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FOREWORD

Powerful Reforms with Shallow Roots provides an “up-close and personal”
review of governance and leadership changes in six of America’s large cities’ school
systems. The governance and leadership reforms being implemented in city school
systems from Baltimore to Seattle are reviewed and reported through six case
studies.

Lessons learned and their implications for action are identified. Reformers
beware: The current model of urban school reform—politically active and orga-
nizationally focused—shows promise but is not a panacea.

A number of issues presented themselves in each of the cities studied and seemed
to transcend place-based circumstances. The case studies identify and describe these
issues: the heart of the matter—student achievement; teacher quality and staff
development; the seesaw question of centralization or decentralization; the impor-
tance of mayors; the business of business in education; the decline of school board
influence; teacher unions; new models of school leadership roles and positions; the
K–12 connection to higher education; standards, assessment, and accountability;
and high school reform. The six stories are important and unique, and inform re-
formers of the potential stumbling blocks they might encounter.

The Institute for Educational Leadership (IEL) is honored. This important
Teachers College Press publication stems from a School Leadership for the Twenty-
first Century Initiative that previously developed the report series, Leadership for
Student Learning. To date, the IEL-published series includes the following reports:
Redefining the Teacher as Leader, Reinventing the Principalship, Restructuring School
District Leadership, Recognizing the State’s Role in Public Education, and Urban School
Leaders—Different in Kind and Degree.

This volume’s insightful on-the-ground analyses of governance and leader-
ship issues in six major U.S. city school districts buttress an inescapable conclu-
sion: The urban school reform agenda must become “standards plus.” If we are
to increase student achievement, the larger community must be connected. This
book reaffirms much of IEL’s work, namely our efforts to span the boundaries
that all too often separate the schools from their larger community.

Elizabeth L. Hale
President, IEL
January 2002
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Introduction

LEARNING FROM THE PAST

Larry Cuban and Michael Usdan

1

Powerful Reforms with Shallow Roots. Copyright © 2003 by Teachers College, Columbia University. All rights reserved. ISBN
0-8077-4292-9 (paper), 0-8077-4293-7 (cloth). Prior to photocopying items for classroom use, please contact the Copyright
Clearance Center, Customer Service, 222 Rosewood Drive, Danvers, MA, 01923, USA, telephone (508) 750-8400.

What shall we do with our great cities? The whole country is affected, if
indeed its character is not determined, by the conditions of its great cities.1

The year was 1891. Progressive reformers of the day had hit upon a solution
to make cities great: Improve schools to build strong American citizens by as-
similating immigrants, increasing literacy to reduce poverty, and preparing work-
ers eager to enter industry and business. To have schools achieve these purposes,
new leadership and major reforms in school governance were needed.

A century later, another generation of reformers hit upon a similar solution
of improving urban schools to solve problems in the nation’s cities. Concentrated
poverty, racial and ethnic isolation in urban ghettos, and high rates of unem-
ployment and crime led mayors, civic leaders, and business executives in the 1990s
to harness the future of their cities to improving schools. To make cities livable
for young families, schools had to be places where parents, employers, and tax-
payers could count on children learning to read, write, compute, and reason like
their suburban classmates to gain the skills and credentials that would open doors
for them to an information-based economy. And making urban schools perform
well, these reformers believed, required major changes in district governance and
leadership.

Civic, business, and educational reformers a century apart worked to make
both cities and their schools vital places to live, work, and learn. In the century
between the Progressives’ reform of urban schools and the reformers in the 1990s,
other generations of leaders applied the solvent of school reform to national and
urban problems. A brief trip through the past establishes the constancy of school
reform and the linkages between then and now.2

In the years bracketing the turn of the twentieth century, Progressive reform-
ers yanked schools out of urban political machines, downsized large appointed
city school boards that dispensed patronage, and ended the bribing of school
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officials. They recruited civic-minded business and professional gentlemen (with
an occasional woman) to serve on boards of education, and urged that these small
boards hire professionally trained administrators to manage the schools. For well
over a half-century after these reforms, university-educated superintendents and
principals served elected (and some appointed) school boards that were insulated
from partisan politics. Civil service regulations guided school boards’ hiring of
school staff, virtually ruling out nepotism and patronage while impartial and
public bids reduced considerably the bribing of school officials in buying text-
books, building schools, and transporting children.3

After World War II, however, another generation of reformers blasted pub-
lic schools for inadequately dealing with international and domestic threats to
the nation. During the 1950s, critics berated public schools for failing to keep
pace with the scientific and military progress of the Soviet Union. The United
States needed to produce more engineers and scientists to defend the nation in
the Cold War. Suburban and urban educators responded by raising academic
standards and increasing the number of math and science courses. Academic
excellence became the beacon for educational leaders to follow.

The international threat, however, soon gave way to a serious domestic prob-
lem that another group of critics believed school leaders should solve. As the Civil
Rights movement spread from the South to the rest of the nation in the wake of
the Brown v. Board of Education decision (1954), attention shifted from the So-
viet threat to the inferior schooling black students received in the South and big
cities. Desegregation, rural and urban poverty, and dreadful conditions in so many
urban schools housing minority students sparked another generation of reform-
ers who sought equality in education. Civil Rights marches, school boycotts, and
the ouster of urban superintendents ricocheted across the nation’s cities. Federal
wallets opened and a U.S. President declared a War on Poverty. Educational
leaders designed urban school programs to lift those at the bottom of society into
the middle classes.4

Yet by the mid-1970s, critics charged that the War on Poverty, like the one in
Vietnam, had been lost. Reformers who wanted schools to reduce social injustice
and improve the life chances of poor black and white children had failed, accord-
ing to faultfinders. To worsen matters, these critics believed schools—especially
those in cities—had abandoned their mission of teaching basic knowledge and skills,
instilling respect for authority, and maintaining discipline. Incidents of violence
in urban schools, illiterate high school graduates, and shabby teaching became front-
page news and subjects of Hollywood films.

At about the same time, rising inflation, increased unemployment, and U.S.
firms’ losing their market share to Japan and Germany seized the policy-making
agenda. The workplace was being transformed by computerization and the United
States was a step behind its competitors. From manufacturing to processing in-
surance claims, companies automated operations, trimmed workforces, and in-
creased productivity. As the revolution in the nature of work swept across the
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private and public sectors, schools seemed stuck in the past. If schools, especially
those in cities and low-income suburbs where millions of children attended, could
not produce sufficient graduates to enter an information-based workplace, then
the nation’s global competitiveness was at risk.5

Since the Nation at Risk report (1983) judged public schools so mediocre as
to jeopardize the economic future of the country, blaming educators has become
common fare in the media. In the past 2 decades, a broad coalition of corporate
executives, public officials, and business groups has pressed educational leaders
to copy successful businesses. School leaders should do what corporate leaders
have done: trim bureaucracies, focus on measurable goals, manage through in-
centives and penalties, and hold employees accountable for reaching desired goals.
Presidents, mayors, business executives, and parents have said (and say again and
again) that public schools must focus on preparing students for jobs.6

Responding to scorching and unrelenting criticism, educators in suburbs,
rural districts, and big cities, beginning in the early 1990s, have sought organi-
zation and educational effectiveness by embracing systemic reform. They have
established standards-based curricula, aligned the curricula to tests, monitored
test scores closely, and rewarded and punished teachers, principals, schools, and
students when scores rose and fell. By aligning efficiently the core components
of a school system, district leaders could reach into classrooms and get teachers
and students to perform well academically, as measured by standardized tests.7

EXPECTING MORE FROM SUPERINTENDENTS

Amid the rush toward accountability-driven school reforms, the refrain has
swelled into a loud chorus demanding every superintendent to manage bureau-
cracies efficiently, lead principals and teachers in instructional matters, and
mobilize political coalitions of teachers, parents, and students to move schools
from being inadequate and just good enough to ones that are unalloyed good.

These expectations of superintendents implied that leading city schools is
the same as leading suburban, small town, and rural schools. That is not the case
at all. Crucial differences distinguish urban school leaders from those in other
districts.

First, while the early history of suburbs has been one of searching for racial
and ethnic homogeneity, larger homes, and better schools, cities have been (and
are) cauldrons of diversity that have both enriched and enervated schools.
Century-old conflicts over assimilating immigrants, desegregating schools, and
reducing poverty have been proxies for dealing with issues of color and class, both
mainstays of urban schooling. Leading urban districts—from San Diego to Har-
risburg, Pennsylvania—has demanded from superintendents a keener sensitivity
to inequalities and a well-developed capacity to deal with racial isolation, ethnic
conflict, and economic disparities as they affect academic achievement both in
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the schools and the city itself. Yet no urban superintendent can afford to ignore
the current wisdom, forged by corporate executives and public officials, that high
academic standards and improved test scores lead directly to well-paying jobs,
even when the concentration on tests produces each year winners and losers in
the academic sweepstakes.

As a result of public demands for improved academic achievement among
those students who have historically done least well in school, persistent issues of
race, ethnicity, and class have required urban superintendents in small and large
districts from Compton, California, to Baltimore, Maryland, to expand their cus-
tomary repertoire of political, managerial, and instructional roles to cope with
the abiding conflicts that arise time and again. For many urban superintendents,
unequipped or unwilling to deal with these issues, the job is overwhelming. Fre-
quent turnover among school chiefs has created the image of an impossible job
and a turnstile superintendency. Those urban superintendents who thrive in the
post learn to lead by consciously distributing the political, managerial, and in-
structional roles throughout the system to cope with the conflicts arising from
issues of race and class as they affect test scores and the broader purposes of pub-
lic schooling.8

The second feature that separates urban superintendents from their subur-
ban colleagues is the strong belief, shared with many business and civic leaders,
that schools can help restore a city’s economic, cultural, and social vitality. The
once great American cities that were taken for granted in the early decades of the
twentieth century declined dramatically in post–World War II decades as they
lost their appeal (and business) to suburbs—particularly when poverty and crime
were cast in racial terms during the 1960s. As Cleveland mayor Michael White
said, “Big cities [became] a code name for a lot of things: for minorities, for crum-
bling neighborhoods, for crime, for everything that America moved away from.”
The mistaken belief that cities were ungovernable took hold.9

Not until the early 1990s with major shifts in work and the economy did some
cities begin to see a reverse migration from suburbs and employers relocating be-
cause of lower land and labor costs. Boston, Chicago, and San Francisco have begun
to regain their cachet of greatness, while other cities such as Austin and San Jose
have become magnets for technology-based businesses. “Like a mighty engine,”
former New York City mayor David Dinkins said, “urban America pulls all of
America into the future.”10

For many urban politicians, business leaders, and superintendents, the quality
of public schools plays a key part in attracting employers and young families to
their neighborhoods and sustaining the vitality of cities. Good schools affect
mayors’ reputations. Superintendents, unlike their peers elsewhere, have become
key players in the revival of urban America and urban politics. Thus President
George W. Bush, appointing the Houston, Texas, superintendent as his Secre-
tary of Education in 2001, acknowledges symbolically this current truth.

These sharp distinctions between urban and suburban schools counter the
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prevailing assumption buried within standards-based reform that school leader-
ship is the same across districts. Leading urban schools, unlike leading other dis-
tricts, is intimately tied to a unique and complex mission: Improve schooling to
reduce the grim consequences of poverty and racial and ethnic isolation on aca-
demic achievement while increasing the life chances of families and their chil-
dren to succeed economically and to contribute to their communities.

CHANGING GOVERNANCE SYSTEMS AND LEADERSHIP

Beginning in the mid-1990s, these differences in leadership requirements slowly
and openly became acknowledged. Major changes in urban school governance
aimed at improving academic achievement have begun to alter urban school dis-
tricts. In Baltimore (until 1997), Chicago, Boston, and Cleveland, mayors have
appointed school boards and superintendents; in these places schools have become
another department of the city’s administration. In Philadelphia, Detroit, and New
York, mayors exercised substantial influence in picking school board members and
exerted increasing control over school matters. In other cities, school boards have
lost confidence in the ability of rise-from-the-ranks superintendents or outsider
educators to manage big systems and have chosen noneducators to lead their dis-
tricts. As one of Chicago mayor Richard M. Daley’s aides put it, “expecting an
educator [to] run a $3 billion operation isn’t realistic.” In the early to mid-1990s,
former U.S. Army generals have led Seattle and District of Columbia schools; an
ex–U.S. Attorney was named school chief in San Diego in 1998; a former gover-
nor was appointed Los Angeles’s superintendent in 2000; and the New York City
Board of Education appointed a corporate attorney in 2000.11

These reforms in urban school governance and leadership (mostly white,
middle- and upper-middle-class suburbs and rural districts have not moved in
this direction) are further evidence that cities impose vastly different challenges
upon those who seek to lead urban districts. Even though suburban and small
town superintendents perform the central managerial, political, and instructional
roles, the history, demography, governance structures, and cultures in urban dis-
tricts make a substantial difference in leading schools. Because of these contexts,
leading the Boston Public Schools, for example, imposes upon the superintendent
tasks and obligations very different from those of his colleague 20 miles away in
Newton.

These unique contextual realities and the growing national interest in new
modes of urban school governance and leadership make this book particularly
timely in our estimation. A word about how the book began might help bolster
our claim that that this study is timely.

The origins of the book date back to a discussion between Michael Usdan
and two program officers of the Carnegie Corporation, Michelle Cahill and
Michael Levine in early 2000. At the time, Usdan was serving as president of the
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Institute for Educational Leadership (IEL) and was seeking foundation support
for IEL’s School Leadership for the Twenty-First Century Leadership Initiative.
The Carnegie program officers, while positive about the overall IEL initiative,
were particularly interested in funding a component that would focus on the
unique leadership needs of large urban school districts. In the course of the con-
versation, agreement was reached that Larry Cuban of Stanford University would
be asked to join the IEL Initiative as a special consultant working on the urban
dimensions of leadership.

From those conversations, we—Cuban and Usdan—decided to investigate in
depth a number of national reforms deeply affecting urban districts. As we worked
together, it became clear that we shared similar beliefs about these reforms.

First, we believed that national policies crafted by state and national leaders
under both Democratic and Republican administrations on such issues as standards-
based curriculum, testing, and accountability assumed that American schools—
including those in cities—were failing. Further, the policies assumed that all schools
needed the same prescription: the application of business principles to school op-
erations, efficient top management, alignment of organizational functions, and
harder work from students, teachers, and principals.

We rejected these assumptions as simplistic. All schools were not failing and
urban schools, in particular, were substantially different from suburban schools.
In their theories of action and policy talk, reformers largely ignored the history
of urban schools and the persistent wrestling with issues of poverty, race, ethnicity,
and social class. Moreover, reformers’ theories overlooked urban districts’ current
lack of sufficient staffing, money, and other resources.

Second, national and state reformers argued that what urban districts needed
was not more money or more staff but what all districts needed: a good dose of
better governance and efficient management in order to get those students and
teachers to concentrate on raising academic achievement.

For cities, what this meant was that throughout the 1990s, a number of
mayors assumed control of appointing school board members and superinten-
dents and proclaimed that they were now responsible for students’ academic
achievement. In other cities, school boards, viewing the problems of their schools
as managerial and bureaucratic, sought corporate officials and noneducators to
lead their systems rather than appointing up-from-the-ranks superintendents.

We believed that it would be worthwhile to investigate these governance
reforms because they tied changes in leadership to what happened in classrooms.
Although we were skeptical of the assumptions that changes in political control
and nontraditional leadership of urban districts would produce improved stu-
dent performance, we wanted to find out why these changes occurred, what hap-
pened when the changes were implemented, and whether teachers and students
did, indeed, perform better.

We selected cities that included both governance and leadership changes,
recruited coauthors who were experienced in researching urban districts, and
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embarked on describing and analyzing in clear, concise prose the governance and
leadership changes in six cities over the past decade. We wanted a short, readable,
and pithy book on urban governance and leadership that would challenge readers’
beliefs with both data and arguments.

We seek to illuminate the very volatile and dramatically changing landscape
of urban districts through case studies of six systems that have recently under-
gone significant changes in their governance structures designed to raise students’
academic achievement.

THE CASE STUDIES

The six cases in this book were written during a time when many cities across
the country were in flux. While the governance and leadership changes vary, two
common elements are the loss of school boards’ influence when mayors have
assumed more control over school systems and the increased involvement of
business leaders in urban school governance.

The case studies focus heavily upon the emerging new relationships between
mayors, business leaders, and their choices of school leaders. Our analysis will
concentrate upon cities with active business and civic coalitions that have imple-
mented new governance structures and hired either educators or noneducators
as superintendents.

The level and intensity of mayoral involvement varies across a wide spec-
trum. From mayors who now appoint the school board or superintendent (e.g.,
Chicago, Boston, and Baltimore before 1997) to mayors who may be allotted by
law some appointments to school boards but apply unrelenting budgetary pres-
sure to extract favorable policies (e.g., New York before 2002), the continuum
of mayoral involvement captures different governance structures with direct to
indirect involvement in city school systems.

Indeed, although each city has its own unique context and political culture,
many mayors have initiated action on school issues because of their mounting
frustration with the educational status quo in their cities. Most mayors and busi-
ness leaders now recognize that the economic vitality of their communities is
dependent upon the improvement of their schools; the traditional separation of
schools from mainstream politics or government—a divorce negotiated by early-
twentieth-century Progressive reformers—increasingly appears no longer viable.12

Efforts to reform urban governance and improve students’ academic achieve-
ment in the past decade have focused upon three major strategies in the nation’s
urban districts: greater mayoral involvement and control, the hiring of noneducators
to manage city school systems, and combinations of both. Although there certainly
are other strategies being employed, our emphasis will be upon these three.

The case studies of Baltimore, Boston, Chicago, Philadelphia, San Diego,
and Seattle address the key questions and assumptions guiding this book.
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1. Why did business and political leaders in six cities alter the traditional
school governance structures?

2. What can policy makers, business and civic leaders, and informed citi-
zens learn about urban school reform aimed at improving student achieve-
ment from these specific governance and leadership changes?

Behind these questions are basic assumptions—a theory of action—driving the
reforms that our book examines in detail:

• Linking urban school governance to existing political structures (includ-
ing the business community) will produce organizational effectiveness,
which in turn will lead to improved teaching and learning as measured by
standardized test scores and enhanced coordination with city-provided
offerings in recreation, the arts, and medical and social services.

• Better managers, whether educators or noneducators, will make urban
school systems more efficient and effective by tightly aligning organiza-
tional goals, curriculum, rewards and sanctions, professional development
of teachers and principals, and classroom instruction to academic achieve-
ment.

• When noneducators who lead urban districts are connected openly to
existing political structures (including business elites), chances of improv-
ing and sustaining students’ academic achievement increase.

These assumptions can be summed up crisply in a theory of action about school
improvement that drives those reformers committed to these governance and
leadership changes: Increased political effectiveness (governance and leadership
changes) and enhanced organizational effectiveness (systemic alignment of func-
tions within the district) will produce classroom effectiveness (improved students’
academic achievement).

Our research strategy of using six cities for focused comparisons illustrates
how the theory was put into practice and the range of issues with which school,
business, and civic leaders have coped over the past decade. We examine district
leadership using a framework focused on the core political, managerial, and in-
structional roles performed by superintendents whether they are educators or
noneducators. Each person, of course, enacts these roles in different blends,
through diverse sets of relationships within school districts, and in varied con-
texts. However, researchers have found that school leaders perform, at the mini-
mum, these core tasks. Using this framework to study school leaders in selected
cities undergoing governance changes enables us to describe how they come to
grips with difficult issues of schooling, including the persistent low achievement
of low-income racial and ethnic minorities.13

Unfortunately, little evidence exists about the impact of earlier urban gov-
ernance changes upon academic achievement (e.g., decentralization, community
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control experiments in the 1960s) and evidence is even more scant on the rela-
tionship between recent changes (i.e., nontraditional leaders, mayoral involve-
ment) and students’ academic performance. Data from several cities appear prom-
ising; the academic gauge’s needle of achievement is moving in the right direction.
In other cities, the needle hardly moves. Whether governance changes in these
districts where the needle is moving have established structures and processes that
produce these gains in student achievement is still too early to say.14

New governance arrangements are being implemented in growing numbers
of urban communities as public patience finally has run out with nonperforming
systems. Indeed, the core instructional, managerial, and political roles of urban
superintendents and school boards are being reconfigured and rethought in many
urban centers. In addition to the six case studies that will be presented here, a
host of significant governance changes are occurring in smaller as well as the larger
urban districts throughout the nation. For example, mayors in districts ranging
from Sacramento and Oakland in California to Harrisburg, Detroit, and Cleve-
land in the East have moved aggressively in making governance changes.15

In the mega-cities of New York and Los Angeles—former mayors Rudy
Giuliani and Richard Riordan respectively—while failing in their efforts to take
direct control of their school systems, certainly increased the use of their existing
power to influence the schools. In 2000 Mayor Riordan openly and successfully
supported and financed the election of a slate of new school board members while
Mayor Giuliani’s aggressive involvement since 1993 in school governance, in-
cluding pressuring a series of chancellors to leave the district and appointing a
portion of the board of education, continued unabated for his two terms. Michael
Bloomberg, elected mayor of New York in 2001, had campaigned on a platform
to exert more control over the public schools, even saying, “If reading and math
scores aren’t significantly better, I will look in the mirror and say ‘I’ve failed’ and
I’ve never failed at anything in my life.” In 2002, the New York state legislature
authorized the Mayor to appoint the school system’s Chancellor and 8 of the 13
members of the city’s Board of Education.16

Nontraditional superintendents now run a number of the nation’s largest
school systems. In addition to Chicago, San Diego, Philadelphia, and Seattle (all
of which will be discussed in this volume), nontraditional superintendents now
reign in Los Angeles and New York City with a former governor (Roy Romer of
Colorado) and a former corporate lawyer (Harold Levy) serving respectively in
these huge and nationally visible districts.17

These examples represent just a sampling of the changes roiling the nation’s
urban districts as mayors, superintendents, and school boards seek deep changes in
practitioners’ and students’ performance. Our goal in the six case studies is to de-
scribe and analyze these new approaches, which, while unlikely to provide instant
structural or political solutions for long festering complex school issues, are stimu-
lating important new thinking about the connections between macro changes in
governance and micro changes in students’ learning in the nation’s cities.
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In developing our case studies, we interviewed key figures within the school
districts and in other related city institutions who had been involved in the school
reforms. Interviews were informed by an analysis of key primary sources such as
documents and reports, secondary sources about these cities and their schools,
and other records synthesized by the case studies’ authors. As in similar studies,
the case analyses are necessarily limited and represent only snapshots of complex
situations at a single point in time. They cannot and do not pretend to capture
in any comprehensive and long-range manner very fluid and ever-changing ac-
tors and circumstances.

We have no illusions about our data. Most of the governance changes we
describe are quite new and their linkage to tangible school improvement out-
comes such as standardized test scores are tenuous, at best. We do believe, how-
ever, that these comparative cases provide an important early analysis of the
strengths and limitations of significant governance changes that may exert sub-
stantial influence upon urban education in the years ahead.

SELECTING THE CITIES

We selected six geographically diverse cities that have made substantial gov-
ernance and leadership changes within the past 5 years consistent with the major
questions and assumptions we posed earlier.

Six chapters follow in this order: Chicago, Boston, Seattle, San Diego, Phila-
delphia, and Baltimore. Our reasoning is that the first two cities represent early
cases of direct mayoral involvement and influence; Seattle and San Diego repre-
sent instances of noneducators being appointed as superintendents; Philadelphia,
after having noneducators as superintendents and indirect mayoral involvement
since the early 1990s and showing little improvement in test scores, was taken
over by the state in 2001; the final case is Baltimore, which had mayoral control
for decades, dropped it, and now is in a mandated partnership with the state of
Maryland and has yet to show dramatically improved academic achievement after
decades of experimentation under different forms of governance. These cities
capture a variation in governance and leadership that goes from Boston where
the superintendent sits in the mayor’s cabinet to Seattle where a retired general
and business executive have led the schools and had little contact with the mayor.

The governance and leadership changes in these cities mirror diverse strate-
gies through which mayors, school boards, and superintendents believed improve-
ments in students’ academic performance would occur. Whether a superintendent
is an educator or noneducator, whether a school board is elected or appointed,
or whether a mayor is hip-deep in school affairs or not, the school district leader’s
roles of managing a system efficiently, mobilizing and sustaining political sup-
port for the reform agenda, and leading practitioners to show gains in students’
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academic achievement must be discharged effectively if schooling the nation’s
urban children is to improve.

These core political, managerial, and instructional functions provide the ties
that bind together our geographically and politically diverse cities as civic, busi-
ness, and educational leaders made important governance and leadership changes
in their schools. But these major changes may well be insufficient, and that is
why we include the phrase “shallow roots” in the title of the book.

WHY ARE THE ROOTS SHALLOW?

The case studies will show powerful reforms being planned and implemented
in major urban school systems throughout the country. The emphasis on stu-
dent achievement and the accompanying standards, testing, and accountability
strategies have already shown enormous potential for reshaping teaching and
learning in some, but not all, of these cities. Improving academic achievement
in long-established large urban systems, however, takes time, stable leadership,
and political will. It is too early to tell whether such conditions and gains in stu-
dent achievement are sustainable in the cities we studied.

We found in a number of cities considerable promise in the increased po-
litical stability, greater than these school systems have enjoyed in many years.
New coalitions of influential business and political leaders in Boston and Chi-
cago, for example, have provided the necessary political cover for the two school
leaders to push their agendas of standards-based alignment of goals, curriculum,
incentives and penalties, and professional development for teachers and princi-
pals. Yet even in these cities such powerful reforms exist in politically fragile
environments. In Boston, for example, the chemistry between a popular mayor
and a nationally respected school superintendent has enhanced governance re-
form. The Boston reforms are “shallow” in the sense that they are heavily depen-
dent on the continuity of these two leaders. If one or both of these individuals
were not on the scene, we would question the sustainability of the current re-
forms. In Chicago, the mayor has provided the schools political stability for
6 years. Few previous superintendents held office that long. But still Mayor Daley
replaced Paul Vallas, his first appointed CEO and former budget director, with
Arne Duncan, another noneducator, as district CEO, thus dismissing a leader in
the midst of an ongoing reform. Daley’s new CEO has gone on to revise and
even discard policies of his predecessor, and with changes in the teachers’ union
leadership and approach to reform in 2002, the roots may be shallow here as well.

Historical and contemporary developments in New York City, Philadelphia,
and Memphis remind those of an optimistic bent that even major governance
and leadership changes are brittle. Replacement of superintendents in those cit-
ies quickly altered and even dismantled reform structures and strategies.18



12 Powerful Reforms with Shallow Roots

In San Diego, the reform-minded administration has maintained the sup-
port of the community’s business and political leadership, but maintains only a
tenuous 3 to 2 majority on the school board. In short, a change in just one seat
on the elected board could undo a powerful systemwide strategy for improving
student achievement. Moreover, the extremely contentious relationship that has
existed between the superintendent and teachers union leadership make San Diego
reforms even “shallower.”

Without judging their overall worth, the long-term viability of the reform strate-
gies that we describe in our six large city school systems may be compromised fatally
by what is perceived by many, if not most, teachers and administrators as a dys-
functional top-down strategy of systemic reform that has characterized the entire
approach to school reform taken by influential political, business, and some edu-
cational leaders. This strategy, rightly or wrongly, has alienated many teachers and
administrators regardless of their unions’ formal position on governance reforms.
Many practitioners feel that they have not been sufficiently involved in the reform
process. They feel that since they are the ones who must put such reforms into
practice in their schools and classrooms that they might at least have been more
directly involved in designing and implementing the changes.19

Finally, concerns about the sustainability of reform are further deepened by
the difficulty of maintaining the commitment of business and civic leaders who
themselves work in sectors undergoing frequent turnover yet chafe at the slow
pace of school change.

All of these issues give us pause about the prospects of institutionalizing such
“powerful” reforms and have led us to use the metaphor of “shallow roots.” In
the case studies that follow we were not able to determine with confidence the
extent of practitioner support for the reforms designed by top school and com-
munity leaders. We do sense, however, that there has not been time for the re-
forms to be fully “cooked” and implemented or for patterns of improvement in
academic achievement to clearly emerge to give us confidence that teachers and
principals have enlisted fully in the campaign to ensure their institutionalization
in the system. We assert that the reforms in this volume, however positive they
may be, will continue to have “shallow roots” without the essential support and
leadership of teachers and principals who do the actual work of improving stu-
dents’ academic achievement. We will return to this fundamental issue in the
final chapter.20

We believe that this volume, purposely written in jargon-free language, will
inform policy makers, business leaders, educators, and civic-minded parents about
the abiding complexities of urban school reform and the linkages between the
success of schools and the vitality of cities. America is an urban nation. As it was
in 1891, so it is over a century later: “The whole country is affected, if indeed, its
character is not determined, by the conditions of its great cities.” The case studies
that follow only remind us again how much we agree with those early-twentieth-
century progressive reformers.
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Six years ago the Chicago Public Schools pioneered a new experiment in
school governance that turned on its head the long-standing taboo against
mixing mayoral politics and education. Early-twentieth-century reformers
believed that “politicians regarded schools as part of the spoils system and
awarded jobs and contracts not on the basis of competence or competition, but
as political favors.”1 Nearly a century later, one Chicago Public Schools offi-
cial offered an unqualified endorsement of mayoral control: “The mayor’s of-
fice has been very forthcoming in getting the city government offices and the
business community to be cooperative with the Chicago Public Schools. I don’t
think the Department of Streets and Sanitation, in the past, paid very much
attention to Chicago Public Schools. . . . The media has helped us. Commu-
nications has helped us. . . . I could go on and on. City hall has been very, very,
very, very helpful.”2

In the earlier era, nearly every American city severed school governance from
city hall, most often relying on nonpartisan school boards and appointed educa-
tional leaders instead. Today, reformers and politicians who think that troubled
city school systems need the political clout, accountability, and resources of city
hall, and the managerial talents of business, often look to Chicago as an example.
The Chicago experiment is still young, its long-term consequences are unknown,
but some early patterns are emerging. This chapter explores some of the lessons
for policy makers that are being drawn from Chicago’s 6-year experience. Sum-
marized briefly they are as follows:
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• Achieving mayoral control requires the active support of civic leaders,
especially from business groups, as well as politicians.

• Mayoral control centralizes authority, challenging policy makers to find
ways to insure public school governance is responsive, democratic, and
transparent.

• Mayors can provide political support and new resources to jump-start
improvements in finances, physical structures, support systems, and public
relations.

• Day-to-day operations of big city school systems require the expertise of
management professionals, reinforced by legal and fiscal discretion.

• Improving student achievement and instruction is not intuitive; it requires
high levels of professional educational expertise that can conflict with
mayoral control.

These five emerging themes are explored by drawing on studies of successive
governance reforms in Chicago over the past 12 years.3

Mayoral control in Chicago is linked to an unusual confluence of political
events and business activism, not readily transferred elsewhere. The short-term
consequences of decision making in Chicago’s new regime may differ sharply from
what is found in other experiments with mayoral control. Policy makers should
be cautious about adopting Chicago’s form of mayoral control as a prototype
because of differences in local governing traditions and Chicago’s overreliance
on managerial techniques to resolve long-standing instructional problems and
poor student performance.

HIGHLIGHTS OF THE CHICAGO EXPERIMENT

In the summer of 1995, a Republican legislature and a Republican gover-
nor, thoroughly disappointed with both the cost and performance of Chicago’s
public schools, legislatively put Mayor Richard M. Daley, a Democrat, “totally
in charge.” A key Republican legislator defined the problem that led to this change
as “a total lack of accountability, nobody was responsible for anything.” The
solution, as she saw it, was to have “one responsible person” about whom every-
one could say “if the schools are better it is to your credit; if they are not better,
it is you to blame.”4

Following 6 years of experimentation with a governance law (1988) that
radically decentralized the school system, the 1995 law recentralized governance
in Chicago’s schools. The new law strengthened a long-term centralization trend
evident throughout the twentieth century, and, in a break with the past, removed
educators from the system’s top decision-making posts.5 The mayor now appoints
all of the top school leaders, including the system’s chief executive officer (CEO),
a small school board, its president, and an inspector general.6 A corporate-style
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management team, including a chief financial officer, chief operations officer,
chief purchasing officer, and chief education officer, assists the CEO. These lead-
ership positions are no longer subject to civil service requirements or educational
qualifications.

The new law gave the CEO the authority to monitor the performance of all
Chicago schools and to sanction them with “remediation,” “probation,” “recon-
stitution,” “intervention,” and, if he chooses, to impose these sanctions on an
“educational crisis” fast track.7 Each sanction was left to the CEO and the board
to specify, but their authorization has proven nearly unlimited, even to the point
of dismissing all employees of any school without a hearing. The CEO also au-
thorizes the course of study and retains all powers delegated to central office
subordinates under earlier governance arrangements.8 Directly below him in this
steep hierarchy are about 600 principals, who are charged with carrying out the
directives of the CEO and his management team and who, ultimately, retain their
positions at the pleasure of the CEO.9

The new management team was given unprecedented fiscal flexibility. Sepa-
rate tax levies are now collapsed into the general fund and 25 state grant categories
consolidated into two block grants. All obstacles to outsourcing and privatization
are removed. Any employee may be legally dismissed with 14 days notice if
privatization or outsourcing makes his or her position redundant, although this
has proven difficult to implement in the case of teachers. The law also abrogated
13 parts of the school code—including class size and teacher assignments—that
had been won through collective bargaining with the Chicago Teachers Union
(CTU), and forbade the union from striking for 18 months.10

ORIGINS OF MAYORAL CONTROL

This new governance structure was enacted in the state capital, but substan-
tially written by state and local business groups. An umbrella organization of
business associations known as the Illinois Business Education Committee (IBEC),
established in 1994, coordinated local and statewide corporate involvement in
this legislative process. As soon as the coattails of the “Gingrich Revolution” put
Republicans (briefly) in control of the Illinois house as well as its senate and
governor’s office, IBEC received calls from the Republican legislative leadership
asking for an educational reform proposal for Illinois by December 1994.11 Al-
ready drafting legislation, the group responded with a proposal based on their
collective experience with reform in Chicago, leavened with a healthy dose of
management preferences. The law applied only to Chicago, but contained nearly
every element that IBEC sought.

Chicago-based business associations in IBEC were led by the city’s most pres-
tigious group, the Commercial Club of Chicago, and its even more elite Civic
Committee, but also included two related groups, Chicago United and Leader-
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ship for Quality Education, as well as the mass membership, Chicagoland Cham-
ber of Commerce.12 The Commercial Club has a 125-year history of attempts to
restructure school governance, cut costs, enhance vocational studies, and adjust
accountability.13 This group has viewed the local public schools as instrumental to
the city’s business and civic climate. Their goals in 1995 were to improve the schools
as a way of encouraging economic growth in the city, but also of enhancing the
image of the city and validating their own management theories.

Some statewide business associations had also staked out their positions 100
years ago, most especially the Illinois Manufacturers Association (IMA). Others
were relative newcomers, like the Illinois Business Roundtable (IBR) established
in 1991.14 They were less concerned about the city’s relative advantage in attract-
ing business and raising property values, and more concerned with lowering costs
and, as a matter of principle, limiting union influence.15 All agreed with Repub-
lican legislators that a single person in charge of the system was ideal. “We wanted
ownership here, we wanted somebody to take responsibility. We didn’t want to
have somebody say, ‘Well we could have, if only.’”16

Not all of Chicago mayors would fit this bill, but Democrat Richard M.
Daley (1989–present), like his father before him, was an ideal candidate.17 A well-
respected local television news anchor described the necessary qualifications: “The
Republicans [were] much more inclined to give it to Daley than they would have
Harold Washington. Richard J. Daley is a great ‘Republican’ mayor . . . because
his philosophy is that government should be run more like a business.”18

Daley had been the business candidate for mayor as early as 1982, when Harold
Washington bested him in a narrow victory with an unprecedented African Ameri-
can turnout. Washington favored neighborhood development and the empower-
ment of community-based organizations; Chicago’s business community had been
wary of Washington’s efforts to reverse a century of downtown development con-
centrated in the commercial center of the city.19 After Washington’s death in No-
vember 1987, Daley easily won the special 1989 election called to fill Washington’s
remaining term, arguing even then for improvements in the school system.

The standard for business support goes back to the first Mayor Daley. “I don’t
have the sense that Mayor Bilandic or Mayor Byrne or Mayor Washington wel-
comed our input in the same way,” as one business association leader said.20 An
attorney involved with local business groups linked Richard M. Daley’s influ-
ence to his patrimony, “Richie knows a fair number of the members of the busi-
ness community because he was his father’s son and, therefore, got to know a lot
of them as he grew up. And, from what I know about the Chicago business com-
munity, they feel very comfortable with Richie.”21

Local business groups were also predisposed to centralizing control in the
mayor’s office because they had experienced changes in their own ability to pro-
vide civic leadership since Richard J. Daley’s death in 1976. In Daley Sr.’s time, a
“handful of CEOs” dominated civic affairs. “Leadership [today] is more inclusive,
but it is also harder to get things done,” explained another business leader.22
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The same statement could have been made about Chicago’s schools before
the 1995 law was enacted. Chicago business leaders knew this well, for they had
also helped to create the pre-1995 school governance structure.

PENDULUM SWINGS OF
DECENTRALIZATION AND CENTRALIZATION

The 1995 law stands in stark contrast to the 1988 reform law it “amended.”
The 1988 reform law was written by many of the same local business associa-
tions, this time in coalition with community activists. That unlikely coalition
sought to decentralize school governance and to curtail city hall and district of-
fice authority in the name of antibureaucratic restructuring. They intentionally
hamstrung central authorities to give parents, and the school principals they were
newly empowered to select, the responsibility for most educational decisions.
Activists saw this as “people power” and likened it to community control. Com-
mercial Club business leaders preferred to view decentralization as managerial
devolution, likening it to customer-oriented business planning.23

Mayoral control of Chicago’s schools is partly a political backlash to the de-
centralization law of 1988. Community groups in the 1988 coalition had been
empowered by Mayor Washington and were seeking to institutionalize that power
in a newly decentralized public school governance structure. They crafted par-
ent-dominated Local School Councils (LSCs) that were given unprecedented fiscal
and personnel authority.24 To insure that neither city hall nor central office bu-
reaucrats would capture the school board, they also created another representa-
tive body, the School Board Nominating Committee (SBNC), to identify can-
didates and present slates to the mayor from which he was bound to select board
members.

Every mayor of Chicago has selected the school board since the 1870s, but
the SBNC’s screening process diminished this prerogative for Mayor Daley. He
greatly resented having to choose school board members from among slates of
candidates provided by self-selected community leaders, and often rejected whole
slates in protest, leaving the school board incomplete for years at a time, and
drawing criticism from around the city. In his mind, “Many people who were
nominated are not qualified.”25

For their part, business association leaders who helped write the 1988 law
were thoroughly dissatisfied with the management of the schools by educators
and cautious about political control by parents. Business leaders insisted upon
reform oversight by an independent group, eventually giving control to the ex-
isting business-led School Finance Authority (SFA).26 Under the 1988 law, the
SFA’s oversight authority was increased to include managerial as well as fiscal
oversight (e.g., mandating district downsizing and devolution plans, investigat-
ing the district for fraud and corruption).27 By 1995, Daley had come to resist
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oversight by the SFA as much as interference from the SBNC, accusing it of
“micromanaging” the schools and becoming its own bureaucracy.28

The net effect of 550 LSCs making school-based decisions and the SFA’s
systemwide oversight was to fragment governance and siphon power from the
central school board. The 1988 governance structure was certainly inclusive and
democratic, but it was also inefficient. It empowered many decision makers and
required powerful interest groups like Chicago’s business associations to com-
pete for influence with community activists, parents, and ethnic and racial groups
in unaccustomed ways.

