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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

Back in 2021, I first published The Accountability Myth,
a long-form argument critiquing the idea that public
schools are held accountable for their performance.
I wrote it to respond to a common argument I heard
during discussions around school choice. Summed up in
one sentence, it is:

“Private schools are not held accountable, but
public schools are.”

AsTarguedin 2021, there are two ways to respond to that
claim. One way is to attack the first clause. No, private
schools are accountable. Particularly in the context of
school choice programs, parents have enormous power
to require educators to answer to them, as they can
simply take their money elsewhere.

What’s more, as I’ll argue later, many of the generation of
choice programs that emerged after The Accountability
Mythwas published are providing alevel of transparency
heretoforeunseeninpubliceducation. Transaction-level
data has allowed voters to scrutinize every decision that
parents are making with their choice dollars, allowing
for a granular level of review. There is plenty of evidence
to back up the idea that private schools are accountable.

But the point of The Accountability Myth was to attack
the second clause. It argued that public schools are not
held accountable for their performance. Lots of people
had made the first argument, and not enough had made
the second.

The basic argument came in three parts.

® First, traditional public schools are not financially
accountable. School spending is opaque. It is very
difficult to determine just how much a school
spends on the students that it educates. Schools,
districts, and states have put up myriad barriers
between taxpayers and schoolhouses. There is not
uniform agreement as to what spending categories
should “count” when it comes to calculating per-
pupil expenditures, and the same district will
publish multiple numbers in different outlets. If we
don’t know how or how much money is being spent,
we cannot hold the people spending it accountable.
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® Second, schools are not democratically accountable.
School boards are often held up as paragons of
local democracy—close to the people, made up of
non-professional politicians drawn from the body
politic out of genuine interest for children, existing
outside of the degradations of partisan politics. Oh,
were that so. Unfortunately, school board elections
are low-turnout affairs often conducted “off-cycle”
to ensure low participation. They do not represent
the views of the populace because only a tiny
minority of the community participates in their
election. What they do represent are the views of
motivated and resourced interest groups, who are
able to swing small elections in their favor.

® Third, schools are not educationally accountable.
Traditional public school advocates hold up the
extensive testing and data-gathering systems that
states operate and the ostensible consequences
linked to those systems as evidence that public
schools are held accountable for the education they
provide. Even a cursory peek under the hood of
these systems shows that they are so byzantine and
manipulable that few, if any, schools ever actually
meet with serious consequences for their poor
performance.

That argument is just as true today as it was five years
ago.

Did my paper change any minds? That remains to be
seen. The argument that public schools are accountable
continues to be used either explicitly or implicitly by
choice opponents.

It is unwise, and often unkind, to try to assume the
motivations of your ideological opponents. But if I were
to venture a guess, in the time since The Accountability
Mpyth was published, opponents have realized that
opposing school choice outright is a losing strategy.
Choice is popular. Choice is an integral part of our lives
and trying to make the case that families should have
choice in everything from healthcare to housing to food
to preschool to college, but should not have it in K-12
education, is simply not going to fly. So they need to find
anew angle.

“Accountability” is a great in. Because these new
programs lack the artifice of accountability that public
schools operate under, opponents can contend that they
are not accountable. It is a play that can appeal to fiscal

conservatives, who want to see accountability for tax
dollars, as well as to public school supporters who were
never really keen on testing or school ratings but can be
convinced that what is good for the goose is good for the
gander.

But just because traditional public schools are, to
borrow a term from James C. Scott’s Seeing Like A State,
“legible,” does not mean that they are accountable. They
are not accountable. They were not accountable in 2021,
and they are not accountable in 2026.

What follows is an update of The Accountability Myth.
Since it was published, there has been an explosion in
universal choice programs and serious growth in non-
universal programs as well. There has also been a slow
burning crisis of chronic absenteeism within traditional
public schools as well as declining scores on national
assessments. When all of the data and arguments from
the original are brought up to date, the conclusion
remains the same. Traditional public schools are not
held accountable in any meaningful way.

INTRODUCTION

Claims about accountability, or the lack thereof, have
been central to recent school choice debates. Here is
just a brief collection of quotations from private school
choice opponents:

® “Private schools that receive public funds
through vouchers are not subjected to the same
accountability and transparency requirements as
public schools.” The Education Trust, 2024.!

® “Public tax dollars should fund public schools
that have clear systems of academic and fiscal
accountability in place. Private schools do not
have transparent accountability measures in
place ... Local board elections provide a level of
local accountability for traditional school districts
that charter and private schools lack.” The Texas
Schools Coalition, 2025.2

* “The public expects that private schools, or anybody
who is receiving this money, should be under the
same regulations that public schools are.” Marisol
Garcia, Arizona Education Association, 2024.3

Accountability is a contested term. The Merriam-
Webster definition is “an obligation or willingness to
accept responsibility or to account for one’s actions.”*
This makes sense in the realm of schooling, as
accountability policy asks schools and the professionals
that teach in them to accept responsibility for their
actions. The question is, responsibility to whom and for
what? In a chapter in the Handbook of the Economics of
Education, David Figlio and Susana Loeb offer a more
specific definition. To them, accountability is “the
process of evaluating school performance on the basis
of student performance measures.” This makes a lot of
sense, but it leaves out other things that schools might
be accountable for, like how they spend their money
or how they serve the needs of the community. It also
leaves out any notion of consequences.

