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Preamble: This polemical essay proffers four positions:

· Evolving complexity presently renders education finance policy and education policy generally one in the same.  There is no longer a separate disciplinary field or policy specialty of education finance.

· The United States has a reasonably clear K-12 schooling objective, students’ elevated academic performance.  However, it presently has no clear, consistent, comprehensive, or coordinated policy means for achieving this objective.

· The United States has not financially shortchanged K-12 education resources are and long have been plentiful.  

· It is possible through concerted collective effort to construct a strategy for aligning resources with the objective of enhanced student performance and thereby having a reasonable chance of improving American education.

A Modern Parable

Once there existed a powerful, well-intentioned, and wealthy nation.  The people and their representatives decided that the nation’s children should learn more in school. In order to achieve this goal, for fifty years the nation continually spent more money on its schools, employed more people to work in the schools, and strove mightily to ensure that these resources were equitably distributed to all schools and all children. The nation even provided more money to schools that educated disabled children or children of poor parents and from poor neighborhoods.  The nation also experimented with multiple means for making its schools more effective.  Alas, little of this national effort seemed successful.  Student achievement in mathematics and reading did not change much, and the gap between middle class and poor children persisted.  What was the powerful and wealthy nation to do?

I.  Introduction

During the past half century, America’s education finance policy has been bifurcated, blurred, blunted and bloated.  Moreover, since education finance policy is now virtually the same as education policy generally, American K-12 education policy suffers from the same lack of purpose. Legislative and executive branch school improvement initiatives comprise a crazy quilt of policy options, seldom possessed of a clear focus or representative of a balanced portfolio of reform ideas. A judicial preoccupation with equity has done little to enhance education effectiveness and has bled both policy system energy and financial resources away from crucial issues of school improvement. Given the sustained post World War II escalation in education spending, and the long stagnant nature of U.S. academic achievement, a refocusing of policy appears in order. 

II.  Historical Perspective

The overwhelming contemporary issue facing education finance is arraying resources so as to propel pupil performance.  However, for a half-century, since the 1960’s, the nation’s policy system components have been splintered and confused in their pursuit of school effectiveness.  Since the 1983 release of A Nation at Risk, much of state education reform, and most of federal education policy, has been directed at elevating student achievement.  However, state, local, and federal reform portfolios have been unbalanced in favor of a single unproven notion that standards and various kinds of curriculum, instructional and testing alignment will elevate academic achievement.  Other potential powerful reform strategies such as competition and greater reliance upon market motivations have been given short shrift.  Moreover, regardless of the education reform strategy or strategies involved, there is little by way of a systematic effort to appraise effectiveness and, therefore little ability to learn for the future and to undertake mid-course corrections.  Finally, the quest for added pupil performance often has been subordinated to a fifty-year long crusade for resource parity.  This oft times self-serving equity campaign has done little to improve schools and has served as a policy system distraction.  The distraction has been reinforced and rendered persistent by the dominant intervention of the judiciary.

A retrospective view of United States education finance over the past half-century, 1960 to the present, reveals the following significant conditions.

· Per pupil expenditures have consistently risen, substantially exceeding costs of living increases.

· Added expenditures have purchased added personnel, not added pupil performance

· State courts have insinuated themselves into the conventional legislative and executive branch policy initiation role, have strongly influenced education finance distribution, and have blunted efforts to elevate achievement.

· State and federal education reform efforts have contributed to a distorted reform agenda, one that privileges a narrow set of technical ideas regarding learning standards, curriculum alignment, and testing at the expense of more venturesome ideas involving market forces such as competition and performance incentives.

· The half-century-long nationwide quest for school finance equality was a consequence of a calculated post World War II reform activist public policy and media facilitated campaign. 
· No comparably orchestrated nor comfortably funded education policy effort has been undertaken on behalf of a coherent policy aimed at creating a full portfolio of reforms or constructing a systematic means of learning from reform experimentation
America’s Trajectory of Sustained Added Spending on K-12 Schools

Individual states are responsible for the statutory provision, combining state and locally generated revenues, of more than 90 percent of the operating funds for America’s public schools.  Federal funds comprise the overwhelming majority of the remainder.  (See Figure One below.)  These funds amount to more than $3.3 billion each school day
.  On a daily operating basis, this exceeds the U.S. defense budget.

Figure One: U.S. Educational Revenue by Source 1930-2005
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Following Figures 2 through 4 display various facets of nationwide K-12 spending over the past century
.  All figures control for inflation.

Figure Two: Adjusted Per Pupil Expenditure 1899-2003
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From Figure Two above one can see that, even keeping dollars constant, the past century has been a period of almost never ending upward per pupil spending.  The following graphic, Figure Three, reveals that this ascending pattern is not restricted to any particular kind of district.  All districts, rural urban, and suburban, have been spending more money.  

