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The Functional Core of the K-12 Educational Sector
1) At its material, operational core, the K-12 Educational sector consists of: 

· a set of school-aged children (or more broadly, school aged children and their parents and caretakers); 

· a set of schools (more broadly, educational service providers, or more broadly still, all those factors that shape influence the educational development of children); and 

· the daily interactions among the children and the service providers (or more broadly, among the children, the service providers, and the parents and caretakers who play an important role in the education of the children for whom they are responsible).

2) Figure 1 presents a very simple picture of the K-12 educational sector, but also reminds us of the complexity that lurks just beneath this simple description. The complexity consists in all the following features of the system:

· Different kinds of institutional settings and providers that provide the educational services (traditional public schools -- publicly financed, governed, operated, and staffed schools; charter schools -- publicly financed, privately governed, operated, and staffed schools; -- parochial schools – privately financed, privately governed; private, independent schools; and home schooling)

· The wide diversity of school-aged children who must be accommodated within the system (students who are academically well prepared, culturally acculturated, supported by a resourceful and committed parents; students who are not well prepared academically, who are new to the culture, and who have committed but very busy parents; etc.)

· The different sources of funding (and other resources) that are used to sustain the institutions and support the educational activities (government tax dollars; charitably contributions; tuition payments, etc.)
· Different institutional arrangements that create different structures and processes of governance and accountability for the educational providers (purely governmental systems in which accountability runs through democratically elected officials; governmental systems where government tax dollars are spent on privately governed and managed institutions with strings attached; religious schools in which the schools are governed in part by religious institutions, etc.)

· Different arbiters of value (society as a whole acting through political processes; students and their parents; educational professionals who have particular views of what constitutes a quality education; third party payers who have their own ideas of a good and just educational system and spend their own assets to realize those goals, and/or advocate for their views in the public sphere; etc.)

· Different dimensions of value which become the focus of attention of those governing, operating, financing, using, or otherwise calling the system to account for performance (increased academic achievement, the acquisition of 21st century skills, reducing the achievement gap, ensuring equality of educational opportunity, the cost of providing the service, providing a safe, healthy, and sociable environment within the school, etc.)
The Value Produced by the K-12 Educational Sector (2): Different Arbiters of Value
3) It is assumed that these daily interactions produce an educational result – that is, some change in the cognitive and social capacities of the students. It is assumed that these effects both endure and accumulate over time. The durable, cumulative quality of the results is good news if the effects produced at any point are valuable. It means that we will not slip back very fast. But the same fact is bad news if we fail to produce a desirable effect at a given point. It means that we have fallen behind, and that it will be hard to catch up. 
4) That educational result (whatever it is) is judged and valued by different social actors. The most obvious is school children and their parents. Presumably, their valuation of the educational result is done by comparing what they experience as a result with their own ideas about what they hope to get out of that process in both the short and long run. 

5) That educational result is also valued and evaluated by the wider community that helps to finance the effort. Taxpayers who are obligated to provide financial support to the system want to be sure that costs are kept low, that efficiency remains high, that the organizations continue to perform better over time, and they are not forced to pay more than their “fair share” of these costs.  Citizens, in whose name the public system operates, also weigh in with their concerns about what would constitute a good and just society, where a public educational system would fit in that overall vision, and how the burdens and benefit of operating such a system could fairly be distributed.
The Value Produced by the K-12 Educational Sector (II): Different Dimensions of Value
6) Much of the value of the educational process lies in the cumulative development of individual skills, and the ways in which those developed skills allow individuals to achieve their own goals and contribute to the wider society. We can think of these as the long run social outcomes of the system. 

7) However, both the parents and children who are the clients of the educational system, and the community that finances and oversees the operations of the system may also have views about what the daily experience of being in schools should be like. Both clients and overseers of the school system may value how children are treated within the school system as it seeks to develop their individual skills. They will want interactions between the schools and the kids, and among the kids to be safe. They want the environment in which these interactions take place to be healthy, and to promote healthy practices. 
They might even want the educational system something to be something in which they can take pride as a community, and that helps to maintain real estate values. So, some important aspects of the processes of education are valued as well as the outcomes. 

8) Figure 2 represents a simple way of representing the idea that there are different arbiters of value for the K-12 sector, and different dimensions of value that concern them.

Resourcing the Sector (1): Public Funding
9) The operations of the K-12 Educational System are sustained by a flow of resources that fuel the interactions between educators and students that represent the functional core of the system, and the place where value is created. 

10) The most obvious is the flow of public money to educational service providers. Figure 3 (TK) reproduces Figure 1, but adds some detail on the amount of public and private spending on educational services provided by different segments of the educational sector.  

11) An important and obvious conclusion is that public tax dollars are making by far the largest contribution to the overall financing of the system. Those public tax dollars, however, come from different levels of government. Table 1 (TK) shows the contribution made by different levels of government to support of the educational service providers. 

Resourcing the System (2): Private Funding – Tuition Fees and Charitable Contributions
12) While Figure 3 reveals the overwhelming importance of public tax financing in the K-12 Educational system, it also reminds us that a not insignificant number of children and parents have voluntarily chosen to leave the publicly financed educational system, and to pay out of their own pockets – above and beyond what they pay as taxpayers – educational providers to teach their children. 
13) Further, it reminds us that at least some educational providers are supported not only by tuition fees, but also by voluntary contributions of various kinds from religious organizations, or secular communities who value particular kinds of educational activity. 
14) And it reminds us that some individuals assume the responsibility for educating their own children.

