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INTRODUCTION

At its core, educational accountability should safeguard civil rights and bolster public trust by
ensuring that every student is engaged in learning based on high expectations, and that mea-
sures of student achievement carry a common and trustworthy meaning regardless of zip code.
Currently, the primary policy mechanism for these safeguards is through assessment compara-
bility: common ways of defining and determining whether students have reached “proficiency”
of common learning expectations.

Since the passage of No Child Left Behind (NCLB) in 2002, state systems have pursued assess-
ment comparability through what is known as data comparability. The logic is that the measure-
ment tool itself — the test items, time limits, security conditions, and scoring mechanisms -
should be curriculum-neutral and identical in every classroom so that the resulting scores are
effectively interchangeable (Lyons, et al, 2016). In other words, our current system is premised
on the idea that scores from the same tests taken in different places produce scores that mean
the same in either setting.

Orienting school accountability around data comparability was a significant undertaking.
Building the current system required a massive, multi-billion dollar effort supported and encour-
aged by a private sector testing industry to develop and roll out state standards, build and vali-
date state assessments, reorient instructional calendars to make room for testing, and erect
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complex systems to enforce high-stakes consequences. In 2024 and 2025 alone, twenty years
after these systems were first created, assessment administration still cost up to $40M per
state, based on an analysis of 15 states (Ismael et al., 2026).

The response from the field has been equally consequential: schools emphasize tested subjects
and grade levels over those that are not tested, teachers spend more time on tested material
and test prep, students spend hours on computer-based test prep programs, parents with finan-
cial means fund a tutoring industry promising higher test scores, and students experience a
range of responses from test anxiety to disengagement.

Many are now questioning the return on investment of this quarter-century venture. Without
compromising the core purpose of accountability — ensuring high expectations, equity, and
transparency - it is time to consider alternatives to data comparability. .

Today, there is better technology and new methods to achieve comparability a different way—-not
through data comparability but construct comparability. In this approach, the knowledge or skill
being assessed (the “construct”) is the basis of comparability, not the test design and assess-
ment delivery mechanisms themselves.

In this paper, we propose how construct comparability can fuel an accountability system that
need not require complete uniformity but can incorporate authentic and locally-relevant learning
experiences. Here and through the Educational Accountability Remade paper series, we will
show how this more robust evidence of student learning feeds a virtuous cycle of capacity-
building, school improvement and increased student engagement in the joy of learning that cre-
ates the opportunity for a new renaissance in public education.

THE HARMS OF ASYSTEM BUILT AROUND DATA
COMPARABILITY

A Faulty Theory of Change

When standardization and data comparability became pillars of the federal accountability sys-

tem in 2002, researchers such as Richard EImore (2004) noted that it rested on no clear theory
of change. Beyond an implicit assumption that publishing comparable data would inform policy
decisions, EImore found no clear notion of how the system was expected to actually affect the

behavior of the people in schools.

Studies of accountability rooted in standardized testing had shown improvements in scores in
the wake of new testing (Hanushek & Raymond, 2005; Jacob, 2007), but critiques soon arose of
a certain circular logic. “Learning” was measured solely according to the standardized test
scores that the federal policy itself encouraged - akin to buying someone a step counter to
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make them pay attention to their steps, and concluding that an increase in their daily steps
means they are healthier. While a good sign, the score provides a narrow picture of health (Bae,
2008).

By the early 2000s, policies attempted to compel improvement by attaching stakes to the stan-
dardized assessments, like school closures, governance takeovers, and other consequences for
students and teachers who perform poorly. The term “high-stakes" tests contrasted these as-
sessments with “low-stakes” tests, like the National Assessment of Education Progress (NAEP)
and the Programme for International Student Assessment (PISA), which collected data through
standardized instruments but were not assigned to students or severe consequences. Studies
comparing performance between high- and low-stakes tests found muddied evidence of the ef-
ficacy of attaching high-stakes consequences; some studies found that high-stakes tests were
indeed accompanied by benefits in learning math by younger students who were not signifi-
cantly behind while others found divergent results between high-stakes and low-stakes tests,
with scores improving on the former despite worsening on the latter (Jacob, 2007; Rothstein et
al., 2008; Jennings & Lauen, 2016). An international comparison found that countries that had
adopted systems based on data comparability experienced worsening results compared to simi-
lar nations that did not, a possibly perverse effect of public testing on practice (Adamson et al.,
2016).