But more than that, in almost any conversation about
accountability for private schools, accountability for
public schools is assumed. We see this in the quotations
above. Calls for “the same” requirements or regulations
assumes that public schools are accountable while these
new challengers are not.

This is a dangerous myth.

This paper is going to argue that there are three ways
that schools are, or should be, held accountable. There
is financial accountability. That is, schools should be
responsible for how they use the money they are given
and should be ready to account for what has been spent
and how. Are they spending the community’s money
in ways that comport with the community’s wishes?
Second, thereisdemocraticaccountability. Since schools
are funded by the community writ large, they should be
able to account for how they are reflecting the wishes of
that community. Are they teaching what the community
believes should be taught? Are they organizing schools
in ways that the community agrees to? Finally, there is
educational accountability. That is, schools should take
responsibility for the quality of the education that the
students in their charge receive. They should be able to
demonstrate that students are mastering what they are
supposed to be learning.

On all three of these counts, traditional public schools in
America are not accountable.
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®  When it comes to “financial accountability,” public
schools have been disastrously opaque, failing to
disclose how dollars are actually spent and whether
they are used to educate students. Opacity is a
great tool for schools and districts: If no one can
see where the money goes, it’s easy to convince the
community that there just isn’t enough money.

* “Democratic accountability” relies on school board
elections, which are problematic. School board
elections are held off-cycle to drive down turnout.
Bond elections use unclear language to muddy
what they are actually asking of taxpayers. And the
wishes of organized interests routinely supersede
those of the body politic.

® Inpractice, “academic accountability” in
K-12 education means schools are required
to jump through the hoops set up by state and
federal bureaucrats that are loosely related to
demonstrating that students have actually learned
anything. They are required to fill out paperwork
and track down metrics and send them to the
appropriate person at the appropriate office by the
appropriate date, but ultimately not much happens
after that.

Each of these areas deserves a fuller treatment. That
is why the three primary sections of this paper will be
devoted to arguing the issues of financial accountability,
democratic accountability, and educational
accountability, or the lack thereof. But before we get
into that, it is worth taking a moment to understand
how we got here. Accountability for public schools has
been a topic of interest, discussion, and policymaking
for decades. It appears to be in its twilight. There has
been very little interest, particularly at the federal level,
for increasing test-based accountability on schools for
more than a decade, But the whole story is worth telling.

As the United States Senate debated the legislation
that would become the Elementary and Secondary
Education Act (ESEA), a 30-year-old senator from the
state of New York let his thoughts be known. ESEA was a
cornerstone of President Lyndon B. Johnson’s “War on
Poverty” and would, for the first time, create a regular
stream of federal funds into the nation’s classrooms. He
said to the then Commissioner of Education (it wasn’t
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a Cabinet-level office with a Secretary yet), “Look, I
want to change this bill because it doesn’t have any way
of measuring those damn educators like you.”® That
senator was Bobby Kennedy.

In less inflammatory language, Sen. Kennedy outlined
the genesis for the accountability movement several
decades before anyone actually got around to creating a
system to accomplish it, saying:

“I think it is very difficult for a person who lives
in a community to know whether, in fact, his
educational system is what it should be, whether
if you compare his community to a neighboring
community they are doing everything they should
be, whether the people that are operating the
educational system in a state or local community
are as good as they should be. ... I wonder if we
couldn’t have some system of reporting ... through
some testing system that would be established
[by] which the people at the local community
would know periodically ... what progress had
been made.””

Now how to do this—that is, how frequently
measurement should be taken, what that measurement
should look like, and what, if anything, officials should
do with the information that results—has been a topic
of contention since Sen. Kennedy’s time. In 1969, the
National Center for Education Statistics launched the
National Assessment for Educational Progress (NAEP),
which tracked the academic performance of a nationally
representative sample of American students. This was
expanded to capture state level results in 1990 and
results from a select set of cities in 2002. All states were
required to participate in the NAEP 4" and 8" grade
math and reading starting in 2003 under No Child Left
Behind.

A Nation at Risk, a report commissioned by the Reagan
administration, recommended that:

“schools, colleges, and universities adopt

more rigorous and measurable standards, and
higher expectations, for academic performance
and student conduct, and that 4-year colleges
and universities raise their requirements for
admission. This will help students do their best
educationally with challenging materials in

an environment that supports learning and
authentic accomplishment.”