Moreover, after the first flush of euphoria faded, long-standing fiscal and
labor problems resurfaced. The inability of this mixed-authority governance struc-
ture to provide fiscal stability and labor peace combined to feed lingering suspi-
cions of bureaucratic and professional recalcitrance. One business leader explained
the disappointment with the 1988 experiment: “We felt like we were running
through the schools saying ‘you’re free! Jailbreak! You can now act differently!’
Nobody came out of the cells, because they were very comfortable. I don’t think
we . . . understood the central forces in a bureaucratic structure and the isolation
that has so damaged teaching as a profession.”29

When the brief Republican takeover of legislative leadership in 1994 opened
a window of opportunity, business quickly responded. They drew upon their own
corporate structures in drafting the 1995 law. As in 1988, their proposals focused
on central management, combining a corporate structure they understood—
where decision making is centralized, but functionally divided, and accountabil-
ity is located in the operating units—and their faith in Mayor Daley. Encour-
aged by the Republicans and statewide coalition partners, they were stronger in
their embrace of financial flexibility, privatization, outsourcing, and antiunionism
than they had been 6 years earlier. The SFA was put in abeyance, and the SBNC
abolished. Only LSCs remain from the 1988 law, but their formal authority is
now subject to CEO oversight. One Democratic legislator described the think-
ing behind the law as “to run government like a business.”30

As in the 1988 reform, no new money was provided for implementation.
Statewide business groups broke with the Chicago-based business associations
in IBEC over this issue, and the statewide groups won. They assumed that any
remaining inefficiencies and waste were the primary causes of chronic budget
shortfalls since 1979; “don’t show me the money,” they said, “until you show
me some real changes in the way we run the schools.”31 The law passed with only
four Democratic votes.32

THE MAYOR’S MANAGERIAL COUPS

The law was signed on May 31, 1995. Mayor Daley had appointed a new
school board, its president, a CEO, and the first management team by July 1.



22 Powerful Reforms with Shallow Roots

From the first, this team was politically and personally loyal to the mayor. Nearly
all the top administrators of the system were drawn from the ranks of city hall
administrators, while the new five-person Board of Trustees was chosen from
among the mayor’s business and city hall allies. CEO Paul Vallas clarified: “In
order to change the system, you really needed to not only change department
heads, but you needed to go three, four deep.”33

Vallas had been a former Democratic legislative assistant on the committee
to investigate the school system’s fiscal collapse in 1979, and a budget director
in city hall. One statewide business association leader described his credentials
primarily in terms of his lack of professional education experience: “Paul never
had as part of his career path a superintendency of the third largest school sys-
tem in the country. It’s not an issue to him whether he stays in that office or not;
the issue to him is, can I make my mark here?”34 In mid-second term, Paul Vallas
did leave the post of CEO of the Chicago Public Schools (CPS), and quickly
began a campaign for governor of Illinois.35 Daley appointed a younger man,
Arne Duncan, to be the system’s next CEO. Duncan had been Vallas’s chief of
staff for one year, and had worked after college in the district office, but other-
wise had no formal training or experience in education.36 Daley’s initial choice
for president of the board was an equally loyal supporter, his former chief of staff,
Gery Chico.37 Commenting on the mayor’s avoidance of professional educators,
his education aide said that it “isn’t realistic” to ask an educator to “run a $3
billion operation.”38 An experienced education editor was more direct: “This
administration doesn’t think much of educators!”39

In making his initial choices, Daley was signaling that his first priority would
be what also troubled businessmen. “It was, to a large extent, a financial prob-
lem. It was an efficiency problem certainly.”40

The first few months brought a spectacular set of managerial achievements,
setting a tone for the next 6 years. A combination of Vallas’s budgetary know-
how and the flexibility given to him by the 1995 law erased previous projections
of a $150 million deficit within months of his appointment.41 The consolida-
tion of tax levies and block grants “really freed up close to $130 million. . . . We
basically made about $170 million adjustment on the expenditure side . . . rene-
gotiating health care contracts and cutting expenditures, eliminating nonessen-
tial positions.”42 Through budget cuts, attrition, and privatization arrangements,
1,700 nonprofessional staff positions were outsourced or reassigned.

There were other reasons for these successes. The SFA was no longer able to
challenge the school system’s budgetary claims. Now in control, the mayor was
more willing than he had been under the 1988 decentralization law to use the
city’s taxing authority to support increased expenses in the schools.43 Strong
backing from business groups helped to release additional funds for the schools
from a reluctant Illinois legislature.44

Bankers also helped finance the building of 26 new schools and renovation
of hundreds more by rapidly raising the school system’s bond ratings, which
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increased the system’s access to borrowed capital and lowered the price and in-
surance costs of debt.45 The CPS press office attributed 5 successive years of bond
rating increases to multiyear budgeting, strengthened relations with the city, two
successive 4-year union contracts, undertaking the massive renovation and con-
struction program, achieving community support, and increased accountability.46

“But,” according to one business association leader, “it is also true that the rev-
enue from bonds comes from the business backing of Vallas.”47

The other early important achievement was negotiating a 4-year contract with
the teachers union, and an early contract renewal in 1998, ensuring labor peace
in the midst of reform. Achieving labor peace was especially difficult since “one
of the arguments [business] used early on with the Senate was ‘This is a great
way to stick it to the Chicago Teachers Union.’”48 Daley, like his father before
him, depends on an electoral coalition that includes the unions. The legislature’s
actions in 1995 put him in danger of losing labor support.

Masterfully turning this challenge to political advantage, he agreed to bar-
gain back the lost CTU prerogatives in exchange for the union’s agreement not
to oppose the law.49 He kept the bargain, adding 3% annual raises in the first
4-year contract and 2–3% yearly raises in the second.50 These efforts have im-
proved labor relations with union leaders and “largely co-opted them.”51 As early
as 1991, one union leader foretold Daley’s governance style: “The difference was
a mayor who wanted to avoid conflict.”52 CTU president Tom Reese concurred,
“our relationship with the employer is better now than a few years ago.”53

By the summer of 1997, accountability sanctions for schools generated the
unavoidable conflict over teacher tenure. Of approximately 700 teachers in seven
high schools being “reconstituted,” 183 were told to take early retirement or find
another position in the system. Dismissed teachers remained on the payroll as
“reserve” teachers and were given up to 18 months to find another CPS post. By
February 1999 (5 months after a second 4-year contract was signed), 138 teach-
ers, (40 among the original 183, the rest from schools with declining enrollments
or curricular changes) were “honorably terminated,” provoking a suit by the
union. When a federal judge upheld the decision, CTU president Reese criti-
cized the 1995 law for attempting “to destroy our union and schools,” but avoided
criticizing the mayor.54

The “chummy” relationship between city hall and CTU leadership was even-
tually challenged from within the union. Teachers overwhelmingly rejected Reese
and his entire cabinet in May 2001, in the third leadership challenge from
Deborah Lynch and her “proactive caucus.” Lynch was intent on bringing new
ideas to the union’s negotiations with city hall (e.g., small schools, teacher lead-
ers, and an alliance with the progressive urban union collaboration, Teacher
Union Reform Network, or TURN).55

Close ties to city hall have also increased services to schools from other city
agencies. The public libraries have supplemented reading programs, Streets and
Sanitation has cleaned around school grounds, the Departments of Human Ser-
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vices and Child and Welfare Services coordinate their work more routinely with
the schools, and police have been more responsive to crime and violence in and
near schools. One central office administrator observed, “That has been the most
beautiful part of this management team. We have had the resources—just almost
automatically—that other [Chicago] superintendents did not.”56

Some of those resources, including funding for the massive school building
and renovation program, have come from the special access that the mayor has
to the Democrats in Washington, D. C.57 Mayor Daley gave the Clinton White
House a Democrat to point to who had “turned around” a big city school sys-
tem through “greater accountability.”58

“Vastly expanded” outsourcing has also helped to encourage support from
the mayor’s long-term business allies.59 The management team has been criti-
cized for granting large no-bid contracts and a lack of controls on corporate con-
tracts, although businessmen see such influence as “inevitable.”60 Mayor Daley
is a large fan of privatization in city departments, but by 1997 Vallas was forced
to admit, “I don’t know if we’ve saved money on privatization.”61 He called the
costly, and highly sensitive, information management systems of CPS “over-
privatized” when an audit revealed lax financial and contractual safeguards.62 In
other cases, big contractors have simply failed to provide the level of service prom-
ised, or passed on additional charges to schools, forcing the system to “debar”
companies from doing business with the schools.63

Although business groups have easy access to the mayor, community groups
and parents have seen their influence on school policy diminish from a high point
under the previous governance structure. One business association leader de-
scribed the difference as a function of scale: “There’s been less opportunity for
[reform groups] to be as useful because the issues are so much bigger, . . . the
state budget and some other things. They just can’t advocate with the same effi-
cacy as civic groups can or the business community or the board itself.”64

African American groups protest school contracts that often exclude them,
and complain that repairs and new Advanced Placement courses and other school-
ing options come to their neighborhoods last. Such disparities are noticed, they
assert, only after they complain to the press.65 There is evidence to support their
claims. Nearly every study of the system has shown that African American chil-
dren and especially those in “predominately” (over 85%) African American and/
or high-poverty schools (more than 90% low-income students) fare the worst.
By their own report, LSCs in these schools are the most likely to be troubled
with corruption and internal dissent and be unable to perform their duties.66

Magnet and college prep schools are least likely to be fully funded in predomi-
nately black neighborhoods, and 33 of the system’s low performing high schools
were not able to offer AP classes until 2001–02.67

The relationship between the board—once a hotbed of citizen discussion
and complaint—and the citizenry is also attenuated. Board meetings are brief,
with little debate and almost no disagreement between CEO Vallas and board
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members. The only disagreements registered in the press between Paul Vallas,
Gery Chico, and the mayor have been over who should receive most of the credit
for the good things accomplished, or the blame for what’s left undone.68

Mayor Daley relentlessly promotes the managerial and political achievements
of his control through the media and from the bully pulpit afforded him as the
chair of the Council of Mayors.69 This has disarmed critics who initially assumed
Republicans gave the Democratic mayor total authority in order to watch him
fail. Nearly everyone in Chicago seems to agree that “there is more political sup-
port for the school system now . . . than ever.”70

His bully pulpit is also used to provide political cover and administrative
support to the leaders on his school management team. The image of a leader
rallying his loyal troops is strong among the city’s civic leaders. One character-
istically said: “He supported his men. I don’t know what he says to Vallas. I
wouldn’t classify him right up there with John Dewey. But he supported them,
and that’s the most critical thing.”71

Vallas also understood the usefulness of the media and was “masterful at
feeding them.”72 Public relations was a specialty of the CEO’s team who under-
stand that the media “have allowed the system to rebuild its credibility, and that’s
credibility with the parents, credibility with the legislature, credibility even with
our bond holders. The media has been our conduit to the world.”73 Even rou-
tine management tasks were exploited for their public relations potential. In the
early months of the reform, Vallas and his team both were routinely featured on
the nightly television news and on the front pages of newspapers exposing some
relatively minor form of “waste” in the system and vowing to fix it.74 Analysis of
the media coverage in their first 2 years determined that they had already achieved
a symbiotic relationship with the newspapers.75 “The local media has given them
terrific press,” said IBEC’s business leader, although adding that he was “not sure
that [the press] necessarily are sufficiently critical.”76

EFFECTS ON SCHOOLING AND ACADEMIC ACHIEVEMENT

Attempts to improve instruction and increase student learning have had mixed
results. Even the few remaining skeptics acknowledge that the mayor has used his
“dictatorial authority” to focus everyone’s attention on improving test scores. “Work
to improve the school system has stepped up with the new administration because
they’ve made it very clear that improved achievement citywide, in all schools, even
serving the most challenging kids, is expected. And the mayor is behind this.”77

On the other hand, the tests Vallas identified to evaluate school and student per-
formance do not meet basic legal and educational standards, and the results of
overlapping accountability sanctions have been mixed.

Chicago uses norm-referenced test scores from the Iowa Test of Basic Skills
(ITBS) as the means to evaluate school and student performance, attaching “ac-
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countability” consequences for student failure. “No more social promotion” was
an attractive political slogan for the mayor, and the ITBS offered what seemed
like a good tool. But this is an inappropriate test for these purposes. A recent
National Research Council report singles out Chicago for making the mistake
of using a test that “has not been validated” for “identifying low-performing
schools and students.”78 Like all such tests, the ITBS is, by itself, an insufficient
indicator of performance. Printed on the test booklet is the caution “should not
be used alone” in making high-stakes decisions for students.79

After the U.S. Justice Department began to inquire whether Chicago’s sole
reliance on these tests was discriminatory toward minority children, Vallas de-
cided to stick with the ITBS, at least through the first few years of the twenty-
first century, but to broaden the criteria for advancement in 2000–2001. The
new criteria apply to eighth-grade students just below the cut score. They in-
clude classroom grades, attendance, completed homework, and good conduct.80

Any change to a more suitable test “would be viewed with suspicion,” as his chief
accountability officer put it, and might cause the system to lose credibility with
the media and the public.81

Experimenting with this test-based accountability system began with the
eighth-grade elementary students in spring, 1996. Students who failed to meet
the cut score on the reading portion of the test were not permitted to graduate
to high school, were remanded to a summer school test-prep program created
for the purpose, and were given a second chance in August. If they still failed to
meet the score, they were retained in elementary school. In 1997, this policy was
extended to students in 3rd, 6th, and 10th grades, the promotion criteria were
expanded to include the math ITBS test, and cut scores were raised, as they have
been most years since. Each year since, about 10,000–12,000 elementary stu-
dents (14%) have been retained, while the proportion of students meeting the
cut score have inched up, from a low of about 75% to a high of about 85%.82

Aggregated test scores have risen every year since Daley took control; but
aggregated scores, as most educators are aware, hide many disparities. Careful
dissaggregation and longitudinal research by independent researchers is begin-
ning to document that African American and Latino children (the vast majority
of the students) fare much worse than white children under these policies. The
numbers of students who fail to be promoted to the next grade (or graduated)
have not declined, but even worsened in 2000.83 Even so, one-quarter to one-
third of the children who fail to meet the cut score are inexplicably, perhaps ca-
priciously, “waived” through to the next grade.84 Failing African American stu-
dents are four and one-half times more likely than failing whites to be retained
(Latino bilingual students have been exempted from the promotion policy until
recently), and the vast majority of retained students come from low-income ele-
mentary schools. Chicago’s retained students do no better, and sometimes worse,
in subsequent years than those with the same failing scores who were socially
promoted.85
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Constant pressure to raise scores at all costs can also provide perverse incen-
tives to schools and teachers. African American children receive by far the slow-
est instructional pacing, increasing the chances that they will be retained because
they were not given the opportunity to learn the material on which they are
being tested.86 The predicted hidden drop-out rate has also become apparent as
drop-out rates began to rise in 1998.87

ITBS scores have also been used since October 1996 to determine whether
schools will be placed on academic probation or one of the other more severe
forms of “intervention.” Initially, the threshold was set at 15% of students scor-
ing at or above national norms, but has been raised to 20%. This method of rank-
ing schools netted 109 (of about 550) in 1996–97 and stood at 70 schools in
1999–2000. Each year, one or two dozen schools are eliminated from the pro-
bation list while others are added either because they improved, or because they
moved to a more serious sanction. CPS measures success by the total number of
schools that come off the probation lists each year, although many, especially
high schools, simply move from one category of sanction to another and back
again.88 Here too, minority neighborhood schools experience these sanctions most
often, and it is not clear what must be done to improve their performance. Schools
on probation fall disproportionately in the poorest (and therefore the most likely to
be African American) neighborhoods in Chicago.89 The system’s low-performing
high schools (about 60% of the system) have been found “no better” than before
the mayor’s team attempted to improve them through accountability sanctions,
including many changes in principals and much teacher turnover in the worst of
them.90

Managerial techniques perfected to weed out low-performing employees, and
noncompetitive companies are being applied to schools, in a “ready, fire, aim”
strategy.91 Many wonder if this can improve student learning. Even generally
supportive business leaders have expressed their doubts about the educational
expertise at the top of the system, “There’s a weak educational team in the cen-
tral office and clearly Paul [Vallas] doesn’t let them operate on free reign,” “they
have an initiative a day, in an environment of inadequate . . . talent.”92

This lack of educational expertise at the top of the system has caused politi-
cal problems as well. In 1997, for instance, CEO Vallas, who determined the
passing cut scores each year for the ITBS tests, set a nonexistent grade equivalent
score of 7.0 for graduation from elementary to high school. Misunderstanding
the meaning of a grade equivalent score, he may have assumed it was intuitive,
and that every possible score was always represented in every distribution. That
year, nearly 1,000 students were told they had failed and were barred from gradu-
ation rehearsals, when they had actually passed the eighth-grade tests. After the
information was leaked to the press, Vallas asked the students involved to sub-
mit individual requests for waivers in order to graduate.93

The polarization between students who continue to do poorly despite the
motivation of high-stakes testing, and those who are able to raise their scores,
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has encouraged Vallas to experiment with dozens of “enrichment” projects and
programs, beginning with the mandatory test-prep summer school for students
who do not meet the cut score on both the reading and math exams. After-school
remedial programs, “transition” schools retained for eighth graders who are 15
or older, the elimination of physical education, expanded pre–K and kindergar-
ten programs, and scripted lesson plans for teachers in sanctioned schools—9,360
programs in total—are among them. Vallas considers the scripted lessons the
ultimate in teacher support: “This is not rocket science . . . if you’re a new teacher,
or a weak teacher, or a teacher that doesn’t have skills, or if you have a teacher
that’s burned out . . . if you stick to that curriculum you’ll be able to deliver quality
instruction.”94 The unintended consequences of the test-driven accountability
scheme also encourage reductions in the breadth and depth of the curriculum
and greater focus on test preparation, especially in schools with high percentages
of black and Latino students.95 Because these programs overlap and come and
go, it is nearly impossible to determine which are helping to raise the aggregate
scores and which might have negligible effect.

DEVELOPING TEACHER AND PRINCIPAL CAPACITIES

Many Chicagoans now agree with Linda Lenz of the Catalyst: Voices of Chi-
cago School Reform, the city’s preeminent education newsmonthly, that “the main
reason for school failure is that principals and teachers have not been supported
and trained to meet the needs of low-income children.”96 Yet so far, building
teacher and principal capacity has taken a back seat to accountability. Vallas
emphasized improving the pool of applicants, with fast-track teacher certifica-
tion, management training and screening for principal applicants, and the re-
cruitment of nontraditional candidates.97 Until recently, the system’s 28,000
teachers and 600 principals have been left alone unless their school is sanctioned
in some way. But changes in emphasis may be forthcoming. The state legislature
enacted a law in 1999 requiring all Illinois teachers to take 120 clock hours of
class work (about 2–3 college courses) every 5 years to be eligible for recertifica-
tion, and the district responded last year with a catalog of free courses. And in
his 1999 reelection campaign, Daley pledged to open a “Teachers Academy.”
Since then, his idea has been transformed into an elementary school professional
development school for training new teachers expected in fall 2001, and a simi-
lar secondary-level professional development school to open in fall 2002.98

In perhaps the strongest admission of the new system’s failure to support
struggling schools and teachers, CEO Duncan responded by eliminating the
Office of Intervention responsible for overseeing high schools hit with the
strongest sanctions: these schools actually saw test scores decline. He aims to avoid
Vallas’s overreliance on school sanctions as “sticks” to stimulate their improve-
ment. He also announced plans to hold schools accountable for student growth
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rather than for meeting national test score norms, and to require 2 hours of reading
in every elementary school, while providing schools with reading specialists.99

PUBLIC INFORMATION

Another troubling concern has been the lack of transparency in the system,
and the difficulty citizens have had uncovering the effects of these educational
efforts on students. All the positive aggregate data on rising test scores provided
by the district must be disaggregated by race and school and reanalyzed by pri-
vately funded, independent organizations, which hire social scientists affiliated
with local universities or community-based organizations for this purpose. Their
work receives far less publicity than that which the system broadcasts. Often,
Vallas admitted, he disagreed with the findings of these independent researchers
and challenged them. Recently, he sought to develop an in-house research capa-
bility to “counter research from outside groups.”100

Professionally honest review of the system’s performance has been hampered
by a lack of routine and open access to data from the system and regular, inde-
pendent evaluation of its effects, unintended and otherwise. Although only a few
months into his term as of this writing, Duncan may be building the capacity to
provide more complete performance data; he has reestablished a Research and
Program Evaluation office in the district, and hired a formerly independent stat-
istician to run it.

For the past 6 years the system has been characterized by an avowed and
consistent effort to extol the “good news.” The CPS Communications Office
publishes a “whole list of successes” to keep the momentum going. Leaders in
the system professed to “welcome critics” but would prefer they “just don’t do it
publicly.”101 Business supporters worry that “this is very fragile, this whole thing.”
“Supposing somehow the press became negative, that would put a greater bur-
den on the mayor to resist that negative.”102 Reporters acknowledge their role as
well: “Where the mayor is becoming king and controls so many of the city func-
tions, and even the peripheral functions . . . you got to be careful that you don’t
end up with a lot of ‘yes’ people running things.”103

IMPLICATIONS FOR POLICY MAKERS

Chicago’s corporate community is unusually well organized and has been
engaged in school governance reform for many decades. As a consequence, when
corporate leaders found a mayor they were prepared to trust, and when circum-
stances gave them opportunity, they drafted a law authorizing him to run the
schools. They also gave him the managerial flexibility they were accustomed to
in their own enterprises.
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Chicago is a one-party city—no Republican has occupied the office of mayor
since 1931. Local offices have no term limits, and the Daley name is synony-
mous with governing. For these reasons, business leaders expect stability in this
arrangement. Policy makers elsewhere—where the traditions of governance are
more contested, or where civic actors are less powerful or less supportive—should
anticipate less stability, perhaps hotly contested mayoral elections in which the
difficulties of improving schools drive voters from one reform agenda and po-
litical party to another in a succession of mayors.

Chicagoans did not lose the right to select their school board representatives
when the mayor took control; they never had it. Community activists who had
enshrined school-based “parent power” in a previous reform lost influence al-
most immediately, and the powers once given to LSCs have steadily eroded.
Neither the mayor nor his CEO want alternative sources of authority to chal-
lenge their decisions. When parents have complaints about how the new gover-
nance and accountability mechanisms affect their children, they learn quickly to
avoid public exposure and seek instead “back channel” help. This lack of demo-
cratic representation and parental responsiveness is compounded in Chicago by
a lack of transparency: Unbiased, nonpromotional information about the school
system has been difficult to obtain. With these lessons in mind, policy makers
who seek to centralize control of the schools in city hall should consider alterna-
tive means of insuring citizen participation in decision making, parental respon-
siveness, and information transparency.104

Accountability is a key assumption behind Chicago’s mayoral takeover. A
local reporter put it best: “When people’s feet are held to the fire, they respond
a little bit more than they would otherwise.”105 When given accountability for
the schools, the Chicago example shows that mayors can respond by acquiring
more resources for schools. As local political party leaders, they can promise
electoral support in exchange for extra funding from state and federal leaders.
Mayor-enforced cooperation between city agencies adds services to schools and
reinforces their importance as centers of community life. Mayors can buffer
the education system from political critique by backing administrative deci-
sions that might be controversial. And if they seek to leave a physical legacy
like Mayor Daley did, improving school facilities is easier for mayors than boards
of education because mayors have access to city funds and credit. Each of these
efforts sends the symbolic message that public schooling is important to the
most powerful people in the city.

Tarnishing Mayor Daley’s efforts are recurrent questions about the unfair
distribution of these physical, fiscal, and symbolic benefits. Policy makers seek-
ing to learn from the Chicago experience should attend closely to the way Mayor
Daley has concentrated resources and energy on the schools, but be careful to
avoid undermining that progress by their inequitable distribution across the
city.
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Big city school systems, like Chicago’s, have massive logistical, financial, and
coordination problems. Managing them is full-time work and requires the high-
est professional skills. For too long it has been assumed that an education profes-
sional can oversee these functions with little more training than a few introduc-
tory management courses. In the context of local government downsizing and
outsourcing these assumptions tempt ongoing fiscal and contractual problems.
Examples provided here clarify that even highly sophisticated business manag-
ers, like the Vallas team, have difficulty monitoring work that is contracted to
others. However, Chicago’s experience also clarifies that giving school leaders the
fiscal flexibility to allocate funding where needed and the legal authority to set
priorities free from layers of regulation may be as important as who is in charge.

Policy makers need to focus on the underemphasized problem of finding ways
to hold school managers publicly accountable for the choices they make once
they are given control. In theory, political accountability means that dissatisfied
voters can select another mayor, who can then identify another management team
for the schools; but this accountability mechanism gives the mayor and his team
every incentive to hide the bad news and highlight the good, to obscure dispari-
ties and downplay problems. No one disputes that Chicago political and busi-
ness leaders are more sophisticated media managers than the professional educa-
tors who used to run the system. Because of this, institutionalizing long-term fiscal
and educational monitoring mechanisms is more important when mayors take
control, rather than less so.

The great blind spot of the Chicago experiment is its lack of educational
expertise in top decision-making posts. Chicago demonstrates that what seems
intuitive (e.g., grade equivalent scores, teaching to the test) is not. Experienced
and well-trained education professionals need to make instructional and curricular
decisions to avoid the unnecessary mistakes of well-intentioned, but uninformed,
business managers. Teachers and students deserve to receive the benefit of the
vast amount of research and empirical evidence available about what works.
Educational leadership is also needed to guide effective teacher and principal
training programs. And while accountability programs are efficient ways to high-
light the achievement gap between middle-class white students and low-income
students of color, top-quality educators are needed to design and implement
instructional programs that reduce the achievement gap.

Chicago demonstrates that mayoral control does not come easily. And once
won, it is only the beginning of a protracted learning process: How to insure
democratic responsiveness and transparency, which managerial techniques im-
prove cost-effectiveness, and what measures of student performance best guide
teacher and student improvements. A mayor’s political savvy and authority can
bring new resources and heighten attention on schools. But Chicago highlights
an important caution: Keeping high-quality educational expertise at the top of
the system remains a top priority.
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Recent educational governance changes in Boston have provided the city’s
schools with a political stability that they have not enjoyed in decades, but se-
rious problems persist. Although the Boston schools have been the subject of
numerous studies,1 our objective here is not to discuss in any detail the impor-
tant role of the Boston Compact,2 the volatile history of school desegregation,3

the current efforts of the Annenberg Challenge/Boston Plan for Excellence, or
other specific groups or issues. These matters have been described in great de-
tail elsewhere. Our objective is more limited. It is to analyze how and why macro
governance changes have occurred, how new relationships have evolved among
the school system, the appointed local school board (in Massachusetts called
the “school committee”), and the mayor, and, most important, how these
changes are linked, if at all, to the transcendent issue of improving students’
academic performance.

In other words, we do not purport to be presenting a comprehensive analysis
of the multifaceted Boston school system. We focus only upon the political
changes, particularly the powerful new role of the mayor, that have so dramati-
cally transformed the politics of education at the highest governance levels in
Boston and on their possible linkage to students’ academic performance. While
Boston, like other cities, still confronts serious issues pertaining to low-performing
schools, the new governance arrangements have built an infrastructure that at
least provides the system with some hope for academic improvement and a
political equilibrium that it hasn’t enjoyed in decades. Despite some promis-
ing signs, it is too early to determine whether these recent governance changes
will result in sustained improvement in student achievement. Sufficient data
simply are unavailable at this early stage of governance reform to permit such
judgments.
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A BRIEF HISTORY

An understanding of the current situation must flow from the history of a city
that was so racially polarized by the volatile school integration struggles of the
1970s.4 The educational and governance reforms of the 1990s were seeded several
decades earlier.5 Indeed, Boston’s racial travails attracted such negative national
attention that business and political leaders vowed that their proud city would never
again be “dragged through the mud.” This backlash against the racial conflict and
the ensuing national embarrassment triggered the early efforts of the city’s influen-
tials to press for restructuring school governance.6 Thus the parallel developments
in the 1990s, including the change from an elected to appointed school commit-
tee, the hiring of a nationally respected school superintendent, and the deep com-
mitment and unprecedented personal involvement of the mayor, had their origins
in long-term efforts by the city’s civic, university, and corporate leaders to realign
what they perceived to be a dysfunctional educational system. There was mounted
in a cosmopolitan city, so rich in history, pride, and tradition, a multipronged ef-
fort to change a school system whose improvement in academic achievement was
at the core of efforts to revitalize the community.7

NEEDED CHANGES IN GOVERNANCE

As early as the 1940s, following recommendations by Columbia professor
George Strayer, frustrated critics had advocated abolishing the elected school com-
mittee. Since 1975, corporate leaders recognized that the traditional school gover-
nance structure had to be altered. The patronage-oriented elected school committee
had become an embarrassment and a “joke.”8 Civic and corporate dissatisfaction
with the school system’s academic performance escalated as the student body
increasingly came from poor and minority families, especially after the conflict-
laden period of court-ordered desegregation. The business community, recogniz-
ing its growing need to have a literate and reliable work force in an emerging
high-tech economy, became even more disaffected with the pathologies of the
city’s schools and the community’s unwillingness to change them.9

These forces converged in the late 1980s with the development of a coali-
tion of civic and corporate officials pushing for a structure in which the mayor
exercised more control over the schools through an appointed school committee
and a superintendent who would work closely with the city’s chief executive.10

In 1996 the stars finally were aligned. Boston voters reaffirmed their 1991 deci-
sion to replace the elected school committee and in 1993 had elected Tom Menino
mayor. Late in 1995 the newly appointed school committee in turn selected a
superintendent whom the mayor heartily endorsed: Tom Payzant, most recently
U.S. Assistant Secretary of Education and a nationally known superintendent with
extensive experience in four other communities including San Diego.
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A business leader who cochaired the selection committee for superintendent
at the invitation of Mayor Menino commented that “if the school system couldn’t
do it now, it never would.”11 The city’s economy was bustling, downtown con-
struction was burgeoning, the mayor’s commitment was unequivocal, the teach-
ers union and the private sector were supportive, and the appointed school com-
mittee provided a legitimate supportive authority for the new superintendent.12

The Changed Role of the Boston School Committee

The shift in the process of how school committee members were selected has
dramatically altered the texture of educational governance in Boston. The “circus,”
as some described the modus operandi of the old elected boards, has been replaced
by an appointed body that has been depoliticized and concentrates upon schools
and instructional issues. The current members reportedly do not have a personal
or political agenda other than school improvement. They are not, unlike their pre-
decessors, preoccupied with running for reelection, patronage, and strategies to use
committee service as a stepping-stone to climb the ladder to higher political office.
They express an interest in public policy and creating a modern school system that
works effectively both educationally and operationally.13

The present committee is comfortable with its policy-setting role and sel-
dom engages in micro-managing the system. Nor is the committee a rubber stamp
for the superintendent. Although respectful of Payzant’s professional leadership
and that of the professional staff, it questions both on staff recommendations.
The members reportedly view themselves as representing the entire city and not
special or single interest constituencies.14

Indeed, since Payzant’s arrival in 1995, relatively little “sensationalized” news
coverage has been devoted either to him or the committee, which unlike its pre-
decessor bodies is content to be in the background and does not crave public
attention. Payzant is the system’s chief spokesperson with the Boston media on
school matters.15 For example, the appointed school committee was largely in-
visible in the difficult negotiations with the teachers union during 2000. The
mayor, who personally and frequently absorbs media and public criticism of the
schools, played an important role in these negotiations. While the unions were
essential allies to candidates for the old elected committee,16 current appointed
committee members do not need this dependence in a city where organized labor
wields enormous influence. Indeed, there is little doubt that the political strength
of the Boston Teachers Union (BTU) has been diluted vis-à-vis the appointed
committee. The BTU no longer lobbies individual members who in the past
needed their votes and campaign support to win reelection. Currently, the BTU
has to go directly to the less malleable mayor and less powerful city council to
elicit needed fiscal and political support.

Our interviewees largely agreed that an appointed school committee is de-
sirable at this time with Mayor Menino, who is willing to be accountable and
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judged on the basis of school success. While the time demands and incessant
political controversies make it quite difficult, if not impossible, to recruit to the
school committee very senior corporate executives and top civic influentials (so
many of whom do not reside in the city) to serve on even an appointed board,
the school committee consists of able, educated citizens who have a trusteeship
and not a special interest, constituent service, or political orientation toward their
responsibilities.

Thus far we have offered only the positives of a mayorally appointed commit-
tee in the current political context in which the Boston school system operates. There
are, however, negatives as well. Many critics of the appointed school committee
believe that members are less engaged than they should be in the city’s grassroots
communities. There is persistent anxiety about neighborhood access and represen-
tation.17 Appointed board members, interviewees said, lack a feel for the perspec-
tives of local neighborhoods. Elected officials, on the other hand, must be responsive
to the needs of constituents if they are to be elected or reelected to office. Appointed
boards, it is alleged, often do not pay sufficient attention to neighborhood or com-
munity concerns and are less successful in involving parents at the school or local
level. Many community and constituency concerns are now dealt with by the city
council and not the current appointed board.

This criticism that the appointed committee has lost its feel for grassroots con-
cerns is exacerbated in the minority neighborhoods where there remains a feeling
of disenfranchisement and that their voice is unheard on school issues even though
there currently are three blacks, three whites and one Latino on the school com-
mittee. Some grassroots critics view the appointed committee as not credible, ac-
cusing them of serving as a tool for the city’s power structure impaneled to meet
the needs of the civic and business establishment and not their youngsters.

It is extremely difficult in any large system to maintain the necessary respon-
siveness to grassroots concerns. In Boston, the situation appears to be relatively
positive and differences somewhat muted because the mayor works quite well,
for example, with the black community and its influential clergy. The mayor’s
strong community development push has delivered both jobs and extensive neigh-
borhood improvement projects throughout the city.

The Critical Role of the Mayor

Boston’s Mayor Menino, like a growing number of his counterparts in cit-
ies around the country, believes that his success or failure will be determined by
the quality of the schools and their ability to either retain or attract young fami-
lies with young children.18 Yet historically, city schools have been viewed politi-
cally as “no win,” the Vietnam of urban politics. Reform mayors often have been
badly bloodied if they became directly involved in controversial issues such as
desegregation, decentralization, collective bargaining, finance, and church-state
relationships.
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Menino and his counterparts in growing numbers of cities like Chicago, De-
troit, Oakland and Cleveland, however, are no longer distancing themselves from
their schools.19 They recognize that the schools must be a major priority as they
deal with interconnected social, economic and political issues. They are aware
that the schools must improve if cities are to remain economically viable and vi-
brant.20 Students must be given the chance to achieve academically and perform
in an increasingly competitive and technological workplace. Mayor Menino’s
popularity is based not on the quality of the Boston Symphony and the dynamic
downtown renaissance, but upon the sense that the schools gradually might be
improving. Boston voters, in essence, reached the conclusion that improved
schools are more likely to happen under the aegis of a caring populist mayor than
under the supervision of a patronage-ridden school committee.21

There is now a sense that the mayor’s deep commitment has wedded him to
the school system. An environment and set of expectations have been created that
would make it impossible for the mayor to walk away from the schools in the
very unlikely event he would be so inclined. Anchoring the middle class in the
city will not be possible without offering quality education for young families, a
literate workforce for employers, and affordable housing for those who want to
remain in the city. These are bedrock factors for the rationale that schools and
general-purpose government must have closer relationships in Boston and else-
where.

While there is no assurance that the recent mayoral involvement in Boston
or elsewhere will translate into enhanced student achievement, there is little ques-
tion, at least in Boston, that the stronger leadership role being played by the mayor
has stabilized the system and established the essential conditions for educational
improvement to occur.

Much of the stability now enjoyed in the Boston schools can be attributed
to the relatively good relationships being maintained between the new governance
structure and the powerful teachers union. While the teachers union certainly
has less direct political influence with an appointed school committee than it did
with an elected body, the power of unions in a strong labor city like Boston can
hardly be underestimated.22 Although the mayor as an elected official certainly
must be responsive to the influential unions that represent teachers, school cus-
todians, and school bus drivers, he certainly has a much broader political base
and greater influence than the superintendent. Indeed, in Boston, Mayor Menino
supported contractual changes such as weakening seniority provisions and
strengthening principal’s teacher assignment practices in ways in which the su-
perintendent or school committee alone could not.

The essential proactive role of the mayor has been endorsed and enhanced
by an important shift in the role of the influential business community. The
Boston Compact is one impressive embodiment of a long-term private sector com-
mitment to educational improvement in the city. In Boston the business role has
changed.
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Business Role in Schools

While business involvement in school partnership programs and similar ef-
forts was moderately successful and praiseworthy, such initiatives seldom altered
the basic structure of the schools or strengthened student achievement.23 This
frustration led to the business community’s becoming deeply involved both po-
litically and financially in the successful efforts to change the school committee
from an elected to an appointed body.

Business leaders, through the Boston Municipal Research Bureau (a fiscal
watchdog group) and the Greater Boston Chamber of Commerce (as well as the
Boston Compact), have been bought into the superintendent’s reform agenda
and now are much more strategic in their support for education. Business invest-
ment now is focused upon the Boston Plan for Excellence—a project funded by
a large Annenberg Foundation grant—and is no longer afflicted with “projectitis,”
that is, the funding of separate and isolated programs. Business leaders concen-
trate on instructional issues and systemic academic improvement.

Private sector investments also are now more focused on the superintendent’s
overall program predicated on standards-based reform and less oriented to spe-
cial corporate projects such as middle school athletics.24 Indeed, Superintendent
Payzant’s comprehensive Focus on Children initiative,25 launched in 1996, which
specifies the standards and outcomes that the district seeks to achieve, attracted
pooled private sector resources. Business leaders raised the required Annenberg
match for the schools and some 10 million additional private dollars are now
anchored in the school system’s new teaching and learning programs. The sup-
port of the influential Boston Plan for Excellence in the Public Schools (the local
education fund) has been of singular importance to these efforts.26

This support from private sector leaders reflects the credibility of the cur-
rent school system. Hopes are increasingly high that this private support will
become so deeply rooted that it will continue well into the future, and will be
sustained even when Mayor Menino and Superintendent Payzant move on.27

We do not intend to be “Pollyannaish” or to suggest that these governance
changes have created a state of nirvana in the Boston Public Schools. They con-
tinue to face very serious problems such as pervasive low student achievement,
inadequate parent involvement, excessive teacher seniority and assignment con-
straints, and a still rather fledging (if not inchoate) accountability system in which
standards and assessments are not aligned sufficiently with the school curriculum.28

Despite these persistent and rather consequential negatives, there is little ques-
tion but that the Boston schools have made considerable progress in creating the
necessary conditions for school improvement since the governance structure was
revamped. The mayor’s avowed highest priority is the schools. He articulates that
he wants improved education to be his major legacy. He uses the bully pulpit of
the mayor’s office and city hall to encourage public support. The rhetoric has been
supported by tangible action. The city (upon which the schools are fiscally depen-
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dent) has pledged new resources in areas like school construction and maintenance
and invested generously in expanding the system’s technological capacities.