Studies have also found other particularly pernicious effects further undermining federal ac-
countability’s tenuous theory of change. Campbell's Law, stating that “the more any quantitative
social indicator is used for social decision-making, the more subject it will be to corruption pres-
sures and the more apt it will be to distort and corrupt the social processes it is intended to
monitor,” has borne out in many ways. Beyond the most egregious examples of cheating (At-
lanta, 2015; New York, 2011), much has been written about the narrowing of curriculum, teach-
ing to the test, teaching to the “bubble kids,” and disengagement of students from the class-
room (see, for example, Payne-Tsoupros, 2010; Jennings & Lauen, 2016; Heilig, 2011; Rothstein,
2008).

On balance, despite some initial hope, the clear need to address broad and persistent inequities
in the education system remain thirty years later. Systemic reporting of data-comparable as-
sessments and high-stakes consequences for low performance have produced neither wide-
spread improvements in achievement nor the changes in behavior needed to eliminate the glar-
ing inequities of race, socioeconomics, language, and disability that the test scores so dramati-
cally highlight.

A Mismatch with the Science of Learning

This data-comparability approach stands in stark contrast to what has been more recently
learned in cognitive psychology and neuroscience about learning. These fields tell us that stu-
dents, especially adolescent learners, learn better through emotionally engaged social process-
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es and contextualized inquiry than through abstract, decontextualized, stand-alone tasks; yet,
such tasks are key features of the data-comparability approach (Gottlieb, Yang & Immordino-
Yang, 2024, Immordino-Yang et al.., 2024; Farrington et al., 2012). Moreover, the generic tasks
of standardized tests are not as context-neutral as they seem, because students construct
meaning through unique lived experiences, and thus can interact with any particular assessment
task in idiosyncratic ways. Student motivation to perform on measurement tasks that feel de-
tached from authentic and relevant learning can often result in a less than true assessment of
learning based on half-hearted engagement (National Academies, 2018).

Another flaw of point-in-time standardized testing is that it systematically devalues another cog-
nitive process essential to student growth and understanding: the iterative process of revision.
Revision enables educators to convey that they value the learning process, enabling students to
deepen learning and thinking. Standardized assessments, based on point-in-time administration
of learning against tasks scored a single time, underscores the myth that learning is all or
nothing.

Individualism at the Expense of Relationships and Social Capital

Relationships are central to both classroom learning and lifelong success. Research shows that
strong peer-to-peer relationships and trust between students and adults are prerequisite condi-
tions for improving learning in schools (Bryk and Schneider, 2002; Wortham & Jackson, 2012).
Relationships also impact students’ future economic success through the expansion of their so-
cial capital (Manno, 2021; Fullan et al., 2015). The experience of collaboratively developing un-
derstanding with others, especially across lines of difference, is no less than central to a func-
tioning democratic society (Nieto, 2018; Levinson, 2011; Ambrosio, 2013).

Yet, by measuring — and thereby prioritizing — individual achievement on externally constructed
tasks, standardized test-based accountability undermines rather than bolsters relationships.
Literature on how accountability is experienced emphasizes that this one-way version of ac-
countability—a score on a test motivates a change—is out of step with actual human experience
rooted in multidirectional relationships—one's experience with multiple people and multiple as-
sessments yields incremental changes in behavior. (Fahey & Koster, 2010; O'Kelly & Dubnick,
2010). Placing priority on assessments that are externally designed and scored bypasses teach-
ers’' more intimate knowledge of students' strengths and capabilities in favor of the limited infor-
mation provided by the data-comparable tests (Farris-Berg & Dirkswager, 2013; Kostogriz &
Doecke, 2011; Ryan et al., 2017; Ramirez et al., 2018). While this pretense of objectivity may
seem like a boon for equity, its shallowness relative to the deep contextual knowledge held in
the teacher-student relationship devalues teacher judgment, turns a child’s asset-based hope
into deficit-based shame, and leaves students, teachers, and parents to question the relevance
of state tests to the outcomes that matter most to them.
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Teachers, who had a minimal role in designing state level assessments, receive data that has
been analyzed without them and many respond, unsurprisingly, with skepticism. Their more inti-
mate knowledge of students’ strengths and individual contexts are devalued in favor of what the
data-comparable tests show (Farris-Berg & Dirkswager, 2013; Kostogriz & Doecke, 2011; Ryan et
al., 2017; Ramirez et al., 2018). Faced with the pressure to raise individual test scores, instruction
itself becomes increasingly individualized, deficit-focused and intervention-based rather than
focused on meaningful learning and engagement with peers.

What is described above is not just bad luck or poor design. Rather, it reflects a contradiction at
the heart of the data-comparability approach. To make headway on these issues requires ad-
dressing the central elements of that system.