15) One could usefully divide the K-12 education system into the one that is supported by public tax dollars on one hand, and one that is supported by voluntary, private decisions on the other. The private voluntary decisions, in turn, could be divided between payments made by individuals to support the education of their own children; and those made by individuals or institutions to support the education of others (charitable contributions to education).
16) Given the dominance of public funding of the K-12 sector, it is tempting to treat the privately financed part of the sector (both fee for service and charitable donations) as a minor issue in the overall structure, conduct, and performance of the K-12 system. But there are at least four reasons why one might want to keep the privately financed bits in mind:

· First, taking a long view of the development of the K-12 sector in the US, one could observe that the dominance of the public, tax-financed system is a relatively recent historical development – roughly, since the turn of the 19th century. For most of the 19th century,  most K-12 educational activity that occurred in the United States was financed by private means. Well-to-do parents paid for tutors; local communities joined together and pooled resources to hire a teacher; religious groups took responsibility for developing their own schools; and many parents educated their own children as best they could. Later, many voluntary associations such as churches assumed the burden of financing and organizing educational services. It was only in the late 19th century that public financing of the school system became overwhelmingly dominant, and even then it was primarily local taxes that paid the bill. The emergence of both federal and state tax support to the educational system came much later. Table 2 (TK) shows the historical growth of the different sources of revenues to support the K-12 Sector against the estimated size of the school aged population.

· Second, one can view the private K-12 sector as a kind of safety valve that can absorb some of the pressure that would otherwise accumulate in the K-12 sector. After all, education is something that individual parents care deeply about. They have both rights and responsibilities with respect to the education of their own children. They want to be sure it is done right. If all parents had to agree about the detailed form and scope of education, a great deal of conflict could be generated as well as productive agreement. One way to reduce the pressure is to allow some parents to opt out of the system when they have very strong concerns about the education of their children, and cannot have those goals realized in the public school system. Such individuals are still obligated to provide an educational alternative that meets some established public standards, but no one is required to be educated in the public schools if they can find and pay for a suitable alternative. While the private sector provides a safety valve for concerned parents, it also provides an “exit” for those parents who are dissatisfied with the public schools – a way of taking themselves out of the public conversation about schooling. Over time, it may also undermine their willingness to support public schools financially through tax payments. If this happens extensively, then some of the political and financial base of support for public schools could be eroded, and with that, some of the pressure to ensure both equality of educational opportunity, and (to the degree possible) equality of results.  
· Third, the private K-12 sector could be seen as an operational complement to the public part of the sector. It can accommodate the demands of some students and parents that could not be easily met by the public system. It might also produce important innovations that could be copied by the wider public sector, and could improve performance across the board. 

· Fourth, to some extent, the private K-12 sector could be seen as a competitor to the public part of the system. In some parts of the country, and at some points in history, private schools have sprung up as powerful competitors to the public school system, claiming a large portion of all school aged children in a district. Alternatively, if public policies allowed both public and parochial schools to receive public funding, and allocated public funds to the schools that students and their parents chose to attend, then the private sector would become part of the public school system. 

17) An important question is how big does the private school system have to be before the public, collective commitment to the educational system begins to falter. The private sector is now about 10% - 15% of all school children. If many parents could gain access to the private school system with the use of public funds, that number might get much larger. What is at stake here is not only which educational service providers can survive in the system, but also the relative importance of different arbiters of value. As the number of privately governed, managed, and individually selected educational enterprises grows (with the help of public money), not only do traditional public schools lose their dominance in the market, but the key decisions as to the value to be produced by the schools shifts from a public talking about the public ends of education, to individual parents and children considering how well each school fits their particular educational objectives. If one of the things we mean by a public educational system is not only one that is financed by tax revenues, but also one that is guided by a collective process that enables a “we” to become articulate about what it wants from an educational system, then a system that retains public financing but allows individual choice as to schools will inevitably become less public despite its public financing. 
Resourcing the System (3): Voluntary Effort and Commitment to the Cause (Public Spirit)
18)  The existence of a private K-12 system that is financed by private, voluntarily payments to support schooling above and beyond what the state both requires and is willing to supply, might also remind us that the resources that fuel the activities and accomplishments of the K-12 are not only not limited to government money (there is no small amount of private money in the system); the resources that fuel the system are not  even limited to money! Embedded in the capital of the K-12 system, and flowing through it each year is a huge amount of voluntary commitment to the educational process.

19)  This is most visible when parents contribute make voluntary gifts to public schools, when large philanthropists and small donors alike respond to a call to provide funds to support education, and when parents are willing to pay more than they are required to do to ensure that their child has a good education. Here, the voluntary commitment is measured in new revenue flows to the sector. 

20) But the system is animated by other voluntarily contributed resources that do not show up as revenue flows to the sector. Many of those who work in the sector are animated by more than their paycheck, and work harder than the paycheck alone can motivate them to do. In this sense, even those who are paid by the system are “quasi-volunteers: they contribute extra effort to the cause beyond their pay. The flow of effort lies above the overall expenditures on the system. 

21) The system is also animated and supported not just by the quasi-voluntary efforts of the providers, but also significantly by the efforts made by students and their parents to support the educational mission. While it is tempting to see students and their parents simply as consumers and users of educational services, the reality is that they are also important parts of the process that achieves or fails to achieve educational outcomes. If children come to school with the desire to learn that has been instilled at home, and will be supported in the future; if they come to work in ways that can help promote the learning of those around them; if parents actively collaborate with teachers in sustaining the commitment to education beyond the boundary of the classroom; then the clients of the educational system can be seen as individuals who make voluntary efforts to leverage the impact of the paid employees of the system. 

