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Chapter 2: Multiple Accountability Theory 

 

 Multiple Accountability Theory (MAT) is grounded in our real experience with people, 
situations and language.  It is recognizes the fact that the words “accountable” and “accountability” 
can mean different things to different people, and even multiple different things to same person. It 
recognizes the idea that a person can be accountable to many others simultaneously, and for 
different reasons. The most basic idea behind MAT is that accountability is complicated. 

 Scholars have attempted to classify different kinds of accountability in education for over 
25 years, each producing a slightly different set of ideas, descriptions and criteria. William 
Firestone and Dorothy Shipps (2005) put forth their framework, and pointed out that there was a 
need do empirical research to see how multiple accountabilities work out in practice. They wrote, 
“We hope this framework spurs interest in going beyond the study of single accountability 
mechanisms as perceived by the party wishing to hold leaders responsible, to the examination of 
leaders’ reactions to multiple expectations [of accountability] in particular contexts” (p. 84).  

 The version of MAT presented in this chapter and used in work grew from their framework 
and was developed in response to their call for empirical research with practicing school leaders.  

What is Accountability? 

 Accountability is based in the idea of duty or responsibility. However, not all responsibilities 
or duties are accountabilities. Rather, as Robert Wagner (1995) pointed out, a responsibility 
becomes an accountability when it is attached to an accountor. It requires and accountor, an 
accountee, and a something duty or responsibility (which I call an accountance).  

 That is, the basic formula for an accountability is: An accountee is responsible to an 
accountor for an accountance.  

 Students are responsible to their teachers for doing their homework. Teachers are 
accountable to their principals (i.e., their supervisors) for providing good instruction. Of course, 
teachers are also accountable to parents for providing good instruction. Teachers might add that 
they are also accountable to their students for providing good instruction. And they might say that 
they are accountable to themselves for providing good instruction.  

 Accountability can quickly get very complicated.  

 In fact, Kenneth Leithwood (2003) suggested that there five elements of accountability, 
though he was not writing specifically about multiple accountabilities. Three of those are the 
accountor, the accountee and the accountance. He also pointed out that accountability requires a 
consequence, which may be a positive or negative. So, the accountee is accountable to an accountor 
for an accountance with some threat or promise of a consequence. Leithwood’s last element of 
accountability is the form that the accounting must take. A student (accountee) may be required 
to provide a copy of his/her homework to the teacher (accountor). Alternatively, a student could 
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be held accountable by a teacher for his/her actions by being required to explain what s/he did, 
and why. This idea of providing an account is quite common when speak of someone being held 
accountable.  

You’ve Got to Accentuate the Positive 

 Though we tend to think of accountability as being focused on the negative, it is not 
limited to sanction and punishment. I know that I myself tend to slip into thinking about 
accountability as being a dynamic that acts in negative situations, but that does not have to be the 
case. Someone can be held accountable by being rewarded for positive behavior or 
accomplishments.  

 Throughout this chapter and this book, I will tend to describe the more punishment-
oriented side to accountability. But remember that accountability can act as a positive force, as 
well. 

What is an Accountability  Paradigm? 

 While Leithwood’s five dimensions (i.e., accountor, accountee, accountance, form and 
consequence) are useful to examining individual accountabilities, they are not complete. They do 
not address the basic questions of why someone is accountable to someone else or what the origin 
of the accountability might be . This is where accountability paradigms come in.  

 Accountability paradigms are not determined by any of Leithwood’s five dimension. 
Instead, they vary by the method of adjudication, scope of potential consequence and  -- most 
importantly – the nature of authority or power that accountors have over accountees.  For 
example, the reasons a person might be accountable to the head of a company are quite different 
than the reasons s/he is accountable to a spouse of close friend.  

What are Multiple Accountabilities? 

 Obviously, we are all accountable for many things.  Just has obviously, we are accountable 
to many different accountors. These different accountabilities can compete for our time, attention 
and other resources. But multiple accountabilities is about more than the simple fact of competing 
accountabilities. Multiple Accountability Theory is about the simultaneous existence of multiple 
paradigms of accountability.  

 For example, imagine that you are friendly with your official supervisor, and socialize in 
the some of the same circles. You could be accountable to her for at least three very different 
reasons. First, as your supervisor, she officially has positional authority of you. Second, as a 
respected colleague and friend, it might be important to you she does not lose respect for you. 
Third, as your mutual friends might strongly associate you with each other as colleagues in the 
same organization, you might not want to make your supervisor-friend by association with you. 
All three of these reasons could contribute to why you take her suggestions for how you do you 
work seriously.  
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 Alternatively, imagine you have a supervisor who was not in your social circle and for 
whom you had little respect – and therefore whose respect matters little to you. While his 
positional authority is just the same as in the previous example, the other two paradigms do not 
play a role here. This is very different dynamic, and you might not take his suggestions quite so 
seriously.  

The Eight Accountability Paradigms 

 In my research, I have found eight different accountability paradigms, listed in Table 2.1. 
each with a short explanations of it works. 

Table 2.1. The Eight Paradigms of Accountability 

Regulatory A system or an official thereof (accountor) with more-or-less objective criteria 
often combined with a predefined reward/consequences for accountees 

Organizational Designated accountors apply criteria with discretion over adjudication and/or 
discretion over consequences for accountees 

Market Multiple consumers (accountors) each (re)direct their patronage among 
multiple providers (accountees) 

Electoral Voters (accountors) select from among candidates (accountees), with the 
winner(s) gaining all of the available positions 

Approvative Individual accountors grant or withhold their approval (e.g., respect) based 
upon their own judgment of individual accountees’ performances 

Affiliative Accountors hold accountees accountable because accountees’ performance can 
impact the accountors reputation due to a strong affiliation 

Introspective Accountees hold themselves accountable because of internalization of 
criteria/expectations for performance 

Resistive Would-be accountees withhold cooperation with a system of accountability, 
becoming the accountors of the would-be accountors (now accountees) 

 
 As shown in Table 2.2 , these paradigm differ along a number of different traits. First, half 
of them are products of formal systems and rules that have been intentionally established. Second, 
the authority of accountors stem from different sources across these paradigms. Third, the role of 
interpersonal relationships varies across the paradigms. Forth, the scope of potential consequences 
for satisfying or failing to satisfy an accountability varies across the paradigms. Last, the threshold 
for consequences also varies across the paradigms. 

 It is important to remember that these paradigms are not mutually exclusive. That is, a 
single accountor-accountee relationship can be based in more than one paradigm at the same 
time, as in the example above.  
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Table 2.2. Paradigm Differences 

Paradigm Formality Basis 
Personal/ 

Impersonal 
Scope of 

Consequence 
Threshold for 
Consequence Example Accountors 

Regulatory Formal Positional 
Authority 

Very Impersonal 
!  Unlimited High Government Agencies, 

Systems, Organizations 

Organizational Formal Positional 
Authority 

Slightly Personal 
!!!  Limited Low  

(Variable) 
Formal Designated 

Authorities, Supervisors  

Market Formal Need for 
Resources 

Impersonal 
!!  

Limited High  
(in education) Customers, Patrons 

Electoral Formal Need for  
Votes 

Impersonal 
!!  

Limited/ 
Complete High Voters, Members 

Approvative Informal Desire for 
Approval 

Personal 
!!!!!  

Unlimited Low 
Peers, Supervisors, 

Professional Contacts, 
Friends 

Affiliative Informal Feelings of 
Loyalty 

Very Personal 
!!!!!  