The close alliance and special personal chemistry that exist between Mayor
Menino and Superintendent Payzant is one, if not the, central element of the
success of the governance changes in Boston. Indeed, for school improvement
purposes they are joined at the hip and have developed an external-internal team
approach that has provided a problem-laden urban school system with a remark-
ably stable fiscal, political, and administrative environment in which reform
has a much greater chance to succeed.29 In essence, the mayor handles much
of the external politics. He handles many of the larger union and community
issues, and spearheads the efforts to provide the necessary financial resources.
The mayor, in fact, has been willing to expend his political capital to provide
a buffer allowing the superintendent to establish the infrastructure for student
improvement.

We do not mean to imply that the mayor is involved in any way with daily
management of the school system. The superintendent runs the system. The
superintendent and school committee present the mayor with their detailed
budget requests, and he in turn determines how these numbers fit into the city’s
overall fiscal picture. Although the mayor certainly has made the schools a sin-
gularly high priority, he does not interfere in staff appointment processes or be-
come involved in day-to-day school matters.30

The mayor, however, undoubtedly provides political cover for the school sys-
tem. In Boston, educational politics has often been a blood sport in which the mayor
and city council have battled school leaders, particularly former elected school
committee members, who frequently were viewed as rivals with aspirations to run
for higher political office.31 This divisiveness occurs much less now although the
city council still tries to influence school policies and priorities. The mayor will
not permit the education leadership team to be undermined or openly attacked.

Superintendent Tom Payzant’s reactions to his partnership with Boston’s
mayor have implications for school governance and administrators everywhere.
Payzant is widely viewed as “a superintendent’s superintendent” and acclaimed
as one of the country’s leading school administrators. Payzant also is nationally
visible as past chairman of the prestigious College Board on which he still serves.

In his earlier superintendencies, Payzant had relatively little direct connec-
tion with municipal or general-purpose government. In the earlier years of his
career he commented that while he never explicitly acknowledged how political
his job was, he implicitly knew that to get anything done he had to engage in the
political process. His experience in the U.S. Department of Education, however,
really opened his eyes with regard to the pervasive role of politics in shaping edu-
cational policy and practice. Events in Boston, of course, have further strength-
ened this understanding.32

Payzant stated that earlier in his career he would have resented the time he
currently spends with Boston’s mayor and city council. It would have diverted
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him from his major responsibilities as an educational leader. Now, however, he
willingly spends much time with the city’s political leaders recognizing that this
is where the clout or influence is and the place from which resources must be
tapped.33

Payzant reflects that he was more of a purist in the past with regard to the
relationship between politics and schools. He now more fully recognizes that to
accomplish anything in the public sector an individual must be ready to compro-
mise and engage politically in the broader sense. This is particularly important
in older cities like Boston where only 20% of the voters have school-age children.
The current governance system in Boston seems to be working not because the
new political arrangements provide a structural panacea for school improvement
that is universally replicable but because the relatively stable context allows for
systemic changes and cooperative relationships.

THE CHANGED GOVERNANCE SYSTEM AND
COORDINATED SERVICES

Theoretically, one of the logical advantages of having greater mayoral in-
volvement in school governance is the opportunity it affords to more effectively
link education with the health, social services, youth development, and other agen-
cies of general-purpose government that also so significantly impact on the lives
of children and their families. There are obvious relationships between a child’s
health and his or her ability to learn. A hungry child, a child with a toothache, or
a child with vision deficiencies who cannot see the blackboard all have dimin-
ished learning opportunities.

What forms of cooperation in Boston have occurred as the result of the close
relationship between the schools and the mayor’s office? There is a clear under-
standing that the schools in Boston and elsewhere neither have the time, resources,
or expertise to meet the multifaceted needs of students and their families. The
major function of the schools must be academics, but they also must attempt to
assume some responsibility for important student services. In Boston, health ser-
vices are offered by the schools through school-based and community health
clinics in collaboration with the city’s Public Health Commission. There are stu-
dent support coordinators who facilitate the provision of social services and family
counseling services with community-based providers in every high school and in
most middle schools.

The mayor’s “2 to 6” (afternoon hours) initiative has helped expand after-
school programming and city hall has assisted community-based organizations
to expand programs for 3- and 4-year-old youngsters. After-school programs are
situated both in schools and in the community. The superintendent’s teaching
and learning team provides assistance on curricula issues and teacher training pro-
grams for community-based programs.34
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Recently, the superintendent established a Unified School Services Team to
provide coordination of the support services to students. A full-service elemen-
tary school recently has been initiated in partnership with Boston College. The
schools and the Public Health Commission are working together to make fami-
lies aware of the federal money available for health insurance coverage for poor
youngsters. Superintendent Payzant, as a member of the mayor’s cabinet, also
has ready access to and improved intersector communication with other city
agencies such as the police, social services, and public health. For example, dur-
ing the past 2 years, collaboration between the school system and police depart-
ment has increased dramatically with focused initiatives to reduce truancy and
improve safety in the schools.

Despite these and other examples of coordinated services being offered be-
tween the schools and city agencies, there persists a feeling that the school system
is “drowning” with all it has to do to improve instruction and student achieve-
ment. At a time when the focus is so heavily on instruction and improving the
academic program it is hard to create and implement as a major priority an agenda
that seeks to integrate city and school social, health, and recreational services.35

One would think that in cities like Boston, in which 75% of the students are
eligible for the reduced-price school lunch program, ultimately closer linkages
will develop between education and related human services.

Although some advocates of coordinated services would like to see much more
attention being paid to the issue under the new governance structure, both city
and school officials explicitly acknowledge that education cannot stay in an iso-
lated silo and must operate in a larger arena.

THE IMPACT OF GOVERNANCE CHANGES UPON STUDENT
ACADEMIC ACHIEVEMENT AND MANAGEMENT

Within the school system much concentration on improving instruction and
the special needs of underachieving youngsters occurs. The system is no longer
distracted by scandals, patronage concerns, and the political machinations of
elected board members.

The primary strategy of instructional improvement is to establish an infra-
structure that focuses on staff development and building the capacity of teachers
and principals.36 Payzant’s strategy for improving the whole school system, not
just a few schools, is based on utilizing coaches, focusing on literacy and mathe-
matics, and targeting school-based professional development to improve class-
room instruction. This reform plan, set forth in the Focus on Children initiative,
is slowly penetrating elementary and middle schools, but is less accepted in the
high schools. Since 1995, Payzant has appointed approximately half of all prin-
cipals and headmasters.
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Boston’s main instructional focus is on literacy and mathematics. Elemen-
tary schools choose from one of four balanced literacy models approved by the
system. Reading Recovery programs provide safety nets for young children who
have difficulty learning to read. Secondary schools focus on literacy across the
curriculum. Targeted support for students who do not meet promotion stan-
dards is offered through a 15-month transition program. Students attend sum-
mer school in small classes in reading and mathematics and have double blocks
of literacy and math during the academic year working with regular classroom
teaching literacy and math specialists. Students also receive extra after-school
assistance.

As in other school districts, however, whole-school change in Boston likely
will come soonest and easiest in the elementary schools. Although a few high
schools have developed School-to-Work and other programs, many secondary
schools remain unchanged. Numerous interviewees attested to the difficulty
of altering the traditional high school’s size, use of time, pedagogy, and formal
organization.

Administratively, Payzant eliminated the assistant superintendent position.
With teaching and learning now the laserlike focus of the system, there is intense
emphasis on school-site instructional leadership. Three deputy superintendents
have been appointed. They spend most of their time in schools and have exclu-
sive responsibility with the superintendent for the evaluation of principals. Even
the superintendent, chief operating officer, and deputy superintendent for teach-
ing and learning each directly supervise four to five schools.

Since Payzant’s arrival in 1995, he has made special efforts to align the system’s
curriculum with national and state standards. Schools prior to his arrival were largely
autonomous. Since then top administrators have worked hard to better align the
system’s learning standards with the state’s curricular frameworks.

All of these efforts, of course, are costly and urban districts like Boston in-
creasingly are dependent upon increased state funding and support.

THE ROLE OF THE STATE

The reform efforts in Boston are driven, linked, buttressed, and legitimized
significantly by the state’s school reform agenda. In 1993 the Commonwealth
of Massachusetts enacted the Massachusetts Educational Reform Act (MERA).
As a result of its passage, more money has flowed into the cities, and academic
expectations have been raised.

The state’s efforts to push standards and assessments and establish greater
accountability in education through the Massachusetts Comprehensive Assess-
ment System tests (MCAS) beginning in 1998 are inextricably linked to Boston’s
reform efforts. The controversy over the MCAS tests (opposed by unions, sup-
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ported by employers) will have enormous impact in setting the context and policy
directions for the city’s schools in the years immediately ahead.37

Massachusetts has opted from the outset to implement a politically risky high-
standards approach with high-stakes testing. Texas, on the other hand, initially
set lower expectations in its testing program in an effort to gradually build con-
fidence and mitigate the predictable political fallout caused by the possible failure
of huge numbers of students. Massachusetts currently is experiencing a powerful
backlash against the high-standards and high-stakes-assessment approach and
must soon decide whether it will be politically tolerable to have 50–60% of urban
students failing the MCAS and not graduating. It is unlikely that this number of
failures will be countenanced politically so many efforts are underway to reduce
those numbers. Nor will the Boston schools be caught in this volatile cauldron
of being affected by some recalibration of the MCAS. Superintendent Payzant
and other urban school leaders fear a reversion to lower expectations for urban
students and vigorously oppose proposals that the state back off in its pressure
for high standards for all youngsters.38

State Legislation’s Influence on Boston’s Schools

There are several very significant components of the Massachusetts omni-
bus reform legislation of 1993 that have influenced Boston and all of the other
school systems in the state. One particularly important element of the legisla-
tion pertained to removing school committees from the selection of personnel
other than the superintendent. In addition, the 1993 reform act eliminated ten-
ure and other protections for principals, allowing communities more easily to
replace ineffective or incompetent administrators.

The business community has strongly supported MERA because of its ag-
gressive goals, standards, and high expectations. In Boston, instruction is being
driven by the superintendent’s agenda, MCAS tests, and the state’s standards
thrust.

There are multiple levels of conversation and debate about the MCAS both
in Boston and throughout the state. As is true in a growing number of other places
in the country, opposition to high-stakes assessments has developed in Massa-
chusetts. Projections are that large numbers of students will not meet the high
standards of the MERA and instead fail the vigorous English/language arts and
mathematics tests required to graduate in 2003. Although the big urban districts
such as Boston are likely to have the largest percentage of student failures, urban
superintendents like Payzant, as mentioned earlier, don’t want to see MCAS
diluted for several reasons. They fear that the cities will lose their leverage for
additional state resources and that, by making the students the victims of the test,
attention will be diverted from their real needs.

In short, Payzant and other urban school leaders, unlike many of their sub-
urban counterparts, want to keep the heat on their systems and not “dumb down”
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the standards or dilute MCAS. While the debate over how high standards should
be continues to rage in Massachusetts, Virginia, Arizona, New York, and else-
where, there is little doubt that, whatever the resolution of the controversy may
be, the impact on urban school systems will be significant. The real challenge is
to raise the bottom end of the distribution in student achievement without pe-
nalizing the top end.

GOVERNANCE CHANGES, POLITICAL STABILITY, AND
ADMINISTRATIVE EFFICIENCY

There appears to be little question but that the Boston schools have greater
stability than they have had in many decades. Mayor Menino, whose pivotal role
we have discussed at some length, is extremely popular. He ran unopposed in
the 1997 city election, and his approval ratings are constantly in the 70–80%
range. The populist mayor purportedly has no aspirations to run for higher of-
fice and has great credibility in the city’s neighborhoods. His political skills in
delivering practical solutions and services for his constituents have earned him
the nickname “the urban mechanic.”39

Mayor Menino has provided the schools with substantial fiscal support and
budgetary stability that they have rarely enjoyed in recent decades. In other words,
the schools are treated well financially and are not “nickeled and dimed” as they
once had been. This stability and continuity in the city’s top political leadership
have been of vital importance to the new education governance structure’s chances
for success and sustainability. For example, the mayor’s influence was instrumental
in forging a multiyear contract in 2000 with the teachers union that assured
labor peace for a period of time. The mayor was reelected overwhelmingly in
November 2001 with more than 70% of the vote.

Superintendent Payzant has continued to enjoy the unequivocal support of
both the mayor and the school committee. His contract has been extended
through 2005. His tenure as superintendent in Boston has been the longest since
the early 1970s.40

Some observers, while acknowledging the improvements of recent years and
praising the accomplishments of the mayor, the superintendent, and the appointed
school committee, comment that a booming national and regional economy has
aided district improvements. They worry about whether recent fiscal support for
the schools can be sustained if the current economic slowdown deteriorates into a
serious long-term recession. If budgets have to be cut, the schools could become
quite vulnerable in a city like Boston vis-à-vis the reportedly greater political influ-
ence of groups like the police and fire departments.

There are those in Boston who contend that the stability we have been discuss-
ing and implicitly lauding may not be an unmitigated blessing. In other words,
maybe there is too much stability, and perhaps the stars are too aligned. Some
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“critical friends” contend that the system may not be moving quickly or aggres-
sively enough to meet the needs of the large numbers of underachieving young-
sters attending the Boston schools.

This concern about possible complacency is predicated upon the assump-
tion that there is too little tension or sense of crisis because the mayor, school
committee, and superintendent seem to agree almost always on major objectives
and priorities for the system. Many, of course, would strongly contest this view
after so many years of divisiveness in Boston. Some of this unhappiness with the
current situation no doubt is an understandable manifestation of the views of
citizens who may feel disenfranchised as the result of the elimination of the elected
school committee. Others deplore a lack of urgency for rescuing the many
underperforming students, especially at district high schools.

CONCLUSIONS

There seems to be little question but that the new governance arrangements
in Boston have provided the schools with a stability they have not enjoyed in many
years, if not decades. The community for the most part strongly supports the stars
as they are now aligned, namely, the current mayor, the appointed school com-
mittee, and the superintendent in their collective efforts to improve education.41

There is continuity in the system’s leadership, an advantage rarely enjoyed
in recent times by urban school systems like Boston. The influential business com-
munity has great confidence that resources will not be frittered away and will be
utilized for school improvement initiatives. The appointed school committee
enjoys credibility that its elected predecessors did not because of actions it has
taken such as eliminating the one-million-dollar payroll for school committee
“aides.” The mayor has reduced Boston’s volatile swings in educational politics
and solidly supported the policies and practices of a respected superintendent.

Despite this undeniable progress and an era of good feeling that seemingly
characterizes the system, some “critical friends” remain guarded about the long-
range prognosis for the Boston schools. Although student achievement is inch-
ing up, the gains as yet have not been as dramatic as they have been in Houston
and elsewhere. While reform efforts have penetrated the elementary grades to
quite an extent and to a lesser degree the middle schools, the high schools remain
a huge problem in Boston, as in other cities.42

In summary, recent Boston school governance changes have succeeded in
establishing the necessary political stability upon which large-scale improvements
in student achievement must be predicated. The ultimate test in Boston, as in
school systems throughout the country, will be how the diverse stakeholders judge
the system’s product, more specifically, the academic success or achievement of
the students.
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For example, in Boston, as elsewhere, parental and community dissatisfaction
with low student achievement remains persistent. Some critics in Boston maintain
that recent improvements are still only “miniscule,” and that the mayor has not
been held sufficiently accountable for the low performance of the schools.43 In-
deed, Boston’s Children First, an organization of parent activists, believe that the
school committee has been unresponsive and that control of the system should be
turned over to the city council.44

We can predict with some confidence that the search for structural panaceas
to complex school problems will be sought continuously in urban systems and
that the governance issue will continue to churn in Boston and cities throughout
the country.

Indeed, in closing this chapter let us comment upon the “powerful reforms”
and “shallow roots” themes represented by the title of this book. We have noted
the positive changes in Boston’s school governance climate and the potential
“powerful” educational reform agenda set forth by Payzant. Despite this progress,
however, the pressing question remains as to how deeply these changes are cur-
rently embedded in the system. What happens if the continuity of the unique
leadership team of Menino and Payzant for some reason or another cannot be
sustained? What happens if grassroots frustrations or unrest with the pace of
change topples the appointed board and the system reverts to an elected body?
In the politically volatile world of urban school governance can the stars be aligned
indefinitely without stronger evidence than we currently have that the governance
changes wrought so painstakingly in cities like Boston can be connected to con-
clusive gains in student achievement?
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INTRODUCTION

In recent times, the urban superintendent’s job has been described as one
requiring a “miracle worker”1 or the “Lone Ranger.”2 These mixed images create
only a slightly exaggerated composite of the modern-day school leader—a highly
principled man or woman with unusual courage, who is unafraid to do battle
(usually with the teachers union, or the bureaucracy, or special interest groups),
and who is willing and able to pass swift, often ruthless judgment. In district after
troubled district, the quality of superintendents’ leadership is often measured by
their willingness and ability to act quickly to fire incompetent principals and
central district bureaucrats, to rally teachers and administrators around a common
educational vision, to present a balanced budget, and in the process to raise student
achievement.

Within a few short years, urban districts seem to quickly lose momentum,
and school boards and their superintendents become mired in intractable policy
debates at interminable board meetings. Tumultuous tenures and tenuous pub-
lic support, with little recognition, seem to be the common working conditions
experienced by superintendents in each large city school system. In district after
district, that same leader who seemed to be everywhere at once in the beginning
is castigated for failing to produce significant change. With diminishing politi-
cal support, the superintendent’s tenure frequently ends in a rancorous dismissal
or resignation, to be followed by recrimination and blame and a search for a re-
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placement. The public no longer sees the superintendent as the “messiah,” but
instead the superintendent becomes the “scapegoat.”3 Where their arrival brought
a fresh breath of hope, each departure leaves teachers and the public at large with
a sense of hopelessness.

If one assumes that every superintendent requires a reasonable length of time
in order to develop and implement a districtwide school improvement agenda,
different questions arise about leading an urban district. Does it require a knowl-
edgeable insider, who comes up through the ranks of teacher, principal, and cen-
tral office administrator, or a seasoned administrator with a proven track record
of success as a superintendent in another, usually smaller district? Could some-
one from another sector succeed? Could a CEO from industry lead a school dis-
trict? Could an investment banker? Could a general?

While the urban superintendency has for many decades represented the pin-
nacle of a long, successful career for public school educators, more recently urban
school boards have selected candidates with little formal training in education,
and little if any professional experience teaching in, let alone managing, a school
or a school district. In the 1990s, the Seattle Public Schools’ board of education
did exactly that, by selecting not one, but two, nontraditionally prepared super-
intendents. In 1995, the school board selected General John Stanford, its first
noneducator superintendent and its first African American. After his 3-year tenure
was tragically shortened by a terminal illness, the board promoted the man Stanford
had selected to be his chief financial officer, Joseph Olchefske, to be his successor.
Unlike other urban superintendencies, Stanford’s ended with an affirmation of the
public’s strong belief in schools, and Olchefske’s appointment confirmed the op-
timism that the “dream” of educational excellence could be fulfilled.4

In this chapter we examine the actions of Stanford and Olchefske as case
studies of the leadership behavior of two nontraditionally prepared superinten-
dents—what they have accomplished and achieved, and under what conditions.
We begin by reviewing the context of Seattle’s schools within its city and its
cultural identity. We document some of the major initiatives begun under these
two superintendents. We report on the general sentiment that surrounds their
work, as reported by Seattle educators, policy makers, community leaders, and
other stakeholders. And we consider whether or not there are distinctive character-
istics of nontraditional superintendents that make them particularly appealing,
or perhaps uniquely suited, for leading urban school districts across the country,
as opposed to candidates who have climbed the long traditional educational
ladder, from teacher, principal, central office staff, to superintendent of a small
“starter” district, to the urban superintendency. Finally, we ask whether their
leadership will produce better schools and better outcomes for children.

For our data sources, we relied extensively on published newspaper reports
and articles, several research studies that have been conducted on various aspects
of Seattle’s schools, reports produced by the Seattle Public Schools, and inter-
views with Seattle Public Schools administrators, teachers, and school board
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members, former Seattle Education Association leaders, and community and
business activists and leaders.5

THE CONTEXT OF THE SEATTLE PUBLIC SCHOOLS

Seattle itself does not fit the stereotype of a decaying urban center with a
majority population of largely poor and minority residents, served by a troubled
school system that fails most of its students, and epic board–superintendent–
teacher union battles played out in the press and in political campaigns. Com-
pared to the other cities in this study, Seattle is the smallest, and it has the lowest
unemployment rate, the lowest poverty rate, the smallest proportion of African
American and Latino residents, the fewest high school dropouts, and the lowest
percent of children who live in distressed neighborhoods.6

The largest city in the Pacific Northwest, Seattle’s population consists of
about 500,000 residents; whites continue to be in the majority, with Asian
Americans the second largest population group, followed by African Ameri-
cans and Latinos. Seattle continues to grow slowly in population, possessing
both quaint, tree-lined neighborhoods, and a city center booming with high-
rises, redevelopment, and new, luxurious housing that takes advantage of the
sweeping views of bays and lakes and mountains. The city has a reputation
among its residents as a prosperous, cultured, liberal city of and for the middle
class, a place where people from the surrounding countryside come, if they can
afford it, not the other way around. Seattle politics are described by residents
as generally civil.7

Historically, Seattle’s citizens were proud of their public schools.8 While
Seattle’s total population continues to grow slowly, its student population has
remained fairly steady over the past decade at about 45,000 students, a signifi-
cant decrease from its high water mark of 100,000 students in 1962. Approxi-
mately 40% of all students receive free or reduced lunch support; about 15% of
white students and 64% of black students qualify. About 13% of the students
are considered limited English proficient. Best estimates are that 35% of chil-
dren in the more affluent north-end Seattle neighborhoods attend private schools,
while only 10% in the poorer south end do.

Over the past decade, Seattle’s students have consistently performed at or
above the national average on the California Achievement Test (CAT), a nation-
ally norm-referenced, standardized test administered and scored by the district.
In 1990 through 1995, scores were consistently above the national average in
reading, language, and mathematics for each year, at the elementary, middle, and
high school levels.9 In 1996, the district replaced the CAT with the Iowa Test of
Basic Skills (ITBS). Students performed at about the same level as indicated on
the CAT—at or above the national average—and in the elementary grades, stu-
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dents showed significant gains in 1998 and 1999, with average performance at
about the 60th percentile.

Despite establishing a generally favorable climate of fiscal and political sup-
port for its schools, Seattle residents have also struggled to address three pressing
issues that have surfaced time and again throughout the last 50 years with respect
to their public school system: the significant disparities in student achievement
levels across the city’s schools; the negative effects in schools of racial isolation
based on housing patterns and neighborhood characteristics; and the develop-
ment of prudent and coherent strategies to close underutilized schools and up-
grade aging and overcrowded ones.

Seattle’s schools have historically been relatively successful for most of the
city’s children. High school graduates have been able to find work in the aircraft
and shipping industries, and more recently in the large telecommunications and
computer companies and related support infrastructure that has emerged in the
nearby suburbs. Using the nationally normed, standardized tests as an achieve-
ment indicator, over the last 5 years, from 1996 to 2001, Seattle’s students have
scored at or above the 50th percentile at most grade levels in the core content
areas. The national percentile ranking of the “average” Seattle third grader has
increased by about 10 percentile points over the past 4 years (47th percentile to
57th percentile in reading; 48th percentile to 65th percentile in math).10 In a
television interview, businessman-turned-school-board-member Don Nielson
said, “We have a city that’s not broken, we have a system that’s not broke; we’re
not as we used to be, but it’s not broken, but it needs to be better.”11

However, when performance is disaggregated by ethnic groups, there has been
a persistent, 20 percentile points difference between the overall achievement level
of white students and the achievement level of African American and Latino stu-
dents. While all ethnic groups have shown academic improvements over the past
5 years, the achievement gap has stubbornly persisted. In 1999, while white and
Asian American students, who make up about 65% of the student population, per-
form well above the national average, Native American, African American, and
Latino students lag behind. White students perform as a group at the 70th percen-
tile level; African American students perform at about the 30th percentile level overall.

The efforts of the Seattle school district to address issues of racial segrega-
tion in schools generated significant tension and debate during the 1960s, as it
did for urban school districts across the country, and during that time in Seattle,
there were numerous demonstrations and even a student boycott. In contrast to
many other urban centers, however, Seattle chose to voluntarily adopt a manda-
tory busing strategy to desegregate schools and provide more balanced enroll-
ments from overcrowded south-end schools to underutilized north-end schools.12

This policy resulted in sporadic recall efforts of board members that failed, and
other challenges, but busing essentially remained in place until the late 1980s,
when it was replaced with a “controlled choice plan.” In 1995, after seeing that
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for every north-end student who rode a bus to a south-end school, 10 south-end
students were bused to north-end schools, Superintendent Stanford decided that
he needed to end busing, declaring, “I don’t have to sit next to someone of an-
other color to learn.”13

The need to modernize some schools but close others due to shifts and de-
clines in enrollment also created many acrimonious debates centered on schools
as sources of pride and identity for many neighborhoods and severe drains on
limited district resources. Influential and highly vocal neighborhood activists were
able to keep schools open, despite very small enrollments and very expensive-to-
maintain facilities. Others questioned why the district would spend money on
rebuilding schools in neighborhoods where children were being bused in to main-
tain enrollment, while schools in the “less desirable” inner-city core were left to
decay. Despite elaborate planning rubrics designed by district staff, politically
mobilized neighborhood groups put great pressure on the school board, creating
divisions based on narrow neighborhood issues and delaying all school closure
decisions for a decade. As one researcher put it: “School communities were ex-
tremely upset when their schools were named for closure and argued that those
schools belonged to them and the citizens of their neighborhoods.”14

Desegregation and school closure policies were inextricably intertwined;
underutilized schools in the north end were kept open by busing students from
the south end, and while this served to help desegregate those schools, north-
end students rarely accepted busing to the minority-majority schools in the south
end. The local school helped to define each neighborhood community, so when
the district adopted the mandatory school busing strategy to desegregate its
schools, not only did this exacerbate fears of ethnic conflict and misunderstand-
ing, but fears arose that it would sever friendships among neighbors and separate
neighborhood children from each other.

Ironically, most of the excess classroom space was available in mostly white
neighborhoods, so mostly minority children rode the buses to schools outside
their district and white children stayed in their neighborhoods. By some accounts,
10 black children attended schools in white neighborhoods for every white child
who was bused to a school in a black neighborhood. Schools in white neighbor-
hoods with enrollments of under 200 children were recommended for closure,
but those recommendations were fiercely resisted by neighborhood residents who
feared that their children would then have to be bused into other, “less desir-
able” neighborhoods.

These tensions were ever-present through the 1970s and 1980s, and the
school levy system, which required the district to go before voters for reauthori-
zation every 2 or 3 years, served as a referendum that reflected public support
for, or irritation with, the school district administration, especially with respect
to school desegregation efforts and/or school closures. Levies required a super-
majority of 60% of the numbers of voters in the previous election, so votes taken
after a national election required widespread support across the city, from tradi-
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tionally active neighborhoods in the north end to the less active south end. Un-
successful campaigns were often followed by the dismissal or departure of the
superintendent during that period.

THE PRESENT ERA: JOHN STANFORD (1995–1998)
AND JOSEPH OLCHEFSKE (1998–PRESENT)

By most accounts, William Kendrick’s 10-year tenure as Seattle’s superin-
tendent ended with a soft thud in 1994. With a student assignment plan in place
that included busing, with school closures completed, and with the student popu-
lation stabilized at about 45,000 students, informants barely remember anything
about his tenure, except that the schools were bureaucratic black holes, where
ideas and resources and reforms never really took hold. Kendricks was remem-
bered as a “nice” superintendent, but hardly one to lead a world-class school
system. His last years were remembered as “without energy,” but even worse,
Seattle’s school board meetings were remembered as sessions of bickering, name-
calling, and promotion of narrow interests. In 1994, another tax levy failed to
pass, and after that defeat, Kendricks chose to retire, a decision, many suggest,
was welcomed by his board.15

Those we interviewed unanimously recall the charisma and charm that Gen-
eral John Stanford brought to his interview for the superintendency in 1995. A
member of the interview committee remembered that General Stanford stood for-
mally beside the table that was provided for each candidate and never sat down or
referred to notes. There was some concern about his lack of educational experi-
ence and his military background, but in the end, he impressed the entire commit-
tee as a person who could unite and mobilize the entire community. In a televised
interview conducted shortly after his death, teachers and city leaders reported that
every Seattle child knew who John Stanford was, and they loved him because they
knew he was sincere. A parent and city official remarked: “He convinced us as a
community that schools were getting better and that they could be great. We don’t
know if that’s true, but we believed him, and that was just as good.”16

Perhaps most significant, the business community felt very comfortable and
familiar with Stanford, and he felt comfortable with them. In his former roles as
head of logistics for the U.S. Army and chief executive of Fulton County, Geor-
gia, Stanford had been accustomed to working with business executives. The
Alliance for Education, a business group that consolidated most other business
groups in Seattle, was able to mobilize important and credible political backing
for Stanford’s superintendency and financial support for his initiatives.

Historically, the business community had always viewed support for schools
as a civic duty, but business leaders usually sponsored only one school or project
at a time through small, one-time grants to schools and corporate sponsorship
for various ad hoc projects. Some businesses participated in Adopt-a-School pro-
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grams, and there was a formal monthly meeting that brought the chief executive
officers of major Seattle corporations together with city and district leaders. But
in the 1990s, the private sector and civic leaders grew increasingly concerned that
the district’s graduates were not being adequately prepared for the increasingly
technical jobs being created in the technology-rich environment of the new
economy. During this time, there was a collective sense that the district as a whole
had begun to lose momentum, no matter who was superintendent.

Business leaders sought changes in the governance and the leadership of the
school district. They decided that schools would never improve unless a differ-
ent type of board member were chosen. They increasingly believed that ineffec-
tive school board members were micromanaging district efforts. Forming a po-
litical action committee, Step Forward, they identified civic leaders interested
in running for the school board and actively campaigned for their election. Sub-
sequently, in 1993, two new board members were elected, both with strong
business connections.

Unlike other cities where mayoral selection committees chose a nontraditionally
prepared superintendent, Seattle’s mayor did not play a significant role in the selec-
tion process in Seattle. Instead, much of the impetus came from school board
members themselves, who wanted to widen the pool of candidates to be considered.
Stanford was chosen over one other finalist, also an African American, a super-
intendent from a midwestern city school district, who by most accounts would have
been an excellent choice, if Stanford had not been available. Some city leaders
questioned whether Stanford’s lack of education experience would limit his ef-
fectiveness, and whether his military background would fit into Seattle’s liberal,
“process-driven” political process. Seattle, after all, was a city that had declined to
host a Gulf War parade.17 Nevertheless, having just experienced a long-term, tradi-
tionally prepared superintendent and a micromanaging school board, the commu-
nity as a whole seemed ready for a strong, take-charge, highly visible superintendent
like John Stanford. As superintendent, Stanford’s first senior appointment was
Joseph Olchefske, an investment banker whose work experience and professional
training was also not in education, but in finance. They had met in an elevator and
struck up a friendship, just as Stanford was beginning his superintendency. Stanford
believed not only that Olchefske’s fiscal and business acumen was necessary to solve
a serious budgetary shortfall, but that his intelligence and commitment to devel-
oping a systemic strategy for improving Seattle’s schools would lead to districtwide
gains in students’ academic performance.

Stanford himself acknowledged that the district’s goals as developed under
Kendricks were fine; what was missing, Stanford argued, was an implementa-
tion strategy to achieve those goals and a community-wide campaign to engage
and find support for those goals.18 He agreed with Kendricks on two basic aca-
demic priorities—to raise student achievement for all and to close the achievement
gap between white and minority students throughout the district. As reported in
his own published book, Stanford freely drew on his military experience in de-



A Vision of Hope 61

veloping his management style as superintendent, but that style was far different
from the stereotypical one of the autocratic military leader whose commands are
followed without question. Stanford’s leadership style was to empower everyone
to follow his lead.

Stanford outlined his strategic plan as follows:

Increase academic achievement for all students.
Close student achievement gaps.
Attract, develop, and retain an excellent multicultural workforce to provide

students with successful role models.
Provide students with a healthy, safe, and secure learning environment.
Provide stable and adequate funding to assure that students will receive a

high quality and consistent education.
Meet diverse student and parent needs to attract and retain students.

At the very beginning of their tenure, Stanford and his chief financial of-
ficer, Joseph Olchefske, immediately confronted a looming budget deficit that
would have derailed any curriculum and instructional reform effort. According
to their analysis, the district would need to cut $35 million from the budget over
a 3-year period, and they would need to mount another levy campaign not only
for operational enhancements but needed facilities modernization. Stanford be-
lieved that he needed to create a business plan focused on student outcomes, retool
the district’s infrastructure to overcome system lethargy, and reengage the com-
munity and the district’s rank and file. Those plans will be discussed in greater
detail in the next section.

Two years into his tenure, Stanford announced that he was being treated
for leukemia. He vigorously fought the illness, and because he was convinced
that he would recover, he continued to stay at the helm of the district. While the
board and most staff continued to operate, key central office administrative po-
sitions began to turn over, especially in the leadership of the critically important
academic areas. This was particularly significant because of Stanford’s own inex-
perience with the specifics of curriculum and instruction. Arlene Ackerman, his
chief academic officer, became superintendent in Washington, D.C., and the
directors of academic achievement and curriculum and educational reform also
left. While board members urged him to fill those vacancies, they did not press
him to replenish his leadership team, and Stanford left the positions unfilled.

Stanford’s untimely death in November 1998 left the board members with
the significant problem of executive succession. They considered three choices:
They could appoint Olchefske, who had assumed most of Stanford’s executive
responsibilities during his illness; they could conduct a national search for a re-
placement; or they could reconfigure the position of the superintendent. The third
option would allow the board to create a dual superintendency, with a chief aca-
demic officer and a chief operations officer who would both be chosen by the
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board and report to it. This strategy was seriously considered in order to take
advantage of Olchefske’s knowledge of the budget and the organizational changes
undertaken under Stanford, while supplementing them with the educational
experience of a senior educator. According to press reports, principals, the teachers
union, and other veteran staff were in favor of the second option, a national search,
not because they disliked Olchefske, but because they wanted to underscore the
need for more academic leadership.19

In February 1999, the board chose the first option and decided to appoint
Olchefske. They were impressed with the leadership he had shown during the
interim term, and they did not want to lose the positive momentum that had
been created under Stanford. Olchefske declared, “I own this—I’ve been part of
shaping the path we’re on. Clearly, we have to move beyond into the next phase;
we like the path we’re on, but the work is far from done.”20

Satisfaction with Olchefske’s appointment was confirmed in four influential
sectors. First, the Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation pledged $26 million to
Seattle schools to further school reform efforts, and the members of the business-
driven Alliance for Education pledged to raise additional resources from a broad
spectrum of the community as a sign of its commitment to Stanford’s legacy.
Second, an annual survey of Seattle’s parents and residents reported their belief
that the schools were improving and indicated their continued support for and
satisfaction with the new superintendent. Third, the school board praised
Olchefske’s performance in his second annual review, and in October 2000 raised
his salary, commending him for strengthening his senior staff with the hiring of
June Rimmer, a veteran of the Indianapolis School District. They also noted that
he had acted to remove ineffective principals.21 Finally, in February 2001, the
city’s voters passed two levies that raised additional funds for the Seattle schools,
an indication of the community’s willingness to tax itself to support the schools
and, by association, the new superintendent.

Two campaign messages vividly illustrate the linked focus and work of these
two nontraditional superintendents. The first, which describes Stanford’s commit-
ment to systemic reform, is taken from the district’s 1997–1998 annual report:
“The vision: to build a world-class, student-focused learning system.”22 More re-
cent district documents articulate an operational goal, established during Olchefske’s
tenure: “Delivering on the Dream: academic achievement for every student in every
school.”23

KEY FEATURES OF THE EDUCATIONAL REFORMS

New Academic Content Standards for Every Grade

Stanford and Olchefske outlined their vision for the Seattle school system
in the following way:24 “to create the highest possible standards for students,
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teachers and principals—and then hold our people to them . . . to focus our entire
operation on our children . . . to get the community involved in making our
district successful.”25

With the state adoption of the Washington Essential Academic Learning
Requirements in 1993 as a guide, Stanford’s and Olchefske’s notion of a systemic
transformation began with a focus on student learning, not on the practice of
teaching and instruction. The Washington Requirements outlined the per-
formance standards expected of students, not teachers. By 1999, the Office of
Standards and Assessment, working with administrators and teachers, converted
those state standards into academic standards for each grade level, in each of four
content areas. In future years, professional development, and the adoption of new
curriculum materials and assessments will be driven by these standards. Olchefske
hoped that those standards would be highly visible at every school, in every class-
room; in visits to three schools, large posters highlighting the key content stan-
dards were evident in classrooms, bulletin boards displaying children’s work had
elements of the standards connected to them. Work has begun to connect those
standards in explicit ways to teachers’ lessons plans, and it is viewed as a priority
area by Rimmer, the chief academic officer.

A New Student Assignment Plan and
a Subsequent End to Mandatory Busing

In order to restore widespread public support for schools, Stanford and oth-
ers believed that Seattle had to eliminate mandatory busing, a process they be-
lieved drove many white families from the public school system and frustrated
African American parents whose children required long and wasteful bus rides
across town, with little proven academic benefit. Stanford’s staff created a neigh-
borhood school assignment policy which offered students a preference for attend-
ing a school in their own geographic region but options to attend other schools
if their parent so chose. An economist by training, Olchefske believed that con-
tinuing to offer school placement choices to parents used market forces to stimu-
late school competition for students.

Only by increasing the visible quality of all schools could they avoid accusa-
tions that the neighborhood school policy would result in unequal education based
on housing patterns. Olchefske wanted schools to adopt appealing programs,
create visible marketing strategies, and publicize results, all of which he believed
would attract students and families to their neighborhood schools. If any school
had more students applying than it had capacity for, students would be chosen
based on a complex series of “tiebreakers” that included preference for students
who were from an ethnic group that was underrepresented at the school. By staff
estimate, over 80% of all students have been offered their top selection.

The shift to neighborhood schools may result in a resegregation of schools,
reflecting the historic geographic concentration of minority families in certain
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neighborhoods across the city, and the choice of parents to keep their children close
to home. One third of the elementary schools now have 80% or more minority
students.26 Nevertheless, the great majority of parents, when given a choice of
schools, have been consistently choosing schools near their homes, an indication
of general approval of the neighborhood schools of choice strategy. To ensure that
the neighborhood schools policy worked for all and provided adequate resources
for schools where students had greater needs, Olchefske’s strategy used fiscal in-
centives that assigned a value, through a weighted student formula, that apportioned
dollars based on the needs and programs that a student was entitled to.