What is evident from the following Figure Four is that the rate of spending increase has particularly accelerated over the past twenty years. 

The added amounts of money for schools have, principally, been used to purchase more labor.  Figure Five below displays the ever larger number of employees for America’s public schools.  Whereas virtually every other economic sector, e.g., manufacturing, communication, finance, agriculture, and retail, has been substituting capital for labor, America’s schools have been operating in the opposite direction.  
Figure Three: Per Pupil Expenditures by Community Type
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Figure Four: Per Student Expenditure 1969-2003 
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Figure Five: Trends in Classroom/Non Classroom Positions Compared to Student Enrollment (1980-2002)

What has the Nation Purchased with its Added K-12 Funding?

The easy answer is that America’s school districts have purchased more labor and paid existing labor more.

Teacher salaries have increased by 26 percent, from a constant dollar $38,665 in 1962 to $48,165 to 2004.   (See Figure Six.)  In addition, teacher pensions and other fringe benefits appear steadily to have increased
.

Twelve years ago, 1995, Rothstein and Miles found that much of the increase in school spending was attributable to added school service features such as the admission of handicapped students to regular schools and classrooms, the serving of meals in school cafeterias, and the transport of pupils
.  

More recently, in addition to some additional services, added school resources have been translated into added numbers of teachers and other employees.  The mean teacher-pupil ratio has dropped from 23 students for each teacher thirty-seven years ago to approximately 15 students per teacher today.  

If one posits that smaller classes advantage students and contribute to higher levels of academic achievement, then the added spending is useful.  However, the evidence supporting such a proposition is unusually thin, and, under the best of circumstances, supports higher academic achievement gains from lower class sizes only in the primary grades
.  No reliable evidence supports such a position at the upper grade levels. 

Figure Six: National Average Teacher Salary 1962-2004
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Figure Seven: National Average Teacher/Pupil Ratio - 1970-2002
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What Has Been the Return on This Sustained Investment?

What has the nation received in return from its sustained trajectory of more resources for public school?

If one chooses to measure the consequences of spending increases in terms of pupil performance, at the very best, the picture is mixed.  The only reliable measure of pupil achievement, available since 1966, is the National Assessment of Education Progress (NAEP).  This examination routinely appraises the performance of a national sample of fourth and eighth grade students in reading and mathematics. Figure Eight below displays mathematics results for nine, thirteen, and seventeen year olds for the years from 1973 until 2004.  Here one can see some gains.  Seventeen year olds’ scores have increased only three points over the two decades, from 301 to 304.  However, nine year olds scores increased from 219 to 241, some 22 points. This is approximately a one percent gain in each year over twenty years.  During this same period, in constant dollars, school spending averaged a 4 percent gain each year.

Figure Eight: Average Mathematics Scores (9, 13, and 17 yr olds)  1973 – 2004 
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Data in Figure Eight above are from a national probabilty sample of all United States students.  What about the achievement of subgroups within the overall population?  Often a major concern among policy makers is for narrowing the test score differences between white and minority students.  If overall achievement was steady, but there were major gains by minority students then perhaps the added expenditures were justified.

On this topic the following summary quote by prominent researcher Andrew C Porter is informative.  In a recent article from the University of Pennsylvania Graduate School of Education, entitled “Rethinking the Achievement Gap,
 Porter comments as follows:


Consider just reading performance among nine year olds from the year 1971 to 
1999.  The achievement gap did narrow over this period of time into the 1980’, 
some progress was made, but from that point on, the gap stabilized.  The situation 
is basically similar for mathematics and not so very different for science. 

Porter proceeds to point out that not all states are the same when it comes to majority achievement differences.  For example, he specifies that in Maine, the achievement gap is but a third of a stand deviation whereas in Wisconsin and Connecticut the gap is much larger, approximating a full standard deviation.  An informed reader will immediately recognize that more effective Maine is a low spending state and less successful Wisconsin and Connecticut are high spending states.  

While NAEP is standardized across the national sample, each state is, nevertheless, free to set its own learning goals, establish its own state testing scheme, and set its own targets for measuring proficient.  Figure Nine below displays the gap in percent of students scoring proficient by state standards relative to national standards. Apparently, one means by which states continually can justify increases in school spending is by proclaiming increases in student achievement.  The comparisons of percent students proficient by state measures with those specified as proficient by NAEP standards suggests that state claims of productivity are often vastly overstated. 

Figure Nine: State and National Proficiency Score Comparisons 
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Following Figure Ten reveals that although the average mathematics score of U.S. fourth-graders was 518 in both 1995 and 2003, the standing of the U.S. students relative to their peers in 14 other nations was lower in 2003 than in 1995.  For example, in 1995, U.S. fourth-grade students were statistically outperformed in mathematics by peers in 4 nations and outperformed peers in 9 nations.  In 2003, however, U.S. fourth-grade students were statistically outperformed in mathematics by peers in 7 nations and only outperformed peers in 7 nations. 