Limited ?? Family Members, 
Colleagues, Teammates 

Introspective Informal Need for Self-
Respect 

Very Personal 
!!!!!  Unlimited Low Self 

Resistive Informal Assumption of 
Cooperation 

Reactive 
""""" Unlimited High Any Accountee from Any 

Paradigm 
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Paradigm #1: Regulatory Accountability 

A system or an official (accountor) with more-or-less objective criteria often combined 
with a predefined reward/consequences for accountees  

 Regulatory Accountability is probably the simplest paradigm of accountability.  The 
accountee is accountable to an organization or system (i.e., the accountor) for obeying some set of 
rules, some level of expectation of unbiased enforcement. Prototypically, we are all accountable to 
the government for obeying laws, and if we fail to do so – goes the theory – we will receive some 
sort of punishment for it. Within this paradigm, our accountability is based in some formal 
authority that the government – including government officials – have by dint of its (and their) 
position. Such accountors must gather a limited amount of information when making their 
determinations, as their distance from the situation prevents them from previously having full 
information themselves. We are accountable to police officers, judges and any number of 
government inspectors and regulators because of the nature of their positions. In fact, playing a 
role in Regulatory Accountability is often the raison d’etre of regulatory accountors. 

 One of the things that makes Regulatory Accountability so simple is the irrelevance of 
interpersonal relationships. One does not have to be friends with – or even know – an accountor 
to be accountable to him/her/it. In fact, when a person does have an interpersonal relationship 
with a potential regulatory accountor, it is often considered a conflict of interest and s/he is 
replaced another accountor. There are rules and requirements, and the facts of the situation 
determine outcomes, rather than relationships – or at least that is how it is supposed to work.  

 Regulatory accountability has a very wide scope of potential consequences. In fact, the 
accountances and the consequences could touch on virtually any aspect of an accountee’s life. 

Historically and around the work, governments have regulated 
virtually every aspect of public and private life. While punishments 
today tend to be either monetary (i.e., fines) or imprisonment, they 
have also included social punishments (e.g., excommunication), 
physical hardship (e.g., flogging) and even physical impairment (e.g., 
removal of a hand for the crime of theft).  

 On the other hand, the threshold for such consequences are usually rather high, with 
Regulatory Accountability. Smaller infractions often go unnoticed, as can major infractions. The 
very broad scope of authority with Regulatory 
Accountability can make it difficult for accountors 
to monitor compliance, while lack of discretion by 
accountors over consequences often leads to an 
intentionally higher threshold for application of 
those consequences. When Regulatory 
Accountability takes the form of a truly automatic 
consequence for performance, the high threshold 
is particularly important.  

Notable Advantages 
• Conceptual simplicity 
• Scalability 
• Centralized control 

Notable Disadvantages 
• Selection of appropriate measures and 

incentives can be difficult 
• One-size-fits-all approaches rarely fit 

anyone well 
• Enforcement by individuals can 

undermine with discretion 
• Simplicity can be lost in 

implementation 
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 It is important to note that Regulatory Accountability is not limited to governmental 
accountors. Doctors and lawyers are accountable to their professional regulatory bodies (i.e., the 
legal bar and medical boards) respectively. Linda Darling-Hammond has long called for teachers 
to take control of their profession with the establishment of a similar system for credentialing and 
discipline within its profession. Schools of all levels are often accountable to their accreditation 
organizations.  

 Nonetheless, government is quite often the regulatory accountor. State governments 
determine what aspiring teachers must do to get their teaching licenses, and what practicing 
teachers must do to maintain their licenses – both positive rewards for fulfilling accountabilities.  
There are various state and federal laws that govern education, including ESEA/NLCB/RttT, IDEA, 
FERPA and most state constitutions. Each of these outlines some set of accountabilities. 

Paradigm #2: Organizational Accountability 

Designated accountors apply criteria with discretion over adjudication and/or 
discretion over consequences for accountees 

 Organizational Accountability is one of the easiest paradigms to understand. It is based in 
the nature of the organization of which both the accountor and accountee are members. At its 
simplest level, a person is accountable to his/her boss simply because s/he is that person’s boss. It 
is because of his/her official position that s/he can hold the person accountable. In many ways, 
Organizational Accountability is quite similar to Regulatory Accountability.  

 Unlike Regulatory Accountability, however, there can be a role for interpersonal 
relationships within Organizational Accountability. Because this paradigm operates more locally 
(i.e., within the organization), such relationships are far more likely. Because the relationships 
within organizations usually have some goal or purpose beyond monitoring and enforcing 
compliance – which can vary along with the purpose of the organization – organizations do not 

develop the kinds of redundancy and expectations 
that might allow them to minimize the role of these 
relationships in accountor-accountee relationships. 
Thus, a person’s relationship with his/her direct 
supervisor – or anything in the chain of supervision 
above you – can play a role in how accountabilities 
play out.  

 By its very nature, the potential consequences within this paradigm are limited. 
Organizational Accountability is limited to what can take place within an organization. This is not 
to say that the consequences are necessary limited in impact – after all, being fired is far worse 
than a $25 fine – but rather than the potential consequences  are bounded. A supervisor’s 
positional authority limits him/her to organizational consequences.  

 On the other hand, the threshold for consequences can by quite low with Organizational 
Accountability. Accountors within an organization may be far more likely to notice failures to 
meet an accountability than regulatory accountors can be. Therefore, the kinds of minor 

Notable Advantages 
• Leverages knowledge and expertise 

found throughout the organization 
• Can be tailored for individual 

circumstances 
• Ties into existing formal relationships 



Chapter 2  Multiple Accountability Theory 

DRAFT  DRAFT 7 

infractions that regulatory accountors might not even notice can result in some sort of 
consequence. Interactions for one purpose can result in some other thing be noted.  Put more 
simply, people at work notice more of what you do right and wrong than an external regulator 
could, and therefore resulting consequences are more likely than with an external accountor. Of 
course, there are any number of potential reasons why potential consequences may not turn into 
actual consequences. For example, the nature of interpersonal relationships can play a big role 
there (see below). 

 Obviously, a person’s organizational superiors can be accountors with Organizational 
Accountability. But others can, as well. For example, 
one could have a peer who is responsible for 
monitoring something or other, and thereby have 
positional authority over him/her for very limited 
purposes. Someone in a very different part of the 
organization – not a superior or even a peer – could 
have this kind of narrow authority. For example, 
someone is a central district office may be able to hold 
a school principal accountable for turning in daily 
attendance information, or a custodian may be able to 
hold a teacher accountable for not leaving the trash 
cans by the door.  

 It is important to note that organizations are not limited to the most formal organizations, 
like a school district or a business. Families are organizations, in which parents have positional 
authority (e.g., “I’m your mother; that’s why.”). Clubs, church or other sorts of organizations may 
include accountabilities within them. The structure of these organizations, their purposes, and the 
more-or-less formal structures within them, determine the possibilities for Organizational 
Accountability.  

Notes on Regulatory vs. Organizational Accountability  

 The line between the Regulatory and Organizational paradigms of accountability can 
appear a bit inconsistent.  For example, in a large school district, does the central office act like 
part of the same organization as the school, or does it act more like an external regulatory body? A 
case can be made for either interpretation – in fact, previous scholars have merely grouped these 
two paradigm together in to bureaucratic accountability. The key different between these two 
paradigms, however, is the role of interpersonal relationships. In a small district, when everyone 
knows everyone else, official responsibilities and lines of  authority interplay with interpersonal 
relationships. In a large district, that may be far less likely.  

 It is easy to imagine someone new to the district office, perhaps hired from another district, 
who tries to do his/her job by the book from day one. This person might get a lot of pushback from 
others, who explain that that is not how things are done, that the culture is to cut each other a bit 
more slack. That more objective approach would be Regulatory Accountability. When that kind of 

Notable Disadvantages 
• Dependent upon common 

understanding of goals 
• Dependent upon distributed 

competence (of accountors) 
• Can be undermined by individual 

accountors’ lack of buy-in 
• Turnover of accountors can 

create confusion 
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approach is put through the prism of interpersonal relationships – though still grounded in formal 
responsibilities and positional authority – it is Organizational Accountability.  

 Many tensions in educational policy today are the result of differing preferences for 
Organizational Accountability versus Regulatory Accountability. Some are distrustful of the role of 
that contextualized judgment and knowledge can play with Organizational Accountability, and 
thereby prefer Regulatory Accountability. These people and organizations might prefer 
standardized test scores over student grades to judge students and prefer use of standardized test 
score data over teacher observations to judge teachers. Others think or feel quite differently.  

