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The Functional Core of the K-12 Educational Sector
1) At its 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 (or 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 the first instance in the huge diversity of school-aged children who must be accommodated within the system. It consists in the second instance in the variety of different kinds of institutional settings and providers that provide the educational services.

K-12 Education as a Public Production System Designed to Ensure Social Outcomes
3) For most of our history, we have viewed the K-12 Education system as a kind of “public production system.” On this view, society as a whole has committed itself to the task of educating its children. It uses the instrumentalities of the state – both its money and its authority -- to achieve the desired results. 

4) Indeed, society’s commitment to education is so strong that it has engaged the authority of the state to shape both the overall level and the distribution of educational services. On one hand, the state protects the rights of school aged children (and their parents and caretakers) to educational opportunity. When a child’s rights to education are not being met, and a complaint is made, the state will intervene to ensure that the child’s rights to education are protected. (Compare with health care, economic opportunity, or abuse and neglect) On the other hand, if children, or their parents and caretakers, do not live up to their duty to be educated, the state will step in and require the child to go to school, and the parents to see to it that that duty is realized. Together, this authoritatively established structure of rights and responsibilities strongly influence how much educational service is produced, and who gets it. (They do not, however, determine precisely what the educational results will be. Nor do they precisely determine what sorts of educational opportunities will be available and how they will be distributed.)

5) Presumably, society established these rights and responsibilities at least partly for practical, utilitarian reasons – it thought both individual and collective welfare would be advanced by providing education to children. With education, children could become productive members of society, participating effectively in economic, social, and political life, making the most of their individual lives, and building a base for the future by caring for their own children. 

6) But society committed itself to education also as an ideal of justice. If a free society wanted to claim that the unequal outcomes that emerged were tolerably just, it had to ensure (at least to some degree) that everyone had an equal start in society. In America, that meant an educational opportunity. It was important that the opportunity (and the obligation) be universal and equal. Not only had state legislators established such principals, also state level courts, and even the federal government and the federal court. 

7) Education remains the public service to which society has made the most extensive and enduring commitment. The collective and its interests lie heavily on the financing of the system, as well as its operations. (Large Tax Expenditures for Education) When one concentrates on the role of the society as a whole acting through the agency of the state (the collective) in creating the basic framework of rights and responsibilities for education, one can see it as a kind of administered justice system. In this system, children (and parents) with rights and obligations were met by a publicly financed and administered system designed to fulfill the rights and impose the duties associated with K-12 education. The collective engagement in the system was justified partly by practical concerns for social outcomes, and partly by concerns for the rights and obligations of children and their parents.

8) While this structure of rights, obligations, and state financing significantly shape what happens in the educational system, they do not precisely determine what happens. Individuals could opt out of this collectively financed and produced system, but only if they provided an alternative at private expense. Religious schools, private schools, and home schooling exist alongside the public educational system, and provide parents with alternative ways of both satisfying their own desires to educate their children, and meet their obligations to the wider society. All of these alternatives had to be approved by the state  -- usually through some process of accreditation through which the state insured that the private institutions were meeting the aims of publicly required education. This system of parallel private instruction existed prior to and alongside the existing educational system. 

9) [It was also a system that provided publicly financed opportunities beyond the minimum required level of educational attendance. This included high school education that went beyond the age at which children were required to attend school, opportunities to earn GED’s if one wanted to return to school, and wide access to junior and community colleges, etc.]

10) Although the K-12 educational system was largely public in the sense that its basic structure was established (at least in part) by a set of legal rules and public financing, the system was not a centralized system. The governance, financing, and administration of the K-12 educational system was not located at the level of the national, federal government, nor even at the state level; it was widely de-centralized to local governments – counties, cities, towns and villages. Of course, some of these “local” systems were huge. Others were tiny. 

11) While a significant amount of authority and money was concentrated in local school boards, that authority and the use of the money was made accountable to a great many other actors who had interests in shaping the conduct and the performance of the schools system.

