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CHAPTER 6

How Do Leaders Interpret
Conflicting Accountabilities to
Improve Student Learning?

William A. Firestone and Dorothy Shipps

Educational leaders have long juggled conflicting accountabilities, buc researchers
have not. Researchers have explored how educators cope with specific obligations,
that is, the legitimate demands made by specific government agencies, local politi-
cal constituencies, or other entities. For instance, some researchers examine how
educarors respond to the demands of state tests (Firestone, Schorr, & Monfils,
2004). Others explore how educators address the expectations of local government
leaders (Shipps, 2003), and a few studies have examined how leaders respond to
market requirements (Fiske & Ladd, 2000).

Rarely do researchers examine the interaction of multiple, simultaneous ac-
countabilities. Yet this question is critical. Even before the recent rise in expecta-
tions, educators received conflicting signals that many simply ignored. Critics
argued that teachers nceded more guidance to achieve improvements in student
learning and increased equity. Recognizing this need, Smith and O’Day (1991)
argued that state and federal policy should become more coherent. If anything,
in the decade since this call for coherence, guidance to educators has become more
contradictory.
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~ HOW DO LEADERS INTERPRET
# = < CONFLICTING ACCOUNTABILITIES
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Our analysis has WO starting points. First, we argue that the problem for educational
leaders i$ to cope with multiple, conflicting accountabilities. The coherence that some
anélystsi-:ﬁave called for has not been achieved. An important challenge for those who
seek to ﬁromote learning for all students is to determine how to do so in the face of
cd{iﬂictiﬂg accountabilities. Research will not help leaders address student needs until
studies are designed recognizing that schools and districts are liable to legitimate claims
that pull educators in different directions. Second, we suggest that there is no neces-
sary relationship between any particular type of accountability and student achieve-
meént. Political accountability, for instance, responds to the demands of constituents
who often promoté goals other than closing the achievement gap.

7 To help future researchers address these practical problems, we begin with a
tyaﬁblogydthat“identiﬁes five different kinds of accountability. The conditions under
which such cross-pressures can improve student learning, and make it more equi-
table, are unclear. Most research designs have only looked at one source of account-
ability at a time and have done so from the perspective of the party secking to steer
leaders” behavior. This section highlights the necessity to understand the mix of
accountability pressures leaders face in specific schooling situations.

“ Next, this chaprer asks how district leaders mterpret conflicting accountabili-
ties. Educational leaders include district administrators, principals, and teachers,
but sorting out how each interprets clashing expectations requires understanding
the different résponsibilities and sources of information of each role. We focus on
districts because they have the legal responsibility to respond to external demands
and because much of the rest of this volume addresses school-level leaders. After
briefly reviewing evidence on how districts influence teaching and contribute to
improved and more equitable learning, we present a framework for exploring how
leaders acquire knowledge about external accountabilities. Such acquisition is more

than passively responding to excernal pressure. It requires active decisionmaking

absut which accountabilities to attend to and how to construc them, as well as
requiring that leaders resolve the conflicts among them.

- This framework leads to our concluding hypothesis: Leaders can contribute
to student learning by interpreting external and internal accountabilicies to help
educators promorte a shared sense of ethical obligation, that is, “internal account-
ability” (Carnoy, Elmore, & Siskin, 2003). This hypothesis links research on lead-
ership and-accountability to the mainstream of research on how leaders support
instructional improvement (see chapter 2, this volume). How powerful this ap-
proach can be, what it looks like in practice, and how the intefpretations of mul-.
tiple leaders ar_é{u melded into one common vision are all issues to be addressed by
those who find this >s‘uggested rescarch agenda persuasive.
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Multiple Accountabilities

A long-standing meaning of accountability is the commitment to answer to a con-
stituent, superior, or customer for one’s performance, primarily by reporting and/
or justifying procedures and results. Since even regular reports that follow strict
procedures may not ensure improvement, modern use also emphasizes the conse-
quences attached to the reporting requirement. Implicitly, the power of any ac-
countability demand—its ability to influence behavior—is thought to determine
which expectations are attended to.

