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assessments, particularly PISA, within these processes. Findings from the literature

KEYWORDS indicate that test-based accountability has contributed to greater transparency and
measurability in education systems and has stimulated student achievement.

Test based accountability, However, it has also raised significant concerns, including curriculum narrowing,

Educationf"'_ teaching to the test, increased pressure on teachers, and the exacerbation of
accountability, educational inequalities. Moreover, many studies emphasize that test results are
Large-scale assessment, strongly influenced by socioeconomic factors, which limits their validity as
PISA. measures of school and teacher effectiveness. In this regard, adopting value-added

accountability models may offer a more balanced approach by supporting
intellectual development, creativity, and student-centered learning. Equally
important is the active involvement of teachers in decision-making processes,
which can reduce workload-related stress while enhancing instructional quality. In
conclusion, this review consolidates fragmented research to provide a
comprehensive understanding of test-based accountability. It highlights both the
strengths and limitations of such systems and offers recommendations for
policymakers and practitioners seeking to design more balanced, inclusive, and
sustainable accountability frameworks in education.

INTRODUCTION

The concept of accountability, which encompasses the responsibilities toward oneself and the
institution one works for to meet quality standards and restructure policies, has become widely
used internationally in recent years and has started to be implemented within education systems
(Ambrosio, 2013; Hanushek & Raymond, 2005). As in every field of education, accountability
has come to the forefront in the assessment and evaluation process. This is because education
policies and related practices are shaped by the assessment and evaluation approaches accepted
in education, and it is expected that these regulations will enhance learning, which is the most
important outcome of education, qualitatively. In the measurement and evaluation process,
accountability refers to assessing whether stakeholders in the education system (teachers,
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administrators, schools, educational institutions, parents, and the government) fulfill their
responsibilities in achieving educational goals and creating a transparent process for this
purpose.

Addressing educational inequalities and making student achievement tangible and measurable
became a prominent focus in educational policies in the early 2000s. With these developments,
large-scale assessments (PISA, TIMSS, PIRLS, etc.) began to spread, and test-based
accountability emerged as a reflection of learning achievements. Test-based accountability
systems, which typically link the evaluation of schools, teachers, and the education system's
performance to scores obtained from standardized achievement tests, offer features such as
ensuring transparency in education, improving student achievement, and making schools more
effective (Bozkurt & Karabiyik, 2003). This system has advantages as well as certain
limitations, such as the pressure placed on schools, curriculum narrowing, and the neglect of
important skills (e.g., creative, critical thinking) (Hanushek & Raymond, 2005). This system
implies expecting all students to learn the same outcomes within the same period, standardizing
school experiences, and groups. Given that a number of factors affect the learning and teaching
process, standardized test results should not be the sole basis for accountability. Although
international large-scale assessments are used for accountability in several countries, it is
expected that systematic accountability mechanisms be established based on these results to
evaluate schools, teachers, or education administrators. In accountability practices, national-
level or teacher-made classroom assessments, which primarily measure individual student
achievement but are insufficient in evaluating the entire system, are commonly used. Despite
the growing interest in international large-scale assessments and national testing practices, there
remains a gap in understanding how these measures function to evaluate not only individual
student achievement but also systemic performance and accountability. Research on
educational accountability indicates that without carefully designed mechanisms, test-based
systems may inadvertently reinforce inequalities and fail to reflect broader educational goals
(Torres, 2021). Without careful design, these systems may unintentionally reinforce existing
educational inequalities, as socio-economic background and contextual factors strongly
influence student performance (Tansel, 2015). This underscores the importance of developing
accountability mechanisms that not only measure learning outcomes but also ensure fairness,
transparency, and support for all stakeholders in the education system. The current study
addresses this gap by examining the types, purposes, and effects of test-based accountability
systems, evaluating their positive and negative contributions, and analyzing the implementation
of existing practices. This research contributes to the broader discourse on educational
assessment and informs policymakers, practitioners, and researchers about the potential and
limitations of test-based accountability in promoting educational quality.

METHOD

The study employs a qualitative research approach designed as a comprehensive literature
review. Review studies aim to synthesize existing ideas, approaches, and findings within a
specific research domain rather than directly testing new research hypotheses (Aydogdu et al.,
2017). Such studies contribute to the field by summarizing core arguments from existing
research and generating meaningful syntheses (Herdman, 2006). Study systematically examines
information, perspectives, and approaches from diverse sources concerning accountability,
educational accountability, and test-based accountability, organizing them into a coherent
framework with relevant examples.

The literature review was conducted between September 2024 and December 2024 using
Google Scholar, EBSCO, Web of Science, ERIC, and SCOPUS databases. The search included
sources in both Turkish and English, incorporating only openly accessible academic articles,
review studies, books, book chapters, national and international reports, legislative documents,
and educational curricula. Boolean operators were utilized in keyword selection, with terms
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such as "large-scale testing" OR "large-scale assessment," "educational accountability","genis
Olcekli testler," OR "genis Olgekli degerlendirmeler,” OR "genis Ol¢ekli uygulamalar”,
“accountability” AND large-scale assessment OR large-scale testing”. To provide comparative
examples of accountability models, additional searches were performed using keywords like
"state assessment™ and "state accountability” to examine practices implemented across U.S.
states. A total of 79 sources were examined in detail for this research, including 44 articles
(peer-reviewed journal: review or research), 10 books, 3 book chapters, 20 reports published
by an institution or organization, 1 internet-based publication, and 1 doctoral dissertation. (for
details, see the references).