12) One useful way to think about this is that while the system was (largely) a public school system, there was not one public which created the system, and to which it was accountable; there were multiple publics that claimed the right and the duty to govern a portion of the overall public school system. Each city and town had its own system – its own rights to say what would be taught, its own burden to finance, and its own challenges in organizing a local collective agreement about the ends and means of public education. 

13) This structural approach generally reflected an American ideal of local democracy, with all the strengths and weakness such a governance system entails. The strengths include: a) local responsiveness; b) a higher degree of local engagement with the schools; and c) more variety in the system as a whole (useful both for meeting local demands, but also for experimentation with both ends and means of education that might become influential in other areas). Weaknesses include: a) significant variability in what is taught and how (the opposite side of the advantage of experimentation and local responsiveness); b) significant disparities in willingness and capacity of local school systems to finance and otherwise support their local school systems. 

14)  Although the K-12 School system was highly decentralized to local school boards, those boards were not entirely autonomous. Those who wished to serve on school boards generally had to stand for election. Those on the school boards had to negotiate with other elected officials for the taxes and budget that would support their aspirations and fuel their operations. 

15) Administration of the local school systems were constrained by state laws governing personnel, purchasing, and so on.

16) They had to negotiate with unions.  

17) They received funding from different levels of government including state and federal levels. But this funding came with strings attached.  There was a price to be paid for this in terms of increased oversight and regulation. They could receive private voluntary contributions and donations, but that, too, came at a price. (Both charitable and commercially motivated contributions) 

18) They were also vulnerable to court interventions at the federal and local level. 

19) They were in important ways limited to conventional educational technologies due to pressures for accreditation and the pursuit of legitimacy

20) They had to take all comers – they couldn’t decide that some kids were worth educating and others were not. 

21) In sum, they were expressions of local democracy operating within a legal framework established at both the national and state level, and animated primarily by a progressive ideal that sought to separate them from inappropriate political pressures while encouraging them to develop and act on professional values and expertise. The system was controlled by a combination of structured legal rights and responsibilities, political oversight at different levels of government, bureaucratic systems of accountability, and professional training and aspirations. 

22) Viewed from this perspective, it was natural to see the K-12 educational system as primarily a publicly financed and publicly operated governmental system. And it was. 

23) The public features of the system began with the structure of legal rights and duties on individuals. It continued with the duty to of the collective to finance the provision of K-12 educational services. Fully ___ % of the schooling provided to students, and __% of the funding flowed to students through publicly financed, publicly owned, and publicly operated organizations called public schools. All other privately supported educational services – whether parochial religious schools, or privately financed and governed schools, or home-based schooling – had to be accredited by the government. 

24)  It was also natural to have a particular perspective on the performance of the schools. We wanted the schools to be efficient and effective in achieving their core public mission – to educate the kids. We wanted them to be universally accessible. And to the degree possible, we wanted them to be roughly equal in their capacities to educate children, or at least hit a minimum standard. And we wanted the schools to be responsive to local political communities, and their particular enthusiasm for education, and the particular form it would take. 

25) We also viewed the schools in terms of their capacity to solve major social problems ranging from immigration to a faltering economy, to an increasingly disengaged citizenry. It was all part of a large public purpose that was tied up with our desires to be a prosperous, sociable, and just society (while leaving lots of room for different communities to have their ideas about these matters, and for different individuals in those communities to agree or disagree with their local policies. Citizens always had the option to exit the public school system (for a price), but they were not free to ignore the necessity of educating the children. That remained a universal social obligation. 

K-12 Educational Sector as a Market or Industry
26) More recently, we have been urged to analyze the K-12 education sector as a special market or an industry. In this conception, the children (and their caretakers) are viewed as customers who make choices about the particular level and kind of educational services they desire. The schools (and the wider set of educational service providers) are seen as suppliers of educational services. The interaction among them is viewed as a kind of market transaction in which the children and their parents shop for the particular attributes of an educational service that they desire. Their choices, in turn, are assumed to affect the fate of the educational suppliers. The suppliers that can satisfy the demands of parents and children survive and grow. Those that cannot, fall by the way side, or shrink. The competitive pressures to meet the expectations and demands of children and parents provide the incentives that cause the suppliers to keep looking for improved methods of delivering educational services. It is important to distinguish several key features of this particular conception of the educational system from the social production system perspective described above.