We adapt these widely held understandings in three ways. First, we focus on
leaders’ obligations to improve student performarnice and demonstrate increased
equity rather than any other purpose to which accountability mighe direct them.
Second, we examine accountability from the leader’s perspective, putting various
and conflicting duties in contexr. Third, we include expectations that are not readily
externalized and are rarely reported upoen, characterizing them as a combination
of external and internal accountability, meaning that leaders have accepted profes-
sional or moral responsibilities to account for their actions. Thus, our definition
encompasses the felt obligation for student performance and demonstrations of
equity, including the willingness to provide a justification of outcomes to external
parties and/or to oneself, and to absorb the tangible or intangible consequences.

Discussions of accountability often begin with a typology. Ours is broader than
usual (see Table 6.1). It compares three external forms of accountability—political,
bureaucratic, and market—some of their typical manifestations, presumed objectives,

Table 6.1. Typology of Leaders’ Accountabilities

Manifestations Leader’'s Expected
Type (examples) Objectives Response
Political
Local Citizen Pressure  Satisfaction Coalition-Builder
State/Federal Legal Mandates  Obedience Negotiator
External Bureaucratic
Process Regulations Compliance Functionary
‘Outcome Goals/Incentives  Alignment Knowledgeable Advocate
Market Competition Efficiency/ Manager/
Creativity Entrepreneur
_ Professional  Practice Preferred Expert Educator
External Consensus Practice
and - L . - -
Internal Moral Beliefs Value Censistent, Empathic
Commitments  Defender of Justice
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84 A New Agenda for Resedrch in Educational Leadership

and the responses that leaders are expected to learn and display. It also includes pro-
fessional and moral accountability, which we describe as combining external and
internal liabilities. We conceptualize these two types using the same categories: as
combinations of exrernal sources of pressure and internal compunction.

“  The typology and our discussion below are intended to reveal that different
sources of accountability have distinct manifestations and anticipate divergent
outcomes and leader reactions. We hope this framework spurs interest in going
Breyon{cl,"the study of single accountability mechanisms as perceived by the party
‘wishing to hold leaders responsible, to the examination of leaders’ reactions to
f{nufti‘p_xl_e:expectations in particular contexts.

:.Polifi;cal Accountability

The legal demands of political representatives and the spontaneous concerns of local
constituents are the primary sources of political accountability. Public schools are
established by state law and governed by various federal, state, and local elected
and appointed bodies. Responsiveness to local constituents is reflected in elected
"'échool boérds, parent advisory councils, and PTAs, bur also in requests from indi-
“vidual parents, teachers’ unions, and local civic and business groups. Increasingly,
"school leaders are liable to the legislators, governors, and judges who wield state
‘and federal authority to establish schools, delimit their legal status, and determine
taxes. These many sources of political activity are often at odds with one another,

“but tog%iher they constitute a single type of accountabiliry that calls upon educa-

tional leaders” skills as coalition builders and as creative negotiators. Principals and

superintendents are expected to convince disparate political interests that a com-
“promise will satisfy cheir goals, even as they obey the letter of the law.

Using these skills in the service of teaching and learning is daunting for many
school leaders. Early 20th-century reformers sought to take populist politics out of
s"choolin'g, install civic elites on school boards, and capture the emerging expertise
of school leaders. Modern administrators remain acutely responsive to a complex web
of constituent groups, politicians, and civic leaders, many of whose demands are not
;'r'ﬁotiva't_*éd by improved student performance or increased educational equity.

¥ Movement protests of the 1960s and 1970s engaged the federal courts, bring-
ing civil'rights legislation and long-term judicial oversight to some districts, law
‘enforcement intervention to others. After busing and magnet schools became rou-
tine, new: courr rulings replaced earlier mandates with versions based on a defini-
fi(én of equity that assumes common standards for all children, but that creates mixed
_messages for leaders. Intensified court involvement added a thick layer of oversight
'fd'that_ from local citizens, requiring that school leaders learn to step carefully be-
tween legal obligations and constituent demands.