For the analysis of English-language sources, translation support was obtained from Google
Translate and Al tools such as ChatGPT and DeepSeek.Al-assisted tools were used for
translation and summarization purposes; however, all interpretations and analyses were
conducted by the authors. Retrieved studies were categorized and synthesized using a
descriptive analytical approach. In the development of the article, the concept of accountability
was first defined, followed by an examination of educational accountability and test-based
accountability models, discussing their impacts on educational policies and particularly on
curricula.

RESULTS

In this section, the findings derived from the literature on test-based accountability systems are
presented within a comprehensive framework. The functioning of various accountability
models, their implications for educational policy and school practices, as well as the influence
of national and international large-scale assessments on these processes, are examined under
the relevant subheadings. The findings reveal both the strengths and limitations of current
practices and contribute to the ongoing scholarly discussion on accountability in education.

Accountability

The concept of accountability has been defined differently by various researchers. According
to the Organization for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD, 2010),
accountability is a structure that requires comparing performance outcomes against clearly
defined goals at different levels. Acar (2013) defines accountability as “the obligation to
provide information and justification to the public and society regarding decisions, actions, and
processes which concern and affect the public.” (pp. 388). Similarly, Bilgin (2007) describes
accountability as the responsibility of an individual or institution to provide necessary or
requested explanations to the target audience they serve regarding their decisions and actions.

Accountability can be categorized as internal or external. External accountability involves
obligations toward elected officials and judicial authorities, while internal accountability
pertains to reporting and justification within organizational hierarchies (Linn, 2005).
Regardless of type, any accountability system must address two central questions: what is being
accounted for and who is responsible. Effective systems require comprehensive,
multidimensional evaluations that consider both contextual and process factors, ensuring a
balanced focus across objectives, accurate interpretation of outcomes, and identification of
areas for improvement (Linn, 2005).

Educational Accountability

Educational accountability, which plays a role in presenting the quality of education services
in educational institutions for public and societal approval (Balci, 2014), creates an area of
responsibility for everyone, from policymakers to teachers (Hesapgioglu et al., 2001). The
concept of educational accountability, which includes all developments that can be
implemented to improve the quality of teaching, initially focused on physical aspects such as
teachers, textbooks, and class size in the early 1970s, but by the 1980s, the concept was
expanded to include teacher competencies and their regulation. The educational paradigm has
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undergone a fundamental transformation since the 1970s, shifting from behaviorist approaches
(Skinner, 1953) toward constructivism. The cognitive and sociocultural theories developed by
Piaget (1970) and Vygotsky (1978) reconceptualized learning as an active process of meaning
construction rather than passive knowledge acquisition. This transformation was further
reinforced in the 1980s by Gardner's (1983) Theory of Multiple Intelligences, which
emphasized the need for individualized instructional methods, while Freire's (1970) critical
pedagogy approach highlighted education's role in social transformation. Consequently, there
has been a transition from teacher-centered, standardized models to student-centered,
contextual, and pluralistic pedagogies. Today, under the framework of educational
accountability, student learning has been emphasized (Watts et al., 1998). The use of
accountability practices in education systems has increasingly been adopted, finding a greater
place not only in developed countries but also in developing ones (Phelps, 2000). This
widespread adoption occurs primarily through two mechanisms: 1) the implementation of
national high-stakes testing linked to performance sanctions/rewards (Linn, 2005; Nichols &
Berliner, 2007), and 2) the increasing influence of international large-scale assessments, such
as PISA, which drive national policy agendas by facilitating cross-country comparisons
(Froese-Germain, 2010; OECD, 2014).

Educational accountability is a system in which input, process, and outcome data are
systematically collected and used to make decisions about the effectiveness of schools, regions,
or countries (Daigle & Cuocco, 2002). The goals of educational accountability are to measure
progress toward general and local objectives, highlight performance differences between
student groups, and identify schools in need of support and additional resources (Erwin &
Bloomquist, 2024).

Content and student achievement standards are the two most significant factors in a good school
accountability system. While content standards define what students need to learn, achievement
standards define how much students need to learn. Educational accountability should be
explanatory and guide what students need to learn and how much throughout their educational
life (Watts et al., 1998). The necessity of explicitly defined standards stems from a clear policy
lever for improvement and establishing the legitimacy of measurement. Content standards serve
as a fundamental blueprint, ensuring that large-scale assessments align directly with
instructional practices and curricular goals (Anderson, 2005; Popham, 2007). Furthermore, the
achievement standards translate into tangible, measurable benchmarks, enabling stakeholders
to evaluate school effectiveness fairly (Linn, 2005). Thus, standards are not only directional but
are integral to the validity and utility of the entire accountability.

Three primary accountability system types in education are most widely accepted (Curran,
1999, as cited in Anderson, 2005):

1. Compliance with regulations,
2. Adherence to professional norms,
3. Results-driven.

In the first system, compliance with regulations, educators focus on adherence to laws and
bureaucracy. While it is not a flexible structure, unrealistic goals can be challenging for
teachers, students, and parents. One of the first examples of educational accountability, the No
Child Left Behind (NCLB) Act, was created in 2001 after the results of the Trends in
International Mathematics and Science Study (TIMSS) exam, administered to 3rd graders in
the United States in 1995, were lower than expected. It was decided that students from grades
3 to 8 would be tested annually and at least once in high school. The goal was to bring all
students to a predetermined proficiency level by the 2013-14 school year, improve low-
performing schools, and reward high-performing schools. However, it directed teachers and
schools towards a test-based system (Dee & Jacob, 2011; Hanushek & Raymond, 2005). Some
of the issues discussed regarding this law include the demotivating effect of a punitive approach
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towards schools that did not show improvement, the tendency of schools to ignore
disadvantaged students due to the fear of low performance, and the resulting increase in dropout
rates (Anderson, 2005).