During the 1980s and 1990s, states across the country
took up the challenge outlined in A Nation at Risk and
increasingly tested students and used the scores to
measure school performance. In 1989, President George
H. W. Bush convened a conference of the nation’s
governors in Charlottesville, Va., to discuss educational
improvement. Measurement and accountability were
both on the docket, and the next President of the United
States was in the room. Both presidents Bush and
Clinton pushed states for more measurement of schools
and to think about how to hold schools accountable, but
the support was rhetorical. Federal funding was never
contingent on creating any such systems, though to be
fair the nation came close with Goals 2000 under the
Clinton administration, which created the National
Education Standards and Improvement Council, which
theoretically had the ability to approve or deny state
standards. Due to political backlash, no one was ever
appointed to the council and it never did anything.’

At the turn of the 21st Century, states had a hodgepodge
of accountability systems. In a 2003 paper in the
academic journal Educational Evaluation and Policy
Analysis, Martin Carnoy and Susanna Loeb categorized
state systems in terms of their repercussions for
students and schools.'® In some states, like Iowa, the
state required no standardized testing for students.
In others, like Maine, some grades were required to
administer tests (in Maine’s case in grades 4, 8, and 11),
but there were no requirements to do anything with
them. States like Kansas had state requirements to test
students in certain grades and publish school report
cards with the information, but that was the extent
of the requirements. Illinois was deemed to have a
“moderate” level of repercussions, as low-performing
schools could be put on “watch lists” or eventually be
subject to state intervention after a sufficient period of
underperformance. At the “strong” end of the spectrum,
Texas required every school to test students in grades
3-8 and 10 and then prescribed a series of consequences
for schools that didn’t meet performance targets.

Ifthat regime sounds familiar, it is because the Governor
of Texas, George W. Bush, was elected President in 2000
and brought Texas-style accountability to the nation
in his first major piece of domestic legislation, the No
Child Left Behind Act (NCLB). NCLB set a target of
100% student proficiency in reading and math by the
year 2014 and established a set of consequences for
schools and districts that did not make “adequate yearly
progress” toward that goal. States had flexibility in how

they defined and measured proficiency and the timeline
that they wanted to follow to get to 100% proficiency,
and over time they figured out ways to get around some
of the harsher punishments that were slated to come
into effect if schools did not meet targets for several
years. Such avoidance notwithstanding, for the first time
there was across-the-board measurement of student
performance and reporting of that performance.

President Obama initially built on the accountability
systems of NCLB with Race to the Top, a competitive
grant program included in the 2009 Great Recession
stimulus bill. In addition to school accountability, the
Obama administration (with the support of major
education funders like the Gates Foundation) pushed to
include teacher accountability, with states developing
test-based teacher evaluation systems, and to put all
states on a single set of math and reading standards—
the Common Core—and one of two connected tests.
The intent of the latter was to deal with some of the
aforementioned state accountability avoidance,
especially setting low proficiency bars. In 2015, though,
with public opinion having turning against increasingly
centralized standards and testing policies, Congress
passed, and President Obama signed, the Every Student
Succeeds Act (ESSA), which wound down the federal
role in accountability while still requiring states to
maintain accountability systems.

Under ESSA, which is still in force, states have much
more flexibility in how they measure student progress
and hold schools and districts to account for those scores
than under NCLB. Perhaps more importantly, ESSA
included provisions that for the first time would require
districts to report spending at the school level. Prior to
that legislation, districts were only required to report
their spending at the district level, creating a massive
black box that outsiders struggled to understand.

Two decades after the passage of No Child Left Behind,
it’s a fair question whether or not the law worked.
Deven Carlson of the University of Oklahoma penned
an interesting summation in a working paper for the
American Enterprise Institute. In it, he says that No
Child Left Behind and the systems of accountability
that it ushered in got three things right. First, NCLB
shifted the focus of educational discussion from inputs
to outputs. Second, it shined a light on the varying
performance of different demographic subgroups. And
third, it forced states to develop robust data systems.
At the same time, Carlson argues that the NCLB era
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made three key errors. First, the federal government set
unrealistic expectations. Second, it encouraged a too-
narrow focus on reading and math standardized test
scores. And finally, it was too inflexible and one-size-
fits-all for the American education system."

It is true that some states have taken school
accountability very seriously. Florida, for example, has
provided letter grades for schools based on student
performance for more than 25 years. Michigan has
created an incredibly user-friendly website where
anyone can find school performance data and compare
schools within and across school districts. But these
are the exception, not the rule. As a 2010 RAND
Corporation report on NCLB put it, “The rigid and
mechanical rules governing the timing and type
of interventions applied to schools identified for
improvement has led schools and districts to select
the least severe and easiest interventions to
implement.”*

And then the pandemic took place. As long-time
education reformer Checker Finn wrote in a lengthy
history of the accountability movement in National
Affairsin 2024:

“The pandemic brought ‘accountability holidays’
of every sort — even the federally mandated
annual testing was suspended in 2020, and the
2021 version allowed for wide variation in how it
was administered. States relaxed or skipped the
identification of low-performing schools. Many
schools stopped grading or failing students, or
ordered teachers not to score anything below
50% — all this on top of the grade inflation that
was its own epidemic long before the coronavirus
kicked up, as was the suspension of entrance-test
scores by ever more student-hungry colleges.”

