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Abstract

Accountability has recently been mentioned in Turkey as a solution to the issues of educational governance’s 

efficiency and effectiveness. School accountability as a concept and its relation to school improvement are 

not well-known in Turkey. As such and by performing a holistic review, this study aims to investigate the 

concept of school accountability, how it is conceptualized in education, and how it plays a role in raising 

academic achievement. The analysis exposes the main approaches and components of accountability in 

governance for improving schools and provides recommendations for future research and policy studies for 

school improvement.
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A country’s development depends on its citizens’ qualified participation in the 
economy. Citizens who enter a country’s economy as productive individuals with a 
qualified education can contribute greatly to the development of both their country and 
future generations. In this sense, education has a vital role in a nation’s development 
and, thus, a nation should invest more in their citizens’ education and training.

On the other hand, the global, capitalist, competitive, and knowledge-/technology-
intensive world economic order has further strengthened the expectations from both 
public and educational managements’ effectiveness. Particularly after the 1990s, both 
the business community and parents began to voice the need for reforms in public 
administration for producing better services (Hood, 1991, 1995). Training students 
well in mathematics and science was argued for (Kuchapski, 2001; Levin, 1994), 
with the stipulation that a qualified workforce ensures that the business sphere has 
a competitive advantage in the globalized world. On the local level, the Turkish 
education system has often been said to be inadequate at producing these desired 
results, the argument being that the Turkish education system is far behind most 
countries in education because of its poor performance on both the national (e.g., 
YGS, LYS, and TEOG) and international (PISA, TIMSS, and PIRLS) evaluation 
exams in science, mathematics, reading skills, and problem solving (Aydın, Erdağ, 
& Taş, 2011; Aydın, Sarıer, & Uysal, 2012; Department of Education Research and 
Development [EARGED], 2003, 2004). Moreover, governance in Turkey, which is 
controlled by a cumbersome central bureaucracy, has been claimed to incline towards 
allowing arbitrary practices (Dinçer, 1998; Eryılmaz, 1997; Göksu, 2002). In response 
to these critics, especially since the turn of the century and after the reforms in the 
1990s such as the National Education Development Project (MGEP), Total Quality 
Management (TQM), Curriculum Laboratory Schools Programs, and Basic Education 
Support Project (TEDP; Milli Eğitim Bakanlığı [MEB], 1999; 2002; 2009; as cited 
in Kantos, 2010), accountability as a policy has often been mentioned for increasing 
the quality of education, as based on the recommends of international organizations 
like the International Monetary Fund (IMF), the World Bank, and the OECD, which 
all emphasize participation, responsiveness, transparency, and accountability in 
management (Akgeyik, 2004; Dinçer & Yılmaz, 2003; Doğruel, 2002).

In order to improve educational outcomes, successfully establishing an 
accountable education system and its national operations requires a good analysis 
and understanding of accountability theory and its functions, as well as its 
dysfunctions. The concept of accountability, as adopted by the educational systems 
of many developed and developing countries, is still neither well-known nor has 
it been studied comprehensively in Turkey’s literature on national education. 
Analyzing accountability as a concept can provide a wealth of knowledge, especially 
regarding the national literature and discussions on policies for improving the 
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quality of educational outcomes. This study investigates the meaning of educational 
accountability and, based on the international literature, aims to holistically describe 
accountability policies that have been developed for increasing academic achievement 
in schools. In this context, the research questions to be answered are: (a) How has 
accountability been conceptualized educationally, (b) how has accountability played 
a role in developing educational outcomes, and (c) what accountability policies have 
been developed for improving students’ academic achievement?

Accountability as a School Improvement Policy
The international literature reveals accountability to have differing definitions 

under different contexts. In an institutional context, it means the roles and rules for 
ensuring the proper use of authority, and its meaning in the organizational context has 
the formation of formal or informal mechanisms for dealing with uncertainties and 
anticipations (Bovens, 2007; Dubnick, 2002; Jordan, 2011, Koppell, 2011; Kuchapski, 
2001; Leithwood & Earl, 2000; Møller, 2009; Schillemans & Bovens, 2011; Wagner, 
1989). It also has a system of values in terms of the outcomes it produces, as well 
as being the social mechanism that produces these values (Aucoin & Jarvis, 2005; 
Bovens, 2007, 2010; Day & Klein, 1987; Goodin, 2003; Lerner & Tetlock, 1999; 
McCandless, 2001; Mulgan, 2003; Philp, 2009; Romzek & Dubnick, 1998; Scott, 
2000). Leithwood and Earl (2000, p. 2) define accountability as the mechanism 
implemented by senior administrators for achieving a school’s goals. Wagner (1989) 
and Adams and Kirst (1999) view it as a bilateral relationship between the principal 
and agent for realizing the teaching objectives and for establishing effective teaching 
processes. Students’ academic achievement and well-being constitute the main issues 
of accountability, as well as the factors that affect schools’ effectiveness, education 
expenditures, teacher knowledge related to the field and pedagogy, ethical behaviors, 
and teacher/school performances (Leithwood & Earl, 2000).

