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Policy Brief 

How Much Should We Rely on Test Scores to Measure School Quality?  

By 

Diether W. Beuermann 

 

Abstract 

While schools may influence academic and non-academic outcomes, it is not 

clear whether schools that improve test scores are the same schools that 

causally improve longer-run outcomes. This policy brief uses rich administrative 

data covering the full population of Trinidad and Tobago to show that (1) School 

causal effects are multidimensional. Effects on test scores are weakly related to 

effects on crime, teen births, and adult employment; and (2) Parents of lower-

achievers value effects on non-test outcomes relatively more than on tests while 

the opposite is true for parents of high-achievers. These findings suggest that 

policy evaluations based solely on test scores may be misleading about the 

welfare effects of school choice. 

JEL classifications: I20, J0  
Keywords: School Value-Added, School Choice, School Preferences, Trinidad 
and Tobago 
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1. Introduction 
Student performance on standardised tests is typically the main measure of school quality. 

Important decisions (such as school closures, the design of teacher performance pay schemes, 

and school accountability procedures) often rely on test-score metrics. These metrics may be 

simple test-score averages, or more sophisticated measures of school effectiveness at 

improving test scores. The more sophisticated measures approximate schools’ causal impacts 

and are often called value-added.  

Schools do affect student test scores, but they also influence important longer-run 

outcomes such as crime, risky behaviours, college-going, and earnings (Hanushek 1971, 

Heckman, Stixrud and Urzua 2006, Kautz et al. 2017, Jackson 2018, Jackson et al. 2020). This 

leads one to wonder whether schools that improve longer-run outcomes are the same schools 

that causally improve academic test scores. If not, basing policy decisions on test-score impacts 

(which is common) may not improve the broader adult outcomes that policymakers and parents 

may value. Therefore, in Beuermann, Jackson, Navarro-Sola and Pardo (2022), we use 

administrative data covering the full population of Trinidad and Tobago to answer this critical 

question for the first time. 

 

2. Main Findings 
2.1 The Causal Impacts of Attending Public Secondary Schools 
In Beuermann, Jackson, Navarro-Sola and Pardo (2022), we identify the causal impacts of 

attending 132 individual public secondary schools (98.5% of all schools in the country) on 

multiple dimensions. To remove the influence of selection and uncover causal effects, we 

exploit the fact that most students (who we can identify in our data) are assigned to secondary 

schools for reasons beyond their (or parents' and principals’) control.  

We show that schools have meaningful causal impacts on many academic and non-

academic outcomes, such as test scores in high-stakes and low-stakes exams, school dropout, 
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youth crime, teen motherhood, and adult formal employment. However, the relationship 

between school impacts on high-stakes tests and on other outcomes is surprisingly low (Figure 

1). For example, the correlations between value-added on high-stakes exams and other 

important outcomes such as school completion, non-teen motherhood,  or being formally 

employed in adulthood lie between 0.04 and 0.15. These results imply that school output is 

multidimensional, such that schools that improve high-stakes test scores are often not those 

that improve outcomes related to broader adult well-being (which parents may value). 

Accordingly, policymakers should be cautious (and thoughtful) regarding using test-score 

impacts as the sole measure in accountability systems and incentive pay schemes, and should 

instead adopt a more holistic view of school quality.  

Figure 1. Relationships between school-level value-added across different outcomes 

 

Note: The X-axis plots the high-stakes value-added of each school. The Y-axis represents the value-added of each 
school on the other measured outcomes. Tendency lines and the correlation coefficients (net of estimation errors) are 
added to each panel. 
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2.2 Parental Preferences for Schools based on Test-Score Outcomes 
In the second part of our work, we seek to better understand parental preferences for schools. If 

parents can discern schools that improve outcomes (i.e., that have high value-added), school 

choice policies can increase efficiency in the production of education by aligning schools’ 

incentives with parents’ preferences (Friedman 1955, Chubb and Moe 1990). However, 

previous evidence shows that parental preferences for schools are not systemically related to 

school value-added on test scores (MacLeod and Urquiola 2019, Beuermann and Jackson 

2022). The few studies that directly examine preferences for school academic value-added 

conclude that parents may not discern value-added per se (Rothstein 2006, Abdulkadiroglu et 

al. 2020)—casting doubt on the likely efficacy of school choice. However, we point out that this 

evidence may not imply that school choice is not beneficial. That is, if parents value schools that 

improve non-academic outcomes, which are weakly related to test score impacts, school choice 

may actually improve outcomes valued by parents but are simply not captured by standardised 

tests. If school impacts on these other dimensions are not jointly analysed with the test-score 

value-added, it may lead to wrong inferences about parental preferences and the benefits of 

school choice.  

2.3 The Influence of Different Types of Outcomes on School Choice 
To assess this possibility, in Beuermann, Jackson, Navarro-Sola and Pardo (2022), we link 

parents’ ranked lists of schools to the estimated causal impacts on the different academic and 

non-academic outcomes, and employ discrete-choice models to infer preferences for schools. 