Ttis important to keep this history in mind. Huge efforts
have been made from Washington, state capitols, and
district offices to try and hold schools accountable to
politicians and bureaucrats. Billions have been spent.
Tens of millions of school children have passed through
the system as these programs have been in effect. If
schools have escaped accountability, it hasn’t been due
to a lack of effort on the part of policymakers. And yet
escape accountability they have.
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ARGUMENT #1: Traditional
public schools are not
financially accountable to
taxpayers

How much money does your local public school spend
educating the children in its charge? One would think
that this would be a simple question to answer. It is
not. School spending is opaque and contested. Only a
handful of people in a state truly understand the funding
formula. There is not agreement as to what counts when
measuring school spending. Are we just talking about
“current” spending, the operating expenses that aschool
pays every year? Do we include capital costs and debt
service? How do we think about long-term obligations
like contributions to teacher pensions? How do we
depreciate assets like school buses? Do we do it over
five years like some states do or 20 years like others?
Different sources include different combinations of
expenses when identifying how much a school spends.

These differences matter. Let’s use an example of the
largest school district in America, New York City. When
The Accountability Myth was first published, it cited
U.S. Census Bureau data that found that New York City
Public Schools spent $28,004 per student per year. This
is the number usually reported in the media. It is the
current expenditure figure, including things like salaries
and wages and employee benefits. However, looking at a
differenttabin the same spreadsheet, the Census Bureau
reported the total amount of revenue that the district
receives. This is the total of the local, state, and federal
dollars that are sent to the school district to spend, not
just what is earmarked for particular purposes. That
figure was $33,788,513,000. If you divide that number by
the total number of students (960,484, reported in the
adjacent spreadsheet cell) you get $35,179.* So which
was it? $28,000 or $35,0007?

If you’re curious, the most recent Census Bureau
report updates those numbers to $33,387 in current
spending and $42,637 in total spending. By fiscal year
2023, the most recent data the Census Bureau reported,
enrollment in the New York City schools had dropped
to 847,030, while spending had increased to more than
$36 billion.

And this is all at the district level. Prior to the 2015
Every Student Succeeds Act (ESSA), spending was
only reported at the district level. Once it entered the
district’s coffers, it disappeared from view. ESSA, for
the first time, required reporting of school spending at
the school level. While the data are technically available
somewhere, it is incredibly hard to track, particularly
for a lay person who is simply curious about what their
local public school is spending and how it is spending it.
This shouldn’t surprise us; there is little incentive for
districts to make this information known, and it doesn’t
appear that the federal government is going to crack
down on districts that either misreport spending, or
report figures in ways that make it difficult for average
citizens to access them.

Infact, it can be argued that there is a disincentive to get
the reporting right, as accurate reporting might cause
parents, teachers, and taxpayers to ask tough questions.
If schools are spending, on average, $16,500 per pupil,
and the average class size in America is 21 students,
that is nearly $350,00 in revenue per classroom. Some
folks might want to know why teachers are only getting
a fraction of the funding that their classroom receives.
The amount spent on salaries is much higher in some
schools than in others, with more “desirable” schools
spending more. Why is that? Is it because as teachers
gain seniority, they have more say in where they teach
and thus congregate in some schools and not others,
exacerbating between-school inequality? People might
want to know.

We cannot hold schools accountable for their spending
if we don’t know what they spend. And we don’t know
what they spend.

This culture of opacity has led to several pernicious
falsehoods worming their way into the perception of
public schooling. Perhaps the strangest fear I hear
from public school teachers is that they are going to
lose money if their students don’t do well enough on
state assessments. Television shows and movies from
Family Guy to Bad Teacher to Abbott Elementary use
the trope repeatedly. The problem, of course, is that it
isn’t true. States and districts in the United States do not
base funding on year-to-year school performance. Now,
it is true that a large portion of school funding comes
from local property tax dollars, and better-performing
schools can attract more families to want to live in
their catchment area, driving up home prices and thus
property tax revenue. And, as stated above, it is also true

that more desirable schools can attract more veteran
teachers, driving up the amount of money that is spent
per student. But both of these phenomena are things
that happen slowly over time, not because of a dip in a
year’s test scores.

Second, thisopacityhasledtoageneral public perception
that schools spend less and teachers are paid less than
they actually are. We at EdChoice ask respondents to
our annual Schooling in America survey (a nationally
representative poll of attitudes toward education) to
estimate how much schools spend per pupil per year.
In the 2025 iteration, the median parent respondent
estimated that schools spend $5,000 per student, less
than a third of what they actually spend. In total, 79% of
Americans and 82% of school parents underestimated
how much schools spend. Not surprisingly, when we
ask respondents if they think spending is too low,
56% believed that it is. When provided with the actual
information about how much schools spend, the
percentage saying thatitis toolowdropped tojust 38%."