22) All this is manifest in the small portion of the K-12 Educational Sector that is described as home schooling. In that sector, not only is there no public money; there is not even any money. It is the pure form of an educational system that operates with nothing but love for (or some sense of duty towards) the education of children. Presumably, if that love for education (or the sense of duty were strong enough in all parents), and if all parents were able enough, it would be possible to have a wholly volunteer educational sector! Because we don’t think these conditions obtain, or because we think there are economies to be gained by developing individuals who specialize in the provision of educational services, and gathering children together in larger, more economical groups, we have constructed larger institutions that can ensure a higher level and a fairer distribution of educational services than one that relied simply on the desires and capacities of parents and students. 

Resourcing the System (4): Using State Authority to Create the Demand for Educational Services 
23) When we think about the resources that sustain the K-12 sector we think mostly of money, of human labor and commitment, and of materials (usually bought with money). Yet, if we ask what factors call the educational system into existence and give it a particular size and shape, we would have to give some standing the role of state authority as well as money.  

24) Recall that it is state authority operating alongside and ideally in parallel with the natural desire of students and their parents that generates the demand for educational services. Laws oblige students to attend school, and parents to provide for the education of their children. If the natural desire for education falters, the state steps in to guarantee a demand for educational services. It is a bit like the draft: all school aged children are drafted into a more or less enthusiastic army of school-goers. And this works even if the enforcement of the effort is less than determined. (An important side effect of this is that the state is implicitly obliged to take all comers for educational services. It cannot decide to serve some and not others)

25) It is also true, as noted above, that most funding for education comes from the use of state authority to tax citizens to accomplish purposes that society as a whole has deemed important enough to be willing to tax themselves to pursue. As a result, whatever values and rules attach to the use of public authority must also attach to the use of public money, since there would be no public money without the use of taxation.
 

26) One might reasonably ask why it is that we as a society have decided to use public authority both directly and indirectly to shape the level and distribution of educational services in the society. The simplest answer to that question is the society as a whole has decided it has something at stake in the operations and performance of the K-12 system as well as the individual clients and beneficiaries. The individual clients and beneficiaries see the system as something that can satisfy their own individual desires and needs for educational services. If there was no wider public interest in how much education was produced, and how it was distributed, we would presumably be content to leave the overall level of educational service production and distribution to those individual choices. But society as a whole has decided that it does have an interest in the overall level and distribution of educational services. 
· On one hand, it sees education not only as a private, individual want like other consumer goods, but also as a private need, and a private right for which the public has to take some responsibility. If private individuals were unable to pay for the publicly desired level of education, or even if they were unwilling to consume the public desired level of educational services, the public as a whole would step in and pay for the educational services, or require individuals to consume some form of education that met public expectations. 
· The public steps in with its money and authority in part because it hopes to benefit from having an educated citizenry that can become valuable economic producers, good neighbors, and good citizens. 

· It also steps in because of a particular idea of justice that treats education as an individual right, and an important instrument for achieving a certain kind of social justice – the kind that gives everyone a chance to succeed in society, and does not condemn them to a particular position in society based on their social background. 
27)  Because public authority is used in calling the sector into existence and giving it a particular shape, the body politic – the collective – has a right to define valued social purposes it would like to achieve through the educational. They have that right and that effective power apart from individual parents and children who are the principal clients and beneficiaries of the system.
 While one can reasonably hope that the values that the collective sought to achieve through the system either included or was closely aligned with what the parents and children deemed valuable and important, there is no necessary reason to imagine that these interests are identical. 
28) At a minimum, the body politic as a whole (which includes taxpayers as well as parents and children) might have a different view of the amount that would be reasonable to spend to support a quality education, and what particular students might be entitled to than parents and children. Individual parents may have ideas of what they want for their children, and what they think their children need. But society as a whole – made up of citizens, taxpayers, elected representatives, even education professionals --  might have its own views of what parents should want, what the children really do need, and (most importantly) what children have a right to receive. Sometimes this will be more than what individual parents want, and sometimes less, often very different!  

29) Because public authority is used to create and give shape to the sector, both individual clients and the broader public should and will evaluate the performance of the sector not only in terms of its efficiency and effectiveness in achieving individually or collectively valued results, but also in terms of how fairly the system operates, and the degree to which it can contribute to the overall justice and fairness of the society. This normative criteria associated with justice and fairness necessarily come into the evaluation of the system when state authority is used in a democracy.
 

30) To many, the fact that the K-12 Educational Sector seems to rely heavily on, or at least is to some degree backed by the use of public authority comes as an unwelcome observation. They would like to think that the educational enterprise is so obviously valuable to parents, to children, and to the wider society, that no state authority would have to be used to call the system into existence, and have it achieve the individually and socially desired results. 
31) That is at least part of the appeal of thinking about the K-12 system as a market. A market comes into existence through voluntary exchanges. It doesn’t need authority to command individuals to do things, just to assign them property rights. In contrast, as soon as we begin thinking about the use of state authority to command individuals to do things they might not want to do like attend school, or pay the costs of a large publicly financed educational system, then a pall is cast over the enterprise. Our valued individual liberty will have to be compromised in some way to achieve the individually and publicly valued result. 