Figure Ten:  International Comparison of Avg. 4th Grade Math Scores (1995 & 2003) 
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III.  Sliding Sideways and Losing Momentum to Judicial Concerns for Equity and “Adequacy”

The nation’s most dramatic departure from convention in American school finance policy occurred during the 1960’s, and has continued for fifty years thereafter.  This is the forceful emergence of the judiciary as a finance policy-setting agency.  Initial post World War II equal protection court cases concentrated on what a National Research Council report labeled “Equity I”
, inter-district, intrastate, difference in school district property wealth and related differences in per pupil revenue generating capacity.  Second generation cases, so-called “Equity II” cases, beginning in 1989 were thereafter filed in parallel with the inter-district revenue capacity issues and continue to be filed to this day.  Equity II cases, dealing with issues of adequate financing, invite the court to concentrate on a different question, not whether resources are equitably accessible to school districts but whether available resources are adequate to accomplish specified purposes.  The latter issue demands a far more complicated level of proof than the former.  

Equity I cases, concentrating upon differences in wealth and spending between districts in a state seemed to be justified morally and legally.  These cases have, generally, been resolved favorably for plaintiffs.  Equity II cases, those dealing with adequacy issues, appear to have distracted state policy systems from important issues regarding school effectiveness.  Adequacy cases are increasingly being decided in favor of defendants and plaintiffs eventually may be discouraged regarding the filing of such cases it the future.

The Successful Pursuit of Distributional Equity, Equity I

Near the beginning of the 20th Century, Ellwood Patterson Cubberley began to write scholarly pieces about the need to equalize the capacity of local school districts to generate revenue.   Inequities were a function of unequal distributions of property wealth, and the more numerous and geographically small a state’s school districts, the greater the probability that property wealth was ill distributed among them.  Cubberley, and colleagues, were persuasive, and legislators for two decades thereafter began to enact equalization provisions.  

These plans, usually so-called “Foundation Plans,” were widely enacted during the first quarter of the 20th century, Their existence ensured that districts had equal access, at comparable property tax rates, to local property wealth, at least up to a per pupil spending threshold that the state defined as a “Minimal Foundation.”  If a district’s property tax base was insufficient to generate the state specified foundation dollar amount, at the tax rate the state established, then the deficit was subvented to the district as a state financial subsidy. 

Presumably a minimal foundation was the dollar level needed to ensure that students learned what was expected of them. However, the minimal Foundation, more often than not, was a function of the status and solvency of the state treasury and was seldom an actual calculation of what was needed to educate a child.  Still, Foundation Plans achieved a far greater degree of resource equality than the ex ante condition.

Even following state enactment of Foundation Plans, spending and resources inequalities remained.  However, the Great Depression and World War II deflected the nation’s attention away from schooling matters.  Thus, it was in the post World War II Civil Rights era that scholars rediscovered the inequalities that permeated school finance.  Indeed, in the intervening quarter century encompassing fiscal duress and warfare, the disparities in local property wealth had been exacerbated and now local school district spending differences were wider than ever.

In the 1960s, two scholarly groups became personally aware of the spending disparities and, separately, each constructed a legal theory to challenge the constitutionality of state school finance plans.  Each theory was published in a prominent volume:  Coons, Clune, and Sugarman authored Private Wealth and Public Education
.  Arthur Wise published Rich Schools Poor Schools
.  These two books, written in isolation of one another, constructed a similar constitutional argument based upon the “Equal Protection Clause” of the U.S. Constitution’s Fourteenth Amendment.  These legal arguments became the basis for what emerged throughout the remainder of the 20th century as the largest judicial intervention in American education policy, short of Brown v. Board of Education and racial desegregation.

There were many ups and downs in the history of the equal protection legal movement.  In 1983, the United States Supreme Court entered the fray with its decision in Rodriquez v. San Antonio, a narrowly decided decision that threatened to halt the entire finance reform movement by its negation of a Texas ruling favoring plaintiffs.  However, proponents of education finance reform, thereafter, relied upon state constitutional provisions to circumvent the federal precedent, and the equal protection suits persisted, often triumphed, in court.  Among these decisions are famous landmarks for plaintiffs such as Serrano v. Priest in California, Robinson v. Cahill in New Jersey, Seattle v. Washington, and Rose v. Kentucky.  

Equity I cases were, at least in retrospect, relatively simple. There were wealth disparities, often these were substantial disparities, among local school districts.  Indeed, in Texas prior to subsequent litigation, the highest spending school district spent 25 times more money per pupil than the lowest spending low wealth district. When suits were filed and trials were initiated, the evidence consisted of school finance experts explaining to the court that state foundation plans equalized only to a specific dollar level, thereafter, local wealth variations penetrated the arrangement, and herein was the crux of the disparity. In addition to expert testimony, it was possible to employ a wide range of statistical procedures to measure and display the degree of inequality.  Robert Berne and Leanne Stiefel
 authored what came to be the authoritative reference providing various definitions of equality and sophisticated statistical means for measuring degrees of inequality. 