The same pattern holds for discussions of teacher
salaries. EdChoice also polls a nationally representative
sample of Americans every month, and we ask questions
about teacher salaries. We ask respondents to estimate
how much teachers make, and also ask them whether
they think teacher salaries are too low. On average,
respondents underestimate average teacher salaries by
$15,000 to $20,000. In our May 2025 poll, the median
response said that teachers make on average $40,000
per year, when the true number at that time was $66,397
(not including benefits).t

Third, schools, districts, and states are incentivized
to classify their funding in ways that avoid public
scrutiny. By shunting expenses into spending categories
that don’t “count” towards per-pupil expenditure
calculations, they are able to artificially diminish the
spending figures that are reported to the public. Pension
contributions and debt servicing are ballooning with
aging teachers and increasing interest rates, but these
factors are not taken into account when only reporting
current expenses. When that happens, school board
members and, more importantly, voters do not get
the full picture when evaluating how the school is
performing. If you think a school is spending 75 or
80% of what it is actually spending, you might be more
impressed with its performance than if you had the full
picture.
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And all of the preceding omits the stories, which are
legion, of fraud by public school officials. In 2021, I
offered the example of the Superintendent of the St.
Joseph, Missouri, School District who lied about his
salary to maximize his pension payout to the tune of
almost $700,000.” I discussed Chicago Public Schools
Superintendent Barbara Byrd-Bennett, who received
federal prison time for receiving kickbacks in exchange
for more than $20 million in no-bid contracts.”® I also
wrote about Long Island superintendent Frank Tassone
and assistant superintendent Pam Gluckin, who
together embezzled more than $10 million, a criminal
undertaking made into the 2019 movie “Bad Education”
starring Hugh Jackman and Allison Janney.

Such cases have not abated. Perhaps most humorously,
Vera Liddell, the food service director of the Harvey
School District in Illinois, was sentenced to nine years
in prison after it was uncovered that she has stolen
$1.5 million in chicken wings from students during the
pandemic.” The chickens well and truly came home to
roost on that one.

And it doesn’t really matter what structures are in
place if districts don’t have to follow them. The Arizona
Auditor General keeps a running list of districts out
of compliance with the Uniform System of Financial
Records for Arizona School Districts. As of early 2026,
23 districts were out of compliance for reasons ranging
from failing to regularly perform a physical inventory
of equipment, to failing to get multiple quotes for
substantial expenditures, to failing to having the correct
tax documents for employees, to “duplicated cash/
revenue journal entries and unrecorded revenues,” and
more.?? As far as I can find, no district has been docked
funding, and no one has lost their job or school board
seat for failing to meet these basic standards set by the
state government.

Ttisworth closing with one additional point. Many of the
individuals and organizations most vociferous in their
calls for financial accountability for choice programs
oppose financial accountability for traditional public
schools. Here are just a few examples of legislative
positions advertised by the anti-school choice
organization Save Our Schools Arizona on its Substack
in early 20262

* “SB1436, sponsored by Jake Hoffman (R-15),
would require ballots in school bond continuation

elections to state how much money taxpayers
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would save if they refused to approve the
continuation. This is a clear tactic to push voters
toward voting down bonds, which our schools
have come to depend on due to the legislature’s
persistent underfunding of public education.
Scheduled for Senate Judiciary & Elections
Committee, Wednesday. OPPOSE.”

* “HB2481, sponsored by Matt Gress (R-4), would
penalize a school district with “corrective training
and interventions” at the district’s expense if they
fall out of administrative compliance with their
state accounting, and ban school boards from
running bonds and overrides. After 18 months,
the superintendent would incur civil penalties
of $1,000 per month. The sponsor is demanding
all this even as lawmakers refuse to add any
accountability for ESA voucher-funded schools.
Scheduled for House Education Committee,
Tuesday. OPPOSE.”

Taken together, it is clear that through a mix of opacity
and poor management, American public schools are not
financially accountable to the taxpayers who fund them.

ARGUMENT #2: Traditional
public schools are not
democratically accountable
to citizens

“Local, democratic control of schools has not yet
realized its full potential, but that’s no reason to declare
it a failure. Instead, it is a work in progress that requires
us to understand the multiple purposes it serves.”?? This
is how a group of education professors responded to an
argument from Ohio State political scientist Vlad Kogan
ina 2022 issue of Education Next. Offering an initial look
atthe arguments that would undergird his 2025 book No
Adult Left Behind: How Politics Hijacks Education Policy
and Hurts Kids, Kogan contended that since only adults
get to vote in school board elections, adult interests get
prioritized. Important issues like student achievement
fall by the wayside. As he stated directly, “Although who
wins a particular school-board contest can matteragreat
deal, there’s little indication that voters use elections to
hold school boards accountable.”?

Local school boards are, according to the mythology
that has grown up around them, small-d democratic
institutions that answer to the community and ensure
that schools reflect the values and protect the interests
of the local body politic. Whereas some reformers have
wanted to hold schools “accountable” based on things
like test scores or other metrics, school boards are
supposed to hold schools accountable the good old-
fashioned way, through elections. If schools are not
doing what citizens want, they elect a new school board.
That school board then oversees the schools, stewarding
local tax dollars, hiring and firing key staff, drafting
policies, adopting curricula, and approving schedules
and calendars.