Weighted Student Formula

Olchefske believed that creating meaningful competition for students among
schools could encourage districtwide improvement, but there was concern that
schools would try to recruit only the most academically gifted students. There
needed to be incentives to recruit all children, even those with special needs or
from lower income communities in the vicinity of some of the schools. In order
to address fears that the new student assignment plan would create a world-class
system for the affluent north end and a second-class system for the poorer south
end, Stanford and Olchefske sought a strategy to redistribute limited school re-
sources to schools that would see an influx of new students returning to their
schools in the south end. The resource allocation system they developed, the
Weighted Student Formula, was drawn from a similar program that they had
observed in Alberta, Canada.27 Olchefske assigned more resources to needy stu-
dents, and tied those resources to the school that the students attended, making
them relatively more financially “valuable” to the receiving school.

Schools that gained enrollment as a result of the Weighted Student Formula
(see below) have added extra services, including full-day kindergartens or smaller
class sizes, and that has meant that the schools needed more classrooms. Thus
the initial benefits from the Weighted Student Formula are sometimes compro-
mised because schools are forced to erect portable buildings to handle the addi-
tional classrooms, as students return to their neighborhood schools or select highly
attractive schools.

In addition, while it is true that additional funds followed students to their
new schools, those funds came from compensatory sources, such as Title 1 and
Special Education, and reflected the additional needs that these students already
had. The basic general-purpose support that students carried with them remained
the same, and so in most cases, movement of a student from one school to an-
other simply meant a gain in funding to the school based on increased enroll-
ment, plus a smaller “weight” gain if the student qualified for special funding
based on need. For a school, most of the increased funding translated into addi-
tional teaching staff to accommodate the increased enrollment, so there was little
“value-added” impact that accompanied these student transfers.
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More recently, researchers at the Center for Reinventing Government at the
University of Washington identified significant, unintended imbalances in fund-
ing that continued to favor some schools serving wealthier communities, despite
the weighted student formula.28 According to them, if one calculates the total
budget for a school, including the actual salaries of staff, then many in fact cost
more to operate, per student, than do schools serving lower income communi-
ties. This is because the teaching and administrative staffs at schools in wealthier
communities were in general more highly experienced and therefore were more
highly paid. A teacher with 11 years experience was paid about 50% more than
a new teacher; their experience level placed them higher on the salary scale. The
Center’s analysts support the concept of the Weighted Student Formula, but argue
that it should be fully implemented to reflect the actual cost of teacher and admin-
istrative salaries. While there is ongoing discussion about this apparent issue, the
Weighted Student Formula remains as a district policy.

Higher Professional Standards for Principals

Stanford and Olchefske believed that principals needed to be treated as chief
executive officers of their schools. That meant principals should have more discre-
tion over their budgets, selection of new teachers, and school-site professional
development programs. Stanford established a principal’s leadership institute in
his first year, which was funded by the Alliance for Education, and every princi-
pal participated. He suggested that principals knew how to educate, but that they
needed additional skills “in inspiring, motivating, and guiding their diverse
communities of students, teachers, and parents.”29 While all principals who were
serving at the time participated in the yearlong training, there has been a great
deal of turnover in the administrative ranks, and it is a priority to provide ongoing
professional development opportunities for each new group of principals, as well
as for principals serving in new schools.

According to press reports, a departing personnel director had suggested that
25% of the principals were ineffective. Stanford immediately defended the prin-
cipals and resisted calls for more drastic transfers and demotions.30 The reporter
suggested that Stanford, like the superintendents before him, seemed reticent to
remove or fire principals; according to the reporter, Stanford had not begun to
formally evaluate his principals until December 1998, more than 2 years after
he had assumed the superintendency. In response, Stanford noted, “Because I
am a general, people wanted me to come in here and fire people. That’s not my
style. My style is to love ’em and lead ’em.”31 In the same interview, Olchefske
pointed out that the pool of principals was so thin that it constituted a “people
crisis.” During his tenure, Stanford had personally assigned nearly 70 principals,
but most were veterans from within the system who had been transferred from
one school to another or promoted from within. While his transfer policy had
benefited some schools when he replaced a weak principal with a more success-
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ful one from another school, the school that lost its successful principal some-
times experienced a drop in test scores.

Olchefske’s tenure has already been shaped by his willingness to demote and
transfer ineffective principals. Within his first year as permanent superintendent,
he demoted four principals and hired five principals from outside the district,
indications, he said, of his determination to have “a high-quality principal as a
leader for every school.”32 It was later announced that a longtime principal of
a high school had been forced to resign that spring, but was allowed to receive a
large severance package. “I [Olchefske] wanted to move and move aggressively.
If it cost some money to move that way, I was willing to pay something.”33 In
the case of the high school principal, parents and teachers had campaigned for
over a year to have the principal removed. More recently, Olchefske removed a
controversial director of special education but allowed him also to receive a sev-
erance package.34

Appointment and replacement decisions have been restricted to the super-
intendent, and those actions are highly visible symbols of a superintendent’s
willingness and ability to exercise authority. But they are also among the most
desired decisions that school-site staff and parents want to make. This reflects
the tension inherent in efforts to increase responsibility and autonomy at the
school site, without jeopardizing working rights of administrators, the indepen-
dence of their managerial authority, or the oversight responsibility of the super-
intendent for each school site.

Site-Based Management and
a New Trust Agreement with Teachers

A key feature of Stanford’s efforts to stimulate change systemwide, but es-
pecially at the grassroots school-site level, was treating principals as CEOs and
shifting more decision-making authority to the school site. Part of that shift
entailed a new, more positive working arrangement between the district and the
Seattle Education Association (SEA). The SEA had already initiated, in negotia-
tions with then Superintendent Kendricks, a peer review evaluation program
called STAR (Staff Training Assistance and Review) program, which matched
new teachers with experienced teachers who act as mentors.35

The standard collective bargaining contract between the teachers association
and the district expired, and, following the model of the labor-management trust
agreement that had been signed by General Motors and the United Auto Work-
ers for their Saturn division, the SEA and the district agreed to sign their own
trust agreement. Stanford acknowledged the SEA’s leadership in urging this form
of labor agreement, and union leaders of that movement underscore Kendrick’s
important foundational work.36 The underlying principle of the agreement was
that at the site level, staff and administration would create a common vision, with
an “authentic” decision making role for teachers. The trust agreement that went
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into effect during the 1996–97 school year reflected the positive operational re-
lationship between Stanford and Olchefske and the SEA. The final collective
bargaining arrangement was driven by “interest-based bargaining,” a process that
emphasizes problem solving rather than position-based negotiations, spearheaded
by the city’s chief labor negotiator. The contract is now in place, and includes:

A shared, decision making role for teachers in their schools with respect to
budget, strategic planning, curriculum, and professional development,
through the establishment of a leadership team selected by the site as a
whole.

More hiring flexibility and teacher input on hiring decisions; revisions in
the teacher transfer policy, through site-hiring teams, with seniority
retained as a factor but not the decisive factor in hiring, transfers, and
layoffs.

A new teacher evaluation policy, tied in part to student achievement, with
measures of achievement jointly determined by administration and staff.

Development of a New Student Accountability System Based on
a Value-Added Measure of Success.

Seattle recently hired William Sanders, a Tennessee statistician who had
developed a “value-added” technique that tracks student performance from one
year to the next for students, and then compares that growth with students from
similar background characteristics, and against other children in a class.37 The
important contribution this can make is that it focuses on student progress over
a school year, not simply a single snapshot of student performance. Sanders’ sys-
tem has been used in Tennessee to calculate the average improvement that can
be attributed to a teacher’s effort, and could provide the beginning of a system
for Seattle that uses student performance as a measure of teacher effectiveness,
although that has not yet taken place.

Teachers and their organizational representatives have usually objected to
using student achievement as part of teacher evaluation because students begin
with different academic skills and have access to different sets of community and
family assets. To compare one teacher to another, or even to a standard expected
level of student achievement or student growth, requires a capacity to control
for those variables. Tying teacher evaluations to student achievement requires a
capacity to assess the effect of the teacher’s classroom performance on student
achievement, irrespective of the impact of demographic factors, and even irre-
spective of the quality of instruction in preceding years. If the student progress
of an entire class can be measured as Sanders suggests, then it is possible to com-
pare the “teacher effect” in one class to that of another.

Some objections to this effort have arisen. First, the focus on standardized
test score performance, on a test not tied to the standards, might detract from
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more important efforts to develop assessments tied directly to the content stan-
dards. Second, the cost and complexity of the assessment system is an expense
that could be better spent elsewhere, and in different ways. More important, some
critics question whether the quality of teaching is best evaluated by this kind of
measurement of student outcomes. According to a Seattle principal, principal
evaluations now include a component that focuses on schoolwide improvements
in student outcomes.38

ANALYSIS

It is clear from the review of Stanford’s 3-year tenure within the context of
what Seattle wanted and needed, that there was a combination of person, place,
and circumstances that created strong incentives for positive change. While people
complained about “an educational malaise” that existed in Seattle prior to his
arrival, and despaired of the low quality of some of the schools, in fact, there was
no significant labor unrest, test scores were higher than in most cities of its size,
and through elections the district was governed by a corporate-style board of
directors. Executives of the SEA reported an amicable, positive, and productive
relationship with Kendricks that focused on teaching and learning, including
10 years of management-labor cooperation.39 The city’s political and business
leadership, while unhappy with school performance, was nevertheless not inter-
ested in taking over the schools, something that has occurred in other cities. Never-
theless, the struggle to pass the levy signaled that Seattle’s voters were not satis-
fied with the school system as it was performing.

What everyone wanted was a superintendent who could restore the com-
munity’s confidence in its school system, and who would reinvigorate the schools.
There was no mandate to choose a nontraditionally prepared superintendent, but
the community wanted new and different leadership, and there was little resis-
tance when a superintendent candidate was found who had no professional school
experience.

Stanford created a powerful media campaign on behalf of children that
challenged everyone to work together to create better schools. His personal high
visibility in the schools during his 3-year tenure produced much positive pub-
lic enthusiasm for the schools and substantial concrete support for the school
district as a whole by the business community and residents who personally
invested in the Alliance for Education. While most attributed the dramatic
turnaround to Stanford, others pointed out that many of the pieces were in
place before he arrived: an orderly succession process; strong and visionary
teachers’ association leadership; a vibrant and growing local economic base;
organized support from the business community; and a solid school board.
These are the very factors that have often subverted and undermined new super-
intendents from the day they arrived.
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Stanford emphasized the importance of a fundamental shift from a system
focused on adult issues to one focused on children’s achievement, and he repeat-
edly articulated this as his system reform strategy. He personally led the campaign
with his high visibility in interacting with children. Yet most of the significant
changes that characterize his tenure focused on adult issues—school funding,
school assignment choices for parents, a new labor contract for teachers, new site-
based decision-making structures, and the principal as the school’s CEO. These
changes were all shaped and directed toward the goal of improving student
achievement. They certainly set the stage for improved use of teaching and
learning resources. However, they had yet to address the technical core of educa-
tion—teaching and learning—in a particularly strategic way. In fact, there seems
to have been little in the way of actual definition and change in terms of what
was actually being taught and how, at the end of Stanford’s tenure, it was clear
that the district needed academic leadership, and that appointment became
Olchefske’s top priority when he succeeded Stanford.

Olchefske’s appointment was in large measure an endorsement by the board
of the direction of Stanford’s superintendency and an unwillingness to take
chances with another search. In 2002, Olchefske enters the fourth year of his
tenure as permanent superintendent. One can view his tenure as an extension of
many of the initiatives begun under Stanford’s tenure, while at the same time it
is clear that Olchefske has firmly planted his own imprimatur and is the district’s
CEO. The work that remains involves extending the curriculum changes into
the classroom, or as Olchefske would say, into every classroom.

As research has repeatedly shown, uniform classroom implementation of
district-level policy changes is a very complex enterprise.40 It includes several as-
pects: seeing that teachers adopt and accept the new standards as applying to every
child; developing and utilizing classroom practices that support the academic stan-
dards; providing adequate support to meet the needs of underperforming students;
ensuring that resources, especially qualified and committed teachers, are adequately
deployed in the schools with the neediest students; and maintaining public sup-
port for the entire school system, even as parental attention is now refocused pri-
marily on the local neighborhood schools where their children attend.

Two areas in which Stanford received some criticism—that his instructional
program was unfocused and that he failed to remove ineffective principals—were
among the first actions on Olchefske’s agenda. Within 6 months, Olchefske hired
an academic officer, and the board had adopted a set of learning outcome stan-
dards as well as a broad exit criteria for high schoolers. Less than a year after his
appointment, the press announced that Olchefske had demoted 4 principals.41

But recent difficulties with filling several key high school principalships have also
created some public questions about both the selection process and the final
appointments.42 He also continues to refine the Weighted Student Formula as a
way to provide differential support to schools. But as he noted in our interview,
the curriculum has not yet changed as much as he desires.
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Stanford and Olchefske have developed tremendous community support for
their leadership and avoided organized challenges to the directions they under-
took. The support of the business community will in all likelihood be sustained.
It remains to be seen whether the deliberate implementation of standards-based
instructional strategies and accountability systems will succeed in raising student
achievement and closing achievement gaps. The purpose of returning to neigh-
borhood school assignment was to improve opportunities for minority children
and to reconnect parents to their neighborhood schools. Most parents seem to
be pleased with the new assignment policy, but there are persistent challenges
from parent groups to the race-based assignment priorities.43

The educational reforms initiated in the past 6 years by Superintendents
Stanford and Olchefske are significant for the Seattle Public Schools, but they
are not significantly different from others that have been proposed and imple-
mented in other cities by more traditionally trained superintendents. The sys-
temic approach of aligning standards, assessments, curriculum and instruction,
and professional development has been advocated for more than 10 years.44 As
increased attention is given to formal teacher and administrator evaluations tied
to student performance—high-stakes evaluations—there may be significantly
more tension that emerges. In contrast to Stanford, Olchefske has increased his
central office staff ’s responsibility for the evaluation of principals and has tied
student performance to that evaluation. He has shown a willingness to reassign,
demote, and dismiss school principals. Whether and how staff will respond to,
or resist, efforts to increase overall accountability at the classroom level, and
whether Olchefske will be able to identify and place highly skilled leadership at
school sites is also a challenge that superintendents across the country face.45

With the current high level of community and professional support in place,
there is reason to believe that Olchefske and his leadership team will continue to
make steady progress in implementing a standards-based educational reform
agenda, in partnership with the SEA, although the teachers’ association itself has
undergone a significant leadership changeover.46

The standard that Olchefske has set for himself, to significantly reduce the
achievement gap between ethnic groups, will be the greatest challenge, since the
district is now concentrating on teaching and learning in the classroom, and
the gap still has persisted (although every ethnic group has made steady gains).
The test results to date suggest that closing the gap will continue to be a difficult
enterprise and more resources will be needed, especially an expanded pool of tal-
ented, well-trained, and committed teachers and administrators. The board and
superintendent will need to monitor the achievement of African American stu-
dents, especially with respect to the achievement gap, to ensure that both the
neighborhood school assignment plans and the educational reforms have had the
anticipated effect. Disparities not only in achievement, but in district applica-
tion of suspension and discipline policies, may also lead to increased scrutiny of
the effect of the system reform policies implemented over the past 6 years. As
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these complex problem areas emerge, Olchefske and his team will be judged by
their willingness and ability to effectively manage these policy dilemmas.47

CONCLUSION

The charismatic persona that Stanford publicly communicated, that captured
the imagination of the community and moved it to action, seems to have been at
least as important as the management skills that he actually brought, the initia-
tives that he proposed and supported, and the authority that many associate with
a military leader. Stanford was fondly remembered as an “idea-a-minute” man-
ager, meaning that he floated many ideas and left it to staff to figure out how
to implement them. Some interviewees suggested that he failed to address low-
performing administrators, either through a more deliberate evaluation process
or through the outright removal of ineffective principals. It must be remembered
that Seattle schools were performing at a level that would be the envy of many
other urban districts. It is also difficult to identify the specific teaching and learn-
ing strategies that were implemented during his brief 3-year tenure.48

Still, the notion of restoring hope and confidence, convincing parents and
the business community that the Seattle schools could be “world-class,” and re-
focusing attention on academic achievement for all children, was a valuable out-
come of his tenure and in all likelihood will be his most important legacy. Other
superintendents have declared such goals, but most have simply not been able to
convince their communities that it was really possible and mobilize residents and
business and political leaders toward positive action. The benefits to the district
cannot be simply measured in gains in efficiency or academic achievement; they
are gains in goodwill, in a sense of community participation in the education of
the next generation, in the possibilities and expectations of high-quality educa-
tion for all children.

If raising community optimism about its schools and its neighborhoods is
one of the most important roles of the superintendent, then boards of education
responsible for the selection process may well want to include candidates from
outside education who have been similarly inspiring in their work settings, for
example, writers, religious leaders, community and labor organizers, and politi-
cians. At the same time, we should not exclude educators who may possess the
same charisma, simply because they have chosen to develop their leadership skills
in the schools. There is a danger in believing or assuming that only generals, or
noneducators, can ignite such optimism within a community. Thirty years ago
in Oakland, California, an African American from Philadelphia arrived on the
scene as superintendent of schools, and generated similar energy and hope; his
name was Marcus Foster, and he was a longtime veteran public school educa-
tor.49 And educators who were interviewed, who remembered the tension and
suspicion that occurred when Seattle’s teachers went on strike in 1985, recall with
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admiration the healing that occurred and the optimism that was generated by
then newly hired superintendent, William Kendrick.

The lesson here is that the ability to work with the external environment in
which schools are embedded is an essential ingredient to a successful superinten-
dency.50 That environment includes political activists who speak for disadvan-
taged and disempowered communities, neighborhood activists and parents who
choose to live in certain communities and desire to maintain the quality of life
for themselves and their children, and a business community whose support pro-
vides significant additional resources and political legitimacy to the district’s ef-
forts. Stanford seemed to have been at ease, well respected, and successful in all
of these areas, even if all sectors did not always agree with him. This is an impor-
tant quality that superintendents, whether they are traditionally prepared or come
from another sector, need to possess and convey, and as Kendrick’s 10-year ten-
ure suggests, it is an ability that is affected by time and circumstance.51

Joseph Olchefske possesses the kinds of fiscal and administrative expertise
and entrée to the business community that most educators lack. Those talents,
and the fortuitous meeting with Stanford as he began his tenure, gave him the
initial position as CFO for a major school district without any professional school
experience or exposure. Stanford’s extended illness and untimely death subse-
quently gave him the opportunity to lead the district on an interim basis. But
Olchefske’s own skills are the product of significant and demanding academic
preparation as well as real-life experience. His technical skill in identifying the
looming budget crisis and controlling the budget process helped to drive creative
solutions to differential funding in schools. Olchefske gained large-system man-
agement experience in the interim period when he was able to assume operational
authority for the entire district. When the board’s search committee decided on
Stanford’s successor, Olchefske was chosen in part because he was now the “in-
sider.” This confluence of opportunity and expertise are uncommon, but it also
took a strong sense of self-confidence, adventure, and civic duty to take on such
complex challenges when they were presented.

To his credit, Olchefske was willing to serve in a highly political position
paying considerably less than he was making as an investment banker. He was
also wise enough to realize the professional limitations of his background, and
he quickly hired two highly qualified educators—one a local superintendent, and
the other a strong instructional leader—to serve as a leadership team. Focusing
on student achievement as measured by standardized tests has many detractors,
but one thing is certain: When a superintendent is a noneducator, such measures
provide a straightforward and logical way to measure district performance and
are clearly understood by business, political, and community leaders. This is a
lesson that is applicable to traditionally trained superintendents as well.

In the end, Seattle’s residents and educators seem to be well satisfied with
their choice of John Stanford and Joseph Olchefske. However, sustaining sys-
temic change requires an understanding of how teachers and school staffs work
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to make the school improvements that are necessary conditions for high achieve-
ment for every child in every school. Even with standards and accountability
instruments in place, there are many questions about whether instructional class-
room practice will change sufficiently for comprehensive school improvement,
and whether fiscal and human resources are sufficient to provide opportunities
to learn for every student in every school, no matter where those schools are lo-
cated. For that to occur, experienced professional educators in the district office
and in schools, who possess deep personal knowledge of instructional practice in
real school settings, must offer instructional leadership. More than any other
actions, Olchefske’s selection, support, and evaluation of principals for school
sites and central office administrators will establish his instructional reputation,
and his managing of competing neighborhood interests with respect to student
assignment strategies will demonstrate his political skills.52

There will be some who will invoke Stanford’s legacy to support narrow,
parochial interests, or as justification for challenging difficult decisions that the
superintendent must make. To some extent, the community’s recollections of
Stanford suggest that he was the Lone Ranger and the Miracle Worker, and at
this time, neither he nor Olchefske has yet been made a martyr or scapegoat. Yet
it must be remembered that the success of these nontraditionally prepared su-
perintendents builds on the tenure of their predecessor, William Kendricks, the
support of enlightened teacher leadership, the generous financial support of the
community in an era of significant economic expansion, the general achievement
level of Seattle’s students, and the professional expertise of senior, traditionally
prepared educators. Their tenure brings hope not only that Seattle schools can
improve but that urban school improvement is possible and that it can occur
within the context of cooperative and ethical political, managerial, and instruc-
tional leadership that draws together all of the strengths of educators and the
community. That hope is remarkable because it was expressed eloquently through-
out the entire city in words and action.53 What remains to be seen is whether or
not it can be sustained and mobilized through community action long enough
without fracture so as to fulfill the dream—academic achievement for every child
in every school.
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If dramatically changing a school system is like turning around an aircraft
carrier, Alan Bersin, San Diego school superintendent and former U.S. Attorney
and “Border Czar” for the Southwest region, said in his first year, “the carrier
hasn’t changed course yet, but it’s shimmying.” By the fourth year, amid stormy
weather, the carrier had clearly changed direction.1

This chapter details the San Diego story of a noneducator leading the eighth
largest school district in the nation’s largest state where governors, state super-
intendents, and legislatures have mandated reforms unrelentingly over the past
2 decades.2

Four years into the superintendency of a former U.S. Attorney (appointed
by a Democratic President) in a largely conservative city dominated by Repub-
licans and business interests, key features of Alan Bersin’s tenure include:

• Gained support for a $1.5 billion bond referendum to build and repair
schools (78% voted for it).

• Renovated district bureaucracy to realign staffing, budgets, and practitioner
roles at the district, school, and classroom levels to be consistent with the
stated mission of improving “student achievement by supporting teaching
and learning in the classroom.”

• Established district expectations and mechanisms for teachers and principals
to keep learning as professionals, gaining further expertise to concentrate
on improving student performance in literacy and math.3
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Continual conflicts between the superintendent and the school board minority
and between the San Diego Education Association (SDEA) and the superintendent
have altered both the substance and pace of the changes. Since the early months of
his superintendency, Bersin has managed to retain a slim 3–2 majority on key votes
authorizing new programs, reorganizations, and reallocation of funds and personnel.
Union leadership has been at loggerheads with Bersin over the lack of collaboration
or even consultation since the superintendent launched a fleet of changes within
the first 6 months of his tenure. As the SDEA president said: “It is reform being
done to us, not with us.” Bersin, predictably, sees the situation differently: “SDEA
leadership, virtually from day one, has greeted reform here with the unremitting
hostility of a ‘Khrushchev’s Nyet.’”4

Amid the unremitting conflicts, the superintendent has received strong and
abiding support from the city’s business and civic leaders, who had originally
engineered the choice of the former prosecutor.

These substantial victories and disruptive conflicts have exacted a high price.
Fear and mistrust of Bersin’s motives and the reforms persist among many
administrators and teachers, the very people who are responsible daily for
improving student performance. Major demonstrations drawing thousands of
teachers organized by the union to protest how teacher-coaches were to be
chosen and the firing of 600 teacher aides testify to the open antagonism that
has erupted. Moreover, high school faculties’ and administrators’ sluggishness
for the reform has left secondary schools, as is the case in most cities, in the
backwater of the district changes.5

Thus a new superintendent’s swift moves have grafted onto a large urban
district powerful reforms that show signs of sprouting the desired fruits. Yet in
2002 it still remains a frail growth with shallow roots.

The San Diego story poses tough questions about the prevailing assumptions
and wisdom of governance trends in big city school districts vying to improve
students’ test scores. These questions challenge corporate leaders, civic officials,
and educators in other cities committed to wedding business support and expertise
to political clout in squeezing better teaching out of urban practitioners and higher
test scores out of low-performing students. Questions for other urban districts
that arise from the San Diego reforms (1998–2002) are these:

1. Can a noneducator superintendent establish a new infrastructure for teach-
ing and learning and create a professional culture that concentrates on
improving academic achievement of low-performing students?

2. Can a noneducator’s top-down, fast-paced strategy of implementing a
new infrastructure for teaching and learning instill the necessary com-
mitment among practitioners to sustain the reform while erasing their
initial fears and mistrust over this centralized, accelerated approach to
change?6
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In this chapter we will describe the key features of the San Diego reforms
noted above and offer answers to the questions just listed. We begin with the
choice of Alan Bersin to lead the system, a decision orchestrated by civic and
business leaders frustrated by the system’s inability to raise student achievement.

CHOOSING A NONEDUCATOR

Interviews, newspaper accounts, and research studies strikingly converge in
telling the story of how in 1998 a Democratic appointee who had cracked down
on border crime got named as the new superintendent in a city historically con-
trolled by the Republican party.

By the mid-1990s, among civic and business leaders, there was a growing
sense of a paralyzed school system controlled by a sclerotic bureaucracy more
concerned about the square footage and number of windows in their offices then
students’ academic performance. “It was a system,” one administrator said, “built
to satisfy adults, not serve children.” A teachers’ strike in 1996 revealed to these
civic and corporate elites that the then superintendent, a veteran popular educa-
tor who had risen through the ranks, was no longer in control of the system.
Committed to a strategy of decentralization, five clusters of schools led by assis-
tant superintendents at the “Ed Center,” as the headquarters of the district was
called, varied greatly in academic performance. Moreover, the system’s prior lead-
ership had been committed to school-site management (as had the teachers’ union
that had negotiated the concept into the contract), further decentralizing man-
agement of the district. It seemed to these civic and business leaders that neither
the bureaucracy nor the union attended adequately enough to students’ academic
performance. The San Diego Union Tribune put it bluntly: The district “was run
by bureaucrats who had become numb to the public at the same time [as] the
public has clearly grown anxious for major reforms in education.” These elite
groups (Business Roundtable of the San Diego Chamber of Commerce, corpo-
rate foundations, and civic officials) wanted an “agent of change.”7

What needed to be changed and why did these changes matter? These local
leaders were close to unanimous in their answers: Install a fearless manager who
knows how to run a large organization. Dismantle the bureaucracy that smoth-
ered progress in schools and classrooms. Concentrate on raising academic achieve-
ment, particularly of those students who have been performing poorly.

But why should the district concentrate on improving student achievement?
Again, our sources largely agreed on the reasons for this focus. Corporate leaders
sought to maintain a vital downtown and avert satellite cities springing up else-
where like their neighboring megalopolis to the north. Moreover, unless the city
retained its unique and sizable white and minority middle and upper-middle class
(estimated at better than a third of the city) and had a literate workforce ready
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and able to step into twenty-first-century jobs in an information-based economy,
San Diego would become just another decaying city. Community leaders wanted
public schools that would keep young families in the city. Employers wanted
schools they could point to with pride in recruiting managers. Both wanted schools
that prepared students with entry-level job skills or for further education. Public
schools were the linchpin in the larger urban strategy of keeping San Diego a
thriving city.8

In 1997, the school board hired a search firm to generate candidates for the
superintendency. In reviewing applicants, the company used a “white paper”
drafted by a small committee drawn from the Chamber of Commerce’s Business
Roundtable that clearly left open the option of a new superintendent being a
noneducator. The board then appointed two committees. One was composed
of five civic and corporate leaders without professional educators or union mem-
bers (the head of the city’s YMCA, a wealthy businessman, an African American
former city councilman, a university president, and a Latino community leader).
This committee was charged to interview and recommend finalists to the school
board adhering to the strictest confidentiality in the process. Another commit-
tee, composed of 32 community members and educators (teacher union mem-
bers refused to participate on this committee because of their exclusion from the
smaller one), developed “profiles” of expectations for a new superintendent. They
played no role in recruiting, interviewing, or naming the finalists. The smaller
civic and corporate committee recommended two candidates, Peter Negroni and
Alan Bersin, to the school board. After interviewing both, the board voted 4–0
(with one abstention) to appoint Bersin. Named as the incoming superintendent
in March 1998, Bersin created a transition team and spent 3 months visiting
schools and community groups, and gaining intelligence about the district. Just
before formally assuming all duties as superintendent, Bersin named Anthony
Alvarado, then superintendent of District #2 in New York City, as Chancellor
of Instruction.

In New York City, Alvarado had, for over a decade, orchestrated multiple
changes in principals and teachers, a great deal of professional development, and,
with close ties to the United Federation of Teachers, a district office committed
to helping practitioners teach and students learn. Test scores in the district had
risen over that period. Alvarado became Chancellor of Instruction under Bersin
in June 1998 with the express charge to apply what he had learned in District #2
to San Diego, a district almost five times larger, and to do so in less than a de-
cade. Basically, Bersin and Alvarado were betting that the scale and time issues
could be managed.

In creating a bifurcated superintendency, Bersin split a school chief’s cus-
tomary three roles, delegating control of instruction to Alvarado and assuming
the political and managerial roles himself.9

We now turn to the main features marking the initial 3 years of the San Diego
reform.
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ACTIONS TAKEN

A top-down, fast-paced reform strategy jolted the entire system (18,000
employees for 146,000 students spending nearly one billion dollars a year) into
achieving notable gains. Within 6 months, Bersin had gained voter approval for
$1.5 billion in bonds to build new schools and renovate older ones and scrapped
the 15-year-old decentralized managerial and instructional organization of the
district.

Reaching out to the larger community and cementing relationships with
business and civic elites, the newly minted superintendent scored a stunning
triumph in securing an unheard of 78% approval for the bond measure. Inter-
nally, Bersin sought managerial control. In place of the old organization, Bersin
reorganized the Ed Center to centralize authority in his office while creating an
Institute for Learning under Alvarado that concentrated on converting the dis-
trict’s assistant superintendents and principals from managers into instructional
leaders and focused teachers’ attention on literacy.

The reorganization of the Ed Center involved cutting staff by 18% and pro-
duced $8.3 million in savings during the first 2 years. The savings went to the new
Institute for Learning and the seven Instructional Leaders (ILs), all recruited from
the ranks of principals and Ed Center staff, who were responsible for 175 schools.
A few months later, Bersin sent shock waves through administrative ranks by reas-
signing 15 school administrators to other posts including classroom teaching.
After a bruising struggle with the SDEA and a 3–2 school board approval, Bersin
and Alvarado placed 85 peer coaches (drawn from the corps of teachers and funded
by the savings from headquarter’s reorganization) in over 115 schools, particularly
those with students scoring in the lowest quartiles on standardized tests. These
teacher-coaches helped teachers and principals implement literacy (and later math)
strategies in their classrooms. Following much school board and public criticism
over the new superintendent’s failure to implement a 1997 school board policy on
ending social promotion, Bersin and Alvarado drafted a districtwide Blueprint for
Student Success in a Standards Based System that included strategies for prevent-
ing student academic failure, interventions and remediation when students per-
formed poorly, and retention policies. For the Institute of Learning, peer coaches,
principals, and teachers working on literacy and math, the Blueprint became an
essential trail guide to follow.10

All of these initiatives spilled across the system in 18 months. As Bersin said,
“There was no other way to jumpstart systemic reform. You don’t announce it.
You’ve got to jolt the system. I understood that. . . . [I]f people don’t understand
you’re serious about change . . . the bureaucracy will own you.” In the same vein,
Alvarado said:

There has to be a boom . . . in large-scale reform. . . . The boom doesn’t have to be
a political boom, but it has to be an organizational boom. . . . [and] after you go boom,
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you need to adjust how you pace and organize . . . so there becomes a regularity and
that people know what to expect.11

Unrelenting top-down managerial direction at an accelerator-to-the-floor pace
(Bersin’s phrase for the pace was “not reckless but fearless”) captures both the
theory and action of these district reformers.12

Certainly, other big city superintendents and school boards have boasted
about a reform bonanza in a compressed time period. The crucial test for those
who brag, however, is seldom the announced initiatives, but rather evidence that
the reforms have the necessary resources and are being implemented in schools
and classrooms. In establishing the Institute for Learning as a vehicle for con-
verting all principals into instructional leaders, recruiting and training peer
coaches, and offering the broadest array of opportunities for teachers to learn
literacy and math practices that San Diego had ever seen, Bersin and Alvarado
converted words swiftly into deeds. They mobilized political and economic re-
sources to consolidate the reforms they had so swiftly launched.

Our interviews with staff developers, principals, and top administrators, Amy
Hightower’s dissertation, and reports from independent evaluator Barbara Neufeld,
who was hired by the district, suggest strongly that the reorganization of the bu-
reaucracy, the reallocation of funds, the creation of the Institute for Learning with
seven newly appointed Instructional Leaders, reassignment of principals, teacher
coaches, the Blueprint for Student Success—all amid stormy conflict with the teach-
ers’ union—have indeed changed the aircraft carrier’s course toward the desired
port. Insofar as we can interpret the limited evidence, we see the beginnings of a
genuine district culture of professional norms that concentrates upon teaching and
learning and raising students’ academic performance. Considering the history of
urban school reform in the last quarter-century, such outcomes, if they are con-
solidated and sustained, represent notable successes for a big city school district.13

Continual conflicts between the superintendent and the school board and
between the San Diego teachers’ union and the superintendent, however, have
produced accommodations in both the substance and pace of the changes.

If the electroshock treatment applied by Bersin and Alvarado to the San Diego
system sufficiently jarred the system for the superintendent and his chancellor to
secure rapid successes, disruptive conflicts accompanied each victory. Certainly
Bersin and his allies outside of the system expected conflict to occur. Rapid
changes of the magnitude that Bersin sought guaranteed a certain level of active
resistance from those who believed that they were already doing their best under
trying conditions and those who wanted to protect their interests. Both Bersin
and Alvarado knew that in splitting the roles that superintendents customarily
perform, Bersin’s job was to buffer Alvarado from external and internal political
conflicts for the latter’s instructional design to take hold. Conflict is inevitable
when a new superintendent is hired to be “an agent of change” and is “fearless”
in hammering his agenda onto an entire system.
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Yet two conflicts that emerged at the very beginning of Bersin’s tenure have
persisted through 4 years. A continuing 3–2 division on the school board and
the teachers’ union’s aggressive opposition to Bersin’s agenda threaten the sur-
vival of the instructional reforms. We discuss each of these conflicts briefly.

THE 3–2 SCHOOL BOARD SPLIT

In San Diego, the five-member elected board is independent politically and
fiscally of the mayor and city council. Both the mayor and council appear to be
only marginally involved in school matters and certainly are not major players.

As the independent, elected school board, it appointed Bersin on a 4–0 vote
with one abstention. Frances Zimmerman, the member who chose to abstain,
joined John de Beck to become early critics and then, with teacher union sup-
port, opponents of the superintendent’s agenda ever since. Ron Ottinger, Sue
Braun, and Edward Lopez have largely endorsed the direction Bersin was taking
the district. On key appointments and major initiatives proposed by Bersin since
1998, from hiring Alvarado to the Blueprint for Student Success, board mem-
bers have debated, sometimes acrimoniously, and then eventually split, giving
the superintendent a slim margin of victory.14

Occasionally a 3–2 vote on a matter was shaky because one member of the
majority expressed reservations about the decision. Staff members told us that this
divisiveness and predictable split, over time not only made presentations to the board
difficult but also shaped their recommendations to Bersin and Alvarado. More-
over, both the superintendent and chancellor had become more cautious and ac-
commodating in their responses to opposition either on the board, or among
administrators and teachers. Their comments to us suggested that their institutional
radar picked up potential conflicts far better than in the initial years and they could
now make midcourse shifts in developing new policies and implementing existing
ones to avoid some out-and-out public fights over noncritical issues.15

Board members disliked the rancor and the personalizing of conflicts. When
three incumbent board members ran for reelection in 2000, including Frances
Zimmerman, a persistent critic of Bersin, the bitterness escalated. A private group
of business leaders and supporters of the Bersin administration recruited a candi-
date to oppose Zimmerman. They raised substantial amounts of money (over
$500,000) far exceeding what is customarily spent on school board elections
($40,000) and ran ads that urged voters to reject Zimmerman because of her op-
position to the superintendent’s agenda. Media opinion and interviewees felt that
the ad campaign was overkill and the huge amount of money for a school board
election put Zimmerman in an underdog situation, contributing to her victory,
albeit one in which she barely edged out her opponent. Ed Lopez and Ron Ottinger,
the other incumbent board members, were reelected by wide margins reflecting
the broad support Bersin’s reforms have garnered in the San Diego community.16
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The 3–2 majority supporting Bersin remains intact following the election.
The next election is in 2002. The rancor has even increased over the errant
E-mail sent by board president Sue Braun suggesting, tongue-in-cheek, that both
of her colleagues be shot dead. Braun’s apology and resignation as board presi-
dent, but not from the board itself, hardly diminished the heated exchanges. The
Union-Tribune, supportive of Bersin’s reform agenda since his appointment edi-
torialized that the board behaves in public meetings “like a dysfunctional family
locked in an endless vendetta.”17 No one can predict with any certainty whether
the majority will continue after 2002, grow to 4–1, or shift against Bersin. For
two of these three possibilities in the immediate future, board-superintendent
conflict deepened by past animosities remains a given. There is little question in
our minds that should events transpire that produce a majority against Bersin,
he and Alvarado would depart and the direction of the reforms would unalter-
ably shift.