 In fact, it appears that some people only include Regulatory Accountability as a form of 
accountability, or perhaps just Regulatory and Market (see below). These people particularly tie 
Regulatory Accountability to high stakes consequences (e.g., employment decisions for teachers 
and promotion decisions for students) in order for a system to fit their ideas of accountability. In 
fact, there are seven paradigms of accountability other than Regulatory Accountability. 

Paradigm #3: Market Accountability  

Multiple consumers (accountors) each (re)direct their patronage among multiple 
providers (accountees) 

 Market Accountability is based upon the ideas of the free market and competition. We all 
make choices all the time about where we shop, what shows we watch on television, what books 
we buy and an array of other market decisions. The customer (i.e., the accountor) directs 
resources to the accountee when s/he makes these decisions. The store gets money – and 
presumably some contribution towards profit – when potential customers elect to shop there. If 
the store/provider fails to live up to the accountor’s expectations, it faces the possibility of losing 
those sales. 

 Market Accountability has played as big a 
role in education policy debates in recent years as 
regulatory accountability. For example, charters 
and other forms of school choice are based upon 
the Market Accountability paradigm. Any system 
in which the accountor has the ability to select an 
accountee and thereby direct some sort of resource to that accountee is based in this paradigm. In 
the case of school choice, schools get money based upon the number – and sometimes the 
characteristics – of students they enroll. When families move their children to or from a school of 
choice, critical resources (e.g., money) follow.  

 As with Organizational Accountability, interpersonal relationships can play a role in 
Market Accountability. Although some theories in economics assume that everyone makes 
perfectly rational decisions based on the correct factors, human beings makes decisions for 
complex – and sometimes less than fully rational – reasons. A person may frequent a restaurant 
because s/he happen to be friends with the owner, even though the food and service leave a bit to 

Notable Advantages 
• Does not require centralized decisions 

about accountances or standards 
• Puts power in the hands of consumers 
• Leverages collective decision-making 
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be desired. S/he might stick with a school because s/he likes the principal or his/her child’s 
teacher, even though it is not the best school. 

 While accountors can have a clear and direct impact on their market-based accountees, 
that impact is limited. By definition, this paradigm only includes the consequence of the gain or 
loss of resources that result from each accountor/customer’s choice of provider. On the other 
hand, in some cases, the threshold for the consequences can be relatively high, because changing 
providers can carry some cost – even if only in convenience – to the accountor. Changing grocery 
stores can require learning a new story layout, and perhaps going out of one’s way to get there.  

 This threshold for consequence is particularly high in education and school choice. 
Changing schools mid-year is very rare, and for good reason. Changing schools can be very 

disruptive to a student and his/her learning. Therefore, 
families are only likely to do that in the absolute worst 
cases. This almost entirely limits most families to one 
change in school providers in a year, with the change 
made over the summer. But even that is rare, as even this 
sort of school change can create problems for children. 
Therefore, this kind of signaling function and 
consequence for school choice might be less powerful 
than most other examples of Market Accountability – 
particularly those outside education. 

 Workers also act as market accountors. They are providers of labor, including specialized 
expertise and skills. When they choose to sign on with or leave an employer, they are acting as 
market accountors. At the same time, their employers also make decisions about whom to hire, 
keep and/or fire as providers of employment positions, so the employer and the employee each act 
both as accountor and accountee. Schools, districts and states purchase any number of other 
products and services, and therefore act as market accountors to their vendors. 

 It would be a mistake to assume that money is the only resource that market accountors 
control. As mentioned above, schools and districts can compete for the services of an excellent 
teacher. This teacher direct his/her valued labor to one school or another, and the decision is not 
simply a financial decision. Even when salaries and benefits are equal, the teacher may bargain for 
other considerations. In another example, schools may compete for families not simply because 
they desire the fiscal resources that come with greater enrollment. Schools may desire greater 
enrollment because of a fervent desire to education more children, and therefore that opportunity 
to education another child is the desired resource. 

Paradigm #4: Electoral Accountability 

Voters (accountors) select from among candidates (accountees), with the winner(s) 
gaining all of the available positions 

 Electoral Accountability is very simply to understand, limited as it is to elections and 
elected officials. Current and aspiring elected officials must satisfy the voters to get (or retain) 

Notable Disadvantages 
• Opportunities to select 

providers may be too infrequent 
• Uncertain – or undesirable – 

bases for decision-making 
• Imperfect information can be 

quite common 
• Questionable relationship to 

equity issues 
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their elected positions. The voters thereby act as accountors. As with the Regulatory, 
Organizational and Market Accountability paradigms, this is almost always embodied is some sort 
of formal system. 

 As with Market Accountability, interpersonal relationships can play an important role in 
Electoral Accountability – particularly with more local elections. A person may vote for a friend or 
someone s/he knows for the local school board because of that relationship, and may cut him or 

her more slack for that relationship. Knowing and liking – or 
disliking – a candidate can influence one’s vote even more that 
one’s views on issues or the candidates’ performance. Elections 
of union shop stewards/chapter leaders are one example of very 
local elections in education. Of course, many clubs and other 
small organizations also have elections for various positions and 
offices.  

 Electoral Accountability is well studied, and its limitations well documented. For example, 
elections are relatively infrequent. Furthermore, is can be hard for a candidate to figure why 
people have voted for or against him/her because voters get so few chances to exercise their 
franchise and can only do so in a yea/nay fashion. Nonetheless, this paradigm is an important 
piece of accountability in education, as educational policy-makers are so often accountability to 
the people via elections. Our school boards, mayors, governors, legislators and presidents are 
ultimately responsible to the people through the ballot-box. 

 In my view, Electoral Accountability is very similar to Market Accountability, particularly 
the way Market Accountability works with school choice. Opportunities to for accountors to 
express their view are infrequent, but occur on a regular basis (i.e., students almost always change 
schools during the summer, and elections are scheduled but once every few years). The role of 
interpersonal relationships can be quite similar, as well. 

 There are, however, important differences between Market and Electoral Accountability. 
The former paradigm allows multiple providers to operate simultaneously, competing for each 
accountor to select them in order to expand or just continue to 
function. Their relative standing can change by very small 
increments. With the Electoral paradigm, on the other hand, there 
can be only one provider at a time; winning 45% of the mayoral 
vote does not give the candidate 45% of the position. The winner 
of an election wins the position, and the loser(s) do not. Therefore, 
the consequences with Electoral Paradigm are always maximal, 
whereas with Market Accountability, the accountee can suffer less 
patronage without necessarily being out of business.  

 To be honest, my own research rarely touches on Electoral Accountability. The school-
based personnel I usually work with are rarely Electoral accountees. However, they sometimes 
mention the mandate of school board members or other elected officials, and sometimes talk 
about how their views and experience in education shape how they act as voters. I am a very big 

Notable Advantages 
• Moral legitimacy 
• Public involvement 
• Alignment with American 

tradition of democracy 

Notable Disadvantages 
• Uncertain signal 
• Opportunities to vote 

may be too infrequent 
• Low voter 

turnout/engagement 
• Uncertain impact 
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believer of the importance of Electoral Accountability in education, as I think schools need to be 
accountable to the communities they serve. However, the school-based personnel I have worked 
with have never suggested that these mechanisms have even a large indirect influence on what 
they do. 

Paradigm #5: Approvative Accountability 

Individual accountors grant or withhold their approval (e.g., respect) based upon their 
own judgment of individual accountees’ performances 

 This paradigm marks one of the greatest departure of my framework from that of previous 
scholars. In my research, I have found that interpersonal relationships play a large role in 
educators’ feelings of accountability, including in the absence of more obvious forms of authority 
or power that might lead to accountability relationships. Over and over again, school principals 
have explained to me that they feel most accountable to various accountors without positional 
authority. This includes everyone they work with, including their peers, their staffs, students and 
students’ parents.  