""" Federal and state oversight have also increased. The federal No Child Left

Behind law 1s aimed at bolstering states’ abilities to sanction or reward schools
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depending on student performance in several demographic categories. It addresses
performance and equity in one set of expectations. Although representing unprec-
edented federal intervention, this law operates through the states, which have cre-
ated their own legal demands: higher standards, strengthened school accreditation
and certification requirements, and laws to promote fiscal equity and inclusion.
State interpretation of federal legislation means that even centrally authorized
legal demands are experienced differently from state to state, working against a com-
mon account of school leaders’ political responsibilities.

Local political demands have also grown more complex. Citizens seeking
changes in the curriculum and/or access to decisionmaking have engulfed some
school systems, receded, and reemerged (Tyack & Cuban, 1995). Teachers’ col-
lective bargaining rights have been legalized in many states, giving unions the power
to counter the coalitions that principals and superintendents help assemble among
board members and local citizens. Research on civic engagement substantiates the
value of coalitions of local political, business, and community groups in sustaining
change in urban districts (Stone, Henig, Jones, & Pierannunzi, 2001). Yet 1m-
provements in student performance are indiscernible or uneven, leaving analysts
to disagree over whether the reason lies in educarors’ mismatched skills or the
inappropriateness of reform ideas (Shipps, 2003). We know too little about how
leaders steer civic engagement toward student achievement and equity goals.

Moreover, leaders rarely meet local challenges well. Few urban superinten-
dents learned to negotiate legal requirements while sustaining local confidence when
the two clashed in midcentury (Cuban, 1976), and we know little about their
political skills since. Principals’ responses to conflicting local and state political de-
mands is a recent focus of study. Those responses rarely promote improved teach-
ing and learning (Bizar & Barr, 2001). And recent surveys suggest that political
accountability continues to bedevil school leaders, who report being driven out of
the field by the combination of political and bureaucratic demands (Public Agenda,
2001).

Bureaucratic Accountability

When late-19th-century urban school reformers wrested schools from political
machines, they reorganized them as bureaucracies in which teachers reported to
principals and principals to superintendents, who in turn accounted for the whole
system to a board of civic elites. Following a long history of top-down, process-
oriented bureaucracy in public schooling, the last decade has seen the development
of a second form that imposes outcome expectations.

Just as legal mandates changed local political accountability, federal incen-
tives to alter school programs and curricula changed the bureaucratic account-
ability structure. New funnels of burcaucratic authority grew up around federal
compensatory programs spurted by the civil rights agenda. Specialists working
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‘in these bureaucracies generated regulations that challenged the line authority of
principals and superintendents. Some states developed their own compensatory
\pr.ograr:ﬁs, fuf;her‘ fragmenting bureaucratic accountability between state and fed-
cral hierarchies. Ofien these fiefdoms generated resistance or encouraged leaders
“to “game the system” to attract more benefits, a condition widely deplored as ex-
. cessive (compljancéi(l\ficLaughlin, 1987).

More recently, burcaucratic accountability sought to climinate the gaming by

rewarding and punishing outcomes. This “new accountability” has been codified

in federal and state regulations and incentives over the last two decades, Student

‘performance measured by achievement tests has clearly been the dominant out-
‘come. Coordinated systems of rules and sanctions that align the major processes of

séhoolih‘g (e.g:, cuﬂi’cﬂlum, assessment, professional development, hiring, and in-
duction) are supposed to send complementary and murtually reinforcing signals
to{rvard__nthc goal of higher student performance (Smith & O’Day, 1991).

© New accountability pressures are created by performance evaluations linked ro
incentives that reward high-performing schools and increase serutiny on those that
perform poorly (Ladd, 1996). The approach is justified by the lack of knowledge
about how various schooling inputs (e.g., cerrified teachers, class sizes) interact to create
the outcomes we want, Without reliable research about how to promote learning,
outcome orientations are said to be “reasonable” because they leave the daily decision-
making to educators (Hannaway, 1996). This new approach includes penalties that
cause principals or superintendents to be removed, school or discrict staff to reapply
for their jobs, or schools (sometimes districts) to be taken over by the state. Bureau-
cratic rewards often consist of relative autonomy in practice. By the 1990s, most states
é)ipéct¢d leaders to achieve outcome goals to receive routine government resources
or in exchange for additional fiscal incentives. School and district leaders are asked to
be advocates of performance targets and the improvement steps they require. They
are to explain and defend the reward and punishment structures—including the tech-
nically difficult measurement instruments that bedevil this new bureaucratic account-
ability (Linn, Baker, & Betebenner, 2002), and unintended increases in inequity that
have already been decried (Orfield & Kornhaber, 2001). :