The Equity I remedy sought was often simple as well.  The courts were asked to require the legislature to eliminate the inequity.  That almost always required higher levels of state funding.  No one really wanted to take money away from high spending districts.  Leveling up low spending districts was, thus, the usual remedy.  In addition, however, some states moved to restrict the ability of high wealth districts to spend at their previous luxurious levels.  In effect, their local control was compromised.  The worst conflict of all, however, resulted when courts, or legislature, in search of a remedy, required that some high spending districts forego their expensive programs and forfeit some of their money to low wealth districts.  These recapture and redistribution decisions were legendary for the conflict they triggered in Texas.

By the mid-1990’s equal protection trials had taken place in more than half the states. In most of these, plaintiffs prevailed.  The cumulative result was a substantially greater level of inter-district spending equality than had ever existed in the nation’s history.  Indeed, Murray, Evans and Schwab, after applying virtually all of the Berne and Stieffel equity measures and relying upon sophisticated econometric analyses, reported that the principal inequalities existed among, no longer within, states
. To be a school child in Mississippi, Louisiana, Alabama, or New Mexico, all other things being equal, is not to have access to the same levels of school funding as in Connecticut, New Jersey, or New York.  Indeed, New Jersey, the nation’s highest per pupil spending state, allocates twice what Mississippi is able to generate, a huge difference even when accounting for differences in living costs between the two locations. 

Given the mobility of America’s population, the need for national learning standards, significant inter-state inequities are unjustified. The total costs to mitigate such disparities would not be great and the regulatory and distribution mechanisms by which such could happen are easy to envision.  Indeed, there may even be a constitutional interpretation that facilitates a federal government action to mitigate inter-state revenue disparities
.

There is one remaining spending inequality intra-district inequality.  In many large cities, senior teachers enjoy transfer privileges that they can exercise unilaterally.  When senior teachers congregate in a select few schools, this condition can easily generate substantial per pupil spending inequalities within a school district. These inequalities can exceed inter-district disparities.  However, here again, the technical means for eliminating these inequalities are simple.  The principal obstruction is political. 

B.  Dysfunctional Judicial Efforts to Define and Attain “Adequacy.”

In the late 1980’s and throughout the 1990’s, state legislatures acted upon federal government inducements and admonishments to adopt specific learning students for students.  Thus, for the first time in American history, standardized tests could be constructed and administered that actually measured that which a state specified was important for a public school student to be able to know and to do.  

In part, state learning standards were operational.  That is they were intended as an integral component of an accountability system.  If tests could be constructed to measure progress toward specific standards, then it became easier to hold school districts and schools responsible for children’s learning.  In part, however, the learning goals were aspirational.  Legislators assuredly did not believe that every student would learn everything connected with mathematics, reading, science etc.  The learning standards were guides, not mandates.

Children’s advocates, equal protection plaintiff attorneys, professional educators of all stripes, and social activists quickly seized upon state learning standards as a means to leverage added revenues for schools.  The logic was simple.  If the state specified that Johnny and Suzy had to learn “X,” then it only made sense, and constitutional sense at that, to ensure that Johnny and Suzy had sufficient resources to learn “X.”  However, whereas the logic is simple, the research challenges are daunting.  No one knows what it takes for Johnny and Suzy to learn anything.  Plaintiff attorneys attempted to demonstrate that low achievement, particularly among English Language Learning (ELL), handicapped, or minority students, was ipso facto evidence of districts possessing insufficient financial resources.  However, judges came to understand that if student academic achievement was to be the definition of “adequate,” then there just might not be sufficient resources in the entire world to ensure that all children performed to a high standard on tests.  Courts increasingly have been unwilling to define opportunity as test scores.  Consequently, after enjoying early success in states such as Kentucky, New York, and Wyoming, courts have now begun to have second thoughts and adequacy, as an argument may have diminished attractiveness for plaintiffs
. 