The second system, adherence to professional norms, focuses on certain principles and practices
that view education as a profession. In this system, educators and institutions are responsible
for adhering to standards, but these standards can be set by themselves. To diminish the negative
effects of the NCLB Act, the Every Student Succeeds Act (ESSA), which is more flexible, came
into effect in 2015 (Cook-Harvey et al., 2016). According to this act, states were able to create
their own accountability frameworks, focusing more on process achievement rather than a test-
based system. In Tirkiye, with the Regulation on the Appointment and Relocation of Teachers
by the Ministry of National Education 2015, the authority to inspect lessons was transferred
from inspectors to school principals, which exemplifies the flexibility of the accountability
structure. However, the possibility of a lack of objectivity among school administrators and the
reflection of personal and political views in their evaluations of teacher performance has been
criticized. As a result of individual and union objections, the performance scores set by school
principals were disregarded (Ozdemir et al., 2018), and this process can be seen as an example
of legal accountability.

The third system focuses on the outcomes and performance of students during the learning
process. The goal is not to reduce administrative burdens but to make improvements based on
analyzing student performance results. The communication of results to parents and the public
is emphasized (Anderson, 2005). The three main principles of this system are: 1) Setting
achievement standards and ensuring adherence to them, 2) Ensuring these standards guide all
educational practices, and 3) Recognizing that all students can meet these standards. Schools
are held responsible for student performance, but the responsibility here is to provide support
to help students do their best. One of the key foundations of this system is the necessity of
providing life skills that will be needed after education (Furman, 1994).

Currently, accountability systems focus more on results-driven (the third system) rather than
compliance with regulations and adherence to professional norms. That is to say, accountability
systems are focusing less on compliance and more on outcomes, and the focus is on 'student
learning' (Anderson, 2005; Watts et al., 1998). As a result, governments and policymakers have
increasingly begun to pay more attention to measuring and evaluating students, teachers,
schools, and education systems. The results of these evaluations serve to identify students'
learning progress, provide information to parents and society about the current situation, and
improve the performance of schools and systems (Erwin & Bloomquist, 2024). According to
Reeves (2004), evaluations created with student-centered accountability systems provide more
precise and accurate information while playing a role in increasing student motivation, and
these evaluations are critical for improving student performance. However, a point of criticism
is that these systems focus on outcomes rather than the process (Hanushek & Raymond, 2005).
An example of the results driven system is the Australian National Education Performance
Monitoring Taskforce (Australian NEPMT). In this system, educators are required to be
accountable for student learning to the public (Anderson, 2005). Similarly, countries such as
the United Kingdom, France, China, and Japan have used national exam results to measure
student and school progress (Leckie & Goldstein, 2018). However, one issue they overlooked
is that these test scores are not only dependent on the educational programs that children are
exposed to but also on students' socio-economic backgrounds (Anderson, 2005; Popham, 2007).
For instance, Leckie and Goldstein (2019) argue that accountability systems that ignore pupil
background may unfairly reward or penalize schools, since socio-economic status (SES)
strongly predicts achievement even when prior attainment is controlled. OECD research shows
that higher accountability is associated with greater performance gains but also with increased
inequality, as disadvantaged students do not benefit equally from accountability mechanisms
(Torres, 2021). Furthermore, Lane (2020) cautions that test-based accountability systems can
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produce unintended negative consequences for low-SES student groups if fairness and validity
of use are not explicitly addressed.

Test-Based Accountability

In recent years, one of the significant indicators for countries to achieve their development-
oriented strategic goals has been education. It is possible to predict a country's future based on
the reforms in education and actual student achievement rates (Mallick et al.,2016). For this
reason, there is a need for measurement and evaluation systems to assess the quality of learning
experiences and provide feedback to stakeholders based on this assessment (Ulkii, 2023).

Measurement and evaluation are inseparable parts of educational systems. To determine the
quality and quantity of the educational services provided and to guide educational policies,
measurement and evaluation processes are crucial. Measurement and evaluation are defined as
comparing the goal to be achieved with student outcomes (Ozgelik, 2016) and making an
evaluation by expressing the results in quantitative and qualitative terms (Turgut & Baykul,
2010).

In education systems, tests that are developed through test development processes to measure
students' achievement levels are called Standardized Achievement Tests, while tests prepared
by teachers to measure specific subjects within the classroom are referred to as Teacher-Made
Tests. Teacher-made tests help determine a student's status in the classroom, while standardized
achievement tests provide the opportunity to determine the student's status across the country
(Caglar & Kilig, 2017). Tests that are more comprehensive than standardized tests and are used
to measure the performance of education systems and shape educational policies are called
large-scale assessments. These tests are conducted by national and international organizations
to provide feedback on the development and improvement of countries' education systems. The
most well-known ones include PISA (Programme for International Student Assessment),
PIAAC (Programme for the International Assessment of Adult Competencies), TIMSS (Trends
in International Mathematics and Science Study), and PIRLS (Progress in International Reading
Literacy Study).

Standardized achievement tests, which have started to be seen as a concrete indicator of the
return on investments in education (Watts et al., 1998), are frequently used to show the results
of the development of the education system to officials and the public. Based on these results,
necessary teaching methods and the allocation of resources can be planned to improve student
achievement. For instance, if more than 90% of the fourth-grade students in one region of the
country have achieved the reading comprehension achievement standard and another region
falls short of the standard, accountability based on test results can help plan the resources that
need to be directed to that region. In other words, accountability based on test results reflects
whether students in schools meet the learning standards, and schools and students who fall
behind these standards are held accountable (Haertel & Herman, 2005). Evaluating and
interpreting the results of such tests in terms of accountability is relatively easy and can be seen
as the only way to determine if a student has learned the information (Hamilton et al., 2002).