Mérket AéééUntabili-ty

Market accountability aims to improve schooling through increased competition:
between educators for jobs, educators and external service providers for contracts,
and schools for students, Competition with alternative providers is expected to
increase teaching and learning efficiency, while competition berween schools for
students ‘and stafl €ncourages instructional innovation. Leaders are expected to
become better managers or learn to function as entrepreneurs.

 Comipetition between educational and private sector leaders draws on the view
that school systems should function like corporations, with leaders adopting the
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techniques of scientific management. With market accountability, leaders are ex-
pected to treat parents and students as customers and adopt corporate manage-
ment strategies to get more effort from school employees for the same (or fewer)
tax dollars (Shipps, 2003). Market logic dictates that leaders who show improve-
ments in student performance should receive material incentives, while failure leads
to removal. Although the effects of bonuses on leaders has not been systematically
researched, similar marerial incentive systems for teachers have not proven effec-
tive except when they are provided collectively (O'Day, 2002).

Experiments in outsourcing special education, school support, and school
management services come from similar arguments about market efficiencies.
Contracting aims to take advantage of privare sector expertisc, while encouraging
leaders to become more efficient and creative managers. Research has noted a lack
of real savings (Hannaway, 1999), but has not yet explained whether the core as-
sumption is the intended performance spur.

Aneother form of market accountability aiming “to provide signals and incen-
tives similar to those that might emerge from a market system” has produced vari-
ous forms of school choice (Clotfelter & Ladd, 1996). The idea has been justified
as a way to provide children with access to the schooling their parents want, rather
than that which local civic elites and governments provide. The concept developed
into a bargain. Individual schools are substantially deregulated; in return they are
made subject to a combination of competition and binding contractual obligations.
This trade is expected to promote entrepreneurialism and reduced performance
gaps. Charter schools are deregulated in exchange for meeting contractual obliga-
tions, usually including student performance targets (Fuller, 2000). Voucher schools
receive a direct subsidy for every student enrolled, and are less regulated than char-

ter schools. They are expected to reorient leaders to parent satisfaction, a goal that

may be sufficient to sustain schools judged more harshly by student performance
and equity criteria (Schneider, Teske, & Marschall, 2000).

Evidence suggests that neither charters nor vouchers meet high student per-
formance criteria for most students and that both charters and vouchers tend to

exacerbate inequality (Witte, 2000). Although early evidence also suggests that

markets impose hitherto unforeseen obligations on leadersand that leadership turn-
over is high (Henig, Holyoke, Lacireno-Paquet, & Moser, 2001}, little systematic
study clarifies whether and when the desired leadershlp behaviors occur. As im-
portant, we know little about how leaders in “regular” public schools experience
market competition.

Professional Accountability

The external component of professional accountability comes from consensus

among school leaders about what constitutes effective practice. This consensus is

formally enforced through accrediration processes. But professional views of good
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practice are also subject to informal peer pressure and expecrations internalized by
individual leaders, perhaps as a result of their training or prior experience. School
and district leaders demonstrate their professional commirments by the extent to
which their acrions coincide with current standards of expert knowledge.

Professional accountability also has deep roots. One response to the bureau-
cratization of schooling in the early 20th century was to propose that school and
district leadership become distinct professions with specialized research-based
knowledge and experience-honed judgment that could be applied to specific con-
texts by its practitioners. Educators created a required training regimen, certifica-
tion requirements, and professional associations that gave guidance for nearly every
problem an educational leader might encounter.

Even so, for much of the 20th century the shared identity among educational
leaders depended as much on being farm-bred, Anglo-Saxon, Protestant males with
the social standing ro informally socialize with civic elites (Tyack & Hansort, 1982).
It is no longer possible to assume that communal professional values will flow from
shared life experiences: although underrepresented, women and ethnic and racial
minorities have acquired leadership roles. The school leaders’ professional associa-
tions (e.g., Interstate School Leaders Licensure Consortium, Education Leadership
Constituent Council) are currently updating performance standards to respond to
new leadership challenges, and to new assumptions about who becomes a leader.
Yet the professional consensus remains weak.