27) First is the idea that it is the parents and kids who must be satisfied with the performance of the educational system. This is a key idea, and in many respects, it seems self evident. School should be “all about the kids.” Schools should be “responsive” to (and able to engage) parents and caretakers in the efforts to engage kids. Kids and parents are the main clients and beneficiaries of the K-12 educational sector. That is why they should be seen as and treated as important customers of the educational sector.

28) But it is one thing to say that parents and kids are important to the educational system (which is undeniably true), and quite another to see them as customers (which is a more complicated claim). To describe children and caretakers as customers is to assign to them two specific roles that customers are thought to play in markets. First, that they are the ones who pay for the full cost of the good or service. Second, that from a social point of view, they are the only appropriate arbiters of the value being produced by the educational system.

29) The claim that customers are the appropriate arbiters of the social value of educational services is based partly on a practical reality: if educational suppliers are dependent on educational consumers for the funds they need to sustain their operations, they will perforce have to adapt their operations to meet the demands/values of the customers regardless of whom society thinks should value educational results. 

30) But it is also a philosophical commitment: in markets, it is individual valuations of goods and services that stand in for social valuations. The reason we are content with an industry that produces pet rocks for sale is that individuals are willing to pay for them.

31) To the degree that we recognize that the government is paying much of the bill for K-12 education, and is doing so with a combination of directly appropriated tax dollars and different kinds of tax incentives, the idea that schools are only about what kids and their parents want is undermined at both practical and philosophical levels. Perhaps the government, acting as an agent for the society as a whole, has aims for the K-12 educational system that align closely but not perfectly with the desires of particular parents and kids. Perhaps it gives direct instructions to publicly-financed and operated schools, or attaches strings to contracts it writes with publicly financed by privately managed schools that reflect those particular values the public as a whole wants to see pursued. Perhaps the society as a whole accepts some rights and some responsibility for guiding the education of the population independently of what the particular clients might want. Then, to the individuals who consume or benefit from the services of the K-12 system is added an additional arbiter of value: the society as a whole acting through government to achieve its goals with respect to schooling. 
32) Second is the idea that by allowing individuals to make choices about educational processes and outcomes, and by breaking down the public monopoly on the provision of educational services (as well as its right and obligation to finance the education of children), the K-12 industry will gradually and inevitably become more flexible, efficient, and responsive in pursuing educational results.

33) The idea is that competition will stimulate innovation. It is important to see that innovation generated by competition for student or parental choice could take several different forms. Specialized niches. New processes that work for all kids and all purposes. Automatic mechanism of the market pushes towards innovation not only by allowing new ideas to be offered, and not only by building up the performance of the ideas that are valued, but by taking away resources from firms that are not meeting the demand. 

34) This is all great. And it is true that the image of the school as a social production system did not put as much emphasis on innovation, and relied on different processes to produce the innovation within it. 

35) But one also has to recognize certain weaknesses in the market model of innovation. Get what the customer wants – not what the customer needs or the society wants to see produced. Can use competition to accomplish this. But it is a competitive procurement system, not a market mechanism. Proprietary interests may stimulate innovations, but slow the rate and increase the cost of scaling up the innovation. 

K-12 Education as a Mixed Private/Public, Individual/Collective Social Production System
36) Viewed from a different perspective, however, one can see the K-12 educational sector as a ‘mixed social production system.” In this conception, one can still see the educational sector as consisting of a group of children (and parents) who are the focus of the efforts of the system, and a group of suppliers of educational services on the other. But the interaction between the suppliers of educational services and their clients is seen not just as a market transaction; it is also an engagement whose character determines not only the satisfaction of the children and their parents, but also the degree to which the society is successful in achieving goals it seeks to advance through the operations of the K-12 educational system. What distinguishes the idea of a social production system from the idea of a market is that the society as a whole, acting through the agency of government, shows up as an important actor whose values and assets become important in shaping the character and performance of the sector. (Recall that viewing the K-12 Educational system as a social production system begins with this point of view rather than from the point of view of the individual customers or clients of the education system.)