THE BENEFITS OF ASYSTEM BUILT AROUND
CONSTRUCT COMPARABILITY

Recent research by psychometrician Robert Mislevy suggests an alternative approach to com-
paring learning across systems (Mislevy, et al, 2025). Mislevy draws a distinction between data
comparability, described above, and construct comparability, wherein performance on two as-
sessments that are contextually different may be compared if the construct they measure (such
as a standard or competency) is the same and performance is evaluated against common defin-
itions of mastery for that construct. Thus, rather than insisting on standard, externally designed
tasks, an accountability system based on construct comparability allows multiple, varied as-
sessments of the same knowledge and skills.

Construct comparability aligns with design principles put forward by Bennett (2023) who has ar-
gued that learning and performance cannot be separated from the social, cultural, and linguistic
settings in which students live and build knowledge. Mislevy cites an example in which students
of the Blackfoot tribe of Alberta, Canada are studying thermodynamics through tipi construction.
He makes the case that this particular evaluation of student learning of heat transfer in its socio-
cultural context is comparable to and more fair than other assessments of the same construct.

For this approach to support rigor and high expectations for all learners, it must include two key
features drawn from Mislevy's work.

1. A clear, common definition of the underlying construct being assessed, which may include
articulation of what performance looks like at different levels of sophistication (“proficient”
or otherwise). This articulation is often provided through rubrics that describe what student
work products or performance look like at levels that demonstrate proficiency, with con-
trasting descriptions to identify what it looks like when not yet at that level.

2. A validity argument for how different local tasks require the same level of intellectual work
relative to the construct. This argument rests, in part, on processes through which the peo-
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ple scoring the assessments build common understanding and calibrate their ratings with
each other.

For example, consider the construct of evidence-based historical argumentation, including a
student's ability to analyze primary and secondary sources, identify competing interpretations,
and construct a written argument supported by evidence. A student in a school serving a pre-
dominantly immigrant community might demonstrate this construct through a research paper
examining the labor organizing history of their own neighborhood. A student in a rural school
might demonstrate it through an investigation of the economic history of their region's agricul-
tural industry. The tasks look different, the sources are different, and the community contexts
are different, but both students are being asked to do the same intellectual work. In both cases,
their work is held to the same set of criteria for proficient demonstration of evidence-based his-
torical argumentation.

This approach allows learners to demonstrate complex capabilities in locally meaningful
projects. Such a system is more likely to boost engagement, deepen learning, strengthen rela-

tionships, and build social capital than the current system emphasizing individual performance
on standardized tests.

The benefits extend to educators as well: by participating in defining constructs and creating
performance rubrics, and by collaboratively scoring local tasks through moderation studies, ed-
ucators deepen both their understanding of the standards and competencies they are teaching
and their assessment literacy. This can be seen in the case study below and also has been
found in projects such as New Hampshire's Performance Assessment of Competency Education
(PACE) (Thacker & Becker, 2017). In fact, this work is the very work of good teaching. Unlike the
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current system, where data comparability relies on standardized assessments that sit outside
the daily work of the classroom, investments in a system built around construct comparability
are direct investments in teaching and learning.

The case study that follows is one example of a robust performance-assessment system that il-
lustrates the possibilities inherent in an approach to accountability built on construct compara-
bility. This is not the only system of performance assessment currently operating in the United
States. However, the New York Performance Standards Consortium'’s offers an important exam-
ple from which to learn, given its scale (12,000+ students), enduring footprint (over 25 years),
and well-developed approaches to establishing validity grounded in shared values around
teaching and learning held across its network of schools
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CASE STUDY: THE NEW YORKPERFORMANCE
STANDARDS CONSORTIUM

The New York Performance Standards Consortium (the Consortium), a network that now in-
cludes 38 public schools across New York State, provides insights on what this system can
look like in practice. The Consortium has built community while validating results against
metrics of graduation, college enroliment, and college persistence. Through a set of curric-
ularly-embedded, in-depth, performance-based assessments, Consortium schools assess
students’ readiness for high school graduation and post-secondary life, using an approach
designed to ensure those assessments are constructed and implemented through valid and
reliable methods.

Although the Consortium maintains smaller teacher to student ratios to accomplish this per-
formance assessment design and evaluation work by classroom educators, member
schools are funded using the formulas as other district schools; Consortium schools accom-
plish this economy of scale by prioritizing direct classroom instruction and advisory staffing
roles over large departmental frameworks, heavy administrative overhead, and extensive
non-instructional staffing.

The following paragraphs review this model in greater depth and illustrate how construct
comparability can be used to support accountability systems that promote school cultures
aligned to deeper learning.