 Approvative Accountability appears to be grounded in the need for approval from others, 
usually in the form of respect or being liked. In this professional sphere, accountees want to be 
viewed a competent and capable professionals with good judgment Therefore, anyone in a 
position to judge their work or their conduct in connection to their work has the ability to be an 
accountor. This need for professional respect, approval or esteem is not just about ego and vanity, 
far from it. It is easy to see how lawyers depend on the professional respect of others for referrals 
and networking opportunities. Professional approval becomes a sort of capital that supports a 
person’s ability to work. Professional esteem can lead to others giving a person the benefit of the 
doubt or cutting him/her a little slack. Professional respect can be a foundation for trust, which is 
often necessary in leadership and in teaching. This kind of respect-based trust leads to many kinds 
of “support” – a terms used repeatedly by the educators I worked with. 

 It appears that many – or most – professionals are aware 
of their importance of their reputations and the approval that 
others have for them – at least unconsciously. They know that 
they may be answerable to people who have no official power or 
authority over them. Clients, patients and students can hold them 
accountable, even when the only power these accountors appear 
to have is the ability to without approval. Principals have told me 
about the importance of people holding them accountable by 
demanding an explanation or justification from them. This kind of accountability is far more 
powerful for them than the more formal paradigms of accountability. This drives their daily 
decision-making and can contribute to keeping them up at night in a way the formal forms of 
accountability do not.  

 That was apparent when principals spoke about their direct supervisors as their 
accountors. They were far less concerned about being fired or promoted, or with their official 

Notable Advantages 
• Leverages strong 

existing relationships 
• Focused influence on 

individual accountees  
• Breadth of accountees 
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evaluations than they were about how their supervisors viewed them. Those who took their 
supervisors more seriously did not want to “disappoint” or “let down” their bosses, even for fairly 
minor matters.  More important than the formal authority that their supervisors possessed was 
the desire of the principals to have the approval of their supervisors. Furthermore, they knew that 
if their bosses respected them that they could get the freedom – one form of support – they 
thought they needed to be effective. 

 This paradigm of accountability became clear to me when I tried to understand why 
principals stress the importance of students and their staffs as accountors who hold them 

accountable. Formally, students and staff members 
are accountable to principals, rather than the other 
way around. School principals have power and 
authority over students and faculty, so how could 
they be accountors for principals? Clearly, there are 
paradigms of accountability which a focus on formal 
structures and authority miss. (In fact, previous 
scholars have been told educators that students are 
major accounts and dismissed it because there was 
no authority relationship to explain it.) 

 The threshold for consequences in this paradigm can be quite low. The approval of others 
can be a fragile thing, and a single incident can make or break it. It can be difficult to know what 
issues or conduct are important enough to others to substantively impact their view of another 
person. On the other hand, well established levels of approval can be much more robust. Thus, the 
threshold for consequence can be low, but more importantly, it varies. Similarly, the importance to 
an accountee of different (potential) accountor’s approval can vary, making the potential influence 
vary as well. 

 In is important to understand the range of potential accountors in this paradigm. 
Obviously, professional peers can be approvative accountors. As mentioned above, organizational 
superiors can be approvative accountors in addition to their roles as organizational accountors. 
Subordinates can also be approvative accountors, particularly when collegiality is as important as 
status in professional relationships. While the respect of an individual teacher might not be as 
important to a school principal as that of a peer or a supervisor, the combined approval of many 
teachers can be quite important.  So many things are easier when those whom a person works 
with respect him/her, and so many things are harder and/or take longer when they do not. 
Therefore, students also can be approvative accountors.  

A Note on Approval: Being Respected vs. Being Liked 

 There appears to be some ambiguity about the natural of approval in Approvative 
Accountability. At times, it seems to be based in the human need to be respected by others, and at 
times it seems to be based in the human need to be liked others. In fact, it is often quite unclear 
which of these is most important. At times it is even unclear as to whether being liked and being 
respect are entirely distinct ideas or experiences. Clearly, many students are incapable to 

Notable Disadvantages 
• Uncertain – or undesirable – bases 

for decision-making 
• Conflicting accountances from 

different accountors 
• Lack of transparency  to third parties 
• Requires preexisting relationship 
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differentiating between liking a teacher or administrator and respecting him/her – particularly if 
one stipulates that fear is not a necessary component of respect. However, there is little reason to 
limit this confusion/conflation to children and adolescents. I further believe that for many people, 
the feeling of being liked or respect are difficult to distinguish. For the purposes of Approvative 
Accountability, they are equal, as acts each is a form of approval. 

Paradigm #6: Affiliative Accountability 

Accountors hold accountees accountable because accountees’ performance can impact 
the accountors reputation due to a strong affiliation 

 The Affiliative Accountability paradigm is also based in some aspect of the social 
experience and social capital. However, while the Approvative Paradigm generally takes place 
between two individuals, Affiliative Accountability exists in a larger social context. It is rooted in 
the feelings of affiliation with a group and loyalty to other members in that group for the sake of 
the affiliation. It is about representing a group. 

 The prototypical form that Affiliative Accountability takes is when a person feeling 
accountable to his/her family for representing them (or their family name) well. Because the 
accountees believes that s/he can impact the reputation of other family members because of their 
affiliation with each other, the accountee feels accountable to them. Of course, this is not limited 

to families. And group membership – even including aspect of 
one’s self-identity – can provide the basis for Affiliative 
Accountability. Principals members fraternal organizations, 
their school or district and even their profession to me. It is 
certainly imaginable that a person could feel accountable to 
other of their same gender for representing them well, 
creating a potential pool of accountors comprising half the 
world’s population! 

 In some ways, Affiliative Accountability presents the most complex accountability 
dynamic. In fact, in this paradigm it is not merely the accountors whose adjudication the 
accountee might fear. Though members of the wider public are not the accountors, it is members 
of the wider public who might judge the accountee and therefore grant/withhold their approval of 
the accountee’s compatriots. The accountor (e.g., a family member) may raise the possibility of 
such adjudication and consequence to lend weight to his/her views, but s/he does not claim that 
his/her own judgment is at issue.  Thus, the role of accountor and adjudicator do not entirely 
coincide with Afflictive Accountability. 

 And yet, this suggestion that, “I get to hold you accountable because your actions will 
reflect on me and my reputation,” does not entirely remove the accountor from an adjudicator role. 
Though the ultimate consequence comes via the judgment of a wider public, an afffiliative 
accountor may offer his/her own judgment as a proxy for what that wider public’s judgment will 
be. 

Notable Advantages 
• More direct influence of 

communities on accountees 
• Can combine focus on 

individual accountors with 
collective judgment 

• Leverages existing loyalties 
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 Thus, an accountee who is trying to be responsive to this accountability relationship may 
be depending on his/her own perception of what the accountor perceives the wider public will 
think of him/her based because of some common group membership. Affiliative Accountability is, 
therefore, the least straightforward paradigm of accountability.  

 The threshold for consequence with Affiliative 
Accountability can be quite low, even though that often is 
not the case. One groups may be more sensitive to 
untoward actions my a member or potential member, and 
therefore respond more quickly. Others may be less 
concerned with members, and therefore require greater 
reason – either for good or for ill – to respond. Similarly, 
affiliations can vary in importance to an accountor, and 
therefore the influence of the (potential) consequence also 
depends on the accountor.  

 The lack of formal structures to create, endorse or support Affiliative Accountability does 
not imply that it is a lesser or weaker paradigm, or that it is less influential that the paradigms 
based in formal structures. Informal paradigms can be quite influential. Principals have often told 
me about the importance of representing their family, friends and other groups in shaping what 
they do and how they prioritize different issues.  

Notes on Approvative vs. Affiliative Accountability  

 Approvative Accountability is deeply intertwined in Affiliative Accountability, but they are 
two different accountability paradigms.  