SAN DIEGO EDUCATION ASSOCIATION VS. BERSIN

The struggle between the teachers union and Alan Bersin also mirrors the
fault line for divisions within the school board. Conflict arose shortly after the
ex–U.S. Attorney’s appointment. The SDEA had worked closely with Bersin’s
predecessors in planning and implementing school reforms over the previous
decade. The union had favored school-site decision making and had negotiated
the reform into the contract. The 1996 teachers strike, however, convinced busi-
ness and civic leaders that a major change in the district’s direction had to occur.
In appointing Bersin, the city’s business leaders took the initiative and the union
was relegated to the sidelines. Within 3 months of Bersin’s entering the Ed Cen-
ter, SDEA leadership realized that the earlier collaboration with the administra-
tion and the union in reforming schools would no longer be the case. “SDEA,”
Bersin later said, “no longer held or wielded veto power over changes proposed
in the status quo. This meant a fundamental shift in relationships that union
leaders could not and would not accept.”18

After 3 years of sharp-edged tension that most observers—including our-
selves—would agree has become both polarized and personal, there is little hope
that the SDEA and the superintendent would drop their swords and beat them
into plowshares to till the district together. Acrimonious exchanges between SDEA
President Marc Knapp and Alan Bersin have ebbed and flowed during and after
the conflicts over selecting and placing peer coaches, firing 600 teacher aides to
fund a portion of the Blueprint for Student Success, and numerous other con-
troversial episodes. The SDEA rallied thousands of teachers to oppose the
superintendent’s selection of peer coaches and firing teacher aides. The SDEA
Advocate, the union newsletter, provided a monthly pulpit to president Marc
Knapp for pointing out how the superintendent’s reform agenda harms teach-
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ers. One example taken from his remarks on the Institute for Learning in the
November 1999 issue gives the overall flavor of his columns:

What amazes me most about the Institute’s Fix-The-Broken-Educator-And-You-Will-
Fix-The-Child scapegoat approach is that it is misguided and ignores problems like
poverty, attendance, health care, second language learners, etc. . . . Why in the name
of all that’s sane, would the Institute heap mounds of unwarranted criticism on edu-
cators and believe that it would be able to attract anyone to a profession that already
depends on the personal self-sacrifice from all its practitioners? We may be naïve but
we aren’t stupid.19

Yet the SDEA agreed to a 2-year extension of their contract in mid-2000.
In the light of this intense conflict-ridden history, how could this cooperation
occur? According to the superintendent, “sustaining and enhancing the instruc-
tional strategy in place, over time, will attract most teachers sufficiently to gain
their loyalty to the reform. A more cooperative union leadership stance will then
follow.” Thus, the SDEA sought the extension to protect benefits for 2 years while
avoiding a showdown it did not believe it could win with the administration. To
the union leadership, however, extending the contract was a smart move because
they believed that Bersin and company will have exited after 2002 or, in the an-
gry words of one union leader, the “bozos will be gone.”20

We cannot determine which version best explains the agreement. We do know
that the conventional wisdom about reforming big city schools is that for reform
to succeed, the local union has to work closely with top administrators and the board
of education. Alvarado’s experience in New York City with unions leads him to
agree with the popular wisdom, but he raised an important question:

Everybody almost assumes that all the players have to be on board in the reform.
One of the reasons why it is so hard is because you can never get all of the stars aligned,
and, therefore, that’s why you don’t get reform. The real question is: is that really
true? I . . . have always said that the union has to be on board. I actually believe that
[having] the union on board makes it easier and may even result in more powerful
implementation of reform. The question is: if one of the players is not on board, can
you still do reform?21

Bersin and Alvarado are gambling that the answer is yes. It is risky. Much less
of a gamble in this conflict with the SDEA, however, is retaining the loyalty of
the San Diego business community, which is not particularly supportive of
unionism.

Eites’ Support

The city’s business and civic leaders who brought Bersin to San Diego con-
tinue to support him. Interviewees and media opinion agree that Bersin has moved
with dispatch in reforming the city’s schools and is making solid progress. Al-
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though some individuals expressed dismay with the aggressive styles of the super-
intendent and his chancellor, the deeply personal conflicts with the teachers’ union
leaders, and the annoyances of noisy school board opponents, most praised the
superintendent for his leadership and managerial effectiveness in such a brief time.
Few doubt—including Bersin and Alvarado—that without the explicit and, in
some instances, covert support of these business and civic elites, the district re-
forms would last no longer than an April morning’s dew on a beautifully mani-
cured lawn at Point Loma.22

Tangible support from these elites for Bersin became public at the time of
his appointment. Since then constant conflicts with the school board over ad-
ministrative decisions made it apparent to many corporate and civic supporters
of school reform that the thinness of a 3–2 majority jeopardized reform momen-
tum. But the group’s effort to unseat Frances Zimmerman, a vocal opponent of
the superintendent, failed. Revealing the limitations that business elites face in
influencing district policies, the school board still remains divided. Bersin asked
the board in December 2000 to reappoint Alvarado until 2004. The superinten-
dent glowed in his remarks: “The improvements we have seen across the board
in student achievement during the past 2 years are directly attributable to the
reforms that have been put in place, in large part through the efforts of Chancel-
lor Alvarado.” The board’s response was the customary 3–2 vote in favor of the
superintendent’s recommendation.23

Another instance of business leaders’ open support for Bersin occurred when
Bersin initially chose Alvarado to become his chancellor. A number of thorny
issues arose concerning the New York native’s living arrangements in San Diego.
During his first 18 months, Alvarado commuted weekly from the East Coast.
Costs for all of this air travel and maintaining dual apartments for this period
had to be covered. Using public funds to supplement Alvarado’s salary would
have been unseemly so a small group of businessmen stepped in and raised pri-
vate funds to subsidize these costs until Alvarado moved to San Diego perma-
nently in the fall of 2000.24

Both Bersin and Alvarado recognize that support from the city’s political
and business leaders has been essential in their quest for broad and deep systemic
reform to improve student achievement. Yet both also realize that they have paid
a price for this support and for the swift pace of their reform agenda. The costs
exacted from continual conflicts with the school board and the SDEA have al-
ready been noted. Less clear is the collateral damage to morale and trust.25

FURTHER DAMAGES FROM CONSTANT CONFLICT

Fear and distrust of Bersin’s motives and the reforms persists among many
administrators and teachers, the very people who do the daily work of running
schools and teaching students. In the first 2 years when Bersin reassigned Ed
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Center administrators, transferred principals, openly tangled with the SDEA over
peer coaches, fired 600 teacher aides, and reorganized the instructional side of
the district into the Institute for Learning under Alvarado, morale deteriorated
greatly, according to many interviewees, newspaper reports, and a series of in-
depth reports from Barbara Neufeld, an independent evaluator hired by the dis-
trict. Neufeld, who had conducted evaluations in the district’s middle schools
since 1993, drew the following conclusions from extensive interviews with middle
school principals and teachers in June 1999: Although most of the teachers and
principals she spoke with endorsed the direction and content of the reforms,

they objected to the top-down process, the speed with which they were to make sig-
nificant changes, the increased sense that their work was being monitored for com-
pliance more than for support, and, in light of this, the fact that the professional
development they had received was insufficient to enable them to effectively imple-
ment the new strategies.

Former elementary school principal Ernie McCray agreed: “While there have been
some positives under Alan, he’s introduced an undercurrent of disrespect that is
corrosive.”26

Yet a year later, Neufeld and her colleagues interviewed 42 middle school
teachers and found that:

Teachers reported that although the reform remains top-down and is being imple-
mented quickly, staff developers [coaches] provide real, appropriately focused pro-
fessional development support and they have opportunities to make local adjustments
to the strategies in light of their own and their students’ needs.27

When we asked our interviewees who swore that morale was low among
teachers and administrators for evidence of this loss in spirit and spread of fear,
they mentioned the increased departure of experienced educators from the dis-
trict, the large rallies of teachers protesting superintendent decisions, and dif-
ficulties in implementing reforms, particularly in San Diego high schools.
Interviewees reported that such exits were common but when we asked for
sources to confirm the apparent trend, we only heard stories of several highly
regarded individual teachers and principals leaving for posts elsewhere in San
Diego county. We did receive data from the superintendent’s office and other
sources on teacher departures and retirements. The data could neither confirm
nor reject the inference that teacher morale had declined, improved, or remained
stable since Bersin’s appointment.28

Thus the evidence we have is both ambiguous and fragmentary in determin-
ing how widespread and deep the mistrust of the superintendent’s motives and
the reforms are in 2002. Much is heavily dependent upon who renders the opin-
ions, when the opinions have been offered over the past 4 years of school reform,
and which aspect of the reform is being judged.
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There was more evidence on high school reform. In speaking of high schools
both Bersin (“they are really difficult places to change”) and Alvarado (“high
schools are bastions of inaction”) openly expressed concern over the pace and
scope of reforms being implemented after almost 4 years. A top administrator at
the Ed Center and veteran of the system who works closely with ILs and princi-
pals estimated that of 16 high schools, only 2 “have bought into the reforms.”
There is evidence beyond these assertions to support the notion, in San Diego as
well as in other urban districts, that high schools have been far slower than middle
and elementary schools in embracing the K–12 reforms.29

In a survey of all San Diego principals (147 responded) conducted by
Stanford’s Center for the Study of Teaching and Policy in September 2000,
high school principals differed substantially from their peers in elementary and
middle schools. On the impact of monthly professional meetings for admin-
istrators (the“Principal Learning Communities”) 96% of elementary school
principals gave the innovation high marks while high school principals regis-
tered 54% support. On the monthly Principal Conferences, like the Learning
Communities an opportunity for professional development, 89% of the elemen-
tary school principals rated it highly while 46% of the high school principals
did so.30

Again, interpreting these figures is dicey. How much of this apparent re-
sistance is due to reactions to Bersin, to the substance, pace, and direction of
the district reforms, or due to the very nature of high schools as large, bureau-
cratic organizations that have a history of independence from district office
mandates, or some combination of these factors? Whatever the source of op-
position, it is clear that the secondary school piece of the K–12 reform agenda,
even with recent efforts to restructure the ninth grade in both curriculum and
longer class periods, has still a very long road to travel in getting implemented.31

Also clear to us was that the trauma of the initial year apparently left deep
marks on those within the system—when administrators were transferred and
dismissed, when Ed Center reorganizations uprooted familiar faces, and when
reform initiatives spilled over the schools raising expectations that both princi-
pals and teachers would alter daily practices in schools and classrooms. We heard
from interviewees many stories of victories over entrenched interests within the
system, and we heard from the same people stories of casualties and damage. We
sensed that the retelling of these stories to us, literally strangers to them, had trans-
formed facts into mythic sagas that reform supporters relished and opponents
abhorred.

Still unclear to us is whether the consequences of the “boom” theory of chang-
ing the system in the initial year have left raw, unhealed wounds that will con-
tinue to fester and undermine both the direction and institutionalizing of these
reforms or whether the agenda of change has taken hold among principals and
teachers sufficiently for the initial trauma to heal, leaving a few unpleasant but
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distant memories that will fade as new cadres of teachers and principals enter the
system. It is too early to answer this key question.

QUESTIONS THAT NEED ANSWERS

Whether or not there is sufficient commitment to sustain a district-driven
reform among the very people who run schools and teach students is, of course,
a major question that arises from the San Diego experience, one that bears greatly
on urban school reform aimed at improving student academic achievement else-
where in the nation. We alert readers that our answers to such questions after
only 4 years of district-driven reform in San Diego are both tentative and, in some
instances, speculative.

1. Can a noneducator superintendent swiftly establish a new infrastructure
for teaching and learning and create a professional culture that concentrates on
improving academic achievement of low-performing students? For San Diego
after 4 years, the answer is yes. In Bersin’s splitting his roles with Alvarado to the
managerial reorganization of the Ed Center to the allocation of resources—the
laserlike focus is on raising academic achievement, particularly of those students
in the lowest quartiles. By explicitly delegating to Alvarado exclusive reign over
the instructional domain while the superintendent managed the system and
shielded his deputy from political fire, Bersin established a bifurcated superin-
tendency. Bersin managed the business, facilities, and operations side of the or-
ganization while Alvarado designed and implemented an instructional infrastruc-
ture. The Institute for Learning with each of the ILs (one now specifically assigned
to high schools) working with approximately 25 principals to be instructional
leaders in their schools assisting teachers to implement new programs in literacy
and math is in operation. Peer coaches work as staff developers with principals
and teachers across the system. Extensive courses for teachers and principals are
offered during the year and in the summer. Teachers and principals, mostly in
elementary and middle schools, speak the same language when literacy is discussed:
“Read Aloud” and “Independent Reading” are part of the vocabulary and teach-
ing repertoire. Walk Throughs and Portfolio Assessments (begun in the early
1990s) are becoming institutionalized forms of accountability that San Diego
educators use.

In short, there is now in place an instructional infrastructure sharply focused
on helping teachers and principals concentrate on literacy and math with their
students. In place also are a Literacy Framework and Principles of Learning that
shape how each day is organized, what teachers and principals are expected to
do, and expected outcomes for student achievement. In establishing the infra-
structure and process, Bersin and Alvarado have also begun to create districtwide
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norms crucial for an emerging professional culture. In providing coaches for
principals and teachers, offering a rich array of literacy and math courses from
local, state, national, and international experts, and creating learning communi-
ties of principals and teachers the outlines of a district professional culture per-
meating most San Diego elementary and middle schools has begun to emerge.

The test of this new infrastructure, process, and culture, of course, is whether
this combination of elements will, indeed, achieve what Bersin and Alvarado seek:
all schools concentrating on teaching literacy and math and the numbers of low-
performing students on state tests shrinking as overall achievement in reading
and math rise for the district.

After 4 years, much variation in implementing the instructional reforms exists
among schools. High schools have already been mentioned. Among middle
schools, Neufeld suggests there is more acceptance and action, at least as reported
by teachers and principals. Among elementary schools there has been the great-
est progress, and even here there is much variation. There are a few schools where
the principals are clearly instructional leaders, where the focus on teaching and
learning is sharp, the staff has been winnowed and cultivated, and classroom
practices and student work are consistent across grades. Then a large group of
schools—probably the majority—show improved principal leadership, display
reasonable progress in instructional improvement, are deeply involved in pro-
fessional development, and have in many classrooms high-quality student work.
These schools are in the early-to-middle stages of reform.32

Finally, there are a small number of schools where academic performance is
unsatisfactory. Their staffs vary in eagerness to improve. They have some sem-
blance of principal leadership, and on occasion seek out ways of gaining more
knowledge and skills to better educate their students. The ILs spend far more
time with these schools because they have the longest distance to travel and are
targets for the most improvement. Such variation among schools is expected.33

There has been test score improvement and Bersin’s supporters have eagerly
sought to attribute the gains to the reforms. In July 2000, after the state released
SAT-9 scores and there were distinct improvements in elementary school scores
for San Diego City Schools, board of education president Edward Lopez said:
“The improved test scores reflect the hard work and dedication of teachers and
students. Our reforms implemented over the past 2 years are improving the quality
of instructional programs across the district.” Alan Bersin said: “We are moving
in the right direction with our efforts. But we still have a long way to go and we
must not forget that.”

The Superintendent is correct. It is premature to make a case for the reforms
succeeding, particularly after a plateauing of scores in 2001. At his first “State of
the District” address, Bersin promised the 700-member audience of teachers,
principals, and parents (with 150 protestors picketing outside of the auditorium)
that he would pull 29 schools out of the bottom of the state rankings, every stu-
dent in the class of 2005 would pass California’s high school exit exam, college
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attendance would increase and drop-outs would decrease. Implicitly, Bersin ac-
knowledged that after 5 or more years of state testing, district patterns of stu-
dents’ academic achievement at elementary and secondary levels will emerge far
more clearly. For now, to district and school leaders sustaining the infrastruc-
ture, process, and culture and its taking hold in San Diego high schools remain
the challenge.34

2. Can a noneducator superintendent’s top-down, fast-paced strategy of
implementing a new infrastructure for teaching and learning instill the neces-
sary commitment among practitioners to sustain the reform while erasing their
fears and mistrust over the centralized, accelerated approach? Our answer is: We
don’t know. The strong feelings of fear, anger, and dismay among teachers and
administrators generated in the first year of mandates spilling forth from Bersin’s
and Alvarado’s offices have seemingly eased with time, and the opportunities for
learning afforded the instructional staff have grown. We note that the emerging
culture of professionalism, varied across elementary and secondary schools, has
also lessened some of the mistrust. But a large residue remains.

We were surprised by the lack of questions or even interest in Bersin being a
noneducator. His quickness in learning the terrain and eagerness to make decisions
allayed many concerns of critics outside of the system. His appointment of Alvarado
and dividing up the customary roles between him and his deputy has erased many
of the doubts about the inevitable stumbles that a noneducator would make.

The question that did dominate our interviews and for which no one had
an answer is: How long will Bersin remain as superintendent? It is the crucial
question because if the history of urban school reform demonstrates anything, it
is that stability in tenure is an essential condition for reforms to be initiated,
consolidated, and institutionalized. Five to 7 years is a sufficient amount of time
to begin to see emerging patterns of what works, what needs to be dropped, and
what needs amending. And, of course, to sample whether the initial fears and
distrust have melted away or have congealed into deep opposition. In that pe-
riod of time, the direction of the Institute for Learning and concentration on
teaching and learning will have been sharpened, consolidated, and possibly be-
come self-renewing. Of course, 7 to 10 years (2005 to 2008) offers the optimum
chance for a superintendent, staff, parents, and city elites to see what occurs after
an entire cohort of students have moved through the grades experiencing the
reforms. Judging whether the reforms have had their desired effects after a de-
cade becomes much easier.35

In interviews with Bersin and Alvarado, both expressed fierce determination
to stay the course, that is, serve beyond 2005. After all, Alvarado’s New York
City experience in District #2 took a decade for the desired results to become
apparent to even the most nearsighted of observers. Were Bersin to fulfill his
pledge to remain, the political uncertainty stemming from a split board and fierce
union opposition that could cripple the instructional and organizational changes
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would have had time to dissipate. In recognition of the length of time urban school
reform takes, two national foundations in 2001 gave the San Diego schools $22.5
million to underwrite the systemic reforms that the superintendent had launched,
but attached a highly unusual condition to the grant: Both Bersin and Alvarado
had to remain as school officials during the disbursement of the funds.36

In April 2002, the school board extended Bersin’s contract to 2006. Yes, the
vote in favor of extension, a salary increase and bonuses for meeting performance
goals was approved by the all-too-familiar 3–2 division. The school board elec-
tion later in the year, of course, not this contract extension, will determine whether
Bersin and Alvarado do have the time to consolidate the reforms they have
launched to improve teaching and learning.

Were a board hostile to Bersin to take office in 2003, it would mean that he
would eventually leave before fulfilling his pledge. New school leaders would have
little difficulty in pulling up the roots of their predecessor’s programs and re-
peating the familiar, but sad, cycle of urban school reform.37
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Perhaps the job of superintendent is too much for any one individual.
With the exception of Connie Clayton, most of Philadelphia’s school
superintendents have left under a cloud of shame.

Editorial, Philadelphia Daily News, 14 August 2000

Whatever our failures, they’re not for lack of a good educational plan.
Children Achieving is one of the best in the country. Our challenges are a
lack of public will to educate our city’s children and a lack of capacity to
successfully implement our plan. . . . David Hornbeck is the most
thorough and thoughtful school reformer in the country. But I’ve learned
that knowing what you need to do is not the same as getting it done. It’s a
matter of the huge scale. For example, our school district has the second
largest transportation system in the state. We’re looking at the business
model of leadership. It appeals to me. I want someone who has experience
running a big, complex organization and who will allow educators to do
their job.
Pedro Ramos, Philadelphia Board of Education President, 5 March 2001
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In 1994 David Hornbeck came to Philadelphia determined to do what “no
city with any significant number and diversity of students” had ever done be-
fore: help “a large proportion of its young people achieve at high levels.”1 In his
6 years as superintendent of the seventh largest school district in the country,
Hornbeck aggressively implemented an ambitious and controversial standards-
based reform plan called Children Achieving. His message, “All students can
achieve at high levels,” his complex plan, and his passionate style made public
education a frequent front page story in a city where “there used to be despair
and no attention [to schools].”2

Unfortunately, Hornbeck’s success in getting people’s attention, improving
student achievement on standardized tests, and making accountability the cen-
terpiece of his reform plan was offset by his lack of political skill in dealing with
key constituencies. Like all urban superintendents, of course, he faced many
problems—political, financial, and educational. But his confrontational approach
in dealing with his key funders—the state legislature and Republican governor
Tom Ridge—and his failure to inspire and engage frontline school staff—teach-
ers and principals—increasingly exasperated even those who admired his vision
and persistence. Ultimately, in the face of a huge budget deficit and declining
political support in the Philadelphia business and civic community, Hornbeck
resigned, on 5 June 2000, rather than oversee the dismantling of his vision for
improving the achievement of all Philadelphia children.

This case study examines how Philadelphia shifted its approach to govern-
ing the school district in order to cope with its political and budgetary problems
and the increasing threat of a state takeover. Philadelphia’s shift to a corporate
model of district management plus greater mayoral involvement in school gov-
ernance paralleled patterns in a number of cities. But features of the proposed
state takeover were unique, especially the possibilities of overall management of
the school system by a for-profit firm (Edison Schools) and/or dividing the sys-
tem into tiers of schools, in one of which schools would be managed by partner-
ships between community and for-profit organizations.3 We address the follow-
ing central questions: What factors and actors drove the modifications in district
governance and leadership, including the unprecedented proposals from the state?
How did key players and constituencies negotiate their roles and relationships
during the transitional months? What were the early effects and consequences of
the initial governance changes?

Although Hornbeck’s weaknesses in negotiating political relationships and
in managing the district and its budget were the most visible factors leading to a
stronger mayoral role and the adoption of the corporate governance model, deeper
currents of change were also significant:

A greatly increased role for state government in local districts.
The turn to market forces and school choice as a remedy for dysfunctional

schools.
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A new urban economy that has changed the city’s corporate community and
its relationship to civic life.

We begin with a chronology of key events that shaped the story of what
happened in Philadelphia during these years. We then turn to a more detailed
discussion of the issues and principal actors and groups involved in the new gov-
ernance system before the state takeover of the system.

OVERVIEW OF MAIN DEVELOPMENTS

• 1993: The state freezes its funding formula for school districts and adopts
yearly funding adjustments for districts that do not reflect changes in enrollment
or social needs. This development contributes to the increasing financial diffi-
culties of urban and property-poor school districts.

• 1994: Hornbeck arrives in Philadelphia and prepares to launch his ambi-
tious Children Achieving Plan, which requires a huge increase in funding.

• 1995: Philadelphia receives a $50 million Annenberg Challenge grant,
which is matched by $100 million from Philadelphia corporations, foundations,
and federal grants. This still provides only part of the needed funds, leading
Hornbeck to fully implement Children Achieving in only 6 of 22 neighborhood
“clusters” of schools in the reorganized district.

The city council denies the district’s request for increased funding to schools.
Mayor Ed Rendell and council president John Street remain firm in their com-
mitment not to increase the tax burden on Philadelphia residents. They join with
Superintendent Hornbeck to request more funding from the state.

Philadelphia files a federal civil rights lawsuit against the state over alleged
inadequate funding.

• 1998: Hornbeck threatens to adopt an unbalanced budget, if the state does
not provide the needed funds, which could lead to the schools closing before the
end of the school year.

Governor Ridge and the legislature respond to Hornbeck’s threat and pass a
draconian state takeover law, Act 46, aimed at Philadelphia.

Hornbeck and the district “balance” the budget at the eleventh hour to avert
state takeover, but with borrowed money from banks.

Street is elected mayor and a referendum is passed which strengthens the new
mayor’s role in education by allowing him to appoint a new school board with
terms identical to his own.

Mayor Street appoints a Secretary of Education for the city, Debra Kahn,
who is charged with leading the district’s team in negotiation of a new teacher
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contract and working to mend fences with state leaders in an effort to get in-
creased state funding.

• 2000: The Pennsylvania legislature passes the Education Empowerment Act
(Act 16 of 2000), a state reform and “takeover” bill targeted at eleven urban school
districts (including Philadelphia) with high student failure rates.

The threat of a state takeover crisis in the district during the Republican
Convention in Philadelphia is averted by a financial settlement between the dis-
trict and Governor Ridge. Still facing a deficit, the school board cuts the budget,
and Hornbeck resigns in protest.4

The decision by the board of education to adopt a corporate style of district
management is made public. Deidre Farmbry, a veteran Philadelphia educator,
is named chief academic officer.5 The chief operating officer and chief financial
officer were appointed in May.

Philip Goldsmith, a lawyer and journalist, is named chief executive officer,
with a one-year interim appointment. (Goldsmith had been considered by the
state as a possible CEO for the district in the event of a state takeover.)

A teacher strike over a weekend is settled with help from Mayor Street and
pressure from Governor Ridge, who threatened a state takeover of the district.

• 2001: The state accepts Philadelphia’s plan for improvements, required
under the Education Empowerment Act, to avert a state takeover of the district.

The proposed 2002 district budget reports a $234 million deficit. It is un-
clear how the district will deal with this deficit, as the state had proposed only a
small increase in its funding for Philadelphia.6

As an economy measure, the district’s 22 clusters are replaced by eight
academic offices, reducing administrative costs and reassigning some cluster
staff to teaching positions. The school board adopts a budget with a $216
million deficit, creating a new fiscal crisis with state takeover of the district
possible.7

Mayor Street and Governor Ridge sign a Memorandum of Understanding
providing for state funding to keep the district operating, but indicating the state
will takeover the operation of the Philadelphia schools at the end of October if
no agreement between the city and state has been reached to resolve the budget-
ary crisis.

Governor Ridge gives Edison Schools a $2.7 million contract for a 2-month
study to make recommendations about the financial and educational problems
in Philadelphia.

The deadline for the state takeover is postponed until the end of November
at which time Governor Ridge leaves Pennsylvania to take up his federal respon-
sibilities as head of Homeland Security.

Ridge’s successor as governor, Mark Schweiker, releases the Edison report,
triggering controversy over its recommendations, especially that failing schools
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and the central management of the school system would be contracted out to
for-profit firms.

Mayor Street and community groups adamantly oppose for-profit manage-
ment of the system, and Governor Schweiker, bowing to political pressure, agrees
to remove this idea from negotiations over the proposed plan.

Opposition and street demonstrations continue and a 3-week extension of
the deadline is given, to provide more time for negotiations to work out the
necessary agreements between the state and the city to avoid a “hostile takeover.”

Governor Schweiker and Mayor Street announce an agreement to enable a
“friendly” takeover, commencing the next day. In the unwritten agreement, both
sides, but especially the state, made concessions.

BACKGROUND FOR SUPERINTENDENT HORNBECK’S
SYSTEMIC REFORM PLAN

Due to a drastic decline in the number of jobs available and to a changing
economy, Philadelphia’s population decreased dramatically from the 1970s to
the 1980s, as did its middle-class tax base. When David Hornbeck began his
tenure as superintendent in 1994, the city was still recovering from a serious fis-
cal crisis in which it was forced to borrow $150 million from its employee pen-
sion fund just to stay afloat. With its credit ruined, the city had to pay more than
$5 million to obtain the loan, a fee equivalent to a 24% interest rate.8

During his 8-year tenure, Democratic mayor Ed Rendell brought Philadel-
phia back from financial collapse, creating a small budget surplus before he left
office in 2000.9 Not giving in to demands of striking city workers early in his
administration, he ultimately negotiated a contract that provided more discre-
tion for management. Perhaps more importantly, Rendell made Philadelphians
proud of their city. He put tourism at the center of Philadelphia’s economic re-
newal and unceasingly and flamboyantly promoted “the city that loves you back.”
This was no easy feat given the image many Americans had of Philadelphia and
its city government: a city block in flames after Mayor Wilson Goode and his
managing director dropped a bomb on the headquarters of the radical group
MOVE. Rendell worked with Republicans in the state to bring jobs to Philadel-
phia, and by 1997 economic prosperity had even trickled into Philadelphia when
the city showed a net gain in jobs and reversed a trend of decades.10

In school district matters, however, Mayor Rendell was a “silent partner.”
One civic leader quipped, “Frankly, there were years when Ed Rendell didn’t
even mention schools in his State of the City address.”11 Rendell certainly did
not lack for opportunity to be a player in public education. Like his predeces-
sors, he had the power to appoint school board members as vacancies arose.12

Still, because the mayor was not able to appoint the entire board when he as-
sumed office, the accountability of the board to the mayor was considerably
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diluted. The board had the responsibility for setting policy and spending priori-
ties. But although the school district had its own budget, the board had no tax-
ing power; the city council levied taxes.

In the 30 years previous to Hornbeck’s arrival, Philadelphia had two reform
superintendents: Mark Shedd and Constance Clayton. In 1965 Shedd, a national
figure in education, brought to Philadelphia a progressive approach to teaching
and learning. Under his administration, the district launched alternative schools,
open classroom education, team teaching, and an early version of service learn-
ing. Like other districts across the country, Philadelphia experienced its share of
political unrest during this period. In fact, one notable confrontation was be-
tween Police Commissioner Frank Rizzo and a group of student and adult activ-
ist protestors who advocated African American studies in the district’s curricu-
lum. A leader of that protest was David Hornbeck, who at the time was a civil
rights lawyer and activist in the city.

Philadelphia had two “insider” superintendents, Michael Marcase and Mat-
thew Costanzo, during the 1970s when union rancor and fiscal crises prevailed.
A series of bitter and disastrous teacher strikes rocked Philadelphia. One 51-day
strike in 1973 left particularly deep wounds.

In 1980 Philadelphians elected their first African American mayor and
shortly thereafter Constance Clayton became both the first African American
and first woman superintendent. Clayton made labor peace and financial sta-
bility the first order of business in her plan to improve public education, and
was largely successful in these areas. During Clayton’s decade-long tenure there
were no teacher strikes, and the district both balanced its budget and improved
its bond rating.

Clayton’s education reforms included a standardized curriculum that offered
an academic scope and sequence for all grades and subject areas. A citywide test-
ing program aligned test items with discrete curriculum objectives and provided
schools with a tool to monitor student progress toward achievement goals speci-
fied in their School Improvement Plan.

Unfortunately, Clayton’s strategy for improving the academic achievement
of students reaped disappointing results. A special section of the Philadelphia
Inquirer published in 1994—2 years after Superintendent Clayton retired—
painted a dismal portrait of student achievement in the school system. Accord-
ing to the Inquirer,

Over half of the city’s public school students were failing to master basic skills. Fifty-
one percent had failed the state reading test as compared to 13 percent statewide,
and 50 percent failed the state math test as compared to 14 percent statewide. Sev-
enty percent of African Americans and 75 percent of Latinos failed one or both parts
of the state test.

Forty-nine percent of ninth graders failed to earn promotion to the 10th grade.
On any given day one in four students was absent from class, and in the average

year, nearly one in four students was suspended from school.13
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City corporate and civic leaders seized Clayton’s retirement as the moment to
influence the direction of Philadelphia public education. Under Clayton, the par-
ticipation of the private sector in public education had increased. Higher educa-
tion, foundations, and private sector partners had created PATHS/PRISM (Phila-
delphia Alliance for the Teaching of Humanities/Philadelphia Renaissance in
Science and Mathematics) which aimed to professionalize teaching through pro-
fessional development activities and minigrants for classroom teachers. And in 1986
the Pew Charitable Trust had heavily invested in local public school reform through
its $13 million grant to restructure Philadelphia’s neighborhood high schools. Civic
elites, however, believed that Clayton had sought their support, but not their in-
put, on matters of substance. They were disillusioned with a district administra-
tion that was not forthcoming with data on whether students were actually making
progress.14 So, they established the Partnership for Public Education, which worked
with the mayor and board of education, to recruit a superintendent who would
put accountability at the center of the district reform agenda. By this time, the Pew
Charitable Trust had assumed a prominent role in the national standards movement.
The foundation hoped to recruit a leader committed to that brand of reform.

Philadelphia found its man in David Hornbeck. Although trained as a min-
ister and lawyer, rather than as an educator, Hornbeck had previously served as
Commissioner of Education in Maryland and had been the primary architect of
the Kentucky Education Reform Act (KERA). KERA’s emphasis on standards,
accountability, and comprehensive change resonated with city leaders.

Two factors forged an early alliance between Hornbeck and the business com-
munity. First, business leaders believed that the district’s contract with the teach-
ers union, the Philadelphia Federation of Teachers (PFT), was a major obstacle to
improving public schools. Convinced that management needed more control over
teacher assignments and noninstructional time, they wanted the new superinten-
dent to wrest contract concessions from the PFT. Second, shortly after the Phila-
delphia school board adopted Hornbeck’s reform plan, the Annenberg Founda-
tion designated Philadelphia as one of a small number of American cities to receive
a 5-year, $50 million Annenberg Challenge grant to improve public education.

Among the conditions for receiving the grant were the requirements to pro-
duce two matching dollars (i.e., $100 million over 5 years) for each one received
from the Annenberg Foundation, and to create an independent management
structure, preferably located in the city’s corporate community, to provide pro-
gram, fiscal, and evaluation oversight of the grant. Hornbeck turned to Greater
Philadelphia First, an association of chief executives from the region’s largest
companies to establish the Children Achieving Challenge. As we will discuss
below, the broad scope of Children Achieving distinguished it from other
Annenberg sites. It was the “only city that attempted to leverage the Annenberg
(and matching) dollars to redesign the whole school system—all 257 schools,
13,000 teachers, and 215,000 students.”15
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In hindsight, the key differences between Kentucky and Philadelphia are
obvious: Kentucky’s ambitious reform carried the clout of state legislation; it also
was accompanied by a significant increase in state funding for public education.
Neither of these would be the case in Philadelphia.

CHILDREN ACHIEVING: COMPREHENSIVE AND
AMBITIOUS EDUCATIONAL REFORM

In 1995 Superintendent Hornbeck launched Children Achieving, a 10-point
reform agenda that was based on the assumption that previous attempts at re-
forms have largely failed because they were too incremental, too piecemeal, and
too narrowly framed, and because they did not attempt to alter the “system” it-
self.16 In contrast, Children Achieving intended to offer a coherent and compre-
hensive reform design. As a systemic reform effort, it sought to raise student
achievement and improve teaching and learning through implementation of stan-
dards for student performance and a strong accountability system, the empow-
erment of schools by moving authority for instructional decisions away from the
central office, and increased capacity by providing strong supports for teachers
and students. Content standards outlined the knowledge and skills that Phila-
delphia students should acquire. The accountability system assessed schools’ per-
formance annually and rewarded progress or sanctioned decline every 2 years.
Decentralization offered new organizational structures—clusters, local school
councils, and small learning communities—that moved instructional decision
making closer to local neighborhoods, schools, and classrooms. Clusters were
composed of a comprehensive, neighborhood high school and its feeder middle
and elementary schools. There were 22 clusters in the district, and local school
councils were envisioned, but few materialized that had any real effect. Small
learning communities were created in schools to offer teachers and students smaller
and more intimate environments for teaching and learning. They were made up
of 200–400 students and their teachers.

Evaluators of the reform effort noted the complexity of the reform in their
articulation of Children Achieving’s theory of action:

Given high academic standards and strong incentives to focus their efforts and re-
sources; more control over school resource allocations, organization, policies, and
programs; adequate funding and resources; more hands-on leadership and high quality
support; better coordination of resources and programs; schools restructured to sup-
port good teaching and encourage improvement of practice; rich professional devel-
opment of their own choosing; and increased public understanding and support; the
teachers and administrators of the Philadelphia schools will develop, adopt or adapt
instructional technologies and patterns of behavior that will help all children reach
the district’s high standards.17
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Children Achieving offered a powerful set of ideas to guide educational
improvement in the city. These included the following:

Primacy of results: Results are what matter; how they are achieved is less
important.

Equity is paramount: The School District must be an advocate for the poor
children it serves. Equity—of academic expectations, learning opportu-
nities, and achievement outcomes—is a paramount objective.

School personnel need autonomy: Those working closest to students know
what’s best for them, and want and need the freedom and authority to
act on their decisions in order to meet their students’ needs.

Strong incentives are necessary: To spur action at the cluster and school level,
strong incentives must be developed.

Do it all at once: Reform in all aspects of the system must occur simultaneously
and immediately to achieve significant results.18

High standards and high expectations for Philadelphia’s educators and students
were the hallmarks of Children Achieving. School district leaders argued that,
typically, adults’ expectations of students have been too low and this has con-
tributed to the consistently low achievement levels in Philadelphia’s schools. As
one district leader explained,

In its most essential form, Children Achieving is a set of values about how
a school district serves and honors children and families. . . . Some of the
important things that have been a part of Children Achieving are the
focus on rigorous standards, and rigorous standards for all children. It
may take differentiated instruction and different amounts of time for
children to reach those standards, but we can’t start with an assumption
that there are different standards for different children.19

The evaluators of the Children Achieving Challenge, in a summary report
to Mayor Street on the progress of educational reform, pointed out a lack of
consensus around the important values underlying Children Achieving, “particu-
larly those that demand reexamination of deeply held beliefs, radically new be-
havior, persistent follow-through, and additional resources.”20 They offered the
example of opposition to Superintendent Hornbeck’s proposal to remove admis-
sions criteria for student selection into special programs and schools. In a rare
appearance at their meetings, Mayor Rendell successfully urged school board
members to leave the criteria in place. He argued that dismantling these programs
would further increase the tide of middle-class parents leaving the city in search
of strong academic programs.

Children Achieving did not initially promote a particular set of recommended
practices for schools. As mentioned earlier, the architects of the reform envisioned
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the decentralization of decisions about curriculum and instruction. They origi-
nally intended that neighborhood clusters, local schools, and small learning com-
munities would customize educational practices to meet the needs of their stu-
dents and utilize the resources of their communities. But as achievement gains
leveled off, district leaders became convinced that school staffs needed more
guidance about curriculum and instruction. In addition, the urgency of the
reform’s principle “to do it all at once created pressure on central office staff simply
to ‘roll out’ the reforms and move on to the next priority.”21

Not surprisingly, people in schools, particularly principals, felt overwhelmed
and confused by the overall complexity of the reform and by the number of dis-
trict and cluster mandates. Over 4 years, the central office directed schools to

Reorganize into small learning communities.
Implement the comprehensive support process and the school-to-career

program.
Receive training on a new set of standards, assessments, and curriculum

frameworks.
Adjust to a new administrative structure.
Respond to new accountability policies.
Adopt new graduation and promotion requirements.

Research is clear that a sustained focus is essential to substantive educational
improvement, but in Philadelphia, reform overload was a strong contributor to
school staff’s inability to focus their efforts around clearly defined and manage-
able instructional priorities. Furthermore, unfunded mandates resulted in ram-
pant frustration and alienation among principals. They felt angry, disempowered,
and disrespected as they received one directive after another that had not been
shaped by their input and that was not accompanied with the necessary supports
for implementation.

CHILDREN ACHIEVING’S HIGH PRICE TAG

Children Achieving came with a high price tag. Its full implementation re-
quired significant additional funding from either the city or the state. In fact, its
initial design was based on the assumption that more funding would be forth-
coming. When Hornbeck became superintendent in August 1994, he had rea-
son to believe that he had the political support needed to win more funding from
the state. He began his tenure with a Democratic governor, Democratic majori-
ties in the state legislature, and a Democratic mayor, and he had strong backing
from business and civic leaders in Philadelphia. It appeared as though all the right
players were in place. The prevailing view was expressed by a local foundation
staff member: “We believe that if not now in Philadelphia, then when?”
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Children Achieving can be viewed as a calculated risk.22 In this view, Super-
intendent Hornbeck was betting that the Annenberg Challenge grant and its match-
ing funds could be used to improve performance, and that improved performance
would generate the political will to obtain increased city and state funding, either
through the courts or the legislature, thus allowing the reforms to be institutional-
ized and continued.23 It turned out that this was a bad bet. Just 3 months into his
administration, the political landscape in Pennsylvania and Philadelphia changed
dramatically. The state elected a Republican governor and Republican majorities
in the state legislature who were committed to reducing government spending.

Nor was the mayor or city council willing to risk the financial jeopardy or
political heat that increased city funding to schools would generate. When Hornbeck
came seeking additional money for his reform plan, they argued that the city had
“stretched its taxing ability to the limit” and refused to provide significant addi-
tional resources for Children Achieving.24 By 1997, the superintendent, the board
of education, the city council, and the mayor were in agreement that it was the
state that was failing to provide a fair share of the costs of educating Philadelphia’s
students—students who had many social, emotional, and academic needs.