Results and Effects on Equity

A comparison of Consortium graduates’ success in college against that of their peers found
that they achieved higher first-semester GPAs and persisted at higher rates in college (Fine
& Pyiomak, 2020). This is evidence of "predictive validity" — the system is a valid predictor
of the outcomes it claims to predict, a claim that is unmatched by the state's standardized
assessment system. Further, graduation rates for English Language Learners and students
with disabilities are significantly higher in Consortium schools than in the rest of New York
City, evidence that the system is functioning equitably in practice.

Construct Comparability in the Consortium Model

To graduate from a Consortium school, students must complete four performance-based
assessment tasks (PBATSs) in writing and present these in an oral defense: an analytic liter-
ary essay, social studies analytical research paper, original science experiment or engineer-
ing design, and math problem-solving narrative. To complete these tasks, each student is
expected to demonstrate skills of extended inquiry, evidence-based argumentation, oral de-
fense and discussion, reflection and revision. Teacher and student agency and ownership
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are built into task design, as is the learning arising from revision. Teachers design tasks that
grow out of the curriculum of their courses. Students choose their own research questions
and present work they have authored. Student work products are evaluated by the teacher
as well as external evaluators, including outside experts and community members, using
shared rubrics.

The engagement of students, teachers, and community members together in the
Consortium assessment process is a fundamental departure from common practice in state
assessment and yields deeper connection to community and to local knowledge, nurturing
student-teacher relationships and student-community connections instead of disrupting or
ignoring them. Yet, this departure is at odds with data comparability as it yields larger and
more varied forms of assessments and student work products than standardized assess-
ments do. The system instead demonstrates key components of a construct comparability
approach to accountability.

Central to the process of ensuring the validity of the system across contexts are biannual
moderation studies through which Consortium educators share information on scoring of
assessments and samples of student work. Representatives from the 38 schools build inter-
rater reliability through calibration exercises in which they review tasks for alignment to the
shared rubrics and to Webb's Depth of Knowledge (2002) and review student work pro-
duced for those tasks. Through this process, inter-rater reliability is developed across
schools while individual schools also regularly receive specific feedback on quality of their
tasks and the alignment of their school-based scoring to the moderated score. School-

based moderation studies complement this practice at the school level. In addition, rescor-
ing of every written PBAT and oral defenses by colleagues and external evaluators provides
ongoing accountability and feedback to teachers.
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While such comparisons across multiple locally designed tasks were possible 28 years ago
at the founding of the Consortium, the sophistication with which they can be performed is
far greater today. This is due to the data storage, sharing, and comparison through online
technology not previously available. As policy and educational leaders consider scaling sim-
ilar systems based on construct comparability, these efficiencies will play a larger role.

Construct Comparability in the Context of the Science of Learning

The Consortium's model is aligned to the growing understanding from neuroscience and
cognitive psychology of how adolescents learn, where students are assessed without un-
dermining, and ideally while cultivating, students’' sense of value and the opportunity for the
exploration and deliberation of ethical and social issues (Immordino-Yang, 2016; Polakow-
Suransky, Immordino-Yang, & Knecht, 2018).

This approach represents a fundamental departure from typical state-based assessment
systems and one that would be untenable in these other systems. It treats learning as non-
linear, socioculturally situated, and best evidenced through extended performance rather
than recall under time pressure. Students graduate having demonstrated deep disciplinary
knowledge and the intellectual habits necessary for success in college, careers and civic
life, a necessity whose achievement is backed by the research on college success cited
earlier. Student engagement in topic selection, deliberate and creative inquiry around a top-
ic, and revision and reflection are all supported by the neuroscientific research.

Comparability in the Context of Relationships and Community

Relationships, social capital, and localized community and cultural knowledge are also
deeply ingrained in the Consortium model. When students engage in an Oral Defense of
each PBAT, it is to a panel of community members: the community engagement and social
capital central to learning are thus central to the process of accountability. Common rubrics,
collaboratively developed and used by teachers and external evaluators, ensure local judg-
ment connects to a shared standard of quality. Teachers engage with students to select top-
ics and shape questions they will explore in their PBATs, an element intended to build teach-
ers’' ownership of the assessment process and students' ownership of learning. The system
is explicitly designed to build on students' funds of knowledge and lived experiences.
Curriculum and tasks are designed by teachers in response to their students and in the con-
text of the course. Students choose topics that connect to their own questions and
communities.

A companion paper addressing “Community Trust” goes deeper into the ways in which fam-
ilies, business and community members can and have participated in the accountability pro-
cesses associated with such a system. By advising on system design, observing student
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defenses, providing student learning opportunities outside the classroom, and posing new
authentic problems for student teams to address, they make the learning more meaningful
and engaging for students and more relevant to caregiver and community needs.