 Affiliative Accountability does build upon approval (i.e. being liked or respected), and its 
power usually stems from an interpersonal relationship between the individual accountee and 
afffiliative accountors. However, it is not about approval of the accountee, and certainly not the 
accountor’s approval of the accountee. Instead, it is about the wider public’s approval of the 
accountor. In principle, the accountee’s own reputation is not what is at risk.  

 However, I have never been quite able to entirely disentangle these two paradigms. On the 
one hand, it always appears to me that the Approvative Accountability is primary over Affiliative 
Accountability every time someone told me about a relationship that had Affiliative 
Accountability in it. On the other hand, principals were quite clear that it is one thing when they 
put their own reputation and relationships on the lines, and another when they put someone else’s 
reputation on the line. Furthermore, they specifically expressed a concern about how other people 
might view their parent or fellow member of a some group dear to them.  

 This has left me with the following understanding the relationship between these two 
paradigms: 

Notable Disadvantages 
• Relies upon accountees’ 

perceptions of what can 
damage accountor’s reputation 

• Lack of transparency  to third 
parties 

• Often overwhelmed by 
Approvative Accountability 
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• Specific individual afffiliative accountors of note are often approvative accountors and 
though the accountee believes s/he can impact the accountor’s reputation, the stronger 
driver of accountability in these relationships is usually Approvative Accountability.  

• There can be a larger and more diffuse group of afffiliative accountors whose reputation 
the accountee is concerned with preserving, but who may largely lack any personal 
relationship with the accountee. 

In either case, an accountee who feels a sense of Affiliative Accountability is not likely to be 
responsive to an individual accountor primarily because of Affiliative Accountability. Nonetheless, 
I have so often heard examples of Affiliative Accountability and educators have directly told me so 
many times that they feel accountable to accountors for this reason that I must continue to 
include it. 

Paradigm #7: Introspective Accountability 

Accountees hold themselves accountable because of internalization of 
criteria/expectations for performance 

 There is no question that in addition to all these various paradigms of external 
accountability (i.e., external to the accountee), people are also accountable to themselves. In fact, 
one might argue that for professional adults, Introspective Accountability is the alpha and the 
omega, the first and the last accountability.  

 Principals have told me about needing to be able to 
look themselves in the mirror, and the frequencies with which 
they second guess themselves. They spoke of “being able to 
sleep at night,” and specific instances when they were unable 
to do so because of poor decision, poor outcome or 
misapplied values. In essence, they spoke of a need for self-
respect that influences their work every day. 

 Introspective Accountability is the one paradigm that is defined by the specific identity of 
the accountor. It is built up of any number of internalized codes, expectations, and ideals. 
Regardless of the source, once something has been internalized, and therefore the mechanism for 
monitoring,  enforcement and consequences is largely within the accountee his/herself, it 
becomes part of Introspective Accountability.  

 For example, principals have told me about parents and old mentors whom they still do 
not want to disappoint. In many cases, these parents have passed away or the principal was no 
longer in contact with that old mentor (for whatever reason). And yet, the principal has 
internalized that old accountor’s judgment and views. The only potential consequences are the 
accountee’s own self-respect, pride or sense of satisfaction. External opprobrium or honor are no 
longer on the table, but the accountee has preserved the potential for some sort of judgment and 
consequences by internalizing the old external accountability.  

Notable Advantages 
• Inescapable 
• Relies on best knowledge 

of decisions and actions 
• Low cost of monitoring 



Chapter 2  Multiple Accountability Theory 

DRAFT  DRAFT 16 

 As with the Approvative and Affiliative Accountability paradigms, the threshold for 
consequences can be quite low – even lower than they had been before the accountability was 
internalized. After all, a person can monitor his/her own work, decisions and thinking far more 

than anyone else could. Any person is in better position to be aware 
of his/her successes and failures than anyone else could be. Similarly, 
the scope of potential consequences is quite broad as well. They are 
only as limited as the accountee’s ability to punish his/herself for or 
what s/he might do for losing self-respect (e.g., engaging in self-
destructive behavior). Similarly, they are only as limited as the 
accountees own responses to reward his/herself.  

 Of course, Introspective Accountability is not simply a mirror for external codes or 
expectations. When an accountee internalizes something, s/he can edit, reinterpret or otherwise 
modify it. This might be done consciously or unconsciously, for the better or for the worse. Thus, 
introspective accountability, like the other accountability paradigms, cannot always be 
anticipated or controlled.  

 While all of these paradigms co-exist in situations and accountor-accountee relationships, 
the line between Introspective Accountability and others can be the hardest to draw. Most of the 
influence of every paradigm is anticipatory. That is, the accountee is influenced in actions or 
decision-making by his/her anticipation of how accountors might respond to various options 
available to the accountee. Therefore, an accountee can channel accountors without necessarily 
agreeing with them (e.g., my boss is gonna want me to do this way, even if I think it’s inefficient). This 
example is not internalization, and therefore not Introspective Accountability. Of course, it can be 
difficult or impossible for a third party to know exactly what is going on in a another person’s head, 
and therefore it is not always clear what paradigm is at work.  

Paradigm #8: Resistive Accountability 

Would-be accountees withhold cooperation with a system of accountability, becoming 
the accountors of the would-be accountors (now accountees) 

 I can trace my understanding of the Resistive Accountability paradigm to what one 
particular school principal told me. He explained that students are a critical account for him 
because – among other reasons – they can always just walk out if he and his staff do not meet 
their expectations. This highlighted the importance of cooperation by accountees for any 
accountability mechanism to work. Thus, resistive accountability flips the accountor-accountee 
relationship. 

 Any accountee – and certainly any large group 
of accountees – can challenge the basic roles of 
accountor and accountee by withholding cooperation. 
Just like students, workers can stage walk outs, or even 
engage in formal strikes and other job actions. A 
refusal to comport with expectations – particularly 

Notable Disadvantages 
• Subject to self-

justification 
• Calibration issues 
• Lack of transparency 
•

Notable Advantages 
• Checks worse abuses 
• Leverages knowledge of situation 
• Empowers the disenfranchised 
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when in the form of coordinated action – can entirely undermine an accountability mechanism 
from virtually any other paradigm. 

 In fact, the ever-present possibility of a withholding of cooperation can act as an everyday 
check on accountors. Accountors can only impose or expect so much before accountees resist. 
This resistance does not even have to be deliberate. For example, employee evaluation forms and 
procedures (e.g., teacher evaluation) can be so cumbersome and difficult that those responsible for 
following them simply cannot do so. Or, they might merely honor the letter of the procedure 
without truly honoring its spirit or intent. While principals usually assure me that they are rule-
followers,  they also are quite clear that they are selective how they interpret the rules and how 
much they let any policy make decisions for them.  

 This selective honoring of rules, policies, procedures 
and expectations – be it conscious or unconscious – clearly 
undermines the ability of would-be accountors to 
accomplish their desired goals. It substitutes the judgment 
of the accountee(s) – again, conscious or unconscious – for 
that of the would-be accountor. It flips the power dynamic, 
with the would-be accountee judging the would-be 
accountor and his/her demands.  

 It is difficult to declare the importance of interpersonal relationships in the Resistive 
Accountability Paradigm. This is because Resistive Accountably can come into play in so many 
difficult contexts. Interpersonal relationships are as important in Resistive Accountability as they 
are in the accountability dynamic it is resisting. Similarly, the scope of consequences is at least as 
great as that of the accountability being resisted. In fact, the consequences can be even greater, as 
Resistive Accountability threatens the normal order of things.  

 On the other hand, the threshold for consequences with Resistive Accountability is likely 
considerably higher than for the accountability being resisted. It takes a lot to resist the normal 
order of things, particularly when done consciously and deliberately. For example, it is clear that 
principals want to be rule followers, and so they usually want to comply with expectations other 
have for them.  

Again, Multiple Accountabilities 

 Different accountability paradigms often co-occur within a single dynamic or relationship. 
Formal supervisors can also be respected authorities whose approval matters to accountees. 
Customers’ approval can by intertwined with their market decisions. Affiliative Accountability so 
very often co-exists with Approvative Accountability.  Virtually every conceivable combination is 
possible in practice.. 