The adequacy movement, Equity II, thus, may be on its last legal legs.  If so, its distractive capacity will be diminished.  However, if it survives as a legal cause it could continue to have two kinds of deleterious effects. First, if legislatures see themselves as responsible for funding aspirations, then they will either render learning specifications vague, in which case accountability is eroded, or they will lower standards, in which case learning suffers.  Either way, school effectiveness is damaged.  This is not even to mention the millions of dollars that defendants routinely spend in defending the state against such lawsuits.
IV.  An Unbalanced and Unmeasured National Education Reform Portfolio

The United States has been actively engaged in education reform for a quarter of a century, since the 1983 publication of A Nation At Risk.  However, the reform effort has been lacking on two crucial dimensions.  First, the portfolio of reform strategies is badly slanted away from market force.  Second, there is little by way of a systematic effort to appraise the consequence of reforms and, thus little by way of an ability to profit from failure, to learn from successes, or to undertake midcourse corrections. 
A. “A Nation At Risk:” The Mother of all Modern American Education Reform

It is difficult to imagine that a slender government publication, A Nation At Risk, a document that was badly flawed analytically, could accomplish so much good in its wake.  The central message in this Reagan era document was that American school achievement had fallen so low as to jeopardize the nation’s economic wellbeing.  The publication presented no persuasive evidence that American achievement had fallen from a prior point. Moreover, it provided no empirical research regarding a direct link between national economic wellbeing and student academic achievement. 

B.  Elevated Expectations and Low Hanging Fruit. 

Whatever its deficiencies, A Nation at Risk ignited a firestorm of education reform activity.   State after state moved to upgrade high school graduation requirements, colleges elevated admission standards.  School districts eliminated electives and insisted on more rigorous programs of study in order for students to graduate.  Testing was ramped up steeply. Textbooks were accused of having been dumbed down and, thus, were made more rigorous.  Homework came back in favor.  The school year was lengthened and the school day was extended.  Physical Education was removed as a state required subject.  On and on the reforms proceeded.  Virtually no low hanging reform fruit was left unharvested.

C. “Alignment:” The Silver Bullet in the Privileged Portfolio

A Nation at Risk’s beneficial effects still can be felt.  It is not difficult, for example, to trace the lineage of No Child Left Behind to A Nation at Risk.  Still, by the late 1980’s it was becoming evident that student academic achievement was not responding to quick fixes.  A new theory of education reform was advanced, and quickly adopted.  The new explanation for lack of school productivity was the misalignment of instructional components
. 

The article by Marshall Smith and Jennifer O’Day flashed around the education world every bit as fast as A Nation At Risk.  To be sure it did not attract the massive attention of the popular media, and most members of the general public never knew of its existence.  However, for professional educators, Smith and O’Day quickly assumed biblical significance.  Their message was simple, but their effect was huge.  What these two scholars suggested, while beguilingly simple, explained much.  If students were not learning sufficiently then, perhaps schools were not instructing effectively.  For schools to be effective instructional engines it altogether made sense that what teachers taught, what curriculum guides contained, what subjects schools offered, what standards administrators involved, what textbooks contained, what homework underscored, and what state teacher certification required, and what schools of education promulgated for teachers should all be consistent and aligned with what state and district subject matter tests measured. 

The O’Day and Smith hypothesis led to a flurry of federal, state, and local school district activity.  New textbooks were commissioned, new curriculum guides were written, new teacher training requirements were created, and ever more sophisticated means were constructed for measuring the degree to which alignment existed.
 Also, alignment was attractive to those who desired accountability because it made clear that there were standards and objective measures against which the effectiveness of a school could be judged.  Of course, there was nothing in the alignment strategy that specified consequences for school where everything was aligned, but students still did not learn.  Had such consequences been included, it is unlikely that alignment would have been the attractive reform magnet that it was.

The Clinton administration climbed aboard the alignment bandwagon.  Marshall Smith became the Deputy Secretary of the Department of Education.  Legislation was enacted establishing a National Goals Panel to which states submitted their learning objectives for federal approval.  If states could just get the goals correct, and if there were sufficient alignment of all the instructional components with those goals, then, voila’, student achievement would be elevated.  The Elementary and Secondary Education Act was amended to encourage schools receiving aid for low-income students to adopt “Whole School Programs.”  Added federal legislation was enacted providing school districts with Comprehensive School Reform (CSR) funding.  The notion here was that it took a village at least a village inside of a school, to ensure that students learned
.  Of course, all the parts of the village had to act in consort.  All the parts had to be aligned. 

D. Slighted Strategies

There was much about alignment that was, and still, is attractive.  It is a most logical way of viewing the operational and instructional world of schooling.   However, alignment as a panacea is deficient.  It assumes that schools are filled with adults who, if schooling components were simply all lined up correctly, would be eager to teach and eager to learn how to teach more effectively.  Alignment had little to say about motivation. It is this oversight that attest to the unbalanced nature of the reform portfolio.  Where are performance incentives?  Where are the consequences for consistent poor performance?


Markets and Incentives.  Under current conditions in American public education, if students do not perform well, or if parents are dissatisfied, there are limited options.  Few teachers or administrators lose their jobs due to underperforming or under chosen public schools.  Thus, there is a question as to whether greater amounts of competition might act as an incentive for educators to strive more to gain elevated achievement and parent satisfaction, After all, if a private school is not chosen by households, it runs the risk of going out of business and its employees run the risk of losing their jobs.