A NEW BASIS FORACCOUNTABILITY REQUIRES
NEW SYSTEM ELEMENTS

Not unlike the 25-year effort that reoriented American education around data comparability, a
new model for accountability premised on construct comparability will require development. Yet
unlike before, investments in this new system directly benefit teaching and learning by building
educator capacity, not by financing external testing companies.

Shared Infrastructure

States and districts can begin by building shared infrastructure and piloting local accountability
systems based on construct comparability. States and intermediary organizations can support
this effort by:

o fostering environments for school communities to collaboratively develop assessments
adapted to local contexts,

» establishing regional calibration hubs,

e curating open-source performance task banks, and

» fostering peer-review networks across participating districts.
Peer-review networks turn the routine work of scoring assessments into high-yield professional
learning, building inter-rater scoring reliability while simultaneously sharpening daily classroom
instruction. By treating system capacity as an incremental, developmental process rather than

an all-or-nothing mandate, state leaders can expand participation organically as regional exper-
tise deepens, proving at scale that technical rigor and local agency can reinforce one another.
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Scaling such a system statewide does not mean replicating all assessments or asserting a com-
prehensive and mandatory set of construct-defining rubrics. Rather, it requires establishing
shared purpose, then creating the necessary support and oversight to enable networks and

communities to build assessment systems aligned to their own values and shared purposes.
States and districts can enable this by setting clear standards for what high quality locally-de-
veloped construct-comparable systems entail, building networks, providing funding, and shar-
ing expertise along with system oversight. As states consider how to bring their accountability
systems in line with current research, care must be taken to consider how to carry through the
key components, including the importance of community context, student and educator voice,
educator learning, curriculum design, and classroom practice. Given the operational complexi-
ties of developing these new systems, we will be providing a practical roadmap for system de-
velopment in future writings.

Thoughts on the role of generative Al

The New York Performance Standards Consortium has proven that a system of accountability
based on construct comparability can be built without support of artificial intelligence.
Consortium leaders do not currently use Al for any system-level infrastructure purposes,citing a
strong preference for human-centered systems development and oversight.

At the same time, one can imagine that other local systems might experiment with using Al to
support personalized learning environments, competency mapping, automated curriculum de-
velopment, adaptive tutoring, formative assessment, and learner analytics (Ahmedtelba et al.,
2026; Hong, 2025; Mukashova et al., 2025; Venter et al., 2024). For this paper, we take a neutral
position on the use of Generative Al, with the added caution that any use of these powerful tools
requires a set of principles based on careful research and planning to avoid bias and unintended
consequences. One example of such unintended consequences is the necessity to change the
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process and design of student assessments based on the growing risk of not knowing whether

work is produced by students or by Al. A recent study introduced the idea of a “scalability-veri-

fication paradox” that the more Al is used in scaling systems, the more concern arises regarding
Al-produced evidence of learning (Ahmedtelba, et al., 2026).

CONCLUSION: COMPARABILITY AS A CATALYST
FORSYSTEMIC RENEWAL

The current design of school accountability exposes a dilemma: comparable information is nec-
essary for accountability, but the existing paradigm of data comparability calls for collecting that
information in a way that often runs counter to how children learn. Our proposed remedy is to
invest in a new paradigm of construct comparability, which values evidence of learning con-
structed within local communities. This approach allows for a richer, more community-connect-
ed form of education that can be scaled across diverse settings while maintaining rigorous ac-
countability and revealing inequities in the system, provided appropriate safeguards are in
place.

Several networks, including the New York Performance Assessment Consortium, The New
Hampshire PACE districts, the Local Laboratories of Learning (L3) districts in Kentucky, and the
Massachusetts Consortium for Educational Innovative Assessment (MCIEA), are already show-
ing how moderation processes can bring together educators within schools and across districts
to improve scoring reliability and address validity claims, while simultaneously serving to identi-
fy gaps and weaknesses in the system. These processes are not only necessary for ensuring
equity but also directly benefit the system by increasing educators’ assessment literacy and im-
proving the assessments themselves.

Local educators hear consistently from business and industry partners who do not place much
stock in current accountability measures. Instead, they are eager for indicators that provide a
clearer picture of graduate competencies and accomplishments that translate seamlessly into
their workplaces. The success of networks like the New York Performance Standards
Consortium serves as both a proof-of-concept and a harbinger of what is possible. By embrac-
ing performance-based assessments that are locally-contextualized, lean into school-based re-
lationships, and assess a broader set of skills and abilities,— and by constructing a system of
comparability around them — we can move beyond the limitations of the past and build an edu-
cational system that truly respects both the science of learning and the complexity of the com-
munities we serve.
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