Test-based accountability has gained widespread support as a method for improving education
systems and is based on the belief that by requiring all students to take standardized
achievement tests, rewards can be given when test scores increase, and sanctions can be applied
when expected progress is not achieved (Rosenblatt, 2017). For years, these tests have been
used solely to measure existing performance, but in recent years, there has been a significant
increase in the scope of these tests and the number of purposes they serve. In addition to their
measurement function, they have become a cornerstone of efforts to restructure education
(Hamilton et al., 2002).

Test-based accountability systems are implemented in most OECD countries (Verger et al.,
2021). Advocates of these systems believe that the use of standardized achievement tests will
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bring about positive changes in schools and classrooms (Ambrosio, 2013). In countries using
this system to improve the quality of education, data on student achievement, which is collected
annually, is compared to set goals. Schools that meet these goals receive prestige and financial
rewards while schools that do not meet the goals face severe sanctions and enter a
reconstruction process (Kalman & Gedikoglu, 2014; Leckie & Prior, 2022). Although test-
based accountability may seem simple, it actually has a more complex structure. These systems
do not directly measure performance in non-tested subjects or grade levels, nor do they measure
the development of affective domains like interest and curiosity. Furthermore, they fall short in
measuring performance in the subjects and grade levels tested. In addition, they can only
measure a subset of the content of a subject. Kalman and Gedikoglu (2014) criticize the
traditional accountability system and suggest that the results of standardized achievement tests
do not truly reflect a student's performance and should express more. He argues that an
accountability system, which includes a holistic view of student performance and transparency,
may be emphasized.

Nichols and Berliner (2007) argue that the negative effects of standardized achievement tests
narrow and corrupt education as a whole. These researchers call for a review of our fundamental
understandings of education, measurement, and evaluation. In this context, an ideal test-based
accountability system should be one that encourages development, supports educators, and
empowers students. Test-based accountability should focus on effective assessments, reduce
sanctions and pressures, promote equity, and emphasize continuous improvement, turning it
into a tool for strengthening teaching rather than a source of anxiety, encouraging collaboration
and innovation, and ensuring that every student reaches their potential. These aspects represent
a balanced approach to the design and implementation of test-based accountability systems. A
carefully planned accountability system, adhering to the principle of equity, can help create
effective and inclusive educational environments.

Across the world, education systems hold schools accountable for student performance using
different accountability models based on their objectives. These models aim to measure the
impact of schools on student learning. To illustrate, in the United States, the ESSA, which was
reapproved in 2001, made test-based accountability mandatory for all states. The law aims to
ensure that all students have an equal opportunity to receive a quality education and meet at
least the minimum standards of state academic achievement (Adequate Yearly Progress [AYP])
(Anderson, 2005; Hamilton et al., 2002). Through the tests administered, the performance of
students, teachers, and schools is determined, and the tests have shifted from being a formative
assessment tool (Stiggins, 2005). This is because teachers have focused on state achievement
standards, setting aside creative lessons, techniques, and methods (Gallagher, 2007). In
Australia, the national accountability system was created with NAP (National Assessment
Program) and NAPLAN (Australian National Assessment Program Literacy and Numeracy)
exams administered by ACARA (The Australian Curriculum, Assessment, and Reporting
Authority). These exams aim to measure the basic skills of students in reading, writing,
grammar, and mathematics at the 3rd, 5th, 7th, and 9th grades (Rudd & Gillard, 2008). The
federal government views this program as an element supporting quality education by
promoting accountability and transparency, with NAPLAN results published on the MySchool
website. This allows comparisons between schools, and by comparing NAPLAN results over
the years, parents can choose schools in the same region (Thompson, 2013). While providing
transparency for families and enabling school choice, has this system had the same positive
effect on schools? Publishing student achievement scores on a website for parents and the public
may be a high-risk practice for schools, creating pressure on them.

The importance given to test-based accountability raises several important questions (Hamilton
et al., 2002):

¢ Do these tests accurately assess student achievement?
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e How can policymakers and educators select the right tests?

e How should test results be properly evaluated?

e How can the results of these tests be utilized for the accountability systems to work as
intended?

¢ What are the costs of developing and implementing these tests?

e And what compromises do these policies bring?

Test-based assessment results are inadequate in predicting student achievement in several
respects. A test only covers a small sample of the broad subject area it aims to measure and is
limited to multiple-choice or short-answer questions. In other words, only a small
representation of the area being measured is included in the tests. Additionally, only critical
goals considered essential in education are covered by the tests. For instance, while
mathematics and science are measured, music and computer skills are not included (National
Research Council [NRC], 2010). Furthermore, affective domains such as curiosity and
motivation cannot be measured within the scope of these tests.

The careful planning of cost-effective and content-standard-compliant assessments can
strengthen the support of stakeholders, such as policymakers and the public. Policymakers
should be careful to choose tests that are fair and non-biased while considering the reliability
and validity values of the tests they use for accountability (Watts et al., 1998). The validity of
a test refers to whether the test measures the information and skills intended, and its reliability
depends on the consistency of the scores it produces. The fairness or bias of a test can be
explained as ensuring that it does not disadvantage variables like race, ethnic group, or gender.