Philadelphia’s spending for these students was well below what was spent in
its surrounding counties, as much as $5,443 per student. Teacher salaries were
also higher in suburban areas. Starting salaries in the suburbs averaged more than
$3,500 higher than starting salaries in Philadelphia and maximum salaries were
more than $9,000 higher.25

The funds the state of Pennsylvania provides to each school district are sup-
posed to be based on a funding formula that takes into account the number of pupils,
the special needs of the district, its ability to raise local taxes, and other factors.
However, the state froze the formula in 1993, which meant that state aid to the
district after that date did not rise in response to increases in enrollment. On a per-
pupil basis adjusted for inflation, the real value of state education funds coming to
Philadelphia actually decreased by 5.9% between 1993 and 1998.26

Relationships between the state and the district became tense when the new
governor pushed vouchers and charter schools as remedies for poor student per-
formance and entrenched bureaucracy and reached a boiling point when David
Hornbeck alleged that state funding policies were racist. With inadequate po-
litical support and personal antagonisms between state representatives and the
superintendent, the school district was unable to persuade Pennsylvania state
officials to significantly increase funding. Despite two court cases against the state
and threats by the superintendent to adopt an unbalanced budget and close
schools early in 1999, the governor and legislative leadership were unwilling to
alter the school funding formula or provide the money requested. They believed
that funds were being used inefficiently in Philadelphia and that the district’s
teacher contract was a major obstacle to improvement. In their view better man-
agement and a better contract were prerequisites for additional state funds. The
state did provide Philadelphia with some one-time grants, but these were small
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in comparison to what the school district said was required to continue with the
Children Achieving reform agenda.

In addition to refusing to provide significant additional school funds for
Philadelphia, the state passed legislation granting itself greater power and authority
over public education in the city. In response to Hornbeck’s threat to close schools
early during the 1998–99 school year, the state passed Act 46, a draconian bill
aimed directly at Philadelphia that would allow the state to take over the district
if Hornbeck pursued his threat. All the unions opposed this bill, but it passed
easily, despite its numerous incendiary features, such as provisions for replacing
the school board and superintendent, suspending the teachers’ contract, laying
off teachers, and, in the words of the PFT, “unilateral school closings and privati-
zation by converting public schools to charter schools without approval by teachers
and parents.”27 It was then Philadelphia’s turn to be “motivated” to find a way
to avoid school closure and state takeover. Rather than cutting the proposed school
budget, an eleventh-hour solution was found when two local banks issued the
district letters of credit enabling it to borrow $250 million to keep operating
through June 1999.28

A NEW ROLE FOR THE MAYOR IN SCHOOL GOVERNANCE

In November 1999 Philadelphia voters elected a new mayor, Democrat John
Street, who supported Superintendent Hornbeck and his Children Achieving
reforms. They also approved a change to the City Charter, which allowed the
new mayor to appoint all of the board of education members concurrently with
his term of office.

Street, an African American and former community activist, who had served
as city council president during Rendell’s administration, ran with the powerful
endorsement of Mayor Rendell. He faced strong opposition from Republican
Sam Katz, a government finance consultant. Both candidates said that public
education would be a top priority in their administration, but they had very dif-
ferent visions for how to improve city schools. Street believed in the Children
Achieving reform plan and said that he supported David Hornbeck. Katz called
for the removal of Hornbeck and looked to school choice reforms—vouchers and
charter schools—as the only solutions with enough muscle to improve the dis-
mal achievement of Philadelphia students.

Governance of public education was a key issue in the mayoral primaries
and election, as noted in the Philadelphia Inquirer:

In a departure from past mayor campaigns, when the schools barely rated a men-
tion, this year’s crop of candidates is talking often and avidly about public educa-
tion. And in keeping with the national trend, many of the prescriptions center on
changing how the school system is run and financed.29
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All of the candidates, with the notable exception of Street, favored a stronger
role for the city’s chief executive in the governance of its public schools. They all
supported a change in the city’s Home Rule Charter which would enable the
mayor to appoint a new nine-member school board all at once (to serve the same
4-year term as the mayor) and to fire members at will. (Previously, there had been
6-year staggered terms with the mayor only able to make new appointments as
terms expired. This meant that a mayor might not gain full control of the board
until well into a second term.)

City councilman Michael Nutter introduced the proposal to the council to
include the amendment on the November ballot. Philadelphia good government
groups, like the Committee of Seventy, had been pushing for a change in the
charter for more than 2 decades. Rendell supported the change as did Ted Kirsch,
president of the Philadelphia Federation of Teachers.

As a candidate, John Street was skeptical about increased mayoral respon-
sibility and accountability for public schools. But as mayor, Street increasingly
signaled his willingness to lead. In his first year he created a cabinet-level posi-
tion, Secretary of Education; held town meetings on public education in all
22 cluster areas; exerted a strong influence on teacher contract negotiations;
began to craft a new conciliatory strategy in the city’s dealing with state gov-
ernment; unveiled a plan aimed at keeping working- and middle-class families
in the city, which included attacking neighborhood blight, bearing down on
predatory lenders, and improving educational options through strong magnet
programs and charter schools.

Street appointed Debra Kahn, a former advisor of Mayor Rendell, to fill the
position of Secretary of Education. She described her role as putting a “face on
Street’s education agenda,” while the mayor said that her immediate tasks would
be to seek more funding from the state, lead a panel that would nominate new
board members, and play a key role in the district’s negotiating team for a new
teacher contract. Street’s board appointments were generally held in high regard.
Pedro Ramos, an attorney and Philadelphia public school graduate and parent,
served as president of the board. Dorothy Summers, a leader in the African
American community and a former middle school principal was vice president.
The nine-member board also included a former city budget director, a black cler-
gyman, a retired district administrator, and several civic leaders including the
executive director of the United Way.

While Street proclaimed that David Hornbeck was his choice for super-
intendent and that Children Achieving was the right reform plan for Philadel-
phia, the mayor’s actions signaled to some that he was ready for a change. As one
union leader put it, “Street loved Hornbeck to death.”30

Mayor Street wanted a new strategy for handling the politics of public
education. David Hornbeck was confrontational and the mayor wanted some-
thing different. He and his secretary of education and the president of the
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board decided to look for a CEO type to deal with the political and financial
issues.31

The political impasse between the district and the state came to a head again in
the summer of 2000 when the district faced a budget deficit of $205 million. Under
pressure from the state takeover law to balance the budget, the Philadelphia board
of education made cuts and adopted a budget of nearly $1.6 billion, which con-
tained no new money for the programs the superintendent felt were required to fully
implement the Children Achieving reform agenda. As a result, Hornbeck postponed
the implementation of new promotion and graduation requirements and reduced
the number of days allocated for teacher professional development. Not willing to
remain to oversee the piece-by-piece dismantling of his reform agenda, Superinten-
dent Hornbeck announced his resignation on June 5, 2000.

THE BUSINESS COMMUNITY

David believed you could make a social contract with the business
community, but he looked up and they were gone. I don’t think the
corporate community is playing a healthy, visible constructive role in
public education. But they carry tremendous weight. It’s a combination
of factors. So few businesses are local now. And there are some leaders
who came through the Archdiocese system. They want to keep taxes
down and have vouchers.32

Initially, the corporate community was enthusiastic about Hornbeck’s arrival
and his bold plan for reform. Greater Philadelphia First (GPF) helped raise
the Annenberg matching funds and, in fact, by June 1996 Philadelphia had out-
distanced all other Annenberg cities by raising more than 90% of the required
$100 million.33 Midway through Hornbeck’s tenure as superintendent, board
leadership at Greater Philadelphia First changed. (By June 2000 only 4 of Greater
Philadelphia First’s founding 23 CEOs remained.)

The turnover of leadership at GPF was a symptom of major shifts in the city’s
economic life. Nicholas Lemann offered this description of what happened in
Philadelphia (and is happening in cities across the country): Despite increased
financial prosperity and a city government that inspired confidence, the new urban
economy was altering its civic life in ways that had repercussions for the role of
the business community in public education. Multinationals took over regional
institutions such as Scott Paper and Smith Kline pharmaceuticals. More impor-
tant, the local banking industries vanished. These changes have increased the
wealth of stockholders but Lemann argues that they have not reaped long-term
benefits for cities. One consequence of these changes has been diminished par-
ticipation of the corporate community in public life.
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[The] complaint is that First Union and the other new outside companies
don’t care about the civic life of Philadelphia. People told me that you
can’t fill a nonprofit board of directors in Philadelphia these days.34

A funder of reform agreed with that assessment:

What happened was a rapid transformation from businesses led by Philly
people to businesses without a vested interest in Philadelphia, or an
understanding of the city. And there was an expanding ambivalence about
the ability of school systems to reform. And third, there was the trepida-
tion of any business leader to oppose a popular governor who continued
to support economic development in the city.35

Disappointed that school district officials had not won major concessions
from the teachers’ union during contract negotiations in 1998, GPF began to
withdraw its support of the district’s reform agenda:

Hornbeck and [David] Cohen [Chief of staff during Rendell’s first term
and a lead city negotiator in the PFT talks] promised us they were going
to negotiate some changes. They made a commitment and on the strength
of that promise, the business community raised the match for Annenberg.
We kept our end of the bargain, but they didn’t. We wanted the right to
assign people to schools without going by seniority, the right to make
hiring decisions at the school level, some control over how prep time is
used, and several other changes, but we got none of them.36

GPF was also sympathetic to Pennsylvania’s pro-business Republican governor,
Tom Ridge, and to his proposals for school vouchers and more charter schools.
By this time Ridge had become engaged in a highly personalized battle with the
district and Hornbeck, in particular, over two issues: the state funding formula
and school choice. A GPF staff member described what happened:

The corporate community at the beginning, and along the way, had
competing interests. I think that there was a struggle between the educa-
tional issues they knew to be critical to city’s long-term health and
their own economic health and wanting to support an accountability,
standards-driven agenda. There was also a conflict between the economic
stance and support of the governor, and his educational agenda. It was a
constant tug of war. Later, David’s personality made even more difference
for them [corporate leaders]. The governor’s commitment to economic
development is pretty solid from the business community’s perspective.
While I was there (at GPF), I watched the scale start to tip and split the
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business community. Being inside, I saw where it came from, even if I
didn’t like it.37

Community leaders were disheartened by the erosion of business support
for Hornbeck and their withdrawal from the arena of public education. One
explained that business leaders’ orientation made it difficult for them to be pa-
tient and persist in the face of serious social problems:

The business community thinks short-term. They think in terms of
quarters—the furthest into the future they might look is 2 years. They
pulled back because there were not results soon enough. Even though
there was improvement on tests, people in the business community don’t
care about tests. They haven’t seen results in the kids who are coming to
them looking for jobs out of high school, and that’s what they’re really
looking for.38

Others were harsher in their assessment of the business community’s role, assert-
ing that the governor’s voucher plan comported with corporate leaders’ support
for parochial schools. They were cynical about the potential of the business sec-
tor as a catalyst for improving education for poor children of color.

Right now this corporate community gets off the hook. It skates. It’s
having too good a party right now. Maybe when Wall Street crashes,
they’ll realize what’s going on. It stands to lose eventually. We’ve allowed
the development of ways for the education of the labor force to come
from elsewhere and government brokers for corporate interests.39

A former GPF board member described his frustration with Governor Ridge
and his disillusionment with GPF at the time of the threatened state takeover:

I went to Harrisburg to talk to Governor Ridge. The message that I was
trying to get across to the state was, “We know that the district is not
perfect. But we have a man running it today who is most unusual because
he believes that he can fix it. This is an incredible asset for you. What do
we have to do to link arms with you?” Honestly, Ridge believes that you
can’t fix the Philadelphia public school district. He’d rather skirt it by
building an alternative system. In defense of Ridge, even if he had wanted
to support Philadelphia schools, he might not have been able to politically
because of opposition in the House of Representatives.

I dropped out of GPF when they decided to support vouchers. I
thought it was a big card to play, and should have been worth $50–100
million from the state. And I think that this last round—getting $15
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million for dropping the deseg case was a sellout. They thought they’d get
$65 million. I knew they wouldn’t.40

As this discussion has shown, business community support for the school
district has declined. Yet, its influence on the district remains significant, as dem-
onstrated by the school board’s adoption of the corporate governance model and
its selection of an interim CEO in 2001 with credibility in the business commu-
nity. Later, when Governor Schweiker and Mayor Street were in a standoff over
the terms of the state takeover, business leaders intervened, with some effect, to
urge them both to return to the negotiating table.

PRINCIPALS AND TEACHERS

Like other urban districts, Philadelphia faces serious shortages of high-quality
personnel to guide and support the reforms. The district is at a disadvantage in
recruiting and retaining qualified school leaders because its salaries are the low-
est in the region, and because state legislation has made retirement an attractive
option for many. Studies show that many prospective and current teachers are
being lured to positions outside of the city, where salaries are higher, class sizes
are smaller, and teaching conditions are generally more appealing.41

The school district’s relationships with its professional unions, the Philadelphia
Federation of Teachers (PFT) and the Commonwealth Association of School Ad-
ministrators (CASA) were strained over the course of Children Achieving. Both the
PFT and CASA sought salary schedules that were more competitive with the sur-
rounding suburbs. And they offered strong objections to key components of Chil-
dren Achieving, particularly to its accountability provisions. Alleging that the pay
for performance system for school principals was not objective, CASA brought suit
against the district. The PFT repeatedly questioned whether the district’s standard-
ized assessment, the Stanford Achievement Test, ninth edition, was well aligned with
the content standards and charged that the Professional Responsibility Index (PRI),
the formula used to assess schools’ progress towards their accountability targets, was
invalid and unfair. They also criticized the clusters as increased bureaucracy, and
argued that money would be better spent on early childhood education, smaller
classes, and a district curriculum that would provide more direction to teachers.

In addition, the school district, under heavy pressure from the state and the
business community, sought major changes in the teacher contract’s work rules
in the negotiations that began in January 2000. Specifically, district officials
wanted three things:

A longer school day and school year without explicitly paying teachers for the
additional time. The teachers’ work day was already one hour less than
the state average.
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A change in how teachers were assigned to schools. Rather than rely on seniority,
the district wanted to give principals a greater voice in hiring and the ability
to assign the most qualified teachers to schools with the most need.42

A pay for performance system. Under the current contract, teachers’ salaries
are based on years of service and their educational attainments. The
district would like salary increases to be based on classroom performance.

The PFT was adamantly opposed to asking teachers to take on additional bur-
dens without commensurate increases in compensation, and they were reluctant
to give up work rules fought for and won in earlier contracts, much less agree to
using test scores to determine salary increases.

The PFT and the school district worked for 10 months to negotiate a new
contract. For the majority of this time, Mayor Street played a background role
in the contract talks. But in the last 2 months of negotiations, Street became a
far more visible and aggressive player, driven in part by the power given to him
in Act 46. Street’s first surge of authority came when the teacher contract ex-
pired on 1 September 2000. According to Act 46, the terms of the contract could
not be extended past this date, and the state was given the power to take over the
school district at any point they deemed necessary. Rather than risk a state take-
over, teachers worked without a contract with hopes of settling quickly. For more
than 3 weeks Street refrained from asserting his authority to impose a new con-
tract. But on September 27 he did so, stating, “The PFT understandably is more
than willing to indefinitely continue the status quo, and the status quo is the one
thing that I cannot accept for public education in Philadelphia.” He explained
that it was his responsibility as mayor to be “very aggressive in representing the
interests of the students, families and businesses that depend on the city.”43 Street
received the public support of Governor Ridge who promised more state aid only
if Philadelphia teachers would agree to contract concessions. Ridge also said that
the state would consider a “friendly takeover” of the school district, if the teach-
ers struck. When the teachers went on strike after classes ended on Friday, 29
October 2000, Street sat at the bargaining table until early Monday morning,
31 October, when the district and PFT finally reached an agreement.

THE LEGACY OF CHILDREN ACHIEVING

In an interview study of more than 40 business and civic leaders, commu-
nity activists, and parents,44 almost all agreed that there had been progress under
Children Achieving. Gains in student achievement and greater citizen engage-
ment in the dialogue about public education were the two most frequently cited
legacies of the reforms. However, interviewees mitigated the test score progress
by arguing that the scores didn’t improve fast enough, or weren’t high enough,
across all schools, or might not even be real gains in learning:
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There’s no denying there’s been improvement. The test scores have gone
up. Not just the district’s tests. If you look at the Inquirer’s analysis of the
state tests, Philadelphia made more progress than anyone. It’s encourag-
ing, but it’s not fast enough. (Foundation leader)

There’s been some improvement. Scores are up but not enough and not
fast enough, but at least we’re headed in the right direction. (Newspaper
reporter)

I think the single most important accomplishment is that David has
focused people on the bottom line—what kids can do. For whatever
reason, maybe because of the test or whatever, people believe that kids
need to be able to do more in school. I think he was way ahead of the
curve on that issue. In spite of every obstacle imaginable, student
achievement gains have been made at least in some schools. The issue is
how do we transfer those gains to all schools. (Member of mayor’s
cabinet)

The scores went up. The bottom line is student performance. The reforms
seem to be making progress. But what I worry about is what children are
learning. Maybe it is just teaching to the test. I hope not. I want to believe
that there has been some real progress. (Business leader)

The second most frequently cited improvement was the fact that public educa-
tion in Philadelphia has become a more public issue over the past 5 years. One
parent and community activist said:

Education is much more on people’s minds. There used to be despair and
no attention. It is now widely understood that problems need to be
addressed. Also there is more open sharing of data, and we can look at
where schools are working.

Supporters of this view also asserted, however, that the school district still has a
long way to go in solving the problems that have now become public. As one
community representative explained:

I do see progress. I think the ability to have a running conversation
about achievement for all kids for 4 years running is a huge accom-
plishment. I think that people on the street have something to say
about the education crisis we’re facing because of David’s efforts. It
gives us something to build on, but we have to remember that it takes
a long time.



A Tall Order for Philadelphia’s New Approach 115

CONCLUSION

Mayor Street’s increased role and control of the school board, plus the cor-
porate management structure the school district adopted, increased the central-
ization of control over the system. Further, steps taken to reduce the budgetary
deficit, notably the decision to replace the 22 cluster groupings of schools with
eight academic offices, reduced the decentralization of the system.45 But, as the
summer of 2001 approached, both the new governance and leadership relation-
ships were still being worked out, and some ambiguity remained about who re-
ally was in charge.

The board’s appointment of Philip Goldsmith as a one-year interim chief
executive officer after its appointment of the chief academic, operating, and fi-
nancial officers blurred his authority. Several “insiders” we interviewed expressed
concern, based on what they had seen so far, about who was, or would be, actu-
ally exercising leadership within the corporate structure. The very active role being
played in decision making by the school board and by Mayor Street’s secretary
of education, Debra Kahn, introduced further uncertainty. Some informants
perceived them, at times, to be engaged in micromanaging the district.

Additional uncertainty revolved around the attitude of school administra-
tors and teachers in the district, as well as that of the Philadelphia Federation of
Teachers. Many administrators and teachers felt burnout and low morale as a
result of the 6 years of pressure (and, some perceived, disrespect) from Hornbeck
in his aggressive push for reform and accountability for results. With retirements,
difficult working conditions, and lower wages than in the suburbs, attracting and
retaining sufficient qualified educators in the school district of Philadelphia con-
tinued as a huge challenge.

One change was quite evident: Mayor Street had taken a vigorous and promi-
nent role in supporting public education and, indeed, made it virtually his top
priority. He had been much more active in this regard than his predecessor, Mayor
Rendell. Street visited all 22 clusters of schools in his early days in office. More
important were his actions and the influence he had wielded, for example, in
working closely and compatibly with Governor Ridge, and in helping abort a
brief teacher strike. Although he is a Democrat, Mayor Street had been quite
visible and successful in collaborating with Republican Governor Ridge and even
with President George W. Bush, who called attention to Mayor Street in his 2001
State of the Union address, in regard to faith-based “charitable choice” initia-
tives thriving in Philadelphia. It was widely hoped that Street’s “charm offen-
sive” with Governor Ridge (in contrast to Hornbeck’s acrimonious relationship)
would lead to substantially more state financial aid, to stave off the district’s
budgetary crisis and avoid the threatened state takeover of the district.46

In another important development, Mayor Street’s strong support of charter
schools in Philadelphia signaled an important shift in the attitude of the city’s lead-
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ership toward school choice and charter schools. It was further evidence of Street’s
desire to reach out to Republicans, including especially Governor Ridge, whose
main ideas about school reform revolved around vouchers and charter schools.
Mayor Street’s support of charter schools also very much reflected his belief that
the improvement of public education options for families in Philadelphia was a
key to attracting and retaining middle- and working-class families in the city.

By contrast, the district and school board had been very critical of the rapid
growth of charter schools in Philadelphia, and the board had been considering
not renewing some of the charters they had granted. Without desiring it, the
district had about half (34) of all the charter schools that now exist in the entire
state. As Debra Kahn noted in testimony before the Senate Education Commit-
tee in February 2001, “Charter schools [now] comprise 6.5% of [Philadelphia’s]
public school enrollment. Taken alone, those 14,000 students would constitute
the sixth largest school district in the Commonwealth.” She added, further, that
“Charter school costs are projected to total $79.2 million for the Philadelphia
School District in the current school year, or about 5% of total operating ex-
penses.”47 A report by the Pennsylvania Economy League, commissioned by the
Greater Philadelphia Urban Affairs Coalition and released 2 June 2001, called
for greater state funding of the charter schools, which the district blamed for more
than half of the $216 million deficit in the budget it adopted for 2001–2002.48

Many public educators view charter schools with great suspicion. They see
them as a threat, draining funds and students away from the district. But the board
and public education establishment have been unable to stop the growth of charter
schools in the district because they are very popular with parents and, as a result,
with the state and local legislators representing these parents. The board knows
that even if they reject charter school proposals, they are quite likely to be ap-
proved by the state’s Charter Schools Appeals Board. That, plus strong support
from influential state legislators, a number of whom are seen as “sponsors” hav-
ing their own charter schools, causes the board to be reluctant to reject charter
school proposals, unless they are obviously inadequate.

In August 2001 the pace of developments toward a state takeover of Phila-
delphia’s school system accelerated greatly. Controversy began to mount as it became
clear that Governor Ridge was envisioning a takeover that could include significant
steps toward privatization through the involvement of Edison Schools, the nation’s
largest for-profit educational management organization. As the state authorities
became more aggressive, and the threat of substantial privatization loomed ever
larger, Mayor Street abandoned his “charm offensive” and hopes evaporated for a
cooperative partnership between city and state authorities. During the fall of 2001,
acrimony escalated rapidly, as actors in Philadelphia increasingly perceived the state
engaged in a “power grab” and a “hostile takeover” that should be resisted by all
possible means, including street demonstrations and lawsuits.49

The rapid flow of events and thrusts and counterthrusts throughout the fall
between the contending parties became the subject of almost daily newspaper
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articles in the Philadelphia Inquirer and the Philadelphia Daily News. A synopsis
of the main events will suffice here.50 To begin with, the Memorandum of Under-
standing that Mayor Street and Governor Ridge signed on July 30 established
provisions to try to solve the district’s fiscal and educational crisis by the end of
October.51 The state agreed to advance funds to enable the district to pay its bills
and meet its payroll until the end of October. The district agreed to cooperate
fully with an outside study the governor would commission to present a plan by
the end of September to solve the crisis. Further, it was agreed that during Octo-
ber the city and the state would try to agree upon a mutually acceptable version
of this plan, but that if no agreement could be reached, the state would take over
the operation of the district at the end of October.

The week after the memorandum was signed, Governor Ridge announced
that Edison Schools was being commissioned to do a $2.7 million study over
2 months, in order to present a plan for resolving the district’s fiscal and educa-
tional woes. Speculation was rampant that Edison Schools, already controversial
in other cities, would propose (and the governor would support) a large role for
itself in Philadelphia. Opponents of Edison Schools, and of for-profit manage-
ment in education, began to organize and campaign against both.

In September Governor Ridge’s appointment by President Bush to oversee
Homeland Security caused a month’s extension of the timetable set in the Memo-
randum of Understanding. Ridge’s successor, Lt. Governor Mark Schweiker,
pledged to carry forward Ridge’s plans concerning Philadelphia.

A major flash point came on October 23, when the state legislature rushed
through a bill in one day to strengthen Act 46 of 1998, the bill that had been
passed to facilitate a state takeover of Philadelphia’s schools. The new provisions
strengthened the governor’s hand by enabling him to appoint four out of five
members of a new board that would rule the schools under a takeover. The mayor’s
one appointee would serve for 3 years, but most of the governor’s appointees
would serve much longer (two for 7 years, one for 5 years, and one for 3 years),
and well beyond his own term of office. Mayor Street called this abrupt move
“disrespectful” and Philadelphia school advocates denounced it as a “naked power
grab.” City leaders, who were Democrats, were still smarting from a recent sei-
zure by Republicans of control over the Philadelphia Parking Authority and its
rich patronage resources. They saw the legislature’s actions as a further Republi-
can power grab.52

The next flash point came with the release of Edison Schools’ report, which
sparked immediate controversy and opposition to it. The most explosive features
of the plan were provisions for the central management of the school system by
a private operator (most likely Edison Schools), and a division of the system’s
schools into three groups, based on performance: the 60 worst-performing schools,
which would be run by Edison or other private firms in partnership with com-
munity groups; the 34 best-performing schools, which would be supervised by
the district’s private operator, but essentially left alone; and the 170 remaining
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schools, which would receive special assistance, such as curriculum improvements
and teacher training.53

Mayor Street responded to the report by stating that he would not begin
negotiations with Governor Schweiker until the proposal for central management
by a private firm was dropped. Moreover, as the Philadelphia Inquirer reported,
“In a symbolic move Mayor Street yesterday opened an office for himself in the
Philadelphia schools administration building and vowed to fight total privatization
of the district in the legislature, in the courts, and in the streets.”54

Similarly, Philadelphia’s board of education denounced the plan, noting that
Edison’s proposal combined “inexperience [in managing a large urban district]
with conflict of interest” since, as the central managers, Edison would be able to
enter into contracts with itself.55 Edison’s report also came in for scathing criti-
cism from the Council of Great City Schools for both its cost ($2.7 million) and
quality. Michael Casserly, the executive director of the council, said that “One
could have conducted a review of the school system that would have been more
objective and detailed for a lot less money.”56

In the face of widespread opposition and street demonstrations by commu-
nity groups and students adamantly against for-profit management of the school
system, Governor Schweiker ultimately bowed to political pressure and agreed
on November 20 to remove this item from negotiations over the proposed plan.
Under his revised plan, Edison would still play an important role as a consultant
and service provider.57

Facing the deadline at the end of November, with street demonstrations
continuing, the state agreed to give a 3-week extension of the deadline, in order
to provide more time to achieve the necessary agreements (especially over finan-
cial matters) between the state and the city to avoid a “hostile takeover.” But
political hardball continued. The governor’s office next said that it “would not
give the district a $70 million advance so that it could meet its December 21
payroll.” Governor Schweiker wanted to split the amount and have the city pay
$35 million that it had promised but never given to the district.58

The gulf was actually increasing between the state and the city about the
financial contributions each should make for the resolution of the district’s bud-
get crisis. The state had proposed that the city and state each contribute $75
million in new money for the first year. The city’s latest offer was $15 million
against $110 million from the state. After 5 years, this proposal would have the
city contributing $100 million and the state $900 million. Referring to this 9 to
1 ratio, the governor’s spokesman said, “The mayor [earlier] called our proposal
‘Fantasyland.’ This is not even in Fantasyland’s ZIP code.”59

To make matters worse, on successive days it was learned, first, that during
the negotiations the state had already proposed a $101 million, 6-year compen-
sation package to Edison, with substantial cuts to be imposed on the school sys-
tem, and, second, a secret 67-page report to the mayor with legal advice on how
to fight or undermine the takeover was leaked to the press. These two develop-
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ments infuriated leaders for both the city and the state. Philip Goldsmith, the
district’s interim CEO, resigned in protest. A “friendly” takeover seemed fur-
ther away than ever.60

Nevertheless, on December 21 Governor Schweiker and Mayor Street an-
nounced an agreement that would permit a takeover of the school district, to
commence the next day. To enable a “friendly” takeover, a number of impor-
tant concessions were made, mainly by the state. Mayor Street agreed that the
city would give $45 million more per year toward the operation of the schools,
while the state would contribute $75 million more. This still left a gap of $80 mil-
lion to be covered through unspecified economy measures. Governor Schweiker
agreed to give Mayor Street two appointees, rather than just one, to the five-member
School Reform Commission that would run the district. Further, Schweiker agreed
that at least a 4 to 1 vote by the commission would be required for four kinds of
decisions: the selection of the system’s CEO and its legal counsel, and decisions
to incur debt or change bylaws. Finally, Schweiker also agreed that any decisions
to hire for-profit educational management firms would have to be made by the
whole commission, after it was appointed.61

The unwritten agreement announced by Schweiker and Street left unclear
the role that Edison Schools might play in assisting with the management of the
district or in operating an unspecified number of schools. On one hand, the
governor and the interim chairman of the School Reform Commission he ap-
pointed, James Nevels, spoke very favorably about Edison Schools. On the other
hand, opposition to privatization by a coalition of public employee unions and
citizen groups continued.62

In an insightful commentary on the takeover, Philadelphia Inquirer educa-
tion reporter Dale Mezzacappa asked why, of all the troubled urban school dis-
tricts, Philadelphia had become the largest to be taken over. She observed that
“Outside Pennsylvania, Philadelphia is seen as an urban district that has made
some progress and is nowhere near the bottom nationwide. In the state, how-
ever, it is seen as a total, abject failure, immune to improvement from within
and in need of drastic, historic intervention.” Mezzacappa then showed how a
compelling case can be made that the state itself caused most of Philadelphia’s
increasing school budget deficit by suspending its school finance formula in the
early 1990s, and then allowing the state’s share of the funding to dwindle in
subsequent years.63

Despite the agreement for a state takeover, along with solving the budget
deficit problem, one of the greatest challenges facing Philadelphia for the rest of
the decade will be obtaining the needed leadership and public support for its
public schools. Will the state be able to recruit a strong CEO to replace interim
CEO Goldsmith? And, even if a strong CEO can be attracted, will the school
system’s new leadership be able to elicit sufficient civic and business community
support? Whoever is leading the school system will be facing a business commu-
nity in Philadelphia that has reduced its activity and engagement with public
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education and that increasingly is characterized by absentee ownership. With
globalization and multinational corporations, not just cities but, indeed, nation-
states find themselves unable to count on the support and loyalty of major cor-
porations. In It Takes a City, Hill, Campbell, and Harvey argue eloquently for
strong and sustained civic coalitions as the critical component for successful
urban school reform.64 Unfortunately, cities increasingly find it harder to mobi-
lize business leaders for this purpose. This will be a critical test for the future of
Philadelphia’s schools, however they are managed.

Also critical and, indeed, the ultimate test for whoever is managing the school
system will be to build upon and continue Hornbeck’s accomplishments in im-
proving student achievement. This sine qua non of urban education reform will
now likely have to be achieved under the conditions of a controversial state take-
over that is still likely to feature a significant role for privatization and for-profit
management. Can the state and Philadelphia in partnership find ways to pro-
ductively combine the new governance arrangements associated with the take-
over and privatization, despite the continuing opposition to privatization in
Philadelphia?

About a less controversial set of strategies, Kirst and Bulkley observed that
“A key issue is whether mayoral control can improve classroom instruction and
the everyday lives of teachers and children.” They noted that governance change
usually has had little effect on classrooms, but that Chicago and Boston demon-
strate that it can make a difference with the right leadership and policies.65 Find-
ing this combination of attributes, while operating under fiscal constraints in
a state takeover likely to involve privatization, will be Philadelphia’s ultimate
challenge.
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As other case studies in this volume indicate, urban mayors are attempting
to reassert influence and control over the public school systems in their jurisdic-
tions. Baltimore provides a counter example to this trend. In 1997 Maryland state
officials succeeded in largely reversing a long institutional history in which
Baltimore’s mayors had held authority and responsibility for the city’s public
school system. This dismantling of mayoral authority was accomplished in the
name of improving educational opportunities and outcomes for the city’s im-
poverished and largely African American schoolchildren. As an alternative to a
state takeover of the Baltimore City schools, the city and state agreed to a “part-
nership.” This partnership, whose features are explained below, basically involved
three components: a new governance system, major reforms to the school system’s
management, and more state aid.

The city-state partnership was bitterly opposed not only by employees of the
school system, whose resistance might be expected, but also by many segments of
Baltimore’s community, in an atmosphere characterized by racial conflict with civic
leaders and state officials. Yet this realignment also was accomplished with the re-
luctant acquiescence of the city’s African American mayor, Kurt Schmoke, whose
election a decade earlier had been heralded as an opportunity to reform Baltimore’s
beleaguered and resource-poor public school system. While he had made educa-
tion reform a top priority and used his considerable leadership talents and political
resources in pursuit of that goal, in the end the mayor was seen as part of the prob-
lem rather than the solution to the steady decline of the Baltimore City Public School
System (BCPSS). What Schmoke reluctantly settled for in the partnership was a
Faustian bargain in which he gave up mayoral authority and historic autonomy of
the city’s public schools from state intrusion, in exchange for more money to sup-
port the cash-strapped school system.
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The purpose of this chapter is to examine the political developments that
led to this “counter case” of urban institutional reform.1 The central problem I
address here is how institutional reforms reflect shifting coalitions of political
power. These coalitions, in turn, limit the willingness to examine the problem
of institutional reform in all its dimensions, including raising academic achieve-
ment. I shall also discuss briefly what impact these reforms have had on school
system performance. How have the institutional changes emerging from the 1997
partnership been implemented, and what are the emerging consequences for stu-
dent achievement?

First, I begin with a description of the central features of the 1997 reforms.
Then I explain two important factors which led to this political realignment: the
perceived failure of mayoral leadership to reform BCPSS and the growing vul-
nerability of BCPSS to state oversight. In the concluding section I interpret the
adequacy of the 1997 partnership, arguing that it has positive features but is an
incomplete policy reform. The current reform, I shall argue, has succeeded in
installing some valuable changes in governance, administrative structure, and
organizational culture, which show promise toward improving conditions of
teaching and learning throughout the school system. Yet the 1997 policy settle-
ment glossed over some important problems and sharply underestimated the
political consensus and leadership necessary to rebuild BCPSS.

THE MAJOR ELEMENTS OF THE 1997 AGREEMENT

The consent decree and subsequent legislative enactment, which were de-
scribed as a city-state “partnership,” provided for three basic improvements to
the city school system: an overhaul of the governance structure, a dramatic re-
structuring of BCPSS’s management, and additional state funds in exchange for
continuing oversight by the state.2

Governance Reforms

A new nine-member board of school commissioners was appointed jointly
by the mayor and governor, based on a nominating slate provided by the state
board of education. The kinds of affiliations and expertise required for these
members were enumerated: at least four had to possess a high level of expertise
concerning a large business, nonprofit, or governmental entity; at least three would
have a high level of knowledge and expertise in education; at least one member
had to be a parent of a BCPSS student; and at least one member was required to
possess knowledge and/or experience in the education of children with disabili-
ties. Unlike the old board, which had been appointed by the mayor and which
was controlled by him, the new board is vested with full authority and responsi-
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bility for running the school system. A 14-member parent and community advi-
sory board also was created to solicit parental input and involvement.

Management Reforms

The new board hires a chief executive officer (CEO), who reports directly
to it and whose contract specifies expectations of demonstrable and continuous
improvement in the academic performance of students and sound management
of BCPSS. The CEO, subject to board approval, appoints a chief academic of-
ficer, responsible for systemwide curriculum and instruction, and a chief finan-
cial officer. Both these officers also have contracts that are contingent upon ef-
fective performance of their duties.

Additional State Funds

The state agreed to provide $230 million in additional state aid over a
5-year period, beginning with $30 million in fiscal year 1998 and $50 million
each year thereafter. These monies were to be targeted on improved educational
performance for schools with high concentrations of children in poverty and on
low-performing schools which had been placed under “local reconstitution” by
the state (a designation that made them eligible for “state reconstitution” if they
did not improve). In 2001, 82 schools in BCPSS were so designated (compared
with only one school or a small number of schools in several other jurisdictions)
at the elementary, middle, and high school levels. Beyond these schools there are
a large number of other “marginal schools” which meet all or many of the char-
acteristics of the reconstitution-eligible schools.

In addition, funds would go to other marginal schools, for raising teachers’
salaries to close the gap between BCPSS salaries and those in nearby Baltimore
County and other districts. The state also increased its contribution to BCPSS
in the area of school construction. While the state continued to require a local
contribution for construction funds coming from the state, it increased the state
cost-share to 90% on the first $10 million of construction funds received, thus
reducing the required local match.

In exchange for additional state funds, the new board was required to develop
a transition plan and a master plan by specified dates. These plans have had to meet
very detailed requirements regarding use of the new state dollars, implementation
of reforms in the areas of curriculum, instruction, assessment, and so on. The master
plan includes, among other things, a comprehensive plan for improvement of school
management and accountability, including implementation of the Cresap Report,
which had been commissioned by a member of the state legislature (discussed
below). An independent consultant was retained by the state board of education
to evaluate the progress of reform in BCPSS on an annual basis.
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POLITICAL FACTORS CONTRIBUTING TO THE PARTNERSHIP

As other students of policy setting have observed,3 often it is difficult to pin-
point the exact origins of a policy issue. Sometimes several strands of an issue
occur before being joined together by some serendipitous combination of cir-
cumstances. This is true in the BCPSS case. One of its origins was a lawsuit
(Vaughn G. et al. v. Amprey et al.) that had been brought against BCPSS in 1984
by a disability-rights organization, the Maryland Disability Law Center. The
plaintiffs had argued that special education students were not receiving services
to which they were entitled under state and federal laws. The federal court had
ordered protections for special education children and removed operating au-
thority for these programs from BCPSS, placing the programs under direct
supervision of the court. The inability of the school system to develop an ade-
quate management system, or to spend special education dollars effectively, proved
to be a long-term problem and contributed to the perception that BCPSS was a
dysfunctional bureaucracy.

There were, however, at least two other long-term political trends which help
explain why events unfolded as they did in Baltimore and have a trajectory some-
what independent of developments in other American cities. To be sure, Balti-
more shared essential traits with its urban counterparts. From the 1960s onward,
it struggled with conflicts over race and desegregation, loss of a middle-class base,
declining communities, growing entrenched poverty, and the panoply of related
problems that have characterized urban education in recent decades. Moreover,
the policy ideas about how to reform urban education, which circulated nation-
ally, have played themselves out in Baltimore as well. Policy nostrums such as
decentralization, privatization, and accountability, for example, each have been
contested in Baltimore. However, these ideas have been filtered through specific
institutional frameworks and political cultures unique to Baltimore and Mary-
land. The first of these is the historic role of the mayor in public education in
Baltimore. The second is the strong role of the state board of education in Mary-
land and its early activism with respect to the development of accountability
systems, which put it in a position to assert oversight of BCPSS by the mid-1990s.
Each of these political factors is discussed below.

