
 

Current test-based incentive programs have
not consistently raised

May 26 2011

Despite being used for several decades, test-based incentives have not
consistently generated positive effects on student achievement, says a
new report from the National Research Council. The report examines
evidence on incentive programs, which impose sanctions or offer
rewards for students, teachers, or schools on the basis of students' test
performance. Federal and state governments have increasingly relied on
incentives in recent decades as a way to raise accountability in public
education and in the hope of driving improvements in achievement.

School-level incentives -- like those of No Child Left Behind -- produce
some of the larger effects among the programs studied, but the gains are
concentrated in elementary grade mathematics and are small in
comparison with the improvements the nation hopes to achieve, the
report says. Evidence also suggests that high school exit exam programs,
as currently implemented in many states, decrease the rate of high school
graduation without increasing student achievement.

Policymakers should support the development and evaluation of
promising new models that use test-based incentives in more
sophisticated ways as one aspect of a richer accountability and
improvement process, said the committee that wrote the report.

Incentives' Effects on Student Achievement

Attaching incentives to test scores can encourage teachers to focus
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narrowly on the material tested -- in other words, to "teach to the test" --
the report says. As a result, students' knowledge of the part of the
subject matter that appears on the test may increase while their
understanding of the untested portion may stay the same or even
decrease, and the test scores may give an inflated picture of what
students actually know with respect to the full range of content
standards.

To control for any score inflation caused by teaching to the test, it is
important to evaluate the effects of incentive programs not by looking at
changes in the test scores tied to the incentives, but by looking at
students' scores on "low stakes" tests -- such as the National Assessment
of Educational Progress -- that are not linked to incentives and are
therefore less likely to be inflated, the report says.

When evaluated using low-stakes tests, the overall effects on
achievement tend to be small and are effectively zero for a number of
incentives programs, the committee concluded. Even when evaluated
using the tests attached to the incentives, a number of programs show
only small effects.

Some incentives hold teachers or students accountable, while others
affect whole schools. School-level incentives like those used in No Child
Left Behind produce some of the larger achievement gains, the report
says, but even these have an effect size of only around .08 standard
deviations – the equivalent of moving a student currently performing at
the 50th percentile to the 53rd percentile. For comparison, raising
student performance in the U.S. to the level of the highest-performing
nations would require a gain equivalent to a student climbing from the
50th to the 84th percentile. The committee noted, however, that although
a .08 effect size is small, few other education interventions have shown
greater gains.
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Effects of High School Exit Exams

The study also examined evidence on the effects of high school exit
exams, which are currently used by 25 states and typically involve tests
in multiple subjects, all of which students must pass in order to graduate.
This research suggests that such exams decrease the rate of high school
graduation without improvements in student achievement as measured
by low-stakes tests.

Broader Measures of Performance Needed

It is unreasonable to implement incentives tied to tests on a narrow range
of content and then criticize teachers for narrowing their instruction to
match the tests, said the committee. When incentives are used, the
performance measures need to be broad enough to align with desired
student outcomes. This means not only expanding the range of content
covered by tests but also considering other student outcomes beyond a
single test.

Policymakers and researchers should design and evaluate alternate
approaches using test-based incentives, the committee said. Among the
approaches proposed during current policy debates are those that would
deny tenure to teachers whose students fail to meet a minimal level of
test performance. Another proposal is to use the narrow information
from tests to trigger a more intensive school evaluation that would
consider a broader range of information and then provide support to help
schools improve. The modest and variable benefits shown by incentive
programs so far, however, means that all use of incentives should be
rigorously evaluated to determine what works and what does not, said the
committee.

In addition, it is important that research on and development of new
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incentive-based approaches does not displace investment in the
development of other aspects of the education system – such as
improvements in curricula and instructional methods -- that are
important complements to the incentives themselves, the report cautions.
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