To some degree, the United States has experimented with a greater amount of privatization in public schools.  This is the charter school movement, and it now appears that about five percent of America’s public school stock is comprised of charter schools.  However, this is hardly sufficient competition to test whether or not parents can shape a new system by voting with their feet.  The number of voucher plans in the play in the United States is smaller by far, and certainly is not now capable of injecting significant competition into the system

Any balanced reform portfolio would allocate substantially greater resources and effort toward the development and appraisal of a competitive sector to determine if competition had a chance of elevating student performance and parental satisfaction.

Performance incentives also represent an insufficiently tried instrument for possibly enhancing the effectiveness of schools.  States have the led the way, notably Florida and Texas, in designing and attempting to evaluate performance incentives for teachers.  The federal government supports several experiments on performance pay, and that is to be applauded.  Congress enacted the Teacher Incentive Fund (TIF), authorizing thirty-four pay for performance projects in school districts and charter schools throughout the United States.  However, this federal effort is unusually politicized, has not been undertaken systematically, and is already known to have triggered several thoughtless and ill conceived operations that are more likely to give performance pay a bad name rather than advance the game.


Research and Development.  Even if the nation’s education reform portfolio were rendered more complete by the inclusion of market competition and incentives, it would be unlikely that the policy community would learn a great deal.  Systematic efforts to appraise outcomes and undertake rigorous empirical inquiry regarding education reform are badly under funded.  A bare bones Research and Development effort would utilize one percent of operating funds to conduct research.  In American education this would translate to $3.3 billion annually.  Including every possible combination of federal and philanthropic foundation research funding maximally generates one tenth of that amount.  If funding for the National Assessment of Education Progress (NAEP) is removed from this calculation, then R&D funding is about $200 million, or approximately .006 of operating costs.
V. Absence of a National Vision and a National Strategy

The helter skelter higgly piggly nature of United States education finance and United States education policy is generally accepted.  It is frequently described, often lamented, and just as frequently accepted as a fait d’ accompli. 

Centrifugal Forces: Decentralization and Technical Uncertainty

The crazy quilt policy landscape is conventionally attributed to the vastly decentralized nature of our education policy-making machinery.  Federal, state, and local authorities all have much to say in the shaping of schools, and special interest groups operate across all levels with powerful means for insinuating their often self-serving agendas into the policy making broth.   The booming buzzing confusion is made all the more confusing by the absence of empirical research findings that could comprise a technical base for which to construct productive education policy.  Hence, it is understandable that courts wander into impenetrable evidentiary thickets related to adequacy, and policy makers grasp at brass rings and silver bullets such as alignment, whole school reform, scripted instruction, scientific management, reading recovery, phrenology, or any one of hundreds of other short lived or low performing fads.  There appears to be little by way of a beacon providing guidance on the proper direction for the nation when it comes to education. Conversely, the initial impression is that education policy is a function of a giant centrifuge forcefully propelling all to the periphery where it is subject to little coordination and accountability.

Centripetal Forces: What to do When You do not Know What to do

However, all is not bleak.  There are, few to be sure, but nevertheless positive instances of national movements that have born productive practical and policy fruit. For example, the National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP) has existed for forty years and without it the nation would have few if any means for measuring academic progress or the lack thereof.  There are national examinations applicable to college admission, the SAT and ACT.  Nationally distributed textbooks contribute to a greater commonality in the school curriculum than is frequently acknowledged.  Models for teacher training and licensing, rightly or wrongly, are generally common across states. There is a National Board of Professional Teacher Standards (NBPTS). Also, education finance mechanisms display remarkable commonality.  The point here is not to argue the merits of any particular common dimension or national element but, rather, to emphasize that there are centripetal forces than can be harnessed in pursuit of significant policy objectives. 

For reasons explained in the following section of this paper, it is highly unlikely that the political system, at any government level, can overcome existing structural obstacles and procedural roadblocks, and just raw institutional inertia to formulate an effective and comprehensive education policy.  Regardless of whatever political party dominates national or state governments, a national education strategy will simply not emerge politically. A national disaster such as extremes of global warming or expanded warfare might alter the scenario and cause the United States to think nationally, However, failing such cataclysmic conditions, the crazy quilt and incoherent present pattern will prevail and the best one can expect is narrow increments of change from time to time. 

From time to time, however, national changes do occur in American education.  One need only reflect upon the dynamics that gave birth to A Nation At Risk to realize that, under selected circumstances, the public can be galvanized to endorse substantial directional change.  Thus, assuming public support, what should comprise the agenda?

There are three activities worthy of consideration in a national education action agenda. (1) Overcoming the “Adequacy Distraction”, (2) Expanding the reform portfolio, and (3) instilling a national mindset of experimentation and continuous learning.  