37) In this conception, society as a whole has its own ideas and aspirations for the performance of the sector that may or may not be particularly aligned with the goals of students or their caretakers. In the parlance of the day, we say that society has “desired social outcomes.” Because society seeks to enable/ensure/produce these desired outcomes, it votes to tax and regulate itself to produce the desired results. It brings both state tax dollars and state authority into efforts to finance, organize and manage the system. Often, it conditions the use of the tax dollars and regulatory authority in ways designed to achieve the objectives the society deems important. The success of the system is measured (at least in part) by the degree to which it is successful in achieving those desired goals through the engagement of children and their parents and caretakers. 

38) One important reason to view the K-12 educational system as a social production system rather than a market is precisely because society as a whole has decided that educational services should not be treated as simply a pure consumer good in which the level and distribution of the services within the population will be determined by the willingness of individuals to pay for it. Society as a whole treats educational services as something special – a kind of service where society as a whole has an interest in influencing the level and distribution of the service that is provided. Economists could justify such a treatment by claiming (accurately, I think) that there are significant external benefits produced by education for individuals and society that are not fully captured by individuals deciding whether and how much education they would like to have. But economists and philosophers could also justify giving education a special treatment because education could be viewed as a special need, or something to which individuals have rights, or that is necessary for the justice enjoyed by a given society.  

39) Whatever the reason, when one views the k-12 system as a social production system, one is essentially creating a new a distinct perspective from which the performance of the system can be evaluated, and a new set of instruments and means that can and will shape the performance of the system. Society as a whole, acting though government, has become an independent arbiter of the value of the system, and a powerful actor giving it a particular shape.

What is at Stake in Seeing the K-12 Education Sector Through These Different Lenses
40) The fight over school choice is at least partly a debate about how society might best view the K-12 educational sector – as a kind of market that is well designed to satisfy the desires of students and their parents by giving them choice over the educational services they receive, or as a kind of social production system in which society as a whole takes on a significant portion of the responsibility for educating children in a way that meets social goals at an acceptable cost.  

41) As such, the debate evokes familiar ideological positions. One contrasts the flexible, high performing, responsive market to the one size fits all, mediocre, and resistant features of a socially engineered social production system. 

42) But it is important at the outset to see that this is a false perspective. The K-12 system has never been and probably never will be a pure market. Nor has it ever been a highly engineered social production system. It has always been and always will be a system that combines elements of markets and politics – national, state and local.

43) What is at stake are two key related issues. First, who gets to be the arbiter of value. And the answer is always going to be a mix of both. Second, who provides the assets deployed in the educational system. The answer is going to be both. As long as public dollars are involved in education, the collective will make a claim as to the public value to be produced. As long as the public thinks it has a stake in the performance of the educational system, public money and authority will be part of the system.

44) How Innovation Occurs 

45) So, the choice is not between markets and government, but how to create a high performing K-12 system in what is likely to remain a market that is heavily dominated by government, and therefore takes on some of the properties of a social production system. The market features of the system are introduced as features that can help improve the performance of what importantly remains a system that has to be evaluated and managed as though it were a social production system designed to achieve social goals as well as a market system designed to achieve individual goals.

46) Arbiters of value will be both individual clients and the collective; the collective includes not only the clients, but also taxpayers and citizens.

47) Goals will include satisfying individual parents and students, but also achieving desired social outcomes – including the protection of rights, success in promoting equal opportunity, etc. 

48) Financing will remain largely through the use of taxation. That is what gives citizens, taxpayers, elected representatives and the publics they form the right and the practical power to act as an important arbiter of value. But the private option will remain. And, increasingly, expenditures of public funds may be guided by individual valuations if not through explicit voucher systems, then through public financing systems that allow dollars to follow students, and students and their parents to choose among schools. 