The demands of instruction continue to spur disparate calls for improvements
in leaders’ professionalism. Some insist that school and district leaders should privi-
lege teachers’ knowledge and share leadership responsibilities by encouraging teach-
ers’ self-direction and promoting collaboration while recruiting those who fit the
organizational culture (Johnson, 1990). These views of leadership professionalism
draw by analogy on the importance of solidarity to teachers’ professional practice
(Darling-Hammond, 1996). A different approach argues for a “division of labor”:
school leaders relying on professional accountability to facilitate the improvement
of instruction and district leaders identifying and monitoring problem areas as part

of their outcomes-based bureaucratic responsibilities (O’Day, 2002).

We understand too little about how professional accountabiliry currently works
for school leaders—or its power over them at any level of the school system—to
confidently propose.any one version as a solution to the problems of low-performing
and inequitable schooling.

Moral Accountability

Moral accountability assumes that leaders have internalized a socially encouraged
value system that guides their practice. Personal integrity, adherence to personal
and communal values, and empathy for others are expected to be the primary guides
for behavior. Among the values that support moral accountability, we highlight
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social justice, which is central to American education, and supported by many
external sources. '

Moral accountability has its origin in the earliest days of American education.
Nineteenth-century school leaders were quite moralistic about their passion for the
public schools. The moral accountability school leaders inherited from this tradition
allows them to determine which broadly shared rouchstones (e.g., religious doctrine,
vision of human nature) will draw their allegiance. But it does not imply that moral
leadership is a matter of personal taste. Instead, moral accountability is proposed as
an antidote to other forms when they fail to embrace fairness and justice.

Unlike other forms of accountability, moral leadership inspires internal com-
punctions (Sergiovanni, 1992). It has been called an act of resistance to “thought-
less banality, technical rationaliry, [and] carelessness” (Greene, 1995). These are
felt obligations to protect values and social ideals in the face of rational opposition.

Reliance on moral accountability as 2 last resort assumes that better schooling
outcomes (if not always higher test scores) will result from school leaders’ and their
followers’ shared commitments. Some researchers see modern Catholic schools as
exemplars of value-driven education, finding commitments to the common good
in these institutions that are seldom rep.lic_afcd in public schooling (Bryk, Lee, &
Holland, 1993). Trust (Bryk & Schneider, 2002) and caring (Noddings, 1992}
have been identified as crucial to meeting others’ expectations in public schools,
but so too has social imagination developed in dialogue across differences by way
of artistic narrative (Greene, 1995).

Social justice represents an enduring extension of American ideals for a com-
mon public education for all classes—“good enough for the richest, open to the
poorest” (Reese, 2000). Today, education is sometimes called the modern religion,
comprised of universalized “doctrines or rules providing meaningful linkages of
humans.. . . to this cosmos” (Meyer, 2000). Two key tenets of the American educa-
tional cosmology are that much information about the universe is ultimately know-
able and that 2/ individuals should be taught a complex common curriculum. The
idea forms the ethical basis for the No Child Left Behind law and has adherents from
both ends of the palitical spectrum. Moral accountability thus embraces its bureau-
cratic, market-based, professional, or political alternatives whenever they are useful
to sustaining a widely held view of distributive justice.

In other social justice terms, schooling is expected to counteract the squalor
amidst comfore that is identified by some as the global capitalist. economy’s dark
side, as a natural condition of life by others. In this view, low-socioeconomic-status,
disabled, rural, or inner-city children, and women in general, have a right to high
quality education because it signals their readiness to transcend class, hold high-
status jobs, or earn a decent living, and it gives them the tools to critique the social
structure that places them ar the bottom (Freire, 1983).

However, research in the tradition of social justice focuses less on leaders’ moral
accountabilities than on describing and explaining how disparities arise from

3 oo
ES

f

T

BRA

iIVERSITY Li

i% g
Iy

AL AT D

Ll





