32) Fortunately, we don’t have to rely too much on the force of the laws to create and operate the K-12 system. As noted certain amount of both private interest and public spiritedness also expresses itself in the operation of the system and runs in parallel to the legal duties and the public financial support. The things that bind students to schooling are usually not just their legal obligations, but also, ideally, a sense of their own economic interests, and a love of learning for its own sake. Many parents are willing to contribute time and money to the education of their children even if not required to do so, and even if their contribution goes to a public school. Many citizens are willing to tax themselves to create a public school system that can serve important social goals.  Many people are called to education not by the salaries, but by the importance of the cause.  So, we could get a certain kind of educational system without having to use state force and authority, just as we would get a certain kind of educational system if we decided not to use state money.  

33) While the public as a whole can rely on a certain kind of public spirit in financing, production, and use of the K-12 educational sector, it has also long understood that neither public spirit alone, nor private financing of education would produce the kind of K-12 system that seems both good and just for a democratic society. It has used the authority of the state to create a structure that is overlaid on that private and public spirit, and helps to produce a system that produces more education, distributes it more equally, and achieves more of the desired social result than would be possible if state authority to tax and to regulate were not engaged. 

Governing and Operating the System (1): The Form that “Governance” Takes in the K-12 System

34) Everything that has been observed so far about the character of the K-12 Educational Sector suggests that there will be some important issues in how the system is governed. 

· What we have observed so far is that there are many different social actors who have interests in the ends pursued by the K-12 system, the way it is financed, and many aspects of how it operates. 

· We have also observed that the system’s operations are sustained by resources that come from many different sources, each presumably with its own view of what it would like to see accomplished through the system, and each with some practical capacity to make its views influential in how the system operates. 

· And we have observed that the K-12 sector sits in a broader economic, social and political environment populated by different social actors who are in a position to call at least some part of the enterprise to account for the way that it is doing its job – even if those actors are not paying for the privilege of asserting their views.

35) There is an important way in which the system can be seen as anarchical, or more moderately perhaps, highly decentralized. This doesn’t mean that the system is ungoverned, however. Free competitive markets are anarchical or highly decentralized in much the same way. But that doesn’t mean that their conduct and performance is not being regulated by larger forces, or that its behavior is unpredictable, or even that it is inefficient. In fact, economists often argue that these apparently anarchical systems are actually well organized to achieve particular social results. The governing mechanisms that produce this desired result out of the chaos of the market are the laws of supply and demand. And, with some important assumptions, the operation of those powerful laws will cause the anarchical, decentralized system to serve the interests of consumers without any self-conscious, hierarchical body directing it to that end. 

36) This raises the important question of what we mean by the governance of the K-12 system, and how it can be analyzed. 

· If by the governance of the system we imagine that there is a single body that has been assigned the responsibility and the authority of directing the operations of a system to a particular goal, we would have to say that the K-12 Educational System is “ungoverned.” For good or for ill, there is no person, no agency, no committee, no bureau that has that kind of authority and responsibility. If governance resides in a centralized authority that can mobilize and deploy the assets that represent the capacity of the K-12 system, then that governing authority has been decisively fractured and decentralized – not only from higher levels of government to lower, and not only from executive branches to legislative bodies and courts, but also to private suppliers of educational services, and to an increasing degree, to parents. 

· If by governance of the system, we imagine that there are some well known laws such as those governing supply and demand in markets that will shape the structure, conduct and performance of the K-12 system, we might be somewhat closer to the truth. But it is hard to know what those laws are. One could reach for broad scale sociological and political accounts that claim that the K-12 system will be governed by the interests of the existing power structures of a society that claim undue influence over the use of both private and public resources. And one could certainly get some of the way to explaining some aspects of the existing K-12 sector in those terms.

· But we might also imagine that what we mean by the governance of the system is neither the concentration of formal authority in a single social structure, nor the operations of powerful social laws that inevitably cause the system to behave in a particular way despite the best efforts of individuals in different social positions to make it do something different at least in their small part of the system. 

37) What we mean by governance might be the conscious effort made by many different social actors, in many different positions, to alter the current structure, conduct and performance of the system in ways that seem like improvements to them. 
· In these efforts, the different social actors are both constrained and enabled by many pre-existing, broadly influential institutional arrangements. 
· They are also buffeted by changing economic, social, and political forces which wash through and over the existing institutional arrangements. The existing broad institutional arrangements are not simply permanently present. They, like much else in the system, can become the targets of self-conscious reform efforts. The same is true of the various economic, social, and political pressures that slosh through and overwhelm the existing institutional structures.  
· On this view, the governance of the system emerges as an uncertain shifting agglomeration of old structures that seek to sustain themselves, new forces and conditions that pressure the old structures, and specific leadership efforts launched from many different positions designed to alter old institutions, take advantage of new forces, or create new forces and possibilities for action. 
38) At any given time, we might be able to discern a pattern of educational service production, see what wider forces and self-conscious choices made by social actors in particular social and institutional positions were producing that pattern. And we could call that the governance of the system. 
39) But we would also have to point to the tensions, and contradictions, and changes that would hold the potential for upsetting the current balance of forces, and producing a much different pattern of educational production, delivery, consumption, and impact in the future. We do not know where the governance will take us, or how fast or how radically it will move us from the existing status quo. Everything depends on the emergence of new forces in the sector, and the steps taken by individuals in particular locations designed to use these forces to change the sector. 