In the U.S. education system, mathematics achievement as measured by standardized
achievement tests is regarded as one of the strongest predictors of educational attainment
(Joensen & Nielsen, 2009). Success during high school is associated not only with university
admission and graduation (Gaertner et al., 2014; Kim et al., 2015) but also with broader life
outcomes (Cole et al., 2016; Montez et al., 2012; Woods et al., 2018). Consequently,
educational policies have primarily focused on raising test scores in standardized assessments
and enhancing mathematics performance (Harland et al., 2000; Parsad, 2012; Sabol, 2013).
These policy initiatives have substantially reduced instructional time allocated to music and art
classes (Dee & Jacob, 2011), reallocating greater time to language, science, and mathematics
(Harland et al., 2000; Parsad, 2012; Sabol, 2013).

Despite these reforms, the U.S. continues to lag behind many countries in mathematics
performance (DeSilver, 2017). According to the National Assessment Governing Board,
reading scores for 4th and 8th grades have remained stagnant for nearly a decade, while
mathematics scores have shown promising gains, particularly among students in the lowest
decile (Popham, 2016). Similarly, an analysis of NAPLAN results revealed statistically
significant increases in 3rd and 5th-grade reading skills and 5th-grade mathematics skills,
though no significant improvements were observed in other areas (Thompson, 2013).
Moreover, socioeconomic status (SES)-based disparities persist (Chiu, 2010; Gonzalez &
Kuenzi, 2012).

Given such modest improvements, should the cultivation of 21st-century skills fostered through
artistic domains such as visual arts, music, and drama be compromised? Research demonstrates
that arts education enhances students’ cognitive process skills (Hetland et al., 2007), contributes
to their academic achievement (Catterall, 2012; Hetland & Winner, 2001; Sheridan et al., 2022;
Winner et al., 2020), and reduces dropout rates (Thomas, Singh, & Klopfenstein, 2015). Arts
education not only develops problem-solving, observational, and critical thinking skills that
support learning in other disciplines but also strengthens students’ cognitive processing and
meaning-making capacity (Eisner, 2002). Art, fundamentally, is a medium for self-expression,
identity formation, and interpretation of the world. Through visual culture, metaphors, and
narratives, the mind is continuously reconstructed (Eisner, 2002; Rolling, 2006).
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Just as “physical education” is not mandated because of its contribution to science but because
it is essential for healthy individuals, arts education should also be recognized as a fundamental
component of schooling. It ensures students’ holistic development while encompassing
cultural, cognitive, and human values (Hetland & Winner, 2001).

Test-Based Accountability Models in Education

Although there are various definitions of educational accountability in the literature, the goals
of improving quality in education and converting educational investments into academic
achievement are common. Different accountability models serve these purposes. For test-based
educational accountability, models such as the Status Model, Cohort Model, Growth Model,
and Value-Added Model are used, each designed to answer a different set of policy-related
questions. The most commonly used models are listed below (NRC, 2010);

Status Model: This model is based on measurements taken at a specific time and is generally
compared with a pre-determined goal. To illustrate, the average test score of a student group or
a school is compared with the country's predefined goal. This model answers questions like,
"What percentage of students in the country reached a sufficient level of achievement this
year?" or "Did the mentioned school meet the country's proficiency goal this year?" The
functioning of the No Child Left Behind (NCLB) Act in the United States is an example of this
model. A standard is set for each state, and student performances are compared with these
standards, leading to sanctions or rewards for schools (NRC, 2010). For instance, the
accountability system in Texas is considered an example of this model. Assessments are used
to determine whether state standards have been met, to rate schools, and to apply sanctions or
rewards (Gong, 2002). The fear of sanctions can lead teachers and administrators to shift from
the "learning for life" context to the "learning for tests" context (NRC, 2010).

Cohort Model: This model compares the test results of students in the same grade level at
different times to determine teacher, school, or national achievement. For example, the
percentage of fourth-grade students' reading proficiency this year can be compared with the
proficiency percentage of the same grade level students from last year. This model answers the
question, "Are students in a specific grade level performing better this year compared to
students at the same grade level from last year?" (NRC 2010). States like Kentucky, Louisiana,
and California have state accountability systems based on the cohort model. In schools,
achievement is expected to increase over time within groups. For instance, the performance of
fourth-grade students in the third period is expected to be better than the performance of fourth-
grade students in the first period. School ratings are determined by comparing the expected
improvement with the improvement actually demonstrated by schools. Schools showing the
expected growth are rewarded, while those failing to show the expected growth are labeled as
low-performing (Gong, 2002).

Growth Model: This model tracks the year-to-year changes in the achievement of the same
students to determine the magnitude of their progress. Achievement scores can be determined
by comparing the performance of current fourth-grade students with the performance of the
same group of students when they were in third grade the previous year. This model is preferred
by those who want to answer the question, "How much did students' performance change on
average between Grade X and Grade Y?" There can also be a nationwide growth target that
subgroups or school systems need to meet. Accountability systems based on this model credit
teachers and schools for student growth, often ignoring students' starting levels. These systems
usually do not account for background factors such as the students' or schools' histories, and
therefore do not try to address which factors are responsible for student growth (NRC, 2010).
North Carolina uses both the status model and the growth model in its school accountability
system. For example, both whether students have reached state proficiency levels and whether
a student who started with a reading score of 3 in Grade 5 and progressed to a score of 4 by the
end of Grade 5 are evaluated, with the student gaining credit points. Schools are held

213



Teke et al. Int. J. Assess. Tools Educ., Vol. 13, No. 1, (2026) pp. 205-223

responsible for achieving at least one grade level of growth per year for their students (Gong,
2002).

Value-Added Model: This model is more complex and statistical compared to others. It attempts
to determine the contributions of the school, teachers, or educational programs to student
achievement. These models answer questions like, "How did a school or teacher contribute to
student development compared to the average impact of schools or teachers?" or "How much
of the change in student performance can be attributed to a school or a teacher's classroom?"
To control for school or teacher effects, at least two years of student test results, and sometimes
other student and school variables such as socio-economic status, family background, or school
management quality, are considered. In some models, the evaluation of a school or teacher is
based on the difference between students' observed progress and the expected progress (NRC,
2010).