 Consider the issue of professional ethics. To the extent that professional ethics are enforced 
by some external body (e.g., law and medical boards, providing appropriate educational 
opportunities for the disabled), they are part of the Regulatory Paradigm. But they may also be 
enforced internally, within an organization, as with a school principals reminding a teacher to 

Notable Disadvantages 
• Would be accountees may 

lack perspective on goal 
• Undermines intentionally 

crafted power relationships 
• Particularly difficult to harness 



Chapter 2  Multiple Accountability Theory 

DRAFT  DRAFT 18 

make sure that s/he is adopting materials appropriately for students with individual education 
programs. Thus, doing the right thing, ethically, can be enforced by Regulatory and Organizational 
Accountability.  

 Professional ethics could also be enforced with the Market Accountability paradigm. A 
should of choice become undersubscribed if it got a reputation for treating students in ways that 
do not comport with most educators’ ideas of professional ethics. School board members could 
lose elections over reports of unethical behavior by educators in their systems.  

 An educator could lose the respect of his/her colleagues over questions of ethical behavior, 
and hurt the reputation of his/her colleagues, as well. Obviously, an educator can – and I hope 
would – internalize a code of professional ethics. And students could stage a walkout over what 
they deem to be improper behavior or decisions.  

 Clearly, professional ethics is an extreme example, as it can be enforced through each of 
the eight accountability paradigms. It almost certainly is enforced by multiple paradigms in 
virtually every situation. But it is far from unique in being subject to multiple paradigms. A single 
situation can have multiple paradigms at play at the same time.  

What About Morality? 

 Previous scholars of Multiple Accountability Theory (Adams & Kirst, 1999; Firestone & 
Shipps, 2005) have give morality its own paradigm. However, in doing so, they have conflated two 
very different mechanisms. On the one hand they have written about the internal “fear of remorse” 
that can drive moral accountability, and on the other they have written about the “fear of 
ostracism” that can also drive moral accountability. I believe that these two dynamics are different 
enough to each merit its own place (i.e., Introspective and Approvative Accountability, 
respectively).   

 However, as with professional ethics, morality can play a role through any of the eight 
paradigms. In fact, as Wagner (1995) pointed out, whether or not to comply with demands or 
expectations communicated through any paradigm of accountability can be a moral decisions, 
every time. Morality is always relevant, at least as a passive background force that can potentially 
strengthen or undermine any accountability relationship. 

 That is, morality does not have its own paradigm because it is more powerful than any one 
paradigm, and its relevance is not constrained. Instead, an accountees morality can determine 
which of the paradigms or accountors is the most influential in a situation. 

What About God? 

 Different people have different view of, conceptions of relationships to God. Even within a 
single religion or congregation, views can vary widely. While it certainly is not for me to try to 
adjudicate between these different views or understandings, my own humility in this area is not 
why God is not a part of my framework.  
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 God might be an accountor. As such, God could be the most important accountor, but like 
other accountors, God does not have a specific place in my typology. Because different people view 
God differently, God’s influence on them as accountees takes different forms. Their relationship to 
God and how they expect God adjudicate and/or respond to their efforts, successes and failures 
determines what paradigm(s) God fits in with. To the extent their accountees are influenced based 
upon how they expect an accountor to respond to them, that is the answer. 

 However, to the extent that one is interested in how accountors do respond to accountees 
efforts, successes and failures, one can observe the form of those responses and conclude which 
paradigms God makes use of. Perhaps it is Regulatory Accountability; perhaps it is Introspective. I 
believe that a case could be made for God making use of most – if not all – of the accountability 
paradigms.  

 It is not the identity of the accountor that determines the paradigm, not even for God. 
Rather, it is the various other other factors described above.  

How to Use Multiple Accountability Theory 

 There are three main ways to use MAT. 

 First, one can consider the various questions that differentiate the different paradigms of 
MAT to get a better picture of what is going in in a situation, with people’s expectation for how a 
policy will work or what values they bring to a problem.  

• Is the accountability mechanism formal or informal in nature? 
• What is the basis for the accountability demand? 
• What is the role of interpersonal relationships? 
• What is the potential scope of consequences? 
• What is the threshold for consequences to occur? 

 In trying to answer these questions, one can get a sharper view of the situation, people’s 
expectations and values. MAT can thereby provide a framework to help clarify one’s own 
understanding of a complex situation. 

 Second, one can take a similar approach to what I described above, but apply to different 
individual or parties in a debate or disagreement. MAT can help to better understand the nature 
of their disagreement and why they tend to be talking past each other. When people disagree – 
particularly in the area of policy or rule-making – it is often because they bring different values or 
expectations to the discussion. MAT can help to highlight the nature of these disagreements, 
which can be particularly useful when it appears that people are arguing right past each other or 
have unspoken differences that are getting in the way of substantive discussions.  

 Third, one can use examine a particular situation, proposal or policy through the lens of a 
single paradigm. Ages ago, my graduate school advisor explained to me the a lens brings 
additional light to some places, and draws light away from others. A lens bring some places into 
greater focus, and puts others out of focus. Using a paradigm as a lens – or doing so with multiple 
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paradigms in succession – can help to bring out the strengths, weaknesses and function of 
different situations and dynamics. This can be useful for case study, for solving actual problems, 
and/or for examining potential ideas.  

Which Paradigm Works Best? 

 Alas, none of these paradigms work best. None of them are optimal. None of them works 
on all contexts. None of them generates the best results across circumstances. None of them are 
uniquely appropriate to a given situation. And none of them are worst, either.  

 There is no hierarchy of accountability paradigms. That is not how it works. 

 Obviously, some paradigms are more likely to be effective – however you might want to 
determine effectiveness – in some contexts than others. Which ones that may be is often subject 
of mighty debates. Just as obviously, some paradigms can be pretty much worthless in some 
contexts.  

 However, most every situation can make use of multiple different paradigms. Furthermore, 
I believe that most situations do contain multiple paradigms. When these paradigms are aligned, 
and aimed towards a common goal or expectation, they can be far more effective than a single 
paradigm working alone, or working at cross purposes with others.  

 Unfortunately, getting alignment can be quite a challenge. Multiple different accountors 
can have different goals, even when those accountors are trying to make use of the same paradigm. 
For example, imagine a groups of friends or colleagues pressuring someone to make the right 
decisions when different members of that groups disagree about what the right decision is. It only 
gets more complicated when one considers that multiple different paradigms can also be in play. 

 In fact, alignment of all of the relevant paradigms, mechanisms and accountabilities in a 
situation is quite rare. Or, perhaps it simply not commonly notices or commented upon. That is, in 
the absence of such conflicts, there is less to note or comment upon. 

No, Really, Which Paradigm Works Best? 

 What do I really think? 

 I think that the Approvative Accountably paradigms is the strongest. I think that when 
Approvative accountors within them are aligned they are incredibly influential. On the other hand, 
it has such potential for so very many simultaneous accountors that alignment within them is 
incredibly hard to achieve. It certainly are hard to wield as an intentional lever for any particular 
purpose – though perhaps impossible.  

 Some of the other paradigms are easier to wield, but I believe they are less influential.  