40) This system of governance is structured in the first instance by a complex set – one is tempted to say a crazy quilt – of laws, statutes, regulatory authority, and contractual obligations that assign particular rights and responsibilities with respect to the provision and utilization of educational services to particular social actors in particular social positions. For example:  

· As noted above, parents and school aged children are assigned the responsibility to educate themselves. They are also given entitlements to use publicly provided education, and rights to demand that those opportunities be equally distributed. And they are given rights to opt out of the publicly financed educational system as long as they meet their obligation to be educated in some other accredited way.

· As noted above, taxpayers to federal, state, and local governments are obliged to contribute financially to the support of public schools. They have the right to demand an accounting of the performance of the schools they support – not only for the limited purpose of ensuring that the money was not stolen and was directed towards valued educational goals, but also for the more demanding purposes that the money be spent efficiently, effectively, and fairly in pursuit of the collectively defined goals

· As noted above, the primary responsibility for developing and managing the educational system – both the publicly financed system, and the privately funded system that is managed under the regulatory authority of the state – has been delegated primarily to local units of government that have established separate governing structures and bureaucratic departments to manage the publicly supported educational activities, and accredit the privately supported educational activities.

· In recent years, many states have enacted statutes that have allowed charter schools to be created with their own governance structures and processes, that would nonetheless be eligible for public funding if they met particular educational standards set by the state. 

· Governments at the state and federal level have also become increasingly active in financing certain activities and purposes of the educational sector, in regulating educational service suppliers, and in incentivizing the adoption of policies and practices.

· Many actors within the voluntary sector have shown up to offer educational services of various kinds, and to advocate for particular educational policies.

· The for-profit commercial sector is active in the development of curriculum materials, in training teachers, and in exploring the use of new technologies.

All these different kinds of institutions, and the activities they carry out are either required, or authorized, or allowed under statutes that give different kinds of social actors different kinds of rights and responsibilities with respect to the education of children. All of them can have a large or small, durable or fleeting impact on the K-12 sector. 
Governing and Operating the System (II): Structures of Authority, Control, and Responsibility with Respect to Educational Service Provision
41) One useful way to make sense of this confusing structure is to focus attention on the limited number of structural positions that have executive authority over and responsibility for particular organizations that deliver educational services. Of course, these positions are encumbered by various structures of accountability, by stakeholders who make claims on them, by the functional dependence on other actors and so on. So, they are not entirely free to decide and determine what will be provided through the K-12 system. But these positions represent nodes of assets, initiative, and action that can command a relatively large share of the assets committed to K-12 education, and therefore exercise more than the average influence over what happens in the system.

42) When one looks at these positions, one can see that there are many, and that authority is unevenly distributed among them.

· The units that have the clearest and most direct control over and responsibility for the provision of educational services are the nation’s local school boards who oversee the actions of superintendants of local school districts. There are 14 thousand of these in the United States, They range in size from  less than 600 students, to more than 25,000. But not one of these boards accounts for more than __% of the assets and students in the system. It is in this respect that even the public part of the school system is highly decentralized.

· One might next focus attention on State level Departments of Education. These institutions have some degree of control over all the local level school districts. They provide them with funding with certain kinds of strings attached. They accredit the local school systems. They design and administer tests of student achievement. They can mandate that certain kinds of programs be implemented in the school districts. They are influential in state level policy-making that shapes tax policy, collective bargaining rights, and so on. But their influence is less pervasive, immediate, and direct than the kind of authority and power that is held by local school boards, and the local school boards can often choose to align themselves with or actively or passively resist state established policies.

· One might next focus on the Federal Department of Education. This organization has less direct formal authority over local school districts than State Departments of Education. But they have some capacity to influence the actions of both State Departments of Education and Local School Boards. They can use federal funding to advance particular purposes the federal government and the national political community consider important in education. The funding can be used directly to pay for the activities and purposes considered important, and it can be used indirectly as a kind of carrot that is made available to states and localities only if the states and localities take actions that are not necessarily directly supported by the federal government – so-called unfunded mandates. The federal government can also become influential by funding research and evaluation efforts. And, it can be important by organizing the conversation among educational professionals. And it can be important by shaping the broader political discussion within which educational policy is made at state and local levels. None of this amounts to direct operating authority over the provision of educational services; it shapes the context within which structural units such as local school boards operate. In this respect, the influence of the Federal Government while broad, and in some cases quite deep, is mostly indirect.

· Alongside these governmental agencies are other organizations that provide educational services within the K-12 system. This includes the large number of parochial and private schools that operate as part of the K-12 system. Sometimes, these private schools are aggregated up in large organizations. Catholic schools, for example, are part of a large, hierarchical system that manages these schools. Similarly, large national organizations, often associated with Charter School organizations, run schools in many different locations. Beyond this are the large number of small independent and charter schools that are essentially on their own. Some of these are tied together in professional organizations that create occasions for the independent schools to come together, provide technical assistance to the schools, provide political advocacy for them as a group, and help set standards for the schools within the group, and thereby enhance their general public legitimacy. 

· Finally, there is the army of home schoolers – none of them responsible for more than a few students, but in aggregate account for about 2 % of the educational suppliers.

43) It is useful to start with these particular structural units because they command and control most of the assets that are held within the K-12 sector for the purposes of providing educational services. Those who run these organizations have much of the formal authority, operational control, and therefore much of the initiative in shaping the supply of educational services. The performance of the system as a whole depends critically on what those holding these particular institutional positions choose to do with the assets entrusted to them. But it is also important to remember that there are thousands of such actors, and no necessary reason why they have to make the same decisions. 