In educational systems, accountability models can be used either separately or together,
depending on the questions being addressed. For instance, while status models are suitable for
understanding the proficiency level of students in a specific school in a given year, cohort
models may provide more meaningful results for tracking a school's progress over time
(CCSSO0, 2008). However, neither the status model nor the cohort model provides the necessary
information for comparing the effectiveness of teachers or teaching practices within or between
schools. For example, in a school with a high proportion of advantaged students, teachers'
contributions to achieving the achievement standard may be minimal, whereas in a school with
a high proportion of disadvantaged students that fails to meet the achievement standard, the
teacher's impact might result in better progress. In other words, both models fail to provide
insights into the true factors contributing to changes in school achievement (NRC, 2010). In
value-added models, more advanced statistical methods are used to identify factors influencing
performance. While the status model shows a student's proficiency level at a specific point in
time, the value-added model reflects how much progress has been made compared to the
previous year. In Ohio, the accountability system was changed to a value-added model in 2003,
acknowledging that even schools and districts that failed to meet the achievement standard
could show significant academic progress in their students' performance. Reading and math
performance in grades 4 and 8 in Ohio were described according to the value-added model, and
the results influenced the region's or school's rating (5-Excellent, 1-Immediate intervention).
For example, when a district or school achieved greater growth than expected, its rating could
increase by one category, while schools showing below-expectation growth could see their
rating drop (Ohio Department of Education, 2009). In Turkiye, however, there is no official
school rating system. The Ministry of National Education (MONE) conducts central exams to
monitor student performance, but these exam results are not used for school rating purposes.

Large-Scale Assessment: PISA as an lllustrative Case and Its Effects on Accountability

Standardized achievement tests and large-scale assessments are now considered an essential
part of the educational assessment process and widely used to determine students' progress in
learning. The administration of large-scale assessment and using their results to monitor student
achievement provides data on the effectiveness of educational reforms and schools in need of
support (Yildirim, 2021). It is obvious that national and international large-scale assessments,
which have a wide range of applications from primary to higher education, are taken into
consideration while making important decisions on behalf of countries' education systems
(UNESCO Institute for Statistics, 2018). The widespread adoption of large-scale assessment in
countries is attributed to the promise of accountability and the assumption that the data it
provides on student achievement is more reliable and valid (VVolante, 2006).

One of the large-scale assessments guiding education policies is the PISA conducted by OECD,
which measures the reading, mathematics, and science literacy skills of 15-year-old students
while also collecting information on social, cultural, economic, and educational factors related
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to student performance. The results of PISA tests and surveys are analyzed at national and
international levels, allowing the collection of evidence for reconstructing education policies
and developing new ones. PISA directly shapes education policies by redefining national
curriculum standards and learning outcomes (Dee & Jacob, 2011). Policymakers transform the
“proficiency” levels identified in assessments like PISA into national benchmarks, and these
data simultaneously form the basis of accountability systems used to monitor school and teacher
performance. Moreover, through the concept of the assessed curriculum, such evaluations not
only determine what is measured but also influence what is taught, thereby shifting the curricula
of many countries from a focus on theoretical knowledge toward the development of higher-
order skills such as critical thinking and problem solving (UNESCO Institute for Statistics,
2018).

The primary factor that led the OECD to develop PISA in the late 1990s was to help shape
scientific education policies through scientific research. The PISA mechanism was intended to
enable schools, teachers, and policymakers to assess their own performance rather than a
hierarchical accountability system. PISA aimed to enable schools, teachers, and policymakers
to assess their own performance. PISA evaluates the collected data within the context of social
outcomes and shares it to help educators and policymakers make better decisions (Schleicher,
2021). PISA is designed to help governments develop policies and is included in the OECD
indicators. It also examines the quality of learning outcomes, the policy instruments, and
contextual factors that shape these outcomes, as well as the returns on investment in education.
Covering nearly nine-tenths of the world economy, PISA includes all 30 OECD member
countries and more than 60 participating nations, allowing them to systematically monitor their
progress in achieving key learning goals. Thanks to the policy-oriented aspect of PISA, its
connection to OECD education indicators, and its other features, it is a highly effective
instrument in guiding education policies in OECD countries and others (UNESCO Institute for
Statistics, 2018).

PISA has an important place in monitoring and assessing the educational performance of
countries. It has an increasing impact on policy-making and development at both national and
local levels, but its impact at the national level is greater than at the local level, while it is
comparatively less on school practices and teaching. To enhance PISA’s effectiveness at all
levels, certain improvements can be made. One of these is sharing PISA results more
strategically and in a coordinated manner. Participating countries should utilize these results
more effectively and, in those participating countries, integrate them more clearly into their
national assessment strategies. Additionally, increasing support for education stakeholders to
design and implement improvement strategies based on these results is another critical factor.

OECD reports indicate that PISA data are utilized in many OECD member countries to evaluate
the performance of education systems and to inform policy development processes (OECD,
2015). Countries that rank higher in PISA tend to use these results less frequently for policy
initiatives, whereas those with lower rankings tend to undertake more policy interventions and
reforms (OECD, 2014). The level of incorporation of PISA results into national assessment
systems varies considerably across countries. In essence, the lower a country performs in PISA,
the greater its awareness of educational issues, leading to more policy interventions and
reforms.