 So, I really think that there is no one paradigm that works best. 
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Abstract 
Although accountability in education has taken on a very narrow meaning (usually referring just 
to formal policies that reward and punish quantitatively-measured performance and/or market 
mechanisms), there are many other paradigms of accountability that function in our schools and 
districts on a daily basis. This paper presents an updated typology for Multiple Accountability 
Theory, one that is grounded in empirical research with educational leaders. Its eight paradigms 
(i.e., Regulatory Accountability, Organizational Accountability, Market Accountability, 
Electoral Accountability, Reputational Accountability, Social Accountability, Introspective 
Accountability and Resistive Accountability) can coexist within a single context, crisis, or even 
within a single accountor-accountee relationship. All eight of these paradigms guide and shape 
the actions, decision-making and prioritization of educational leaders. 
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Purpose 
 In recent decades, educational accountability has taken on an increasingly narrow 
meaning, coming to stand almost exclusively for test-based accountability (TBA; Townsend, 
Ivory, Acker-Hocevar, Ballenger, & Place, 2013) in spite of decades of efforts to recognize the 
multiple accountabilities that exist in education (Adams & Kirst, 1999; Darling-Hammond, 
1989; Firestone & Shipps, 2005). Occasionally, some point out that this conception of 
accountability is inappropriate or even too limited (e.g., Darling-Hammond & Weingarten, 2014; 
Vollmer, 2012), but critics seem to limit their consideration of alternatives to top-down policies 
that might act as more-or-less drop-in replacements for TBA – primarily differing in the nature 
of the measure or reward/sanction. 
  What all these approaches have in common is their focus on organizational, positional 
and/or authority-based forms of accountability, some even explicitly disregarding other reported 
forms of accountability because the reported accountors (e.g., students, peers) lack such authority 
(e.g., Abelmann & Elmore, 1999; Carnoy, Elmore & Siskin, 2003). Contemporary research into 
multiple accountability (Gonzalez & Firestone, 2013; Shipps & White, 2009) focuses on such 
accountability paradigms. Yet, schools and district leaders report that they are accountable to a 
broader array of accountors than this narrow range of paradigms recognizes (Author, 2013, 
2014), and the multiple accountabilities they face are often in competition and can serve to 
undermine each other (Firestone & Shipps, 2005).  
 Thus, the purposes of this paper are as follows: 

• To provide a updated framework for Multiple Accountability Theory (MAT) that better 
accounts for the variety of educators’ various accountors. 

• To ground MAT in empirical research on the experiences of practicing school leaders. 
• To explain how an updated MAT can shed light on issues in education policy and 

practice in ways that previous versions of MAT have not. 

Theoretical Framework 
 There have been three major previous versions of MAT (shown in Table 4), beginning 
with Darling-Hammond’s original (1989). Since then, both Adams & Kirst (1999) and Firestone 
& Shipps (2005) have offered updated versions of MAT for education leaders, but neither based 
their updates on empirical work with educators or policy-practitioners (Firestone & Shipps, 
2005).  
 All three previous iterations of MAT have focused strongly on the identity of the 
accountor in distinguishing their different paradigms. Further, they have used similar terms for 
their paradigms, differing only in whether to include “moral” or “legal” paradigms. All three 
include bureaucratic accountability, referring to the bureaucratic regulation of education by 
federal and state government, and also that coming from district offices. Darling-Hammond 
(1989) only includes the courts in legal accountability, though Adams & Kirst (1999) also 
include formal legislation. All three agree about market accountability. Adams & Kirst give two 
views of moral accountability, both an internally driven one and an external (i.e., social) one, 
though Firestone & Shipps do not pick up on this distinction. Political accountability has 
expanded over time: Darling-Hammond included only elections, Adams & Kirst also include 
those whom elected officials appoint to their positions, and Firestone & Shipps include all 
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circumstances subject to compromise and persuasion. Darling-Hammond originally offered her 
MAT framework with the goal of showing how professional accountability offered promise for 
school improvement, via formal structures to control the teaching professional under the 
direction of educators. Adams & Kirst added internalization of professional standards to these 
external structures, whereas Firestone & Shipps pointed to the diversification in the 
demographics and backgrounds of education leaders as a potential stumbling block for creating 
consensus on professional standards and priorities.   
 Others have offered less comprehensive frameworks of accountability (e.g., Carnoy, 
Elmore & Siskin, 2003; Finn, 2002; Kogan, 1986), but they often dismiss non-authoritative 
accountors as being part of a system of responsibility that falls outside of accountability. 
However, because these dynamics also have accountors, accountees, accountances and 
consequences, they function remarkably similarly to accountabilities, including potentially 
supporting and/or undermining other accountabilities. Because they all serve similar functions, 
often involve overlapping accountors and can work to undermine or reinforce each other – as 
other accountabilities do – they should be included and explained in Multiple Accountability 
Theory.  

Methods & Data Sources 
 This is a qualitative grounded theory study (Glaser & Strauss, 1967; Strauss & Corbin, 
1998) which utilized Seidman’s (2005) three part interview protocol in order to collect the thick 
data necessary to understand how accountability actually functions and interacts for practicing 
educators and educational leaders. 
 This study employed a purposeful maximum variation sampling plan (Collins, 
Onwuegbuzie & Kiao, 2006; Creswell, 2002) to identify twelve participants to represent a broad 
array of “typical” public high school leaders. They were drawn from two states to represent 
different policy environments, including one that requires collective bargaining by teachers and 
one that does not. All participants had at least 3 years’ experience as principals, and none were in 
their first year at the current schools or within 3 years of a planned retirement, as shown in Table 
1). Their schools varied by SES, size, region, spending levels and district size, as shown in 
Tables 2-3. The total interview time exceeded 60 hours. All interviews were electronically 
recorded, and transcribed verbatim (Miles & Huberman, 1994; Seidman, 2005).  
 
 Data analysis included coding data for central concepts (Strauss & Corbin, 1998), 
organizing theoretical and emic codes (Geertz, 1974) into thematic matrices, and creating 
narrative summaries (Maxwell, 2005). This study employed a constant comparative approach 
(Strauss & Corbin, 1998) while incorporating various literatures into analysis. Analysis of 
transcripts led to identification of themes through the lens of MAT. Analytic memos (Maxwell, 
2012) and visual displays (Miles & Huberman, 1994) were used to explore patterns across and 
within categories, including examination of data for both confirming and disconfirming instances 
of themes (Miles & Huberman, 1994). This yielded 692 accountabilities (i.e., an accountor-
accountee-accountance triad) described by the participants in the study (i.e., 298 unique 
accountabilities). These individual accountabilities (i.e., the unit of analysis for this study) were 
then examined using both within- and cross-case analyses (memos and matrices) to compare 
patterns and highlight the gaps and ambiguities in previous versions of MAT. This then led to the 
development of a typology for this new iteration of MAT.  
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Results 
 Analysis yielded eight different paradigms of accountability in education, most quite 
different than those described in previous versions of MAT. They build upon all of the 
paradigms of previous iterations, but without necessarily focusing on the identity of accountors. 
Rather, they are differentiated primarily by their reliance on formal structures, the nature of 
adjudication, the threshold and scope of consequences and the role of interpersonal relationships.  
These eight paradigms (shown in Table 5) can coexist, even within the context of a single 
accountor-accountee relationship. 
 Regulatory Accountability is usually found when extra-organizational entities apply and 
enforce policies, rules and regulations within formal structures and without a large place for 
discretion that is based in deep knowledge of individuals and circumstances. Federal or state 
regulation of schools are often examples of regulatory accountability. In large school districts, 
central office regulation of individual schools can also fit this paradigm. 
 Organizational Accountability is similar to regulatory accountability, in that it exists 
within formal structures and usually co-exists with policies, rules and regulations. However, it 
differs in that accountors do possess significant knowledge of individuals and circumstances, and 
can combine that knowledge with their discretion on how best to meet the goals of those policies, 
rules and regulations. Internal rules and policies often exemplify this paradigm, with accountors 
augmenting or substituting the formal rules with their own judgment of an appropriate response 
to the situation – often as a matter of course. Nonetheless, this kind of accountability is grounded 
in the formal authority of the accountor. 
 Market Accountability relies upon customers or patrons selecting from among a number 
of potential providers. By patrons’ collection and directing of resources to their chosen providers, 
those providers are rewarded or punished for their performance. School choice is a classic 
example of market accountability, as is the labor market for school employees. Boosters and 
other suppliers of resources can also operate under this paradigm.  
 Electoral Accountability is the periodic political process by which constituents formally 
select from a set of candidates to fill a predetermined number of positions, which may displace 
current holders of those positions. School board and other formal governmental elections are the 
most obvious examples of this paradigm. Unions also have internal electoral accountability, 
usually on multiple levels.  
 Reputational Accountability is the dynamic by which peers, colleagues and professional 
contacts informally reward or punish an accountee for his/her performance within their 
professional contexts. Teachers can thus hold each other accountable for their behavior or for 
violating various norms and expectations among the faculty. When a supervisor (e.g., department 
chair, principal) holds someone accountable through the professional respect that the accountee 
has for the supervisor and/or his/her desire for the supervisor’s professional respect, it is an 
example of this paradigm. 
 Social Accountability is the dynamic by which friends, family and acquaintances 
informally reward or punish an accountee for his/her performance. This can be quite similar to 
reputational accountability, in that it is not grounded in formal authority or structures. It differs 
from reputational accountability in that accountors’ authority is grounded in the accountee's need 
for personal acceptance. Thus, shunning – however informally conducted – can be a gross 
example of social accountability in action. 
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 Introspective Accountability occurs when one holds oneself accountable for one’s 
performance. As with the other seven paradigms, it can motivate actions and decision-making 
proactively and it can punish or reward actions and decisions retrospectively.  
 Resistive Accountability turns the accountor-accountee relationship on its head when 
accountees refuse to abide by previous expectations of cooperation and/or compliance. Job 
actions (e.g., strikes or work-to-rule efforts) and student walk-outs are the most obvious 
examples of this paradigm. However, smaller resistances can also occur, such as mere 
compliance with letter of the law instead of active cooperation. Even small refusals to follow 
procedures or abide by expectations can be examples of this paradigm.  
 These paradigms recognize that formal positional or organizational authority is not 
required in order for an accountee to feel accountable to a accountor. Thus, they more accurately 
depict the range in the kinds of accountability that influence the daily decisions and strategic 
thinking of practicing education leaders. 
 Each of these paradigms depends upon moments of consequence, that is moments when 
an accountee’s action, inaction and/or decision prompts an accountor to apply some sort of 
reward or punishment. However, the influence of an accountability relationship or mechanism is 
not limited to these moments of consequence. In fact, accountability can be most influential 
through accountees’ fear of or desire for these consequences. The day-to-day significance of 
accountability overwhelmingly comes from that influence, rather than existing in those moments 
of consequence. 