Governing and Operating the System (III): Accountability for Education Suppliers

44) While those in positions of authority and responsibility for the provision of educational services and the achievement of desired educational results have a significant amount of discretion, and are entitled to use their initiative in introducing innovations in educational practices, their discretion is bounded by systems of accountability that profoundly influence what they do. 

45) In fact, there is an important sense in which it would be tempting to see both state level Education Departments and the Federal Department of Education not as executive departments with initiative, authority, and control over educational assets, but instead as organizations that shape the conduct of local school boards (and to some degree, the conduct of private schools) by acting as an agent that can call local school boards to account for some aspects of their performance. From this point of view, the only real operational school executives are those who direct public school districts and private school operations. Everyone else is part of the authorizing environment of these units who actually provide the educational services.

46) In trying to represent the structure and processes that govern the system, then, one would have to not only describe the positions that control educational assets and are responsible for the achievement of educational outcomes, but instead to describe the structures and process through which these educational providers are called to account. That, in turn, depends critically on the kind of organization one is, and the sources of financing that one relies on.

47) Let’s start with publicly financed and operated schools. These organizations are given guidance and called to account through the usual mechanisms of democratic control of public agencies. 

· They are directly accountable to elected representatives of the people. This usually takes the form of an elected school board charged with the responsibility of overseeing the operations of the school system, and hiring and firing the superintendant. 

· They are also accountable to government oversight agencies such as the budget and finance, personnel, and ombudsmen.

· They are also accountable in some circumstances to the courts.

· They are accountable to in some circumstances to higher levels of government.

· They are to some degree accountable directly to voluntary citizen organizations. 

· They are accountable to the media – not directly, but as a matter of practice.

· This is the dense, somewhat anarchic, unpredictable structure and process that constitutes the authorizing environment of local school boards.

48) To many, this is the problem. If only that system could be made wiser, more coherent, more consistent over time, and more insistent with respect to performance, it would be possible to manage the schools for performance. It is because politics routinely fails to develop and enforce sensible standards of performance that we cannot create the appropriate incentives for performance and innovation, and reliably select the good methods from the bad. 

49) As a practical matter, however, politics will not be wrung out of the system. We tried it with the progressive era. We tried it again by focusing attention on customers. But politics, understood as the process that lies behind collective decisions about what values should be pursued by a publicly financed and authorized system, cannot be gotten rid of.

50) One important possible implication of this observation is that one path towards improving schooling would not be to try to keep politics out of the system, but instead finding methods for improving politics and bringing that improved politics into a closer relationship with the operations of schools.  While this idea might sound bizarre, there are, in fact, several ways in which local politics could be improved:
· First, it might be possible to improve methods of political engagement that involve more successful public deliberation – processes that help call a public into existence that can understand and act on its own interests.

· Second, it might turn out that our politics are not as bad as they first seem – that if we look at the political pressures that are brought to bear on the school system over a decade or so, we might find that the values that attract political energy don’t change all that much. The relative importance we attach to them might shift, but the underlying structure of values doesn’t. Consequently, it would be possible to construct performance measures for educational systems that could remain relatively constant, guide performance, and show us what is possible to produce on all dimensions of value. 

· Third, it might turn out that both these efforts could be aided by more serious and sustained efforts to construct performance measurement systems that could reliably reflect the full set of values we were trying to achieve through and see reflected in educational sector operations. 

51) Consider next, the structures of accountability faced by independently created educational providers who earn most of their revenues from fees paid by parents who choose to send their children to these schools. There is an important difference here between for-profit, commercial enterprises on one hand, and non-profit enterprises on the other; and among non-profit organizations there might be an important difference between those that are governed by a board, and those that are governed by those who send their children to the school. But some things can be usefully said about all of these organizations – at least in contrast to the publicly created and publicly managed. 

· These “private” organizations establish their own firm level governance structures; they are not imposed by the political system that demands democratic accountability to elected representatives. A choice can be made to be a for-profit or a non-profit organization. And the governance of the organization take many forms ranging from a small, self-perpetuating board to an educational co-operative in which all those who participate in the school’s activities have explicitly recognized roles in the governance of the enterprise. 

· Although these “private” organizations set themselves up outside the direct governmental structure, they remain accountable to many laws that society has established to regulate all kinds of organizations. They remain accountable for torts they commit, and can be sued by private individuals in courts. Their practices are regulated by labor laws, environmental regulations, privacy requirements, and so on. 

· They are also regulated explicitly by State Education Departments that accredit them as suitable suppliers of educational services.

· Because these organizations generate revenues primarily by earning fees for service, they are more accountable to those who pay those revenues. Their customers can express themselves not only in governance councils using their voice; they can also vote with their feet, and decide to remain loyal to the organization or exit, with important consequences for the future of the organization. 

· Some of these organizations are also the beneficiaries of voluntary contributions of money and labor. Often, the donors formally attach strings to their contributions, and/or set expectations for performance that the organizations feel morally, legally, and practically bound to honor. 

· While these organizations can escape routine scrutiny by public bodies and the media, they cannot wholly protect themselves from public interest and exposure. 

· They may also be accountable to some degree to voluntary professional associations that they join to advance their joint interests.  