But here is a question: can you name anyone on your
local school board? If you cannot, you are not alone. And
that fact—that most people don’t know who is on the
school board, what the school board does, or even when
to vote for school board members—is the best evidence
that traditional public schools are not accountable to
citizens.

School boards are opaque institutions in part because
people do not show up to vote in their elections.
According to the National School Boards Association,
turnout in school board elections is often only 5 to 10%
of the electorate.?* School board elections are often held
“off-cycle,” that is, on different dates than elections
traditionally take place. While almost everyone knows
that Election Day is a Tuesday in early November,
school board elections are frequently held at seemingly
random intervals, and at random times throughout
the year. While the President, congresspeople, city
councilors, and all the other elected officials in a state or
city are elected on the same day, school board members
frequently are not.

What does this look like in practice? In 2021, I used the
example of my home town of Kansas City and the most
recent elections for the school board that controlled
a budget of more than $350 million. Those elections
were held on April 2, 2019, (off-cycle in both the year
and month, though to their credit it was a Tuesday) and
April 6, 2021 (the same). Of the seven members, four
were elected unopposed as they were the only people in
their races to secure the necessary number of signatures
to appear on the ballot. A fifth member did not receive
enough signatures, but neither did anyone else, so she
ran as a write-in candidate and was elected with 600
votes. Only two of the members had anything close to a

competitive election, with one securing just over 1,800
votes in a victory and another winning with more than
8,300. (For a point of comparison, the 2019 Kansas City
Council elections saw at-large members elected with
anywhere from 30,000-50,000 votes and local members
with between 6,000-7,000 votes). It is impossible to say
that these elected school board officials represent the
will or the interest of the people of Kansas City. The
number of people who elected them couldn’t fill the
lower bowl of Kauffman Stadium.

Did anythingimprove since then? Itdid not. In 2023, two
of the four seats had their elections canceled because
onlyone person qualified in the race. The other two races
failed to see anyone get enough signatures to appear
on the ballot, so they were won by write-in candidates
receiving 433 and 691 votes, respectively. It was better in
2025, if we grade on a serious curve. One of the four seats
was filled by the only candidate that qualified, but the
three other races actually saw competitive races, with
the candidates that appeared on the ballot receiving
17,286, 5,091, and 2,979 votes respectively. Even with
this slight uptick in participation, the majority of seats
on the board are, as of early 2026, currently held by
either unopposed or write-in candidates.

While Kansas City might be an extreme example,
comparisons of voting turnout between school board
elections and municipal elections held on-cycle show
how non-representative school boards are of the
community. According to Ballotpedia 53% of school
board elections were uncontested in 2023.%

Off-cycle elections have consequences. In 2016, the
Brookings Institution published a short article by
political scientist Michael Hartney titled “Make
education politics great again! Eliminate ‘off-cycle’
school board elections.”* In it, Hartney pulls together
existing data on off-cycle elections in America, noting
that approximately 75% of school board elections are
held off-cycle. He also summarizes the extant research
literature on the topic:

® Off-cycle elections drive down turnout and increase
the power of organized interest groups, as they can
be the big fish in a small pond.

®*  When school boards want to pass bond levies, they

will “manipulate” the dates of those elections in
their favor.
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®  When Texas required districts to move their school
board elections on cycle, the resulting boards were
much less likely to give teachers’ unions what they
wanted.

As Hartney points out, school board elections were
historically held off-cycle to try to keep politics out
of education. In the political machines of yesteryear,
schools and school district central offices were prime
places for patronage posts. Support the right mayoral
or city council candidate and you might be rewarded
with an assistant superintendent job with the school
district. Progressive reformers did their best to thwart
the power of the machines by making elections specific
to education and on their own day, rather than rolled
into the existing electoral processes that the machines
controlled.

This solution might have made sense 100 years ago, but,
thankfully, political machines don’t run our major cities
anymore. Instead, by moving elections off-cycle, civic
leaders have traded one massive unaccountable interest
group for another. While the local political boss cannot
put their cronies in power, the local teachers’ union can.
When turnout in elections is low, organized interest
groups have a huge leg up. By simply getting their
members out to vote, they have already secured a large
bloc in the electorate. They only need to organize a few
more people and they have enough to win the election.
Once they have won, they have functionally elected
their own bosses. The school board will be the ones who
negotiate the teachers’ contract and set their salaries.
They will hire the superintendent who is supposed to
be the teachers’ manager. They will sit on both sides of
the negotiating table. Depending on the district, they
can also approve or deny charter school applications,
controlling how much competition traditional public
schools might face.