Significance & Discussion 
 This new version of MAT provides a powerful tool for better recognizing the multiple 
accountabilities facing education leaders, other educators and schools. Thus, it enables 
researchers, analysts and actors to more clearly understand the logic behind formal 
accountability programs, policies and laws. It also provides a diagnostic tool to help explain the 
success and failure of both formal (i.e., programmatic) and informal (relationship-based) 
accountability systems.  
 Taken together, these eight paradigms shed important light on the varied nature of the 
work of individual practicing educators, particularly school leaders themselves – who so often sit 
at the nexus of internal and external pressures, and thereby are often a focal point for many kinds 
of accountability. A greater understanding of the work of school leaders could be critical for 
improving the development, selection and support of school administrators. Further, it could help 
those invested in our schools to more effectively target their own efforts to influence the 
workings of schools. 
 This version of MAT also helps to clarify many of our current educational policy debates. 
For example, clashes over teacher evaluation can be seen as tensions over the preferred paradigm 
for accountability upon which to base these systems. Those in favor of heavy weighting of the 
products of test-based accountability in teacher (and principal) evaluation favor Regulatory 
Accountability. On the other hand, traditional teacher evaluation has been based upon 
Organizational Accountability, with a role for Reputational Accountability as an engine for 
school improvement and professional growth. 
 Furthermore, this new version of MAT underscores the importance of empirical research 
in theory building, and thus the value of grounded theory research to policy analysis.   
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Table 1 

Participating Principals 
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 Interview Lengths 

#1 #2 #3 
Art M 6 1/0 12/10 50s M A 2:02 1:14 2:20 
Christie M 6 0/1 15/4 40s F W 1:42 0:57 0:59 
Cindy S 6 1/0 6/5 40s F W 2:20 2:51 1:59 
Jamie S 6 1/1 16/8 50s M W 1:53 1:23 1:23 
Jim S 4 - 5/10 40s M W 1:38 1:46 1:49 
Kelsey M 5 0/1 5/3 40s F A 2:18 1:31 2:32 
Lewis S 3 0/1 16/6 40s M W 1:31 2:07 1:24 
Maurice M 6 0/2 2/33 60s M W 1:48 1:32 2:07 
Patricia S 5 - 18/6 50s F W 1:31 1:22 1:11 
Rosa M 9 1/0 17/12 60s F A 1:44 1:46 2:30 
Valerie S 6 1/0 15/11 50s F A 1:00 - - 
Walter M 7 0/0 7/7 40s M A 1:32 1:20 2:34 
Race/Ethnicity: A=African-American; W = White/Caucasian 
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Table 2 

Schools 

School 
(Pseudonym) 

Principal 
(Pseudonym) St

ud
en

ts 
(#

) 

Non-
Hispanic 

White 
(%) M

in
or

ity
 

(%
) 

FR
LP

 
(%

) 

Urbanicity 
Medgar Evers Art 1100 5% 95% 30% U 
Dover Christie 1300 80% 20% 25% S 
East Whittier Cindy 2100 75% 25% 25% S 
Greatview Jamie 1600 75% 25% 22% S 
East Bayfield Jim 3400 60% 40% 14% U/S 
Lafayette Kelsey 1200 - 100% 45% U 
Middle Rock  Lewis 1100 15% 85% 45% S 
Falling Rock Maurice 2200 90-% 20% 10% S 
Holtville Patricia 3500 60% 40% 12% U 
John Marshall Rosa 500 - 100% 85% U 
Longfellow Valerie 1900 15% 85% 40% U 
Essex Walter 1800 10% 90% 50% U 
Urban: S=Suburban; U = Urban 
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Table 3 

Districts 
District 
(Pseudonym) Region 

# of 
Students 

Per-Pupil 
Spending 

# of High 
Schools 

Teacher Collective 
Bargaining 

Vista County South 30,000 $8000 5 Illegal 
Bledsoe County South 40,000 $8000 10 Illegal 
Graham County Mid-Atlantic 75,000 $12000 10 Legally Required 
Putnam City Mid-Atlantic 90,000 $14000 30 Legally Required 
Lander County Mid-Atlantic 125.000 $14000 25 Legally Required 
Bayfield County South 150,000 $9000 20 Illegal 
Data drawn from each district’s website. 
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Table 4.  Different Views of Accountability Paradigms 

 Darling-Hammond 
(1989) 

Adams and Kirst 
(1999) 

Firestone and Shipps 
(2005) 

Bureaucratic √ √ √ 
Legal √ √  
Market √ √ √ 
Moral  √ √ 
Political √ √ √ 
Professional √ √ √ 
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Table 5.  Author Multiple Accountability Theory 

 

Paradigm Formality Basis 
Personal/ 

Impersonal 
Scope of 

Consequence 
Threshold for 
Consequence Example Accountors 

Regulatory Formal Positional 
Authority 

Very Impersonal 
! 

Unlimited High Government Agency 

Organizational Formal Positional 
Authority 

Slightly 
Personal 
!!! 

Limited Low 
(Variable) 

Organizational 
Superiors 

Market Formal Need for 
Resources 

Impersonal 
!! 

Limited High (in 
education) Customers, Patrons 

Electoral Formal Need for Votes Impersonal 
!! 

Limited/ 
Complete High Voters 

Reputational Informal Desire for 
Respect 

Personal 
!!!! 

Limited Low Anyone in 
professional network 

Social Informal Need for 
Acceptance 

Very Personal 
!!!!! 

Unlimited Low Friends, Family 
Members 

Introspective Informal Need for Self-
Respect 

Very Personal 
!!!!! 

Unlimited Low Self 

Resistive Informal Assumption of 
Cooperation 

Reactive 
""""" 

Unlimited High Any accountee 