Countries that take in policy initiatives based on PISA results advocate for their educational
reforms by referring to the performance data obtained from PISA. Policymakers and the media
play a significant role within the scope of PISA results. The more they emphasize these results,
the greater the awareness is raised at other levels of the education system. Alongside
policymakers and the media, academics and researchers are also stakeholder groups with a high
awareness of PISA. Participating countries view PISA as a remarkable tool for evaluating
school system performance, recognizing it as an accountability mechanism. It is highly reliable
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research in a legal sense as well. The accuracy, consistency, and scientific methodology
underlying the collected data ensure that PISA results are reliable and influential, positioning
PISA strategically in determining educational policies, reform processes, national assessment
systems, and accountability systems.

Torres (2021) conducted a study using data from the 2006-2015 PISA cycles to examine to
what extent test-based accountability practices impact academic achievement and equity in
high-, middle-, and low-income countries. Although there was no definitive evidence of the
impact of accountability practices on educational outcomes in high-income OECD countries,
accountability systems conducted in low- and middle-income OECD countries were associated
with increased achievement in math and science, along with increasing inequality. This
indicates that test-based accountability systems may enhance overall school performance in
these countries but may also be accompanied by inequality. In other words, some schools or
students benefit more from these systems while others fall behind. The study’s findings
demonstrate that test-based accountability practices in high-income countries do not directly
impact academic achievement, fail to reduce educational inequalities, and do not provide the
expected improvements in schools. Moreover, it may lead to unintended negative
consequences, such as competition between schools. Test-based accountability has not yielded
remarkable results in providing the advantages expected and reducing inequalities in high-
income countries. Test-based accountability has been found to have positive effects on
mathematics and science in low- and middle-income countries while increasing educational
inequality. Due to some limitations on sample size, broader research and case studies are
necessary to explore this issue further.

Since the first cycle of PISA in 2000, it has triggered worldwide debates. Some countries that
believed they had invested sufficiently in education found themselves in what is known as the
PISA shock when confronted with PISA results. Germany was one of the first countries to
experience this shock after the results, as it was widely accepted by the public and policymakers
that schools were provided with the necessary resources and opportunities. In contrast to
Finland, where school differences accounted for only 5% of the variance, and there was
evidence of consistency across schools, in Germany, this figure was around 50%, revealing
significant differences between schools through PISA results. Based on the PISA results, in
Finland, the top-performing country, there was consistency across schools, and students were
given equal opportunities no matter which school they enrolled in, whereas the same was not
the case in German schools. In the German system, students are assessed for academic
proficiency after the age of ten; students with academic deficiencies are directed to different
professions. Generally, students with a higher socio-economic background were directed
towards academic life, while those with a lower socio-economic background were directed
towards lower professions, which was thought to be the main reason for the performance
difference between schools. This caused a class-based difference and inequality of opportunity
in the education system. PISA results highlighted the significance of socioeconomic
background on student performance, and this prompted several countries to take steps toward
reducing inequality. Although Germany was left behind in this respect, PISA findings
ultimately led to significant educational reforms and transformations in the German education
system (Schleicher, 2021).

Germany implemented comprehensive reforms by analyzing its unexpected performance in the
PISA 2000 and 2003 results. Yal¢in (2011) included these reforms in his study. In this regard,
the reasons for the low performance were investigated with scientific methods, and the federal
government, state governments, education unions, parent and teacher associations, scientists,
and all other stakeholders collaborated to improve performance. The education systems of
successful PISA countries such as Finland, Japan, and South Korea were reviewed. Each of the
schools made evaluations on what kind of reforms could be made within their own teachers’
council, and all schools shared their findings with each other.
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On the one hand, in-service training programs were provided for teachers, and on the other
hand, scientific committees were established by the Ministry of Education to solve the problem.
In addition, experts were sent to high-performing countries like Finland to review their systems.
With the contributions of universities, researchers, and published reports and studies, new
teaching methods and approaches have been adopted. All stakeholders have been encouraged
to participate in the effort by addressing education thoroughly. Teacher training programs have
made some changes in their programs, and primary schools have switched to full-day education,
with playgrounds being provided in these schools. The innovations in Germany have not been
limited to local students; specific steps and practices have also been carried out for migrant
students. For instance, language education has started to be provided in kindergartens, and to
eliminate educational inequalities for migrant students, teachers who speak both the student's
native language and German have been appointed in the schools where these students are
enrolled. As a result of these reforms, Germany has taken PISA performance beyond the OECD
average at the end of 2009. This is a sign that institutions can develop sustainable policies by
applying set standards and relying on scientific research and solutions.

Turkiye has not attained its desired performance since first participating in PISA; however, the
results may have played a role in shaping the country’s education policies over time. The critical
issue is how these results are related to Tiirkiye’s accountability framework. Ziftiioglu and
Kocak (2017) suggest that Turkish policymakers have increasingly used PISA outcomes to
justify reforms, but accountability mechanisms remain constrained by inequities. Tansel (2015)
shows that socioeconomic background remains a strong determinant of students' PISA scores
in Turkiye, indicating that accountability practices tied to these assessments are vulnerable to
reinforcing existing inequities rather than alleviating them. There are also recommendations for
Turkiye to consider the outcomes of this assessment when making decisions in its education
policies. For instance, TUSIAD and TODER (2012) released a policy document entitled “PISA
2012 Evaluation: Data Driven Education Reform Proposals for Tiirkiye”, which explicitly
proposes reform measures based on PISA data.

DISCUSSION and CONCLUSION

Accountability refers to the responsibility of institutions or individuals to the public for the
decisions they make and actions they take. An effective accountability system should be built
on a balanced structure where multidimensional evaluations are conducted. Educational
accountability is a multidimensional structure with educational policies and classroom
practices. This system holds all education stakeholders accountable to the public for the quality
of educational services. An effective school accountability system should have content and
student achievement standards. The emphasis on evaluating education systems has increased,
aiming to ensure equal opportunities and to continuously improve the system. However,
adopting an only results-driven approach hinders reflecting the educational process as a whole.