In a paper recently commissioned by the Gates Foundation-sponsored School Finance Study Group, Guthrie and Hill specify a set of steps that could be useful in converting the education system into a mechanism for overcoming technical uncertainty, a mechanism that leads to a continuous cycle of experimentation and improvement.  The Guthrie and Hill paradigm for acting when there are no clear directional signals includes activities such as following.

· Placing resources close to students and in organizations that can be held accountable.

· Rendering resource distributions transparent.

· Encouraging widespread experimentation with competing improvement models

· Establishing financial accounting and performance related databases that facilitate productive program evaluation and research.

· Installing performance rewards as incentives for schools and professional educators

· Planning intentional experiments on important instructional and structural issues.

· Constructing accountability consequences that concern employees, not simply clients.

VI. The Unlikely Prospect of Near Term Political Consensus

America’s political system will not quickly face the challenge of linking school resources to elevated school achievement. The prospect of achieving substantial political agreement on the mission is small. The issues are remarkably fractious, there is little empirical evidence to act as a policy guide, there are daunting structural impediments to public engagement with the problems of education, and, unless it is a matter of “high politics,” involving the most influential levels of government and elected officials, education special interests intractably dominate the education policy political landscape. If any progress is to be made, the responsibility will fall to externally organized actors. 

Here are the barriers to near term political consensus.


The Value Quagmire.  While the education system begs for attention to matters of productivity, (e.g., substituting capital for labor, determining the effectiveness of performance incentives, or experimenting with market competition) much of the policy system is locked into debates regarding values.  As evidence, witness the continuing debate about evolution and creationism in Kansas and other states.  Take, as another example, whether or not a New England middle school should issue condoms to middle school adolescents.  Remember the furor in New York City Schools over whether or not an adopted textbook should make reference to same sex partners?


The Absence of Evidence. But even if education politics were not ensnared in society’s unresolved value conflicts, there is still precious little reliable research evidence to guide policy makers.  Only the Tennessee Star study can be said to provide experimental evidence.  Most of the remainder of what passes for research in evidence does not pass methodological muster.


Structural Crazy Quilt. The structure of American education governance, coupled with a variety of procedural dynamics, such as Progressive Era efforts at depoliticization (e.g., separation from municipal government, nonpartisan school boards, and off year elections) and modern era collective bargaining, renders it difficult to achieve a citizen consensus regarding education policy.  The United States Constitution is silent regarding education, and that condition coupled with the Tenth Amendment’s empowerment of states, devolves education authority to state governments.  States, historically, have depended upon local school districts as their operational agencies.  The result of such complexity is that the United States has almost 14,000 local districts, most with elected or appointed local school boards, fifty states with a variety of governance mechanisms, and a federal government whose potential influence is substantial but whose actual authority is cumbersome and inconsistent.


Microdecoupling. This crazy quilt pattern of governance and operational complexity contributes to conflict and privileges the status quo.  The principal problem is the misalignment between those who bear the burden of financial support and those who receive the benefits of a current or anticipated governmental arrangement. When it comes to education policy, transaction costs for citizen political engagement in issues is unusually high, the payoff is uncertain and remote, and school district employee returns to their engagement are unusually high.  Take a local property tax increase as an example.  While holding the prospect of raising millions of dollars in aggregate revenue, a tax increase imposes a burden of but a few additional dollars upon each individual household, a burden perhaps not justifying owner resistance given the information costs and likely amount of effort involved in opposition.  Conversely, for a teacher union and its individual members, working hard politically for a tax increase makes enormous good sense, given the likely personal rewards involved. This condition is known as microdecoupling in political economics. 

In short, unless an issue becomes one of high politics, involving the President and congressional leadership, becomes a component of a national political party platform, or an issue adopted by one or more governors and high level state legislative leaders, then the politics of education, at all levels, federal, state, and local, are dominated by special interest groups.  Few education employees, or at least few teacher leaders, are eager to have the rigorous measurement and accountability that ultimately will be needed to render America’s schools effective.  Education does not heal itself.  Indeed, it will hardly even diagnose itself. Hence, in the next five or ten years, if there is to be any progress whatsoever regarding education productivity, it will more likely come from external pressures brought to bear upon high levels of the political system.
VII. Constructing a National Strategy

Figure 11 below summarizes factors related to eight of the nation’s most prominent 20th Century education reform efforts.  These eight have had dramatic impacts, either at the time of their initiation or still.  
	Reform/Condition
	Champion
	Evidence 
	Financing
	Outcome/Consequences

	Scientific management
	Business CEO’s/

Ed Schools/

Media
	Anecdotal/

Testimonial


	Media/Government
	Widespread adoption

Dysfunctional outcomes

	Progressive Era depoliticization
	Muckrakers/Media
	Muckraking/

scandal
	Media/Government
	Widespread adoption

Dysfunctional outcomes

	School district consolidation
	Business CEO’s/

Taxpayers/Media
	Financial/ Anecdotal
	Businesses/

Taxpayer grps
	Widespread/Continuing

Mixed Results

	Common School Movement
	Academics
	Communitarian

Philosophy
	School Districts
	Dominance of comprehensive  schools.