52) Consider, next, the position of private organizations who receive government money to support their operations. Here a crucial distinction is the particular way that public money comes to these organizations.
· If the private organization contracts with the government to provide educational services of particular types, they become accountable to the government through the terms of the contract they signed. Presumably, that contract embodies the public values that the body politic wants to see produced by and reflected in the operations of that particular organization. 

· If the government provides tax exemptions for private educational enterprises, then the organization has to operate in ways that preserve its tax exemption. Often this includes giving up any economic claim on excess revenues earned by the enterprise, living within standards governing compensation of employees, and so on. 
· If the government money comes to the organization as a payment for enrolling students, then there is an important way in which the body politic has turned over its rights to arbiter the value of education to the parents who choose to send their children to particular schools. This increases the accountability of the schools to parents and their children. 

· Any school that is receiving public money loses some of the protection from general public scrutiny that would be true if they were depending only on private money. Where public money is being spent, public attention necessarily follows. 
Governing and Operating the System (V): Structural Positions and Instruments of Influence
53) The laws that give rights and responsibilities to particular actors in the K-12 sector create the context in which the various actors can begin pushing and shoving, accommodating or resisting, invading or retreating, in efforts to shape the conduct and performance of the sector.  They create positions from which individuals can exercise leadership in promoting change that they view as value creating. And they create positions in which individuals can block and resist changes that they view as value reducing. 
54) The actors use financial instruments under their control to support or withhold resources for particular activities: school districts decide to support some schools and programs and not others; the Federal Department of Education provides grants to particular schools and not others; parents decide to leave their children in public schools or send them to private and parochial schools.

55) The actors use the laws to require another social actor to do something they ought to do, or to assert a right, or to convene a forum for a discussion: parents bring suit against schools that insist on religious expressions, or that teach moral ideas that offend their sensibilities; the federal government can insist that local schools be racially integrated, or that schools comply with laws mandating the streamlining of handicapped students; or that the schools meet minimum standards for educating children; etc. 
56) They use persuasion and bargaining to build coalitions for political advocacy and networks of capacity to push the sector in the direction of what they view as improved performance: foundations can spend money to develop proof points that small high schools can ou-perform larger schools, or that wrap-around social services for families and kids can reduce drop out rates, etc. .

57) Recall, too, that it is state authority that gives children and their parents rights to equal educational opportunity. This allows individual parents who are particularly keen that their children get a good education, but are not able to pay for it themselves, to make a powerful claim against the government, and therefore to the rest of society, that their rights to equal educational opportunity be honored. 

58) Recall, finally, that the state has the authority to authorize and accredit particular educational activities as being consistent with the goal of public education, and to decide what forms of education are eligible for public financing.

59) In sum, the structural elements of the system give rise to processes through which individuals occupying particular positions seek to influence what individuals in other social positions do with the assets they hold by virtue of their positions.  A parent presses a desire to create a gifted student program with a principal. A principal seeks to develop a culture of high expectations among teachers through a process in which all the teachers and administrators confront together the facts about their performance, and begin looking closely at what they can do about it. A student complains about bullying and a superintendant decides to use that case as an occasion for reviewing student relationships and conduct across many schools. A local politician decides to make the failing performance of local schools an issue, and convenes a group of businessmen and philanthropists to challenge a superintendant about what he or she could to improve performance. A philanthropist finances a pilot program on civic education that attracts the attention of the state secretary of education who begins pushing for the widespread adoption of the program across the state. A union leader works with the teachers he or she represents to create a new method for evaluating the performance of students that is more closely aligned with what teachers think they are trying to achieve in their classrooms, and more attuned to the realities that they face.  All this activity is made possible by the existence of many different values deemed important and relevant in the educational process, by the existence of many different individuals who are keyed into those value, and by the fact that the economic, social, and political structure of a liberal democracy has many different positions or salients from which individuals can seek to advance or defend values that seem at risk in the operations of the system. 
Governing and Operating the System (VI): Governing Ideas

60) The mechanics set out above suggest a highly fluid system in which many initiatives can be taken, and their fates will depend on many local and temporary conditions. It is more like a market than a hierarchy in terms of how the system behaves despite the heavy presence of government money and authority in the system. 

61) Of course, the heavy hand of history, with its accumulated set of past policies and systems of accountability lie heavy on the performance of the system. But there is something more at work than past social structures that also shapes the present and future of the system: that thing is something that I will call the set of “governing ideas” that seem to shape the public discussion about education. 

62) By governing ideas, I mean the broad cultural beliefs and assumptions that are present in the society as a whole about the ends of means of public education. These play an important role in shaping the sector in the past and in the present, and in creating or foiling opportunities in the future. 

63) Because these ideas are closely tied to economic, social, and political culture, we often assume that they are deeply rooted, slow moving, and powerful. They are often viewed as part of the “structural” forces that cannot easily be overcome, and keep producing the educational system we have despite our best efforts to improve it. 

64) But it is important to keep in mind that cultures, and associated governing ideas, are both diverse in the society, and sometimes fast changing. We have long understood that a society like the United States may have a dominant culture, but that there are many important sub-cultures within that larger culture, and the sub-cultures often produce changes in the dominant culture. We have also come to understand that these cultures can change – sometimes very rapidly. Think of the idea of culture as fad rather than some deep, slow moving force. 