49) Innovation will continue to occur in complex processes: some within government agencies, some in nonprofit organizations, some in for profit entitites. Mechanisms that will discriminate and scale up will continue to be of many different types. Homeostatic forces will remain pretty powerful, but with room to innovate. Not so different from private markets.

K-12 Education as a Government Dominated Market
50) Viewed from another perspective, we can see this as a “government dominated market” in which individuals operating on both the supply side and the demand side make choices. On the demand side, choices get made about what is valued in education. On the supply side, choices get made about what particular products and services to offer. 

51) Government is influential in this market because it operates on both the supply and the demand side. On the demand side, government uses its authority to require parents and students to obtain an education. Each generation is drafted into a publicly mandated educational program. Education is considered both a right and an obligation. Also on the demand side, government taxes pay for more than ___% of the final output of the sector ( ___% paid by parents to private schools above and beyond the taxes they pay for other parents’ children, ___% provided directly by parents through home schooling). Government is influential on the supply side through processes of accreditation and standard setting – not only for publicly financed schools, but also for privately financed schools. 

52) Government does not operate as a monolith in this social production system or government dominated market, however. Effective authority over K-12 Schooling is distributed across levels of government. Each level of government provides some funding, and makes some claims on the performance of the K-12 system. It is also distributed across branches of government. Both legislatures and courts  can be roused to make authoritative and influential claims on how educational efforts are made, and public educational resources spent. 

53) The influence of government at all levels implies that there is no small amount of politics associated with the management of the system as a whole, and its individual component parts. This is inevitably true in a liberal democratic state – particularly one as committed to federalism and localism as the United States. Political communities of various sizes and interests form to make and adjudicate claims on the system. 

54) Because public dollars and public authority are used extensively in shaping the K-12 system, and because the public as a whole feels entitled to call the system to account, the individual voices of clients is often muted. They lack the power they would have in a market where their decisions to remain loyal or exit are fundamental to the success of suppliers. They are limited to the use of voice in political processes. And, to many, while this may create the conditions required for a democratically controlled system, it does not create the conditions needed to produce efficient and effective schooling. The voice of the ultimate consumer is weak. The voice of individuals with special needs is weak. The competitive pressures that might cause supplying organizations to develop innovative programs for special segments, or that represent a better way to educate all students get lost. 

55) In recent years, reform efforts have been made designed to increase the relative power of the individual clients of the K-12 school system. This includes vouchers. But it also includes any system in which public dollars follow the choices made by parents and students. Therefore, the introduction of charter schools has given parents increased power among all those who would like to be able to define and insist on particular dimensions of value in the production of schooling. 

56) Even with these reforms, as long as public financing remains an important part of the system, and as long as public accreditation is used, collectives will remain as competing sources of value arbitration in the educational system.

57) In the remainder of this note, we will feel authorized to move back and forth among these different perspectives – seeing the K-12 system as an important social production system structured, financed, and designed through the collective processes of government to create a good and just society on one hand, and as an industry or market in which suppliers search for generally better or more particularly responsive methods of educating children, and compete for resources and the custom of children, and their parents and caretakers. We will continue to note that the performance of the system or the industry can be judged from at least two different vantage points – that of the collective in whose name the school system operates, and that provides many of the resources used by the system (even when there are many different collectives) on one hand, and the individual clients who use the system on the other. We will assume that the social goal of achieving some kind of justice and fairness both in the way that the educational system operates, and in the results it achieves will continue to be important.We will assume that the performance of the system can be improved by the development of superior means for educating children, and that sometimes this will take the form of increasing the variety of services that are offered so that they can be tailored to individuals (both to make each individual happier with the service, and better able to use the service to achieve the desired social outcomes), but also from finding new, robust educational methods that turn out to be helpful not just for niche markets, but for the entire spectrum of children to be served in this sector. We will be concerned about where an how innovation occurs in the system, and what processes will result in the development and selection of superior educational technologies. In short, we will try to develop a perspective that cuts through the different ideologies that have recently governed our thinking, and sees clearly and comprehensively what is at stake in the organization and operations of the K-12 educational system, and what might be done to improve it.