Standardized tests are used to determine student achievement levels and guide educational
policies. In this sense, test-based accountability aims to improve student achievement and the
performance of education systems. While standardized achievement tests focus on measuring
students’ individual academic progress, large-scale assessments evaluate the overall
performance of education systems. International large-scale assessments contribute to
countries’ ability to compare and develop their education systems. While these tests aim to
enhance quality in education, the direct impact of their results on school accountability has
triggered debates.

Test-based accountability evaluates education systems based on student achievement, applying
rewards or sanctions to schools, as seen in the NCLB. This system creates pressure on teachers
and students and leads to a narrowed curriculum (Duke et al., 2003). While test-based
accountability systems lead to improving education quality, making student achievement
measurable, facilitating data-driven policy-making, and encouraging teachers to work
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systematically, they also have negative consequences such as excessive pressure on schools,
restriction of creativity, curriculum narrowing, rote learning, validity and reliability issues, and
educational inequalities. These results are consistent with previous findings indicating that
accountability-oriented educational reforms often prioritize measurable outcomes while
neglecting the genuine and more valuable aims of education (Au, 2011; Darling-Hammond,
2010; Linn, 2013). In parallel with this view, Carnoy and Loeb (2002) and Hanushek and
Raymond (2005) emphasized that although test-based accountability systems promote
transparency and performance monitoring, they frequently create pressures that hinder
creativity and student-centered approaches in education. Therefore, the reviewed evidence
supports the argument that educational quality cannot be evaluated solely on the basis of
standardized test results. Although these systems contribute to improving education quality,
using them as the sole assessment tool and achievement criterion hinders a holistic evaluation
of student development by disregarding factors such as teaching processes, motivation, and
learning environments. These findings align with the concerns expressed by Fullan (2011) and
Ravitch (2016), who emphasized that accountability systems primarily focused on test scores
tend to overlook the holistic aims of education. Tests should be utilized as a tool for shaping
educational policies, and alternative assessments such as project and portfolio-based
evaluations, student-centered approaches, and methods that foster critical thinking and
problem-solving skills should be supported in education policies.

High-stakes testing has increased achievement differences (Darling-Hammond, 2004).
Countries attempting to eliminate these achievement differences through standardized curricula
and assessments risk creating uniform schools that produce individuals lacking intellectual
thinking skills (Mulford, 2002). As a result, curricula are significantly narrowed, leading to a
fundamental shift toward test-focused instruction (Duke et al., 2003). The U.S., which has
pursued similar standardization programs, has experienced a significant decline in creativity
over the past decade (Merryman & Bronson, 2010). This raises concerns that schools, due to
incorrect attitudes and methods, may be killing creativity. Similarly, Sahlberg (2016) argued
that test-oriented policies may narrow the curriculum and weaken teacher autonomy. In the
Turkish context, as noted by Berberoglu and Kalender (2005), centralized testing mechanisms
often determine curriculum priorities and may potentially marginalize critical thinking and
creativity. Therefore, educational policy reforms should aim to integrate accountability with
developmental and formative assessment practices (Fullan, 2011; Ravitch, 2016). Additionally,
students should not be labeled as inadequate or deprived of the opportunity to explore their
interests simply because they do not perform well on standardized tests.

It has been argued that the accountability exams used today have low instructional sensitivity
and that student performance is influenced more by socioeconomic factors than by teacher
effectiveness. Holding only schools or teachers accountable for student achievement without
considering external factors is not a fair approach (Mufioz-Chereau & Thomas, 2016). Teachers
and school leaders, in their effort to be accountable through test-based evaluations, attempt to
teach the same information to all students within the same time frame. This, in turn, results in
highly standardized learning experiences and increasingly homogenized classroom
environments. Education should foster creativity, intellectual thinking, and free classroom
environments. Instead of accountability systems that place pressure on teachers, school
administrators, students, and parents, value-added accountability models that support student
learning, contribute to life success, and consider not only test scores but also student
performance should be preferred. Moreover, accountability systems developed without
including teachers have been reported to increase teachers’ workload and stress (Zahm, 2020).
In summary, it is emphasized that improving educational performance is impossible without
directly supporting the work of teachers and students in the classroom (Black & Wiliam, 2010).

218



Teke et al. Int. J. Assess. Tools Educ., Vol. 13, No. 1, (2026) pp. 205-223

LIMITATIONS

Our focus was primarily on test-based accountability systems, particularly those relying on
standardized achievement scores. Future studies could examine how accountability pressures
influence teachers' instructional strategies, students' long-term learning outcomes, and school
climate. Comparative studies across different educational systems could provide greater insight
into how cultural and systemic factors influence test-based accountability. (Darling-Hammond,
2010; Sahlberg, 2016). Mixed-methods studies that integrate teacher perceptions, classroom
practices, and student outcomes could contribute to a more holistic perspective on how
accountability impacts educational quality across contexts.

A significant limitation of this research is the exclusion of non-English and non-Turkish
language literature, which may introduce a linguistic bias into the findings. As this study
employs a descriptive review methodology, it is unable to perform a quantitative synthesis of
effect sizes or meta-analytic comparisons. Therefore, given these methodological constraints
and the inherent contextual differences in accountability practices globally, the conclusions
drawn should be interpreted judiciously.

Since this study was developed according to a general review methodology rather than a
systematic review, guidelines such as PRISMA were not followed.
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