65) When one thinks about the governing ideas that have shaped public discourse, and given more or less legitimacy to proposed changes to the system, one can see that there are several powerful ideas present in the public dialogue. Here is a list of big governing ideas presented roughly in historical order

· We need a strong public school system to help prepare a huge flow of immigrants to become good citizens and productive workers in a modern democracy
· We need a strong public school system that ensures equality of opportunity for citizens as an alternative to socialism or communism

· We need a strong public school system  to ensure that each individual has a chance to develop their full potential as a human being

· We need an integrated public school system to be sure that we are providing equality of opportunity, and to develop habits of racial tolerance in the society

· We need a high quality educational system to ensure that we do not lose our competitive advantage in an increasingly competitive global economy. 

· The problems of the educational system are caused by the fact that high quality people are no longer going into the teaching profession; the solution is to bring high quality people back into the system.

· The problems of the educational system are caused by the development powerful government bureaucracies that are indifferent to the desires of parents and students, and force them to accept poor performing schools when we are spending enough to have high quality schools. The solution is to give parents choice and make the schools accountable to them as customers.

· The problems of the educational system are caused by teachers and schools that are not accountable for performance. The solution is to find and implement the means to call them to account. 

· The problems of the educational system are caused by the cumulative impact of racism, poverty, and economic inequality. The performance of the educational system cannot be improved until these underlying social conditions are changed. 
· The problems of the educational system could be solved if we could get all schools to do what we know can work, or can increase the rate of innovation in educational practices across the sector. The problem can be solved if we fixed the process of innovation and diffusion in the sector. 

66) Such ideas, functioning as narratives about the K-12 system that circulate through society, serve simultaneously as objective accounts of the world we face, as ways we can find kindred spirits with whom we can work, as rallying cries for public action, and as guides for the development of technical operational solutions to our problems. They help to organize both conversation and action.  As such, the ideas are sometimes as important as structural positions, since consciously or not, they often tend to guide the actions of those holding structural positions in the K-12 sector.  
Governing and Operating the System (VII): Educational Sector Entrepreneurship

67) From the position of any particular person in a given position in this complex system, they can begin to think about exercising influence in the following ways.

· First, they can assess the strength of their own particular position in the system, and how much discretion they seem to have to push the system in one direction rather than another, and at what scale they can operate. One might be tempted to imagine that the higher one stood in the hierarchy of formal positions in the K-12 sector, the more leverage one might have: that school principals have more leverage than teachers, that school superintendants have more leverage than principals, that state education authorizes have more leverage than school superintendants, and that the Secretary of the Federal Department of Education has the most leverage of all. But what this view fails to take into account is that the higher one goes in the system, the more one is encumbered by existing, well structured systems of  accountability that tend to lock one into acting to support things as they now are. Further, the value of the direct authority that seems to come with these higher level positions in actually influencing what happens “below” is often very modest. It is not easy for federal or state authorities to exert great influence on local school boards legally created and financed by elements of local government. Compared with this, the potential influence that a teacher with a strong new pedagogy that could be spread via technology across many schools, or a community organizer who can figure out how to bring parental pressure to bear on many local school districts, or new union leader who has a better idea about how to structure a labor contract may have much more potential influence than those in hierarchical positions. They are the “free radicals” circulating in the complex system looking for opportunities to make a difference. 

· Second, they can give a close look at the performance of the system, and see where disappointing performance is generating discomfort with the operations of the current system, or where new opportunities for improvement are being created that are not yet fully exploited. These festering problems or fresh opportunities represent the places where forces for change might be mobilized, and new answers found. Note that this search could be carried on by those in position inside the existing system or outside. The problem for those inside the system is that it is hard for them to point to problems and failures in the system they are currently operating, or to persuade their colleagues that an important, previously unknown opportunity is at hand without seeming to be disloyal to the enterprise they lead. The problem for those outside the system is that it is hard for them to persuade those inside the system that their ideas should be taken seriously. 

· Third, they can identify some structural targets that might give them leverage in producing their desired result – some position that holds authority and assets that could be used for their purposes, but is not now doing so. The challenge, then, is to persuade that structural target that they should use their authority and money to change what is being produced. 

· Fourth, they can identify some social forces and pressures at play that will help them persuade those in structural positions where key authorizations and assets lie, and align themselves with those forces. 

· Fifth, they can seek to produce social forces favorable to their cause by gathering information about conditions that are contrary to those that many individuals want or think appropriate, and generate public interest and deliberation about those conditions.

· Sixth, they can invent and offer plausible solutions or lines of action that could improve the material conditions that seem noxious. 

68) Note that what is being described here is entrepreneurial action. But it is entrepreneurial action that is being carried out by individuals in many different positions in the K-12 system. And, it is entrepreneurial action that is operating simultaneously on the political mobilization and the development of new methods for achieving socially valuable results. 

69) In the end, the governance of the system depends not only on broad social structures and processes, but also on how individuals occupying particular positions in the K-12 system choose to use those positions. There is much that is encumbered and difficult, but nothing that is pre-destined.

� Think of following examples of special public concern: school lunch program, school violence, use of schools for doing health screening, etc.


� This is not strictly true. Individuals can and do volunteer money to the government. Individuals also can and do put money into the public sphere where it is both exempt from taxation, but governed by the public purposes that individuals attach to it.


� The role of the public – or different publics – in valuing the educational system is one of the things that makes this sector different from a market in which the principal arbiter of the value that is being produced is the individual customer with both desires and money to spend.


� Concerns about justice and fairness can attach to all the following questions: what should be the proper role of government in organizing an educational system for the society; to the degree that the educational system is publicly supported, what would constitute and fair and just allocation of public assets in the system; to what extent is the school system of a country helping to achieve a good and just society.
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