Our results show that parents assign higher rankings to schools that are closer by, higher-

performing schools, and those with higher-achieving peers, consistent with existing studies 

(Burgess et al. 2015, Abdulkadiroglu et al. 2020). We also present several novel results: firstly, 

parents of higher-achieving children choose schools with larger positive causal impacts on high-

stakes exams test scores. Secondly, looking at non-academic outcomes, parents prefer schools 

that reduce youth arrests, reduce teen births, and increase formal labour market participation. 

These patterns persist even conditional on the average of the school outcomes, the distance to 

school, and the academic quality of the peers.  

These results suggest that parents may use reasonable measures of school quality 

when making investment decisions for their children—a requirement for the potential benefits of 

school choice (Friedman 1955). The fact that parents do not only choose schools that improve 

academics but also those that improve non-academic and longer-run outcomes suggests that 

the benefits to school choice may extend to a wide range of outcomes above and beyond test 
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scores. This result also provides a plausible explanation for the weak relationship between 

parental preferences for schools and schools’ test score impacts (MacLeod and Urquiola, 2019), 

and it suggests that policy evaluations based solely on test scores may be misleading about the 

welfare effects of school choice.  

2.4 Differential School Choice Pattterns by Incoming Academic Achievement 
We also document key differences in the choices between parents of high-achieving students 

and low-achieving students: high-achieving students’ choices are relatively more strongly 

related to schools’ impacts on high-stakes exams than impacts on non-academic outcomes, 

whereas the opposite is true for the choices of low-achieving students (Figure 2).  

Figure 2: Relative comparisons of choice model’s estimated coefficients 

 

Note: The connected lines represent the difference between the choice model estimates on the school impacts of 
three non-academic outcomes and the choice model’s estimate on the school impacts of the high-stakes exam 
measure, scaled by the log distance estimate. This difference is computed separately for each (ventile of baseline 
academic achievement)×(gender) cell. The X-axis represents the individual baseline academic achievement level 
ventile (measured before secondary school enrolment). The estimates result from the a choice model that includes 
schools’ causal impact estimates for all outcomes, the school-level averages for all outcomes, peer quality and log 
distance, school-level control variables, a measure of the estimated likelihoods of school rejection, and interactions 
of these likelihoods with all school attributes. 

 

This suggests that market forces may drive competition more strongly to raise test 

scores among schools serving high-achieving populations and to raise non-academic outcomes 
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among schools serving low-achieving populations. If these differences reflect parents’ true 

preferences, this may be efficient. However, if they reflect differences in information, there may 

be value to providing information to parents regarding the causal impacts of schools (as 

opposed to school averages) on a wide array of both academic and non-academic outcomes.1 

This may improve the decisions of all parents and could increase the potential allocative 

efficiencies and competitive benefits of school choice.  

3. Summary and Policy Implications 
Individual schools have meaningful causal effects on an array of outcomes; these include low-

stakes test scores, dropout, teen motherhood, high-stakes school leaving exams, being 

arrested, and formal labor market participation. However, consistent with school quality being 

multidimensional, the correlations between school impacts on high-stakes tests and other 

outcomes is surprisingly low. From a policy perspective, our results suggest that school impacts 

on test scores may not be the best measure of a school’s impacts on longer-run outcomes. 

Accordingly, policymakers should be cautious (and thoughtful) regarding using test score 

impacts in accountability systems and incentive pay schemes and may wish to adopt a more 

holistic view of school quality. 

Regarding preferences for schools, we find that parents choose schools that have larger 

positive impacts on high-stakes tests and also those that decrease crime and increase labor 

market participation. These patterns persist even conditional on average school outcomes and 

peer quality. These results suggest that parents may use reasonable measures of school quality 

when making investment decisions for their children—a requirement for the potential benefits of 

school choice (Friedman, 1955). The fact that parents do not only choose schools that improve 

academics but also those that improve non-academic and longer-run outcomes suggests that 

the benefits to school choice may extend to a wide range of outcomes above and beyond test 

scores. This result provides a plausible explanation for the fact that parental preferences for 

schools are not strongly related to schools’ test score impacts (MacLeod and Urquiola, 2019). It 

also suggests that policy evaluations based solely on test scores may be misleading about the 

effects of school choice on welfare. 

We find important heterogeneity in parent choices. High-achieving students’ choices are 

more strongly related to schools’ estimated impacts on high-stakes exams than impacts on 

nonacademic outcomes, while the opposite is true for the choices of low-achieving students. 
 

1 In an experimental study in Romania, Ainsworth, Dehejia, Pop-Eleches and Urquiola (2020) find that distributing 
information on school academic value-added led households (particularly those with low-achieving students) to 
attend more effective schools. 
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This suggests that market forces may drive competition more strongly to raise test scores 

among schools serving high-achieving populations and to raise non-academic outcomes among 

schools serving low-achieving populations. If these differences reflect parents’ true preferences, 

this may be efficient. However, if they reflect differences in information, there may be value to 

providing information to parents regarding the causal impacts of schools (as opposed to school 

averages) on a wide array of both academic and non-academic outcomes.  This may improve 

the decisions of all parents and could increase the potential allocative efficiencies and 

competitive benefits of school choice.  
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