The simple solution here is that school board elections
should move on-cycle, but the fact that the simple
solution has not been pursued in the vast majority of
school districts points us to the real problem. Organized
interest groups have outsized power in the decision-
making processes of school districts. Teacher and
administrator unions are able to call the shots to a
degree that average citizens simply are not. As a result,
simple, commonsense reforms that very few people
outside of those interest groups disagree with do not
happen, and schools are not democratically accountable
to the citizenry.
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ARGUMENT #3 Traditional
public schools are not
educationally accountable
to students, parents, or
anyone else for that matter

To keep up with the theme, I'll start this section with
another question: What happens to a public school that
receives consistently low standardized test scores? Does
it lose funding? Does it get shut down? If you consume
popular media or attend education events, you would
think that schools live and die each year based on their
standardized test scores. But you would be wrong. While
states have created elaborate “accountability” systems
for schools, and at times even for teachers, very few
schools in practice ever actually receive any substantive
penalties for low performance. School fundingis not tied
to test scores. Schools can underperform for decades
and suffer functionally zero consequences. (The same is
true for teachers; after all of the effort to create systems
to better differentiate teacher performance, systems in
Florida, Tennessee, and Michigan still rated 97, 98, and
98% of teacher proficient or better.?”)

Let’s walk through what a typical state accountability
system looks like. The best source for how a state’s
accountability system works is the documentation it
sends to the federal government to comply with ESSA.
That piece of federal legislation requires states to
administer school and district accountability systems
but gives substantial flexibility in how states do so. States
do, however, have to submit their accountability plan
to the federal Department of Education for approval
and must, at least in theory, create school performance
report cards. ESSA requires states to identify the bottom
five percent of schools for comprehensive intervention
and support (CSI).

Indiana’s plan is 178 pages long and as impenetrable as
amodernist novel written in a language that you do not
speak.? Trying to make heads or tails of how a school or
districtwill be evaluated is next to impossible. According
to the document, schools and districts will be evaluated
based on their performance in six fields: the academic
achievement indicator, the academic progress indicator,
the graduation rate indicator, addressing chronic
absenteeism, closing achievement gaps, strength of
diploma, and an English language proficiency progress
indicator.

Each indicator requires a series of complicated
calculations with multiple data points. The academic
achievement figure alone consists of a participation
rate,which has sub calculations of how many students
attended school for at least 162 days and took the
exam, multiplied by state targets. It also includes the
proficiency rates on math and English language arts
exams, and a statewide “goal factor” for proficiency that
is then multiplied by the school’s performance, helpfully
described as “how the indicator measures the school’s
achievementontheindicatorinrelationtothelong-term
goal.” And that is not the end. There is a perhaps even
more complicated growth measure that makes up the
rest of the indicator. It requires finding students’ growth
percentile - a measure of how much that student grew
relative to their peers - which is compared to a growth
target, which is how much that student needs to grow
to become proficient in four years. That generates the
“adequate growth rate” which is used in the calculation.

Again, this is just one of six elements in a school’s
evaluation.

Historically, Indiana used calculations like these in
an A-F grading scale and intervened in the lowest
performing schools. It stopped using the A-F scale in
2018, and in 2021 the legislature passed House Enrolled
Act 1514, which Indiana Public Broadcasting described
as “eliminating state consequences for academically
failing schools, including state takeovers.”” In early
2026, Indiana approved a new A-F grading system, but
it is unclear what consequences, if any, will be attached
to school performance.

All 50 states “paused” their accountability programs
during and immediately after the pandemic, and they
have been ramping them back up unevenly. For what it
is worth, the federal government commissioned what
looked like an interesting study of these changes to
accountability programs, titled “Study of Post-Pandemic
Federal Accountability and Key Drivers of Identification
of Low-Performing Schools.” The American Institutes
for Research was given $1.6 million for a study that,
“provided a national picture of the ways in which states’
design decisions may or may not have led to the kind
of accountability systems that policymakers expected,
and whether there were any unintended consequences.”
Unfortunately, the “key findings” section reads, “The
contract supporting this project was terminated prior
to the generation of findings. As a result, no outcomes or
outputs are anticipated.”

As accountability programs evolve and change it is
worth remembering that states do not have a good
track record in helping poorly performing schools. In
2024 the Government Accountability Office published
a report on the school improvement plans generated
for schools in the bottom five percent of performance
that were identified as in need of comprehensive
support and intervention. This is a required part of
ESSA. The GAO report, “estimated that less than half
(42%) appeared to address all three required elements
it reviewed, which include that the plan: (1) be based on
aneeds assessment, (2) identify resource inequities, and
(8) include evidence based interventions.”*° Nearly half
of plans are out of compliance with federal regulations.
Remarking on the report in Education Week All4Ed’s
Anne Hyslop said, “The state of school improvement is
just dismal” and that states were, “saying these schools
need support and then just dropping the ball.”' It is
dysfunction all the way down from Washington to the
schoolhouse door.

Educational accountability is spoken about in vague
and general terms. When the particulars are spelled out,
a few things become clearer. First is the opacity. Even
someone with a pretty good understanding of what was
going on in a school would have no idea all of the scores
for all of the different elements and how they will be
combined together to determine a school’s evaluation.
That is bad, as these programs are designed to prod
school leaders to improve. But if they don’t know what
to improve on, they can’t do it. Second is the arbitrary
nature of all of this. All of the numbers and calculations
and fancy terms like “growth percentiles” give a patina
of science and certainty, but the key choices, like why
six measures, and why these six measures, and how they
should be weighted, are all just judgement calls by the
state board.