The Perceived Failure of Mayoral Leadership

Unlike many American cities, where early-twentieth-century Progressive
reformers had succeeded in removing overt political control of the public schools
from municipal governments, Baltimore’s schools were historically a unit of city
government, operated by a nine-member board of school commissioners ap-
pointed by the mayor. This institutional context is important, because it opened
Baltimore’s mayors both to the opportunities and perils associated with gover-
nance of schools. On the positive side, having schools be part of city government
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gave mayors direct access to one of the largest public institutions in the city, as
mayors sought to balance competing demands of business and labor, sought to
control tax rates and public expenditures, and sought to use access to jobs and
contracts to reward allies and build support for their regimes. Such opportuni-
ties also had downsides, however, as many mayors in Baltimore and other cities
learned. If they became too embroiled in public education, they opened them-
selves to inevitable criticism, because parents and communities feel strongly about
their schools. Issues of school boundaries, hiring, budgets, racial and social-class
composition, and a host of other thorny questions inevitably threaten to draw
mayors into controversy and cause them to expend valuable political capital.
Unlike expenditures on streets and sanitation, the benefits associated with in-
creasing investments in public education can be elusive. Thus, through the 1950s
and well into the 1980s, the conventional wisdom among mayors was to shun
overt political control of the schools, because the political costs to mayors ex-
ceeded the benefits. In cities where Progressive reformers had succeeded in sepa-
rating the two domains, this provided a convenient institutional wall legitimat-
ing mayoral indifference or passivity. In “unreformed” cities such as Baltimore,
mayors found other ways of accommodating the risks.

By the late 1980s, however, a new breed of urban mayors was emerging, who
saw the improvement of their city’s school systems as inextricably linked to the
fate of their cities, and ultimately, to their own success. In many cities these mayors
struggled to regain some institutional control. In Baltimore, however, such a
struggle was unnecessary.

Kurt L. Schmoke represented this new breed of urban mayors. He was elected
in 1987 in a campaign that emphasized public education and downtown rede-
velopment. Schmoke had argued that the school system needed dramatic improve-
ment. He had cited as evidence a 1986 report commissioned by the Morris
Goldseker Foundation, Baltimore 2000 by P. L. Szanton, which had issued a
scathing indictment of BCPSS, warning that the city’s future was imperiled by
the poor quality of BCPSS. He promised a “renaissance in public education.”
Schmoke himself also seemed to represent a new generation of African Ameri-
can leadership, having been raised in the city yet a graduate of Yale University
and Harvard Law School, as well as a Rhodes Scholar.

Initially, Schmoke’s education reform agenda appeared to have wide politi-
cal support and had helped him defeat the incumbent African American mayor,
Clarence “Du” Burns. The new mayor’s reform agenda resonated with renewed
attention to school reform by the Greater Baltimore Committee, whose corpo-
rate leadership had focused mainly on downtown redevelopment since the 1950s.
Schmoke’s election encouraged local organizations to place a higher priority on
school reform.4 The Citizens Planning and Housing Association (CPHA), a
nonprofit organization, began to organize parents and train community leaders
on school issues in the 1980s. Baltimoreans United in Leadership Development
(BUILD), a coalition of 55 black churches and labor organizations (including
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the Baltimore Teachers Union), had been active in antipoverty issues and in school
reform since 1983. Schmoke had endorsed BUILD’s agenda and embraced it as
a close ally after he was elected.

Despite Schmoke’s reputation as a reformer, it is important to bear in mind
that he did not challenge, and in fact actively perpetuated, the patronage tradi-
tion in Baltimore City politics. The school system was a major source of patron-
age, which was used to build support for and reward loyalty to the mayor. For
example, appointments to principalships were routinely used as a source of pa-
tronage. Schmoke’s reliance on this traditional patronage system ran counter to
his reformist goals when the latter challenged vested interests. This tension helps
explain some of the difficulties and resistance he encountered when he wore the
hat of an education reformer.

Despite much initial consensus on the need for school reform among key
organizations that supported Schmoke, the new mayor became embroiled in
controversy on a variety of education issues. The debate over site-based manage-
ment beginning in 1988 was one example. Schmoke sided with a proposal drafted
by BUILD that was heavily influenced and supported by the Baltimore Teach-
ers Union, an important political ally. This plan would have provided for quite
dramatic devolution of authority to local schools, compared to the centralized
regime then in place; and it sought to give the community and teachers a voice
in this new authority. However, the group only planned to try the reform in three
schools, one each at the elementary, middle, and high school levels. This was in
direct opposition to a plan which had been developed by the superintendent at
the time, Alice Pinderhughes. That plan, developed by a widely representative
task force, would have devolved the new decision-making authority to princi-
pals and their aides in a few areas, such as the right to decide what books and
materials the school could use. At the same time, while it was much more mod-
est in scope, this plan would have been applied across the school system. After
Schmoke forced the retirement of Superintendent Pinderhughes, his handpicked
replacement, Richard Hunter, rejected the site-based management plan of BUILD
and the teachers union, which the mayor had endorsed. Thus the mayor found
himself in an increasingly awkward position as political groups drew up sides in
favor of or against the plan he supported.

In 1989 the mayor and superintendent differed openly on a proposal favored
by Schmoke, to permit the Barclay School to adopt a curriculum used at the
Calvert School, an exclusive, prestigious private school in the city.5 Barclay is an
elementary school located in a poor neighborhood north of the downtown area
and not far from Johns Hopkins University. In the mid-1980s a steering com-
mittee of parents and staff at the school, led by a dynamic African American
principal, Gertrude Williams, decided that the school’s low performance was due
to the watered-down curriculum in the BCPSS and the low expectations that it
represented. By contrast, the Calvert School curriculum was highly structured,
classical, and focused heavily on excellence in writing composition, with regular
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review of student work by staff and parents. The proposal was endorsed by the
Abell Foundation. Its president, Robert C. Embry, Jr., a former school board
president and one of the city’s power brokers, was prepared to support the project
with a grant. However, retiring superintendent Alice Pinderhughes sat on the
proposal. After she retired, her replacement, Richard Hunter, also opposed the
plan, calling the Calvert approach an outdated “rich man’s curriculum.” He also
was concerned about Robert Embry’s influence and sought to reassert his con-
trol over the school system and the curriculum. The Baltimore Teachers Union
also opposed the plan, citing teacher workload issues. Parents actively protested,
and the issue escalated into a citywide controversy. The mayor was forced to
intervene and used his valuable political capital to eventually overrule Hunter.
Despite Hunter’s resistance, the experiment proved successful and was adopted
at another school. On many other issues, Hunter became an object of contro-
versy in the broader community, among school personnel, and the school board.
Schmoke became so frustrated by the recalcitrance of Hunter that eventually he
engineered the removal of his appointee.

Schmoke’s choice to replace Hunter, Walter Amprey, however, proved just
as controversial not only among local activists and civic leaders, but among key
state legislators, who perceived him as unresponsive to decentralizing the school
system’s management. The impetus for this pressure came from state Delegate
Pete Rawlings. An important factor in highlighting the issue of managerial in-
competence was the leadership of Rawlings, who had pursued this issue relent-
lessly over a period of years in the Maryland General Assembly. Because of
Baltimore’s changing demography and its political culture that had a strong
tradition of black leadership, the city sent to Annapolis a significant delega-
tion of black Americans. Among them was Rawlings, a mathematician on the
faculty of Baltimore City Community College, who represents a black district
in the city. Rawlings described his bottom line as a growing concern over aca-
demic performance of children in BCPSS. As he became more active in school
issues, he initially shared the view that the problem was one of a predominantly
black school system being run by white administrators and a predominantly
white school board. The belief system was that their children would do better
if they had in control of the school system black role models who would be
more apt to fight for their best interests, including better funding and a rede-
signed curriculum. However, by the late 1980s, once the system had a black
superintendent, associate superintendents, and a black school board, black
control was no longer an issue.

Yet the problems of BCPSS did not diminish. Rawlings, because of his role
as a member, and later chair, of the House Appropriations Committee, as well
as his role as cochair of the Baltimore City delegation in the House of Delegates,
was able to obtain performance information he requested on BCPSS. (He formed
a close alliance with State Superintendent Nancy Grasmick and the chair of the
State Senate Budget and Taxation Committee, Barbara Hoffman.)
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The picture that emerged was not reassuring to him. City officials told him
that school officials were not completing reports, that money had to be returned
because it was not spent, that city officials had to help BCPSS write funding
proposals, and a host of other “horror stories.” Further, Rawlings came to doubt
the claim of advocates that BCPSS needed more money. Many counties that spent
less than BCPSS were doing much better on state standards. Rawlings blamed
the management culture of the school system that he believed preceded black
control. It represented a “culture of complacency” oriented toward the status quo,
and was protectionist, turf-oriented, and an environment in which people got
jobs and held them based on friendship and loyalty rather than on merit and
performance. He contrasted this culture with that in the private sector.

As a result, he decided to commission a management study of BCPSS. He
arranged for the local organization Associated Black Charities to sponsor the study,
not wishing for the school system to own and control the study. While the mayor
and school officials acknowledged that there was a need for such a study, they
claimed they had no money. Rawlings and his allies then turned to local founda-
tions to obtain the $250,000 required. The general management–consulting firm
of Towers Perrin/Cresap was retained. To validate the management study, an
oversight team also was designated made up of BCPSS board members, a promi-
nent state board member, Rawlings, and others.

The published report6 was a scathing critique of the management of BCPSS—
its organization, its culture, and in many cases the competence of individuals in
the BCPSS bureaucracy. The Cresap Report, as it came to be known, reflected
Rawlings’ belief that BCPSS needed to operate more like a business, with stronger
delegation and accountability, and more focus on a network of site-base-managed
(“enterprise”) schools. Over 100 recommendations and strategies accompanied the
report. Shortly after the report was issued, BCPSS superintendent Walter Amprey
endorsed all but six of the recommendations and appointed an implementation
team and an enterprise school group to oversee implementation of the site-base
management recommendations. The report had recommended an approach to
school-site management that gave major authority to principals to design and imple-
ment educational programs, control staffing, and manage resources, in exchange
for greater accountability for their school’s performance.

The Cresap Report also had recommended the phase-in of enterprise schools.
However, after no progress for 2 years following the report’s release, Amprey
eventually declared in the spring of 1994 that all city schools would heretofore
be enterprise schools, with no time for planning or phase-in. Not surprisingly,
his pronouncements were accompanied by little change, as documented by a
study7 commissioned by the legislature at Rawlings’ behest. This controversy
became one of the major political elements undergirding demands for reform-
ing BCPSS governance. This protracted controversy with Rawlings and other
members of the state legislature not only swirled around Amprey and the school
system, but drew in the mayor as well.
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Schmoke also had suffered a severe erosion of trust owing to the controversy
between 1992 and 1994 over his endorsement of the Tesseract project in 15 ele-
mentary schools, a private management experiment by Educational Alternatives,
Inc. (EAI). Amprey had endorsed the plan, but it encountered the bitter opposi-
tion of the BTU, deeply divided the city council and the African American com-
munity, and raised fears of loss of jobs and paranoia about white control (EAI was
a white-run firm). The project terminated in 1996 because the city and EAI could
not come to agreement on costs and because of alleged falsification of test scores
by EAI. The controversy had become a major issue used by city council president
Mary Pat Clarke in her unsuccessful primary campaign to unseat the mayor.

Thus, despite much promise and high expectations, Schmoke encountered
one controversy and setback after another in his efforts to reform BCPSS. Of
course, the mayor had some successes, such as creation of the Stadium School
and the subsequent New Schools Initiative (NSI), but such cases involved much
expenditure of political capital on his part. The Stadium School was a new school
created in 1994 on the concept of an enterprise school, based on a proposal from
parents and teachers. Amprey and the school system had resisted the idea in much
the same fashion as Hunter had opposed the Barclay experiment. Schmoke’s vocal
support and intervention, amid protests from a resourceful and determined group
of advocates, led Amprey and the board of school commissioners to reverse course.
By 1998 under the NSI, ten nonprofit organizations operated public schools
within BCPSS.

While Schmoke’s education leadership was disappointing to many who had
held high expectations for his ability to turn around Baltimore’s troubled school
system, the responsibility for many of the problems confronting BCPSS in the 1980s
and 1990s could be traced to the policies of the city’s former mayor, powerful,
popular, and white William Donald Schaefer. Schaefer served from 1971 until his
election as governor in 1986. Perhaps it was Schaefer’s public controversy with the
city’s first black superintendent, Roland Patterson, that sensitized him to the po-
litical costs of becoming too engaged in school affairs. Patterson was an outsider
appointed to his position just a few months before Schaefer become mayor in 1971.
Patterson resisted Schaefer’s use of school system jobs for patronage.8

In 1975 Schaefer’s maneuvering to fire Patterson erupted into an intensely racial
dispute between community activists and the majority-white school board. A teacher
strike in 1974, in which Schaefer had taken a strong stand against teachers, also
had become intensely racial. Thereafter, Schaefer allowed the school system’s ad-
ministrative, teaching, janitorial, secretarial, and paraprofessional jobs to shift to
black control, even as he maintained white control over jobs at city hall. Accord-
ing to Marian Orr,9 the mayor used the school system as a source of patronage.
Appointing supporters allowed him to maintain control as mayor even as the city’s
population turned 59% black by 1980. (The school population had turned ma-
jority black in the 1960s.) Moreover, it was a strategy that removed race as a visible
and volatile issue in school affairs. Schaefer focused instead on economic redevel-
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opment of the city’s downtown, paying little attention to public school issues. So
evident was this that the Baltimore 2000 report issued in 1986 criticized him and
admonished future mayors to provide stronger leadership to reform BCPSS.10

Of course, it would be an overstatement to blame Schaefer totally for the
larger demographic trends in Baltimore’s population and the resulting problems
this occasioned for BCPSS. Yet shifts in the racial makeup of the city were not in
and of themselves problematic. Rather, it was the loss of middle-class residents,
both white and black, which proved problematic. Under Schaefer’s watch, BCPSS
became overwhelmingly a school system of poor children, signaling the loss of a
middle-class population and tax base in the city as residents fled to suburbs. Even
those middle-class residents, both black and white, who remained in the city
increasingly chose to send their children to private schools. Arguably, more as-
sertive mayoral leadership might have stemmed these trends. However, as was
stated earlier, mayors during Schaefer’s era were not expected to assert strong
leadership on school matters. By the time of Mayor Schmoke’s campaign to cre-
ate a renaissance in Baltimore’s schools in the late 1980s and 1990s, the political
and financial base supporting the Baltimore school system had narrowed, even
as its educational problems mounted.

Growing Vulnerability to State Oversight

The second political factor explaining the 1997 partnership agreement was the
growing role of the state of Maryland both as a political force critical of BCPSS
and one upon which the city became dependent for resources. Here again, how-
ever, the institutional framework in Maryland differed from that of many states.
Maryland invests its state board of education, whose 12 members are appointed to
staggered terms by the governor, with the strongest regulatory authority of its kind
in the nation, independent of legislative oversight. For many decades Maryland’s
state board of education had a reputation for competence and activism, although
this increased sharply in the 1980s and 1990s with pressures for educational re-
forms in public education. At the same time, as the state increased its financial
contributions to the state’s 24 school districts, it argued for more accountability in
the use of state dollars. Since the governor and state legislature have the power to
tax and spend, this brought to play a wider range of state actors.

State leadership for school reform increased sharply in the late 1980s. In
Schaefer’s new role as governor, he reflected an interest in and activism toward
public education that mirrored what governors were doing across the country.
Ironically, his interest in education reform as governor was a departure from his
earlier mayoral leadership. As governor he focused on state education issues; ul-
timately the education reforms he created shone an unflattering spotlight on
BCPSS’s performance.

In 1987 Schaefer appointed Baltimore business leader Walter Sondheim to
chair the Commission on School Performance, also known as the Sondheim
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Commission. The commission argued in its report11 that there was little evidence
of how well Maryland students were prepared by its public school system to func-
tion in the new economy, and made a series of sweeping recommendations for a
more accountable and data-based system.

The adoption of many of these recommendations by Maryland’s powerful
state board of education, without the necessity of legislative action, made Mary-
land one of the first states to adopt high-stakes testing, accountability reporting,
and a program of intervention in low-performing schools. The annual reporting
of school scores in core subjects in Grades 3, 5, and 8 on the Maryland School
Performance Assessment Program (MSPAP) began in 1992. Starting in 1994,
the state declared low-performing schools “reconstitution-eligible” and set in place
regulatory requirements to assure improvements.

Not surprisingly these state reforms were unpopular in Baltimore. While the
idea of taking over failing schools had been endorsed in 1991 by the Greater
Baltimore Committee, the state teachers union had seen it as a plot to privatize
the schools, harkening to the ongoing controversy over EAI. Also, MSPAP was
staunchly opposed by community, civic, and political leaders in Baltimore as likely
to single out the city’s poor children unfairly. The assessments were designed to
be rigorous, criterion-referenced exams, linked to standards.

Whether MSPAP is unfair is a matter still being debated, but the fears of
Baltimore leaders proved to be accurate. While performance on the new assess-
ments was low statewide, a large percentage of BCPSS schools performed miser-
ably. Indeed, the reconstitution program singled out Baltimore schools exclu-
sively in 1994 and 1995, with only two schools named in other jurisdictions by
1997. (Subsequently, beginning in 1998, sixteen schools were added to the list
from Prince George’s County.)12

MSPAP thus provided a policy framework within which state officials could
measure specific progress or regress both in the school system as a whole and in
these low-performing, reconstitution-eligible schools in BCPSS. By 2001, out
of 183 schools in the city 82 were under local reconstitution and 4 had been placed
under state reconstitution. MSPAP also provided a rationale for arguing that the
city’s school performance deficiencies were not just a matter of providing more
money, but were systemic problems. While the state provided extra resources to
help these schools implement a required school-improvement plan, they left the
responsibility for improvement with local districts, an approach which freed the
state of accountability. The failure of any school in Baltimore to improve suffi-
ciently to exit from the list also proved an embarrassment, although state criteria
for exiting were not spelled out for a number of years. To exit from the local
reconstitution-eligible status, a school must achieve the state average on the school
performance index.13

The school system’s growing dependence on the state for adequate resources
to fund its schools only accentuated the tension between Baltimore and state
officials in the 1990s. As the city’s tax base declined in the face of deindustrial-
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ization and population loss in the 1970s and 1980s, it had less capacity to fund
its public schools. At the same time, the declining size of the Baltimore system
relative to growing school systems in surrounding jurisdictions and elsewhere in
the state lessened its claim on state school dollars, aggravated by its loss of voting
strength in the state legislature.

Baltimore officials lobbied the state legislature repeatedly for increased state
funding. In 1979 Mayor Schaefer had initiated an unsuccessful lawsuit, arguing
that the city suffered from overburdens caused by educational needs, costs, and
municipal funding requirements. In 1986 BUILD had mounted an unsuccess-
ful campaign for more funds from the state legislature. After his election in 1987
Schmoke threatened lawsuits and finally decided in 1992 to join the American
Civil Liberties Union (ACLU) in a suit. However, he was dissuaded by a sym-
pathetic Governor Schaefer, who hoped to provoke legislative action by ap-
pointing the Governor’s Commission on School Funding, chaired by Donald
Hutchinson, president of the Maryland Business Roundtable. The commission
recommended an increase in state funding to school systems and individual
schools with high percentages of student poverty, with $500 million or more going
to Baltimore city over a 5-year period.14

The negative legislative response in 1994 set the stage for the city-state part-
nership agreement that would emerge 2 years later. Maryland was still in the throes
of a recession. Besides, it was an election year, making a tax increase an unpopu-
lar proposal. Some jurisdictions such as Montgomery County and Prince George’s
County argued that they would lose money under the proposed changes. Much
criticism was leveled at the commission’s failure to include any accountability
provisions in its school funding proposals.

When the legislature failed to take any actions, the ACLU filed the above-
mentioned suit on behalf of parents and students in 12 BCPSS schools deemed
at risk of school failure, charging that the state did not provide sufficient aid to
deliver on its constitutional obligation to provide a “thorough and efficient”
education (Bradford v. Maryland State Board of Education).

The city initially joined the suit, then withdrew under pressure from the new
governor, Parris Glendening, who promised favorable legislative action. When
the 1995 legislature again failed to act, the city filed its own suit in September
1995. Now it was arguing that the state failed to provide resources for an ade-
quate education for BCPSS youngsters, and it sought to curtail the state’s recon-
stitution provisions. This set up the argument for the state’s countersuit arguing
that BCPSS’s difficulties stemmed from mismanagement.

Throughout this period Rawlings used his influence as a legislative leader to
keep pressure on the school system. He had conducted a hearing in January 1993
and informed the entire legislature of the Cresap recommendations, thus intro-
ducing the question of managerial competence into annual discussions about state
legislative appropriations for BCPSS funding. The House of Delegates, at
Rawlings’s urging, adopted a provision that would withhold 2% of the state share
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of BCPSS funding for current expenses until BCPSS agreed to enter into a
3-year agreement with the Maryland State Department of Education (MSDE)
to monitor the implementation of the Cresap recommendations. The budget con-
ferees later struck the financial penalty, but left intact the requirement for an
agreement. In the summer following this legislative action in April 1993, State
Superintendent Nancy Grasmick and BCPSS Superintendent Walter Amprey
entered into an agreement. From the viewpoint of the Baltimore school system,
the agreement contained a number of onerous provisions. BCPSS had to pro-
vide a written explanation of why it was not implementing any of the recom-
mendations, it had to designate a contact person to work with the oversight team
appointed by MSDE, and it had to agree to a third-party independent evalua-
tion of the school system’s progress in implementing the Cresap Report.15

While Amprey professed to support most of the recommendations, his ability
or inclination to follow through on his promises proved very disappointing to
Rawlings and Grasmick. For example, one of the key recommendations was for
the development of a systemwide personnel evaluation system. Amprey was hardly
in a position to implement this reform. Because BCPSS was a department of city
government, it enjoyed no autonomy from political interference and, as mentioned
earlier, was used as a source of patronage in filling jobs and letting contracts; and
this had led to the demise of a predecessor who had challenged the mayor.

Hearings held before the legislature in 1994 indicated little progress in imple-
mentation. In September 1994, MGT of America, Inc., a Florida consulting firm,
was retained by the state to evaluate BCPSS’s adoption of the Cresap Report’s
recommendations. The following January, MGT issued its report indicating that
39 of 53 major Cresap recommendations had not been implemented. Its find-
ings for why there was such a lack of progress were as scathing as the original
Cresap report itself: no master plan, disbanding of oversight groups within
BCPSS, high central office turnover, and so on. The report lent legitimacy to
the criticisms made by Rawlings and Grasmick.16

In 1995 the legislature’s confrontation with BCPSS escalated when $5.9 mil-
lion of Baltimore City’s state education aid appropriation was withheld, pending
implementation of the systemwide personnel evaluation system alluded to above.
BCPSS’s total state aid appropriation was $423.6 million, so this amount was more
symbolic than substantive in the scope of the penalty imposed. Nonetheless,
BCPSS’s reported $27 million deficit was blamed on the state legislature. This
dispute was aired through the news media and press, particularly the Baltimore Sun.17

In September 1995 the city filed suit against the state, arguing that the city’s
share of state aid was inadequate. In early 1996 the state superintendent and state
board stated publicly that BCPSS had not made substantial progress in meeting
the Cresap recommendations. The legislature again withheld $5.9 million, this
time specifying that administrators found responsible for failing to implement
recommendations would have their salaries docked for the final quarter of the
year. The legislature also attached strings to eventual release of the withheld
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money, insisting that it go directly to schools, be spent on school improvement
teams, professional development, and instructional materials. If this had the air
of micromanagement by the legislature, it is nonetheless indicative of how badly
the dispute had escalated over its protracted life. In other legislative action that
year, $12 million was withheld from the state-aid appropriation for Baltimore,
$10 million for innovative programs, and $2 million for teacher salary parity.

Governor Paris Glendening, while generally supportive of the actions of the
state legislature and state board of education, was under heavy pressure from
Baltimore City to veto the above provisions in House Bill 608. Baltimore voters
had been a key to his slim electoral victory in his first term, and for that reason
alone had to be listened to carefully. In a masterful gesture of compromise (some
would say waffling) he vetoed the bill, arguing that with 6 weeks left in the fiscal
year, the bill would create a financial crisis for the school system. However, on
the same day he informed Mayor Kurt Schmoke that unless a partnership with
the state was forthcoming by 28 July 1996, he would withhold the $5.9 million.
For the first time he also required that the agreement be incorporated in consent
decrees for the two pending lawsuits.18

To the school system’s embarrassment, newspaper exposés continued to
document financial mismanagement, which had resulted in overpayment of state
aid. Shortly after serving his ultimatum on the mayor, Glendening held out a
carrot of $140 million in additional state aid during the forthcoming 4 years,
targeted for teachers’ salaries and improvements for low-performing schools, on
these conditions: The city had to drop its lawsuit against the state and restruc-
ture its management.19 The mayor responded by labeling the governor’s offer as
“insulting and paternalistic,” and countered that nothing less than $100 million
in additional aid per year would suffice.20

During the ensuing months of 1996 complicated negotiations occurred. The
city proposed the outlines of a city-state education partnership agreement, which
was lambasted by state legislators and the state board of education as lacking any
accountability, particularly with respect to the contested management reforms.
Rawlings proposed legislation dealing with both management and educational
issues, which the state board endorsed. In the meantime, the governor and mayor
worked out a “memorandum of understanding” that provided a conceptual frame-
work for the proposed city-state partnership and included the consent decree
component sought by the legislature. However, Mayor Schmoke balked at sign-
ing the proposed agreement. Glendening raised the ante by announcing not only
the withholding of the $5.9 million in dispute but also another $24 million in
fiscal year 1997. To protect himself against critics who claimed he was hurting
Baltimore schoolchildren, the governor withheld the money from the city’s school
construction fund. Meanwhile, in October 1996 the legislature held hearings on
proposed legislation for the forthcoming 1997 session.

With regard to the finance lawsuit brought by the ACLU, Baltimore City
Circuit Court Judge Joseph Kaplan ruled in October 1996 that all children in
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Maryland have a right to an adequate education as measured by contemporary
educational standards and that the children in Baltimore City were not receiv-
ing a constitutionally adequate education. The focus of the case then shifted to
whether the city or the state was to blame for this inadequacy. The circuit court
judge and federal judge set the date for the consolidated trial for early Novem-
ber 1996, creating a deadline for the disputants. The judges announced a post-
ponement to permit an agreement to be developed.

On 26 November 1996, a settlement was announced requiring major man-
agement and education reforms in BCPSS. The outlines of the agreement have
been summarized above. In an emotional signing authority in one of the court-
rooms, the mayor in a choked voice acknowledged that what he was doing was
in the best interests of the city’s schoolchildren.21 The agreement provided that
the state legislature in its forthcoming session must “substantially concur” with
this consent decree if the revised trial date in May 1997 was to be avoided.

Accordingly, MSDE introduced the appropriate legislation that required
passage before two separate committees in each chamber of the state legislature.
After protracted debate and resistance from many jurisdictions, the state legisla-
ture enacted State Bill 795. The bill was similar to the consent decree, providing
$230 million in state aid over a 5-year period in exchange for the management
reforms, with the notable exception that the management restructuring of BCPSS
was now permanent, not merely a 5-year provision as had been agreed to in the
consent decree. Governor Glendening signed the bill into law. Following provi-
sions of the new law, the governor and mayor appointed a new school board and
an interim superintendent.

In sum, by the 1990s the city had become dependent on the state for addi-
tional resources to fund its public school system. This dependence, however,
converged with another political development: the growing activism of the state
in pressing an accountability agenda for BCPSS. Mayor Schmoke did not an-
ticipate that this convergence would present him with a Hobson’s choice: Either
succumb to a state takeover or acquiesce to a state partnership that provided more
state funding only in exchange for radical diminution of mayoral power and sig-
nificant managerial reforms. Despite his vigorous resistance, which reflected
widespread opposition within the black community and the school system, in
the end he accepted the inevitable.

THE PARTNERSHIP FOUR YEARS LATER

Four years after the partnership began, most of the problems besetting
Baltimore’s troubled school system, with its student population of 106,000, re-
main. Arguably, however, both the low student performance and mismanage-
ment have been ameliorated to a degree. Test scores at the elementary level began
to rise, on both the Comprehensive Test of Basic Skills (CTBS) and the MSPAP.
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MSPAP scores are also rising (though still last in the state). For years, MSPAP
scores were stuck between 13 and 14% passing. In the last 2 years, they have
crossed 20%. CTBS results showed a 3-year upward trend. In 1998, 29% of the
city’s first graders read at or above the national average for their grade on CTBS.
By 2001, this had climbed to 56%. In math, the percentage of first graders at or
above grade level had risen from 30% to 52%. About half of the city’s elemen-
tary schools, 58 of 117, increased their first-grade reading scores, while 33 schools
slipped and 26 stayed the same. A little more than two-thirds (79 schools) im-
proved their first-grade math scores, while 35 slipped and 3 stayed the same. This
improvement was mirrored to varying degrees in other elementary grades.
Twenty-five schools scored above the national average in reading in at least three
grades. In three elementary schools students scored above the national average
in all grades in both reading and math.

Carmen V. Russo, the school system’s chief executive officer, praised pu-
pils’ hard work; there is a “new, dynamic culture of ‘can-do’ taking hold,” she
exclaimed. School board president J. Tyson Tilden attributed the turnaround in
part to the community’s belief that the city’s children could succeed academi-
cally. School board member Sam Stringfield, a nationally known expert on school
effectiveness, read the test trends as evidence that the city-state partnership is
paying off, but he cautioned that more of a state financial investment is needed.22

Despite this progress, BCPSS students at elementary, middle, and secondary
levels continue to perform the poorest overall in the state. For example, in 2001
about 75% of sixth- and seventh-grade students scored below the national average
on CTBS, and the scores rose only slightly over the previous year’s. The school
system is just now turning its attention to a set of new policies to improve student
performance at the middle and high school levels. School officials announced that
they will raise standards for all students in grades six through eight, increase the
number of citywide magnet schools, expand remedial programs for students in the
lowest performing middle schools, and improve the quality of instruction in middle
schools, among other things. The $4 million cost of these improvements was to be
funded in part through increased state aid from the partnership, although it was
not clear how such improvements would be funded after the first year.23

The city-state partnership provided the framework and impetus for a series
of local actions that have led to these improvements. In one major shift, the school
system reversed the course set under its previous superintendent, Walter Amprey,
who had been committed to decentralizing authority to individual schools.
Whatever its merits, that policy had led to great inconsistency in the curriculum
delivered from school to school. The absence of a citywide curriculum caused
numerous problems, among them difficulty in providing effective instruction to
the large percentage of pupils who move from school to school within the school
year or from one year to another. In 1999, the restructured school board, respond-
ing to leadership from the new chief academic officer, Betty Morgan, set ambi-
tious goals to boost student achievement for all students, elementary through high
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school, as measured by state and national standardized tests.24 It discarded the
first group of goals it had set earlier, because they were too complicated. Under
the new rules, nearly half of the city’s elementary schoolchildren were expected
to pass statewide math and reading tests by 2002. While this goal still was short
of the 70% goal of satisfactory performance set by the state for the MSPAP test,
it was still criticized within Baltimore as unrealistic.

The criticism underscored another problem the interim school superinten-
dent, Robert Schiller, who headed the school system in the first year of the part-
nership, and the new school board sought to overcome—a legacy of low expec-
tations for the city’s predominantly poor African American student body.25

Schiller had declared the school system to be “academically bankrupt.”26 Begin-
ning with his initiatives, all schools were required to make a 10% increase in test
scores each year.

To achieve these ambitious goals, the school system at first focused its re-
sources primarily on improvements at elementary schools. A citywide curriculum
for elementary math and reading was established, although a limited number of
schools still were permitted to use school reform models such as Achievement
First and Success for All in 19 of the city’s worst performing schools. The city
expanded the kindergartners’ school day from half-day to all day and has begun
half-day pre-kindergarten programs for 4-year-olds in some schools. Class size
was lowered, particularly in the primary grades; each principal was given three
new teaching positions to fill. The school day was lengthened, reading and math
specialists were hired, new reading and math textbooks were purchased, and teach-
ers were retrained in math and reading, including use of phonics in teaching read-
ing. A new systemwide discipline code was put in place to give principals ad-
ditional authority. Yearly diagnostic tests were put in place for all students,
after-school academies were begun, and summer school was added.27

The school system also committed itself to increase the percentage of certified
teachers and the mainstreaming of special education students. These goals were
part of the required master plan that had to be approved by the state board. Addi-
tional state aid made it possible to improve starting salaries for new teachers by 4%
in 1999 and to provide financial support for housing. Bureaucratic reforms allowed
graduating college seniors to be offered teaching contracts earlier than ever before.
Efforts were made to recruit teachers and principals from outside the city. Although
starting teachers’ salaries were still below those in neighboring Baltimore County,
these policy changes met with some success, reducing the number of unstaffed class-
rooms at the beginning of the school year. A monthlong summer support program
was begun for new teachers, taught by veteran teachers.

Responding to a state requirement, teachers and principals were now held
accountable through a new evaluation system that included information on how
well their students learn. Some teachers were fired, and in the first year alone
more than 50 principals were either fired or demoted.28 In October 1999 the
school board also set new passing standards for students in Grades 1 through 8,
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stating that it was seeking to raise expectations and achievement. The new policy
also ended social promotion of students and planned to provide intensive math
and reading courses for eighth graders who failed to meet the standards before
moving on to high school.29

At the same time, it is important to place these improvements in perspec-
tive. The state has continued to add schools to its Local Reconstitution list (now
totaling 82), and only one school improved dramatically enough to be eligible
for removal from the list. In the meantime, the state placed three Baltimore schools
that had shown no progress under State Reconstitution in spring 2000, and turned
them over to private management. They declared a fourth school reconstituted
in 2001, although it was agreed to give BCPSS greater discretion in how recon-
stitution was to be handled. The school system did create a special district for its
lowest-performing schools, and required its reconstitution-eligible schools to
adopt one of the comprehensive school reform models, such as Success for All.
Thus improvements in student performance, while hopeful, remain tenuous and
uneven. With 47% of the city’s schools under state or local reconstitution, the
hurdles still to be surmounted are daunting.30

Perhaps the greatest success in the partnership has been to recruit a school board
that has functioned cohesively and been strongly committed to creating a change
in the organizational culture toward improved student performance and account-
ability for results. Yet the recruitment of a new board that functions independently
of mayoral oversight (and intrusion) has not automatically translated into mana-
gerial reforms. The board has had difficulty recruiting sufficient highly qualified
teachers and central office administrators. For example, its first choice of a chief
executive officer, Robert Booker, failed to prevent embarrassing scandals involv-
ing his chief financial officer and other business officials. The board has had diffi-
culty gaining control of the personnel recruitment process, and it would appear
that vestiges of a patronage or “friends and neighbors” appointment system con-
tinue to survive several years after ties with city hall have been severed.31

Moreover, arguments over resources continue to poison the working rela-
tionship between the state and BCPSS. From a political perspective, this may be
the greatest challenge to the survival of the partnership. Since partnerships ordi-
narily occur among equals, the legal dependence of the city upon the state for its
funding introduces a potential for endless friction between the partners and a
reminder that they are not equals after all. Illustrative of this problem, the city
took the state to court in June 2000, arguing that the state had failed to meet its
obligation to provide additional necessary resources. The parties reached an out-
of-court settlement, which provided less money than the city had asked for in its
suit but which arguably was the best deal it could get in the bargaining. How-
ever, critics in Baltimore charged that city officials had sold out too cheaply,
reopening arguments that had raged at the time the city-state partnership was
created. In the meantime, a state Commission on Education Finance, Equity,
and Excellence, created by the 1999 session of the General Assembly, after mov-
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ing slowly, commissioned a financing “adequacy” study for schools statewide and
issued recommendations to the General Assembly in 2001. However, given the
emergence of a state revenue problem in 2001, created by recessionary trends
and the aftermath of the September 11 terrorist attacks, a large infusion of new
state education aid seemed unlikely.32

Thus the state has been in no position to argue that it has provided BCPSS
pupils with resources sufficient to guarantee an adequate education. While this
expectation was held out by Baltimoreans when the partnership agreement was
signed, in fact the state promised only to provide more money, not to meet any
legal or professional standard of “adequate” funding. This loose standard had
left the door open for the inevitable disputes that have flowed from such an
ambiguous compromise. A weather vane of the gap between expectations and
actual progress is that even after the infusion of additional revenues, BCPSS still
has the lowest starting teacher salaries in the area.

THE MAYORAL VACUUM

Kurt Schmoke left office shortly after the partnership agreement was imple-
mented. His successor, Martin O’Malley, has proven a popular mayor, who has
focused primarily on crime. No one doubts that violent crime has been one of the
city’s major problems. In 1997 only Detroit, New Orleans, and Washington, D.C.,
had a higher violent crime and murder rate.33 More recently, O’Malley also has
given attention to further economic development, particularly in the downtown
area. In his reelection campaign the issue of education was not prominent.

Nominally, the mayor still has a role in public education, since he retains a
voice in the appointment of board members along with the governor, working
from a slate provided by the state board of education. Informally, it is reported
that he has recruited some members to serve and made it known that he favored
the choice of Carmen Russo as the new chief executive officer for BCPSS in 2000,
rather than a local candidate Bonnie Copeland. However, O’Malley has limited
his involvement in public education very sharply to providing occasional nomi-
nal support for the board’s initiatives, such as its attempts to get more state aid,
and sharing in credit for the modest improvements in student achievement seen
in recent years. Unlike Schmoke, he has steered clear of any attempt to set out a
specific course of reform. Not only did the partnership strip the mayor of formal
authority, but also it implicitly reduced his legitimacy as a leader in this realm.

From an organizational reform perspective, this separation has a compelling
logic. City hall’s dominance of BCPSS in the past had politicized personnel and
budgetary decisions to a high degree, initially under Schaefer in matters of pa-
tronage and later under Schmoke also as a means of achieving the mayor’s
reform objectives. Like the Progressive reforms in the early twentieth century,
which were also strongly influenced by business principles, these reforms are
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intended to restore integrity and efficiency. But in contrast to Progressive reforms,
the expectations for achieving productive student outcomes are much higher.

This raises the question of whether the partnership has created the political
will necessary to reverse a pattern of organizational decline. Researchers argue
that civic capacity is essential to renewal,34 and this requires the concerted lead-
ership of the mayor and civic and community leaders. Even with Schmoke’s lead-
ership, creation of this civic capacity proved elusive in Baltimore. However, the
question remains whether structural reform in itself is sufficient if it lacks the
political muscle in which the mayor must play a key role. A new power-sharing
arrangement has reduced the formal authority of the mayor. While there now is
more accountability for improved student performance, the current mayor no
longer is as directly accountable for these student outcomes as were his predeces-
sors. This raises an important question: Without a community-wide effort that
includes the mayor as a major player in reform, will those dramatic improvements
in student achievement be possible?

Equally important, without significant mayoral leadership will there be the
political will at the state level to provide Baltimore City with the resources it needs?
Student spending from state and local sources still is among the lowest in the
state. When Maryland citizens were asked in a 2001 poll if they were willing to
provide additional state funds to help Baltimore City schools, 52% said yes, but
in a number of the regions of the state the number was well below 50%,35 rais-
ing questions about whether legislative support for such an initiative could be
garnered.