After the 1990s in particular, accountability in education has been seen on one 
hand as a way of keeping schools under control by creating pressure on schools 
through rewards and penalties (Elmore & Fuhrman, 2001; Mazzeo, 2001; Reeves, 
2006) and on the other hand as an externally created internal mechanism that leads to 
the cultivation of a school’s capacity for improvement (Fuhrman & Elmore, 2004). 
In this context, external accountability triggers an impact on a school’s internal 
accountability through external support and pressure, which later increases the school’s 
motivation and capacity for student achievement (Darling-Hammond, 1994, Hill & 
Lake, 2002; Hoy & Miskel, 2010). Schools are under political, legal, bureaucratic, 
professional, and market-focused external pressures and expectations (Darling-
Hammond, 1989). Different models have been devised as social mechanisms based 
on the accountability relationship constructed between schools and the surrounding 
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loci of power (Carnoy, Elmore, & Siskin, 2003; Elmore, 2003). According to the 
Rand Study Report (Stecher & Kirby, 2004), accountability namely has four basic 
models: market, performance, professional, and bureaucratic.

 Through senior management, the bureaucratic accountability model aims to 
control school educational processes and the use of fiscal, material, and human 
resources, as well as to adopt and fulfill bureaucratic rules. Upper management 
sets the standards for educational processes; the teachers and principal together 
are responsible for working according to these rules and standards and are held 
accountable for their actions. Upper management rewards school personnel who 
elicit the desired behaviors and punishes to minimize undesired behaviors (Adams & 
Kirst, 1999; Bovens, 2010; Darling-Hammond, 1990; O’Day, 2002).

The performance accountability model changes the aspect of bureaucratic control 
over schools. The focus of control this time is not the educational processes but the 
results. In this model, upper management announces high-level standards for math, 
science, and reading programs, and the teachers and principal are held responsible for 
students’ achievement. In order to determine the teaching staff’s performance levels, 
upper management uses standardized tests to evaluate success. Then, they reward 
those successful in achieving program standards and punish the unsuccessful. Upper 
management also sets the teaching standards and implements teacher-performance 
contracts where teachers are held responsible for their performance. The contract 
rewards teachers with bonuses when they perform beyond the requirements and 
eliminates teachers when they fail (Bruns, Filmer, & Patronas, 2011; Fuhrman, 1999; 
Mintrop, 2002; Spencer, 2006).

The market accountability model defends deregulating state rules and benefitting 
from students’ home and school environments. This model first empowers parents 
and the local school community with the authority to make decisions regarding 
the teaching program, instruction, budget, and staff, leaving the control of school 
performance to the parents and community who have been thus empowered. Parents 
have the right to choose which school the child will attend, to transfer the child to 
another school of their choice in case they are dissatisfied, and to participate in school 
decisions while the child attends school. Secondly, upper management allows the 
private sector to deliver educational services and to open magnet and charter schools, 
leaves them unregulated in an open market; schools are responsible for their own 
decisions and plan their own actions and implementations. Additionally, a more 
competitive financial system in the form of government vouchers and tax support 
is used to control schools indirectly. Upper management evaluates the schools and 
publicly announces school performance, thus allowing students and parents to be 
able to choose the best school. The schools, meanwhile, compete for students and 
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their fiscal support (Bruns, Filmer, & Patronas, 2011; Chavkin & Williams, 1987, as 
cited in Parker & Leithwood, 2000; Hill, 1996; Kuchapski, 2001; Leithwood & Earl, 
2000; Spencer, 2006).

The professional accountability model, instead of bureaucracy and regulations, 
emphasizes the outcome of improved success; schools need to have leadership in 
teaching and decision making and have highly competent, knowledgeable teachers. 
Having teachers follow a professional teaching-standards policy is regarded as key 
in the schools. These standards are used to determine the qualities teachers and 
teacher-preparation programs should have, as well as how to certify teachers, select 
a profession, and judge professional behaviors and performance. Secondly, the 
professional accountability model leaves authority and responsibility for decisions 
on school matters to the teachers, as they are the only experts in teaching. Teachers, 
being the most competent and knowledgeable at school, will contemplate school 
problems, construct a solution, defend it to the parents and governance board, and 
implement it after approval. Teachers’ specializations are claimed over the issues of 
school budget, teaching programs, teaching, and learning (Bruns, Filmer, & Patronas, 
2011; Darling-Hammond, 1985; Hess, 1991; Kuchapski, 2001; Leithwood & Earl, 
2000; O’Day, 2002; Ranson, 2003).

While bureaucratic accountability is more useful in situations where it can be 
related to behavioral rules that are able to produce desired results through applicable 
and methodical standards, marketing accountability mechanisms are more useful 
in situations that show a variety of consumer preferences; where the state provides 
the choice of service areas; and where the need is felt for competition in quality 
development, creativity, and innovation (Darling-Hammond, 1989; Kirst, 1990; Brown, 
1990, as cited in Bennett, 1997, p. 33). Professional accountability, however, is more 
useful in complex, changing situations requiring professional knowledge on presenting 
public services based on protecting public interest and consumer preference (Darling-
Hammond, 1989). In this context, accountability mechanisms emerge as needing to be 
well-known in the context of the country in which they function, needing to be aware 
of the results experienced in the mechanisms and the criticisms that are brought, and 
needing to apply the pressure mechanisms that trigger development in a way that is 
appropriate, creative, and mutually supportive. Therefore the most intelligent step in the 
context of Turkey would be to establish appropriate combinations of these mechanisms, 
support developmental motivation that triggers these mechanisms in schools through 
the skills and technical knowledge that are deemed necessary, and develop this process 
through the support of research and investigation.
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