That leads to another important concern, the potential
for jiggery pokery. The ability for schools and districts
to pick and choose the metrics within the broader
categories (like AP tests or IB scores or college credits
or industry certifications) encourages schools to find
whichever is easiest to achieve on and max them out.
Similarly, heavily weighting high school graduation
rates, which might be the single easiest metric to game
in all of education, pushes schools to hand out caps and
gowns and usher kids across the stage regardless of
their achievement. Allowing the use of measurements
like “growth to proficiency” allows schools to look like
they are demonstrating student growth, but as school
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accountability scholar Morgan Polikoff has argued, “as
measures of school performance there is no question
these are not growth measures that approximate
schools’ impacts.”®? In all of these cases, schools and
districts are gaming the metrics or picking and choosing
what will make them look best, preventing them from
actually being held accountable.

We can see how this plays out in practice. In Missouri,
a state that saw only 59% of its eighth graders score at
basic or above on the 2024 NAEP in Math and 65% in
reading, schools are either accredited, provisionally
accredited, or not accredited by the state board of
education. Care to venture a guess as to how many of
the state’s 518 districts are currently unaccredited?
That would be zero. And only 29 are provisionally
accredited.?® With so many students failing to meet
basic benchmarks on national assessments, how can
that be?

In sum, state accountability systems like Missouri and
Indiana’s are much sound and fury, signifying nothing.

CONCLUSION

We finish in 2026 where we started in 2021. Organized
interest groups elect their bosses who water down any
measurement of their work and pocket the money that
people don’t realize they are spending. Federal efforts
have been unable to stop this for any extended period of
time. State efforts aren’t doing much either.

This all matters to the broader conversation about
what families and communities get out of the K-12
system in which they are investing. A purported lack
of accountability is a common reason cited to oppose
school choice programs. While the typical (and, once
more with feeling, correct) response is to argue that
schools of choice are held accountable by parents, it
is also important to challenge the premise that public
schools are actually accountable.

Now, areasonable response to the preceding would be to
say “OK, so why don’t we do more to make public schools
actually accountable?” As I offer, doing things like
moving school board elections on-cycle and promoting
more transparency and standardization around school
spending data are all good things to do.
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But accountability has been a cornerstone of the
education reform movement for more than three
decades. If, after all of this time, and all of the money
that was spent, and all of the political capital that was
expended, advocates cannot find a way to hold schools
accountable through the bureaucracy of the school
system, they probably aren’t ever going to be able to. It
was a noble effort, but one that simply didn’t pan out. Or
perhaps this is simply a pendulum that is going to swing
back, and the next iteration of school accountability is
going to do better than the last. I'm deeply skeptical of
that.

Perhaps a different regime is in order. By empowering
families to choose where their children attend school,
we could deputize millions of parents as school
accountability officers.

By allowing more families to choose the schools that
their children attend, we can see real democratic
accountability. These schools will be more
democratically accountable because they will reflect
the wishes of the polity. Schools that parents want will
grow and schools that they don’t won’t. Rather than
trying to centrally plan a school system to meet the
needs of a community, decision-making can be
driven down to the level of the individual citizens and
individual families who can start schools and attend
schools that reflect their wishes. We can have a
pluralistic system for a diverse polity.

By allowing more families to choose the schools
that their children attend, we can see real academic
accountability. Rather than collecting test scores once
a year and reporting them back several months later,
parents could get next to real-time feedback from their
children every day. They could see what their children
are reading and review the quizzes and tests that they
are taking. They could gather more fine-grained detail
than any federal-, state-, or district-level accountability
system ever could. They could vote with their feet,
attending schools that provide a quality education
(defined by what characteristics and metrics they feel
are most important) and leaving schools that aren’t.

And, by allowing more families to choose the schools
that their children attend, we can see real financial
accountability. Across the country, states are creating
Education Savings Account programs that put student
funding into flexible-use spending accounts that
families control and can spend across a host of academic

providers. Unlike traditional public schools, families
have strong incentives to care about cost, as the more
cost conscious theyare, the more they can purchase with
their ESA funding. They can make the tradeoffs between
cost and quality with better information and a stronger
motivation than someone not intimately involved in the
decision making.

What’s more, ESA programs are making available
transaction-level data for family purchases, a level of
transparency heretofore unseen in American K-12
education. EdChoice has been able to publish multiple
papers with detailed information about exactly how
money is being spent.** No school district or charter
school makes that information as easily available
as programs like Arizona’s ESA do, and parents,
politicians, and taxpayers can take a granular look
at exactly how ESA dollars are being spent to inform
important conversations about what should and should
not be allowed. There is no equivalent conversation in
traditional public education.

Even if advocating for a massive increase in school
choice is a bridge too far for some, no one should accept
the canards of public school accountability. They aren’t
true. They haven’t been true. They aren’t going to be
true any time soon.
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