This aspect of the challenge to the future of BCPSS is inherently political
owing to the city’s economic dependence on state aid and its declining electoral
and legislative strength. Despite the city’s declining political power, the state has
been willing to assume responsibility for funding a number of other public ser-
vices to alleviate the local tax burden in Baltimore. However, the case for treat-
ing Baltimore schoolchildren is more complex than state funding of the zoo, the
city jail, and city community college. It involves a profound moral question about
the just treatment of poor children and constitutional claims concerning educa-
tional adequacy affecting the entire state. Unless the state is willing to confront
these issues and deliver its half of the bargain in the city-state partnership, the
current partnership is unlikely to succeed politically. Most important, the dra-
matic improvements in student achievement to which the partnership is com-
mitted are likely to remain unfulfilled.
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“There is no better constructive publicity for a city than to be known over
the entire country as a city of good schools,” said a member of the Portland Board
of Education in 1915. Connecting strong schools to a growing, family-friendly,
culturally rich, and economically healthy city binds Progressive reformers from
almost a century ago to their twenty-first-century counterparts who see better
schools as a vehicle for creating better cities. Bumper stickers then and now could
well read: Good schools = a vital city.1

In the early to mid-1990s, business, political, and educational leaders in the
six cities profiled in this book sought to fix the problems crippling students’ aca-
demic performance. They defined the problem as quarrelsome school boards;
inept management that couldn’t clean buildings, deliver supplies, or help teach-
ers do their jobs; and little accountability for producing satisfactory academic
outcomes among administrators and teachers. The problem was not located in
society, the local neighborhood, or in insufficient funds; the problem was in the
governance and management of schools. In city after city, these business and civic
leaders urged district officials to restructure their control of schools and apply
sound business principles in order to improve students’ academic performance.
They believed that higher achievement would produce smarter, independent, and
reliable high school graduates who would function as suitable employees and
dutiful citizens. How would this happen?

Business and civic leaders counted on governance reforms—that is, changes
in political authority and supervision in tax-supported institutions—wedded to
more effective district management, and individual school accountability to prod
teachers to teach better and students to learn more. These reforms, in turn, would
lead to improved student scores on standardized achievement tests and, ultimately,
yield graduates with marketable skills and attitudes to perform satisfactorily in
an information-based economy.2

Better urban schooling, then, would mean that mayors could attract com-
panies (and increased tax revenues) to the city. Employers saw better schools in
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the city as an incentive to offer potential employees and their families. More
companies locating in the city provide a deeper and broader tax base to fund a
rich array of cultural, recreational, and social services that would reinvigorate
urban economic and social health. Fix the schools’ political problems of inept
command-and-control authority and little accountability first, then educational
performance will improve and cities will reap the benefits. Good schools = a
vital city!

These beliefs, repeated to us again and again in an amazingly common re-
frain with can-do enthusiasm, became the dominant theory of action put into
practice by mayors, business and civic leaders, school boards, and superinten-
dents in these six cities during the 1990s. Less agreement, however, occurred over
which political tools—mayoral control of education or appointing nontraditional
educators, or both—were the best strategies. In Chicago, Philadelphia, San Diego,
and Seattle nontraditional educators became CEOs. In Chicago, Boston, and
Baltimore (until 1997), mayors directly appointed school boards and super-
intendents and controlled the school budgets.3

The snapshots we took in 2000–2002 of the governance reforms, manage-
rial strategies to improve instruction and achieve desired outcomes in the six cit-
ies, capture nearly a decade of reform and make it difficult to generalize for all
cities across time and to extract lessons for others to heed. Later in this chapter,
we offer some reflections, informed by our knowledge of the past, which put these
snapshots in a larger context. Before we analyze the governance and leadership
changes that occurred in these cities, we summarize some basic facts about our
six cities.

Table 7.1 shows the demographic profiles of the six cities. Given the his-
torical connections between poverty and low academic achievement, Baltimore,
Boston, Chicago, and Philadelphia had three-quarters or more of their students
eligible for free or reduced lunch, a primary indicator of poverty. San Diego and
Seattle had far lower percentages of impoverished children attending school. With
these demographic figures in mind, we turn to the changes that civic and busi-
ness leaders implemented in the six cities.

Table 7.2 lists seven aspects of political and governance reforms and their
roles in each city. Business and civic leaders in five of the cities, strongly influ-
enced by state legislation, designed and implemented districtwide changes from
the top, that is, without much teacher or parent involvement. Also, school lead-
ers who stayed 5 or more years—either having no experience in education or
products of the traditional career path in schools—drew from the same sources
in constructing their reform strategies.

Historically, superintendents performed three leadership roles simulta-
neously: managerial, instructional, and political. Often, a superintendent who
was strong, say, in managing the district and dealing politically with community
groups would appoint a deputy strong in instruction. In the 1990s, David
Hornbeck, John Stanford, Joseph Olchefske, and Alan Bersin performed roles
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that played to their respective strengths while delegating to key subordinates
those roles in which they needed help. Tom Payzant, Paul Vallas, and a suc-
cession of Baltimore school chiefs focused on both the managerial and instruc-
tional while dealing politically with groups inside the system and letting their
respective mayors handle overall negotiations and political responsibility for
the district’s performance.4

Table 7.3 shows which managerial and instructional strategies were imple-
mented by the six cities. In almost every city, top school officials reorganized
district staff; concentrated managerial and instructional authority in the super-
intendent’s office; constantly searched for grants to fund reforms; aligned state
and local standards, texts, and professional development; and installed rewards
and sanctions for students, principals, and schools. Seeking to restructure a school
system, corporate and civic leaders pressed school officials to use successful busi-
ness practices in overhauling the district, including creating clear goals and tying
those goals to high academic standards, frequent testing, and a brace of incen-

Baltimore Boston Chicago Philadelphia San Diego Seattle

Total
population1

651,154 589,141 2,896,016 1,517,550 1,223,400 563,374

School
district
population2

108,759 63,588 421,334 212,150 133,687 47,883 

Dollar
expenditure
per pupil3

6,370 9, 545 7,827 7,669 5,328 6,723 

Percent
black and 
Latino

86 76 86 78 55 32 

Percent poor 75 74 86 80 47 40 

High school 
dropout rate4

10.4 8.3 15.5 11.8 14.4 13.4

1www.demographia.com/db-uscity98.htm 
2Baltimore figures are for 1996–1997 in Gary Orfield and John Yun, Resegregation in American 
Schools (Cambridge, MA: Civil Rights Project, Harvard University, 1999), p. 9. Other figures come 
from each district’s website for 2001.
3Figures for school district population, expenditures per pupil, and percent black and Latino come 
from National Center of Education Statistics, “Characteristics of the 100 Largest Elementary and 
Secondary School Districts in the United States: 1997–1998,” Tables 9 and 10, July 1999. Other 
figures come from each district's website for 2001. 
4Dropout rates come from websites for each district, 2000–2001. 

TABLE 7.1. Demographic Profiles
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tives and penalties to hold students, principals, and schools accountable for
results.5

In the mid- to late 1990s, then, a national civic coalition of business leaders,
public officials, and educators endorsed systemic reform, a phrase drawn from
an academic article written by Marshall Smith and Jennifer O’Day. Since then,
“systemic reform” has merged with the early to mid-1990s movement for creat-
ing curriculum, standards, performance standards for students and schools, ex-
panded testing, and an array of accountability indicators aimed at prodding both
students and adults to work harder in raising academic achievement as measured
by tests. Part of this movement included state and district interventions into low-
performing schools from reconstitution through state and district takeovers.
Centralizing authority on school matters into the hands of district superinten-
dents and aligning the different elements of school operations became a familiar
recipe for improving district management and students’ academic performance.6

What also became familiar in these districts were the difficulties in creating an
instructional infrastructure and culture that supported principals and teachers to
improve teaching and learning. Whether to centralize or decentralize instructional
operations within a district was a question that the six districts answered through-
out the 1980s and 1990s by switching from one to the other without much cer-
tainty over which was better and why. No research findings or expert advice could
point with confidence to the most effective form of district organization.7

Uncertainty over district organization seldom spilled over educators in de-
termining what to do about role of principals or professional development for
teachers. In aligning district standards, curriculum, textbooks, and tests to make
instruction both coherent and directed toward raising students’ academic per-
formance, at least three of the cities (Boston, San Diego, and Seattle) focused on
converting principals from their historical role as managers to becoming instruc-
tional leaders. All of the cities reconceptualized (but implemented differentially)
teacher professional development to concentrate on expanding practitioners’
knowledge and skills in reading, math, and other subjects while building trust
among teachers and principals and between them and their superintendents.8

Table 7.3 reveals such efforts were spotty. Whether as union members or as
individuals, teachers played a minor role in designing reforms aimed at improv-
ing students’ academic performance. Moreover, school board and superintendent
efforts to amend teacher union contracts on issues of seniority and accountabil-
ity in four of the six cities—an item placed on school officials’ agenda by civic
and business leaders in these cities—implicitly targets unions as part of the prob-
lem of low-performing students. School leaders’ undisguised hostility toward
unions in Philadelphia and San Diego, for whatever reasons, strongly tainted
relationships between those superintendents and their teachers. Whether estab-
lishing such a coherent instructional guidance system, supported by new roles
for principals, and a capacity-building infrastructure for both teachers and ad-
ministrators actually produce improved students’ outcomes is much too soon to
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judge. A few researchers, however, have claimed that governance reforms, par-
ticularly mayoral takeover of school districts have resulted in improved standard-
ized achievement test scores in the lowest-performing elementary schools but have
little to no effect on secondary schools.9

And what about outcomes in the six districts? Since states and districts have
so often reduced students’ academic performance to the results of standardized
achievement tests, referring to “outcomes” has meant test scores. We want to
include, however, other outcomes that civic coalitions in these cities sought from
governance and leadership changes.

The implicit theory behind changing how urban school districts are governed
and managed requires certain conditions to be in place either prior to or simul-
taneous with test score improvements. So, for example, tightly coupling district
goals, curriculum, professional development, and tests in addition to account-
ability measures represents an important condition consistent with the internal
logic of this reform. We determined whether the tight coupling materialized. Or
to cite another example, in those districts where mayors have exerted control over
schools, and business elites have actively endorsed the direction (e.g., Chicago,
Boston), we would expect two outcomes to have occurred: first, increased coor-
dination of city and school services since schools in those cities have largely be-
come departments of the mayor’s cabinet, and second, heightened political sup-
port for schools from mayors, business leaders, and major media outlets. We found
only partial evidence of increased city and school coordination and, except in
Baltimore and Philadelphia, moderate to strong political and media support.

We also know from the history of school reform in the United States that
often there are unintended outcomes. For example, a stable corps of teachers and
principals is critical for full implementation of desired changes in classroom prac-
tices to occur. Increased teacher and principal turnover in the six cities, then,
would be unanticipated outcomes and might well threaten the long-term viabil-
ity of the reform. Table 7.4 includes both intended and unintended outcomes.10

Table 7.4 shows a mixed bag of outcomes. By 2002, Boston, Seattle, and
San Diego had moved ahead albeit unevenly toward aligning the various elements
geared to supporting principals and teachers in helping their students improve
academic performance. The other three cities were floundering or were just inch-
ing into the early phases of alignment. Although improved coordination of rec-
reation, the arts, and medical and social services had seldom been a top item on
the political agenda of civic coalitions stumping for mayorally controlled school
districts, it is a reasonable expectation derived from superintendents becoming
part of mayors’ teams. In Baltimore (until 1997), there was no perceptible in-
crease in coordinated services. Only in Boston were modest efforts made to tie
city and school services together; in Chicago and Philadelphia efforts occurred
but they could be only characterized as gestures.

Even with edgy criticism from parents and community groups over top-down
decisions reducing their participation and hardly any service coordination be-
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tween cities and schools, political support from business elites and city leaders
remained strong in Chicago, Boston, San Diego, and Seattle. In those cities, school
boards had extended their superintendents’ contracts, and newspaper and televi-
sion editorials praised the direction school leaders were taking. Paul Vallas worked
hard for 5 years restoring the confidence of business and civic leaders. Although
Mayor Daley in Chicago did remove Vallas, the CEO’s earlier shoring up of
political support paid dividends for his successor.11

And what about test scores? Table 7.4 displays our judgments about ele-
mentary and secondary school test scores and the stubborn discrepancy between
white and minority scores. Except for slight to moderate improvements in ele-
mentary school students’ test scores across the cities, little improvement emerges
for secondary school students and the gap in achievement test scores remains
largely as it was prior to initiatives undertaken by the urban school leaders since
the mid-1990s.

Such test scores are neither a victorious trumpet call nor an epitaph for urban
school governance reform. The theory of action behind changes in governance
and leadership called for installing effective managers, aligning closely the key
elements of a school system, and establishing individual school accountability.
Systemic reform, advocates believed, would press principals, teachers, and stu-
dents to work harder and produce better scores on standardized achievement tests.
As the data from these six cities reveal—as do data from states that have engaged
in standards-based systemic reform—the theory is shot through with ifs, ands,
and buts. In a few cities, the theory is slowly and fully being implemented, but
in other districts, much less so, or even abandoned.12

Moreover, in the early years of systemic reform both in cities and states, test
scores are primitive measures and offer little proof of success or failure. Few
noneducators, parents, and voters have come to realize or even appreciate the
following points about standardized test scores about which informed policy
makers, researchers, and seasoned practitioners are well aware:13

• Different students get tested each year. Because most urban districts admin-
ister their standardized achievement tests to a different group of students once a
year, it is unclear whether the test score gains (or losses) seen in a year will be
sustained or reversed in the subsequent year. Following a cohort of students year
after year offers stronger evidence for the impact of changed instructional ap-
proaches. Few urban districts conduct such analyses, and when they do, few make
them available to the public. Thus, attributing test score improvements in ele-
mentary schools to district governance reforms and new managerial and instruc-
tional strategies after 1 or 2 years is at best premature and at worst misleading.

• Test preparation raises scores. Gains in elementary schools across the six cities
can come from determined (and ethically appropriate) efforts from teachers and
principals to prepare all (not just selected) students for the test, tailoring of the
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curriculum to the test, extensive coaching of those students who can make the
largest gains, and combinations of the foregoing. Thus, determining clearly why
in a particular year elementary students score higher than previous groups is dicey
without careful, detailed analysis of in-school and across-school practices.14

• Test scores are poor predictors of future performance. Few experts are willing
to say with confidence that test score improvements in reading and math skills
translate into students’ applying those skills outside of school, displaying a greater
desire to learn, or continuing their education.

• Urban high school students do poorly on standardized tests. Test scores for
urban high schools enrolling high percentages of poor and minority students have
been historically low and resistant to improvement. Accumulated reading and
math deficits, repeated failure in earlier grades, substantial numbers of noncre-
dentialed and inexperienced teachers, the large size of most high schools and the
structure and organization of secondary schools—as compared to elementary
schools—have worked against individual and group interventions to improve
teaching and learning in these settings. Beyond calls for reconstituting failing
schools, breaking high schools into smaller units, creating charter schools, and
personalizing instruction, there is little research that points to credible formulas
to improve academic achievement in secondary schools.15

• Closing the test score gap has been elusive. Reformers have proposed many
solutions for reducing the test score gap between white and minority students.
Proposals include increased racial integration of students, teaching that is re-
sponsive to cultural and ethnic differences, and extensive preschool and elemen-
tary school interventions. Research findings have yet to endorse these varied
solutions.16

The previous points on testing argue for restraint in rushing to judgments
about the linkages between test scores and reforms. Patience harnessed to a deeper
understanding of how school districts work, the limits of applying business prin-
ciples to schools and tests, especially how scores are evaluated, we believe, is sen-
sible before leaping to conclusions about the success or failure of urban school
governance reform. At least 5 to 7 years of full implementation of the theory of
action and test scores will reveal clearly trends and patterns, especially if the per-
formance of particular groups of students in and across schools are aggressively
pursued for that period of time. The lust for quick results and the inexorable
media rush to crank out a new story distorts what occurs in urban schools and
prevents figuring out cause and effect.

What does all of this add up to? We conclude that civic coalitions in the
1990s seeking governance and organizational reforms—mayoral control or ap-
pointing noneducators as superintendents—may have established certain condi-
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tions for improved academic achievement, but have not yet led directly to im-
proved classroom teaching and learning. The chain of command flowing from
district decisions to classroom teaching and learning has many links; weak or
nonexistent links can interrupt what occurs and break the chain. Even with shared
views of what caused students’ unacceptably low academic performance (e.g., poor
district management, unresponsive bureaucracy) and common solutions (e.g.,
systemic school reform), one needs to look no further than Baltimore and Chi-
cago to see that political effectiveness in launching governance changes and or-
ganizational success in implementing corporate-style management in the 1980s
and 1990s have yet to reach the goal of sustained and widespread overall growth
in educational effectiveness.

Another assumption driving the political logic of governance and manage-
rial reforms leading to better teaching and learning is that in drawing leaders from
noneducational organizations, more efficient and effective management practices
anchored in business principles would be put into place. Bureaucratic obstacles
would be reduced and students’ academic performance would improve. San Diego
becomes an attractive advertisement for the managerial part of this assumption
in the 4 years that Bersin has been superintendent. Yet, even here, test score gains
plateaued in 2000 and varied greatly between elementary and secondary schools.
Attributing gains to effective management and systemic reform, for the reasons
offered above, still remains premature. Although Chicago offers an instance of a
CEO decisively acting in determining budgets, waiving rules, and slicing through
bureaucratic layers, the accumulated evidence for the city counters civic and
business leaders’ deep wish to connect governance changes and better manage-
ment to improved student outcomes.17

Finally, reformers believed that school leaders who were wired into existing
city political and economic structures (including business elites) would increase
chances of improving and sustaining students’ academic achievement. While
promoters of these reforms could nicely point to Boston in support of this as-
sumption, skeptics could just as easily point to counter examples of Baltimore,
where two-term mayor Karl Schmoke had his appointees running the schools
with paltry results, and Chicago, where the mayor dumped the superintendent
and school board president when elementary school test scores leveled off.18

EXPLAINING MIXED OUTCOMES

Why have the highly motivated reformers’ political, organizational, and
educational theory of action and assumptions shown such mixed results in these
six cities? One reason may stem from how we did this study.

Basically, we collected documents covering events over the past decade in each
city and interviewed key players in the reforms. Thus we have a snapshot of large
school districts undergoing change, taken at one point in time. Snapshots are very



158 Powerful Reforms with Shallow Roots

helpful in describing events but less helpful in figuring out patterns. It may well be
that the picture we have laid out for readers is part of an evolving process of change
within a school district that would yield very different conclusions had we had an
album of photos, much like an in-depth history of the district. Had we taken the
longer view, we could see more clearly whether the events we recorded and the
outcomes we documented were singular or patterned. Perhaps in time the reforms
would have matured and the desired results would have emerged. So much (but
not all) of the recent literature on urban school districts consists of snapshots rather
than albums, resulting in a curious set of pictures frozen in time. Thus the mixed
bag of outcomes may be a result of our methodology.19

Variation in outcomes may also result from a history of decentralized deci-
sion making within a federal system of divided powers. In 2001 there are 50 state
school systems with nearly 15,000 school districts housing almost 90,000 public
schools. Such a decentralized system of school governance means that variation
in districts—urban, rural, and suburban—is a constant. Thus the mix of out-
comes may have occurred because of different urban contexts.

Although reformers in the six cities held common political conceptions of
what caused the problem of low academic performance in schools (e.g., too much
district bureaucracy, poor management, and so on) and what political solutions
should be applied (e.g., mayoral control, standards-based curriculum, testing, and
accountability), each district’s demography, history, and past leadership inside
and outside the schools influenced what occurred.

To understand Boston, for example, one must know the ethnic and racial
school politics that colored the district since World War II, the explosive growth
of largely white suburbs prior to, and accelerated by, the conflict-filled court-
ordered desegregation battles of the mid-1970s, the growth of the parochial school
population, the concentration of poor minorities in the city schools, and the
elected school committee’s loss of political respectability. The struggle to elimi-
nate the elected school committee took many years and is a unique story unlike
Seattle, San Diego, or Baltimore. Thus mixed outcomes may well result from
the simple fact of historical and demographic differences among these districts.20

If context matters in shaping the direction and texture of reform in a city, as
we believe it does, so does concerted city, business, and district political leader-
ship. Seattle’s business community joining with the teachers’ union to endorse
and support John Stanford, a former U.S. Army general, and then his trusted
lieutenant, Joseph Olchefske, after Stanford’s death speaks to the importance of
not only initiating political changes but a continuity in civic and business lead-
ership that extends beyond one term of a superintendent. Similarly, stability in
political leadership has led to Tom Payzant’s contract being extended to 2005,
as have contracts for Alan Bersin and Anthony Alvarado in San Diego.

Hard as it is to find leaders to initiate reforms aimed at improving teaching
and learning, it is doubly hard to keep leaders (or replace them with like-minded
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successors) who sustain the reforms over time. Consider that the decentralized
organization and major reform initiatives that Philadelphia’s David Hornbeck
promoted in Children Achieving for 5 years were thoroughly dismantled a few
months after he left.21

Reforms tailored to unique city contexts and political coalitions supporting
school leaders are far from a recipe for improving urban districts. The fevered
search among reformers for just the right formula of urban school improvement
to apply to each and every city—what policy makers call “going to scale”—given
the experiences of these six cities in the 1980s and 1990s, is a fool’s errand. That
has been the sorry record of urban school reform for the past quarter-century
and represents the major challenge to these six cities. Establishing the right con-
ditions for district reform matched to the unique features of a city is painstak-
ingly crafted work that often puts off impatient advocates but is necessary, based
on the evidence of these six cities. And that is why we have entitled this book
Powerful Reforms with Shallow Roots.

Of the six cities, three stand out now as examples of powerful reforms
uniquely fitted to their settings: Boston, San Diego, and Seattle. We also believe
that the roots that these cities have thus far sent down into their soil are shallow.
Why powerful? And why shallow?

Why powerful? Boston and San Diego are very different districts in size, his-
tory, cultural diversity, and socioeconomic composition. For example, Boston
has 74% of its children receiving free and reduced price lunches while San Diego
has 47%; Boston has 76% minority school enrollment, mostly black and Latino
students, compared to 55% for San Diego, mostly Latino and black. Even with
these demographic differences the business-driven civic coalitions that placed
Payzant and Bersin into the superintendencies are still active, have continued to
give full support to their school leaders, and insured that their contracts are ex-
tended (see Tables 7.1 and 7.2).

Bersin has had no experience as an educator although he did appoint a vet-
eran school administrator from New York City as second-in-command. Bersin
has had few contacts with the mayor, city manager, and council in San Diego
and remains at loggerheads with the school board and teachers union. Payzant—
former school chief in San Diego—sits in Mayor Tom Menino’s cabinet and has
congenial relations with the teachers union. Both superintendents, with very
different personal styles and working at very different paces, have leveraged pri-
vate funds and state legislation to design and put into action an instructional
infrastructure sharply focused on teaching and learning. Budgets are built around
the mission of improved academic achievement in literacy and math so that
teacher-coaches assigned to schools, professional development, and principals
acting as instructional leaders are increasingly aligned to both performance bench-
marks and state and local tests. Both school chiefs are trying to implement the
theory of action by creating district and school cultures that support teaching
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and learning. In effect, a powerful machine fueled by top-down decision mak-
ing and geared to helping teachers teach better and students achieve has been
built piece by piece, amid errors and fumbling, in each city.

Why shallow roots? Shallow roots is a metaphor for unstable political sup-
port among civic and business leaders for school reform, and intense, unrelent-
ing conflict between and among the school board, administration, and teachers
over the direction and logistics of the reform agenda. The phrase suggests the
overall fragility of top-down, centralized reform.

Based on our study of the six cities, the reforms are “shallow” in three senses.
First, these reforms are heavily dependent on the visible presence and continuity
of school leaders. The history of urban school leadership since the 1960s has seen
civic coalitions championing a reform and losing interest in it after a few years.
No surprise then that some of our city coalitions lost steam and abbreviated school
board and superintendent tenures resulted.22

Second, constructing an inviting instructional infrastructure for principals
and teachers is tough organizational work. Sustained and rich professional de-
velopment accompanied by accountability measures that translate into a district
and school culture leading to improved classroom teaching and learning is logis-
tically demanding and requires school-based professionals to remain in their jobs.
Building this infrastructure and creating a culture that concentrates on classroom
teaching and learning requires school leaders’ strong commitment, extensive time,
access to specialists, and much money.

Third, because the aim of top-down systemic reform is to impact classroom
teaching and learning, securing teachers’ endorsement and parents’ support for
changes are essential. Evidence of substantial parent and teacher approval and
shifts in classroom practice has yet to emerge. Based on the history of classroom
innovations, without parent endorsement and active teacher cooperation in put-
ting the changes into practice, urban school reformers again will be disappointed.23

In 2002, for Philadelphia, Chicago, and Baltimore, “shallow roots” in the
three senses that we have used applies all too clearly. Deep changes have occurred
in the three cities’ reform coalitions. There have been leadership mishaps, intense
conflicts between powerful constituencies, tortuous difficulties in establishing
instructional infrastructures and cultures, and the absence of teacher enthusiasm
for converting reforms into classrooms practices.

For San Diego, Boston, and Seattle where the conditions for sustained pow-
erful reform have been put in place, “shallow roots” also applies. Their civic coa-
litions, demography, leadership, and determined actions, however, offer more
promise for sinking deeper into soil than the other three cities.

In San Diego, shallow roots refers to the ongoing struggle between the teach-
ers union and Bersin and the slim 3–2 majority the superintendent carries into
each school board meeting. Subsequent school board and union elections may
change the school board configuration and union leadership. The possibility of
continued hostility of the teachers union leadership may seep into the rank and
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file to the point of teachers ignoring and undermining school and classroom re-
forms. Few urban district leaders have altered classroom practices without the
cooperation of teachers and, ultimately, the endorsement of their union.

Moreover, although the superintendent has pointed out 2 years of gains in
test scores—always acknowledging that more has to be done—the gap in minor-
ity and white test scores remain substantial and unchanged thus far. San Diego
reformers have tackled the bottom tier of lowest-performing schools where cul-
tures of failure have persisted for years and whose students are largely poor, mi-
nority, often nonnative language speakers, and disproportionately assigned to
special education. In such schools, small victories come at great cost to both adults
and children and take much time.

Finally, both Bersin and Alvarado, even with extended contracts and con-
tinued support from business elites, may still throw in the towel and say “enough.”
Reform fatigue from armor-piercing criticism takes it toll; it is a common ail-
ment among school leaders.

For Boston, shallow roots refers to the slow improvement in test scores in
elementary and secondary schools, the low-level of those improvements (e.g.,
going from the 15th to 20th percentiles), and the high percentages of secondary
students failing the state test. Impatient reformers deeply concerned over the
undiminished gaps in test scores between white, Latino, and black students com-
bined with flagging support from business leaders and community activists de-
prived of access to an elected school board may take its toll on Mayor Menino
by increasing political pressure on him to find a more aggressive superintendent
who will produce the desired results faster.

Seattle is a different story. Powerful changes have been underway since 1995,
and while questions remain about how deep the reforms’ roots are, chances of
sustaining the reforms appear to be the strongest of the districts we studied.

Of the six cities, Seattle has the smallest enrollment (under 50,000 students)
and has the lowest number of children in poverty (40%). Demographically, then,
the scale of the city and its population is seemingly more manageable than, say,
Baltimore, which is double the size of Seattle and far poorer.

In addition, with higher test scores than the other cities, a decade-long
friendly union-board relationship, and a business-led civic coalition wanting
improvements but hardly a takeover of the district, as in Chicago, San Diego,
Boston, and Baltimore, conditions in the Seattle schools were favorable for any
superintendent seeking to increase public confidence in the schools. What deeply
troubled business and civic leaders were the differences in black and white achieve-
ment on standardized tests and the seeming inability of the school staffs to ag-
gressively attack these discrepancies.24

General John Stanford in his brief tenure focused on academic achievement
through new funding formulas for schools, site-based decision making, school
assignment choices for parents, a new labor contract, and reshaping the princi-
pal into a school-site CEO. He convinced key constituencies that these strate-
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gies would yield higher academic achievement and that teachers and principals
would be focused on teaching and learning. He connected the community to
the schools in his persistent trumpeting of a can-do attitude in raising students’
achievement. He worked smoothly with the business and civic elites, commu-
nity activists, parents, and students. Even when disagreements arose, Stanford
listened and responded openly to critics, often enlisting their help in improving
schools.

In effect, Stanford helped restore confidence of key political constituencies
that schools can succeed in crafting better teaching and learning. This is a major
achievement in itself when one considers the open hostility of groups critical of
school district leaders in Baltimore, Philadelphia, and San Diego.

After Stanford’s death in 1998, the school board appointed Olchefske as
permanent superintendent. Since then, he has basically forged ahead with initia-
tives begun under Stanford, particularly translating a standards-based curricu-
lum into every Seattle classroom. The school board’s decision to appoint
Olchefske and his actions since taking on the superintendency reflect public
confidence in the public schools and a basic continuity in district direction.
Whether the civic coalition and union support will continue, and whether suffi-
cient funds will be available in the years to come to sustain the building of the
instructional infrastructure and create school-based cultures that, indeed, will alter
classrooms practices and reduce the gaps in achievement between white and
minority students is too early to say.

Of the cities with powerful reforms and shallow roots, Seattle’s history, de-
mography, district leadership, and broad civic coalition that has provided con-
tinuous political support offers the most promise of sustaining changes begun in
1995 through the first decade of the twenty-first century.

REFLECTIONS ON URBAN DISTRICT REFORM

For readers who appreciate irony, contrast the actions of school reformers a
century apart. At the beginning of the twentieth century, Progressive coalitions
fought to eliminate political influence from schools. Progressive reformers trans-
formed big city school districts with unwieldy school boards, often appointed
by mayors and political bosses who dispensed school jobs and contracts, into
smaller corporate-looking copies composed of elected business and professional
men and women who hired university-prepared superintendents to run districts
in an efficient business-like manner.

In these decades, reform-minded superintendents, working closely with their
boards, expanded the role of the school to take in the health, social, recreational,
and economic needs of the child. Administrators used scientific management to
develop policies and procedures and new specialized positions. They expanded
layers of district bureaucracy to implement policies in schools and classrooms
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aimed at achieving broader social and economic goals. In divorcing education
from partisan politics and hiring professionally trained superintendents to man-
age their schools efficiently, boards of education reaffirmed beliefs that good
schools alone could make children into fine citizens and workers.25

That was then. Reform slogans of getting politics out of schools and having
professionally-trained managers run schools have been forgotten and since the
1970s have been replaced by charges that big city schools had become bloated,
mismanaged, and unresponsive bureaucracies.

Late-twentieth-century reformers have latched onto solutions for dysfunc-
tional urban schools by making them more political, business-like, and respon-
sive to market competition. For current civic and business leaders, urban districts
should become another department in a mayor’s city government, or nonedu-
cators should be appointed to reverse the district’s failures. With educators and
noneducators using managerial practices based on business principles, bureau-
cracies would become responsive and monies would be found to fund an in-
structionally coherent system that helps principals and teachers do a better job
of teaching. Moreover, establishing clear lines of responsibility and holding stu-
dents, teachers, and principals accountable for results would breathe vigor into a
lethargic organization. Solutions such as these, reformers believe, will make dis-
tricts into lean, efficient machines that will increase academic achievement, re-
duce the differences in test scores between white and minority students, and
prepare good citizens and workers.

A combined corporate/political model of urban district governance has—in
2002—become the prevailing wisdom among political reformers, media pun-
dits, and educational experts. Even with increasing mayoral influence, central-
ized control in urban districts, and obvious losses in public participation in edu-
cation, few voices call for a return to the older reform model of separating politics
from schools, sticking with superintendents who rise through the ranks, or es-
tablishing closer ties between communities and their schools.

Common to reformers in the late nineteenth and late twentieth centuries,
then, is an unalloyed enthusiasm for corporate language, organization, manage-
rial principles, and the deep-seated belief that a district system’s application of
effective business practices will improve both teaching and learning and the fu-
tures of poor minority children.

The irony we describe, of course, gets compounded when Progressive gov-
ernance reforms of the past century had become by the 1970s the very problems
a later generation of reformers claimed had blocked urban school improvements,
locking poor minority students into lifetimes of despair. Current solutions for
these problems are to import political authority (a mayor, a governor, a presi-
dent) back into school governance.

By the early twenty-first century, reformers had embraced a political solu-
tion of tying urban districts directly or indirectly to city governance and concen-
trating on improving classroom teaching and learning. Then and now, both
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Progressives and current reformers look solely to the school in overcoming pov-
erty and social inequities while largely ignoring issues of race and class. This
“schools-alone” strategy shows promise in a few cities but hardly constitutes a
recipe for sustaining urban school reform over a decade given the obvious varia-
tion among cities and their resources, much less the critical institutional condi-
tions that need to be in place prior to and during the changes.

In making the schools-alone assumption, reformers then and now excluded
other explanations (and thereby, other solutions) for students’ unsatisfactory
academic performance. The core assumption is that once largely poor urban
schools have new principals and hardworking teachers, they can overcome by
themselves the grim effects of poverty, racism, and community neglect.

Certainly there is some basis for the strategy. Much has been written about
urban principals and teachers holding low expectations for poor and minority
students’ academic performance. Studies have shown again and again how chil-
dren in large schools easily get lost in the impersonal throng and overlooked by
overworked, underpaid staffs. Other studies reveal that low-performing schools
suffer few consequences. This research gives credibility to the belief that hard
work, high standards, and accountability will translate into improved student
academic achievement.26

What weakens the assumption, however, is other evidence that civic and
business leaders neglect. When the economy is expanding and jobs are plentiful,
employers plead for more and better-trained workers. But when an economic
downturn occurs and unemployment rises, the unforgiving spotlight on high
school and college graduates’ skills dims because of labor surpluses. Stay in school
becomes the mantra civic and business leaders repeat. Employers and policy
makers care less about what students know and can do than that they are occu-
pied; more schooling is a better alternative than unemployability no matter the
skills learned.27

Other evidence is also unnoted. Anyone who has visited an urban school for
at least one week (not a drive-by visit) to sit in classes, listen to teachers and stu-
dents, observe lunchrooms, playgrounds, corridors, and offices would begin to
appreciate a simple but inescapable truth: An urban school is deeply influenced
by the neighborhood and families from which it draws its students.

Also of importance is that tax-supported public schools in a democracy are
more than training grounds for future employees. Schools are expected to instill
in students civic and social attitudes and skills that shape how graduates lead their
adult lives in communities. Schools are expected to build respect for differences
in ideas and cultures. These are historic civic aims of public schools that have
been largely neglected in the rush to direct urban schools to be engines for the
local and global economy.

Yet the present agenda for urban school reform, narrowly concentrating on
all students taking the same academic curriculum, raising test scores, going to
college or getting jobs, largely ignores the pervasive influence upon the school of
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the community’s particular racial, ethnic, and social-class strengths and limita-
tions. In middle-class and wealthy neighborhoods, focusing only on what the
school can do is reasonable since these families have the money and networks to
provide help for their children should there be academic, health, economic, and
emotional problems.

That is not the case in poor, often racially or ethnically isolated, communi-
ties. Families lack the personal and institutional resources middle-class commu-
nities take for granted. They put their hopes on their children’s shoulders and
depend upon the local school and other public agencies. In short, in cities with
impoverished neighborhoods, schools can’t do it alone.

Thus the theories of action at the heart of urban reform then and now flip-
flopped over the relationship between politics and schools, yet both rested upon
the same assumption: Schools alone can solve severe social inequities while pro-
ducing fine citizens and workers. Note that of the six cities we studied, only one—
Boston—had made some effort at building closer ties between the city’s medical
and social services, recreation and arts, and daily activities in schools. The as-
sumption still casts a long shadow.

Treating schools as isolated institutions is unwise in the post–World War II
social geography of the city that finds urban neighborhoods divided by class, race,
and ethnicity. Extensive walking in most big cities establishes this basic social
fact of residentially segregated neighborhoods. In the contemporary passion for
governance-driven reforms few elected public officials care to tackle elite and
popular commitments to maintaining homogenously separate communities that
characterize so many American cities today.28

Depending upon changes in governance anchored in an assumption that
schools can do it alone is both rational and politically strategic to federal, state,
and local policy makers. It is rational because past and contemporary reforms
assume a command-and-control connection between superintendents, principals,
teachers, and students. Yet what appears rational has not been what occurs daily
in school systems, past or present.

The reforms are politically strategic to policy makers at all levels in restrict-
ing the reform agenda to governance, organization, curriculum, and instruction.
Avoided are mentions of race and poverty in dealing with issues of housing and
access to jobs as they relate to schooling. To include families, neighborhoods,
and city agencies in the reform agenda would entail major expenditures by offi-
cials such as reconceptualizing schools as youth-serving agencies rather than places
where the single most important job is to produce higher test scores. It would
mean reorganizing existing city cultural, civic, medical, housing, employment,
and social services. Contemporary urban school reformers stammer when faced
with the scale of such changes.

Of course, broadening the urban agenda to encompass a community-based
strategy to school improvement does not mean that students, teachers, and prin-
cipals should be held less responsible for working hard to achieve their goals. Nor
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does this recognition of a racially, ethnically, or class-segregated school being
nested in the larger community suggest that there should be different standards
for those who are well off and those who are poor. The obvious fact that schools
are entangled in their communities and in the larger economy only sharpens the
tasks that face urban school reformers. They need to mobilize civic and corpo-
rate elites and educate these opinion setters to the plain fact that raising academic
achievement in big city schools involves far more than designing merit pay plans,
paying cash bonuses to schools that raise test scores, threatening teachers and
principals, or withholding diplomas from students who failed a graduation test.

Nowhere is this fundamental fact more evident than in the inability of the
leaders in six cities to improve academic performance in urban high schools with
high percentages of low-income minorities. High school size, departmental or-
ganization, curricular choices, teachers’ subject matter specialization, and the
societal demand that graduates be prepared for the workforce, military, or con-
tinued education is too often mismatched to urban youth. Many have either
experienced failure in earlier grades, found school next to useless in improving
their daily lives, or want to do well in school but face unqualified teachers,
dumbed-down programs, and inhospitable surroundings. High school becomes
a salvage operation skimming off the highly motivated students whose resilience
has carried them through the ninth grade and trying to keep the rest from being
harmed.

Punitive measures to fire a school’s staff and start anew or create a charter
school out of the ruins of a failing high school comprise one strategy. Another
approach is to develop community-based high schools, establish youth-serving
agencies that work closely with small groups of teachers and students, cultivate
small high schools and personalized instruction, and enlist employers to hire high
school students as interns while attending school to connect neighborhoods, work,
and going to college. These initiatives show at least as much promise as threat-
ening to fire staff of underperforming schools or maintaining the prevailing ap-
proach of focusing on all students taking the same curriculum and taking out
large chunks of instructional time to prepare students for tests that determine
whether diplomas are awarded.29

Our reflections, if anything, suggest that schools in our six cities require more
than a one-size-fits-all strategy, particularly one that rests on century-old theo-
ries of school reform that assume governance and managerial changes will pro-
duce higher student achievement. District leaders need to reframe the problem
of urban school reform to take into account the varying contexts of their cities
and schools, the multiple goals of tax-supported public education, and the social
geography that sustains segregated neighborhoods.

If schools are as vital to the future of cities as reformers say—and we con-
cur—then a broad vision not a politically clever strategy, fortitude not impatience,
and courage not caution become virtues in the struggle for fairness, equity, and
better schools.
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