	Racial desegregation
	Supreme Ct/Civil Rights grps
	Constitutional/

psychological
	NAACP/

Philanthropic
	De jure eliminated

De facto accelerated

	National Assessment of Education Progress (NAEP)
	Academics/

Ralph Tyler
	Logical/

Testimonial
	Philanthropic
	Ongoing/highly regarded

	Education finance equity 
	Civil rights attorneys/Foundations
	Statistical/

Financial
	Philanthropic
	Successful/

Dysfunctional

	Education standards and alignment
	Blue Ribbon Commission
	Logical/

Testimonial
	Philanthropic/

Government
	Successful/Incomplete


A. Retrospective: Learning from Case Examples
Among the conditions that can be deduced from the foregoing display is that only seldom do educators initiate significant reforms.  Generally, reforms stem from external societal pressures.  The combined reform participation of business officials and academics can be particularly influential.  Philanthropic foundation resources can facilitate change substantially, if aimed in a productive direction.  Media involvement is important, and, finally, credible evidence can assist.


Here is a specific example in which many of the above-listed reform facets came together.

In the 1970’s an intellectual foundation had been constructed by the previously mentioned academic writings of John E. Coons, William H. Clune, and Steven D. Sugarman, and, separately, Arthur Wise to provide a constitutional basis for challenging inter-district wealth disparities.  James A. Kelly, then a Ford Foundation program officer, took up the cause and initiated a philanthropically financed set of activities that saw the challenge of school district resource inequality through to a most successful conclusion.   Below are the eight principal components in the Ford Foundation financed school resource equality strategy.

· Organized for, but not of or by Government

The School finance equity campaign was always clear that it was intended to influence government, be it a court or a legislature, but that it was not going to accept government support or resources.

· Philanthropic, Business, and Academic Alliances

The finance equity campaign maintained a large, focused, nonpartisan tent.  It accepted no issues, others than those directly on its charter.  However, if a business, a foundation, or a group of academics was aligned with its purposes, then it was interested in their participation.

· Assembling Champions 

A conscious effort was made to identify and recruit to the cause highly visible attorneys, academics, business officials, and legislative and executive branch leaders who were willing to make a sustained commitment of their time and expend an amount of their political capital on behalf of the campaign.

· Constructing Informational and Professional Networks

Newsletters, the conscious circulation of relevant publications, commissioning of research papers, and the subsidization of professional meetings were all undertaken. A cadre of consultants was enlisted and was on call to attorneys or others throughout the nation who asked for assistance.

· Recruitment and Training of Attorneys, Scholars, and Reporters

A sustained effort was made continually to identify additional talent and expand the networks of informed and able attorneys and school finance analysts who could file cases, conduct equity studies, engage in legislative briefings, and design legislation. Workshops were organized for members of the media to provide them with background regarding the issues.

· Constructing Legislative Models and Judicial Portfolios

Sample school finance reform bills were drafted and templates and briefs were written by nationally expert attorneys to be used as models by lawyers throughout the states who were otherwise insufficiently informed regarding the larger legal issues.

· Policy Research, Public Information, and Lobbying Missions

A constant flow of information memos regarding the cause in general and specific states, in particular were continually being prepared and made available to those engaged in lobbying in state capitals.

· National and Regional Conferences 

The Ford Foundation routinely organized and financed conferences, some national, some regional to convene participants.  These were in substantial measure for information and networking purposes.  They also served as a motivational device, cheer leading for those in the front lines of litigation legislation.  Each favorable trial decision, each enacted bill served as a justification for celebration.

· Media, Media, and More Media

Throughout the above-listed activities and events, there was a never ending media campaign.  Articles, op-ed pieces, human interest stories, trial snippets, legislative status reports, factoids, anecdotes, FAQ’s, advisories, and TV and radio announcements at the state and national level were continually in preparation by a nationally experienced publicity corporation paid for, indirectly, from Ford Foundation funding.

· Sustained Commitment

One of the components of the equity campaign’s success was the knowledge that it was a long-term effort.  Knowing that an individual or an organization would have financial support, not for a year or two years, but for three to five years provided a level of security that facilitated recruitment of able individuals to the cause.

B.  Prospective; Framing and Implementing a National Agenda for the Future

Dare one think of a national effort to enhance education policy, to move the nation closer to a coherent set of strategies that hold the prospect of significantly elevating academic achievement?  If anyone, or any group, is sufficiently bold or naive to think such is doable, then there follows a few lessons from prior efforts that might apply to the future.
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