/rules, etc.? 
For example: 

• For ESEA Waivers, regarding the minimum size of subgroups for inclusion in 
school accountability, states had approved minimum-n sizes that ranged 
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between 5 and 40 students.  A few states had different minimum-n sizes for 
different accountability decisions (e.g., Status and Growth). 

 
Technical Note: Quite a bit is known about what factors influence the reliability of 
accountability scores and decisions, especially regarding subgroups.  For example, it has 
been shown empirically that: 
• Decisions based on dichotomous scores (e.g., Not/Proficient) are in almost all cases 

less reliable than decisions based on scores with more categories (e.g., multiple 
performance levels) or continuous scores (e.g., scale scores). 

• The change in percentage of students above a set cutscore (e.g., Proficient) for any 
given amount of actual improvement in student performance (e.g., increase in mean 
scale scores) depends largely on the shape and position of the distribution of students 
in relation to the cutscore. 

• Conjunctive decisions (e.g., failure of any one part results in an overall decision of 
fail) are less reliable than compensatory decisions.   

• The reliability of a school accountability decision is typically much more influenced 
by school size than by the precision of the test. 

• The reliability of decisions based on growth is typically much less than the reliability 
of decisions based on status. 

• A minimum-n of 30 for many accountability metrics and decisions does not provide 
the “approximation to the Normal Curve/Central Limit Theorem” statistical 
safeguards that many assume it does for accountability decisions, which often do not 
perform like means. 

• Incorporating an element with relatively lower reliability may have a minor effect on 
the overall reliability of the accountability decision, but may add substantially to the 
validity. 

 
Technical Note: A few things are agreed upon about what factors influence the credibility 
and usefulness of accountability scores and decisions, and there may be emerging 
consensus about others.  For example: 
• There are many reasonable accountability designs; there is no “one best way” to 

achieve a single purpose, and many states have individually different purposes as 
well as designs. 

• Credibility and usefulness of specific accountability mechanisms, metrics, and 
designs depend upon the purpose and uses of the accountability system.  For 
example, there is no one “best” metric or “technically correct” minimum-n size. 

• Regarding subgroup accountability, it is a well-known tension that increased 
reliability leads to decreased inclusion, and vice versa.  Proposed solutions to this 
tension—such as combining subgroups into a “super subgroup” or creating a non-
federally designated subgroup such as a “lower-performing subgroup”—require 
approved flexibility in the definition of allowable subgroup for the purposes of federal 
accountability.  It is possible to require evidence that such flexibility actually will 
provide better subgroup accountability. 
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VI. Establish Quality Assurance of Subgroup Accountability 

 
A. What safeguards will you incorporate in your subgroup accountability design process? 

1. How will you check for conceptual errors or value misjudgments? 
2.  What will you do empirically to provide evidence your system will lead to intended 

results and should not lead to unintended negative consequences consistent with your 
Values and Theory of Action? 

B. What operational quality assurance will you provide? 
C. What safeguards will you incorporate in your operational accountability system? 

1. What appeals or monitoring will you establish to provide formal mechanisms to 
identify and correct mistakes, or deal appropriately with unusual cases?  

2. What periodic review will you establish to provide a formal mechanism to improve the 
system over time?  For example, who will do what types of program evaluation?  How 
will the results of such program evaluation be incorporated by program administrators 
and policymakers? 

 
 


