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Martin 1962; lannaccone 1982). Off-year, nonpartisan elections
hold down turnout, lessen competition, and protect incumbents
(Zeigler et al. 1974).

The reality is that “taking education out of politics” in prac-
tice usually meant during the Progressive Era, as Michael W.
Kirst puts it, taking school districts “away from decentralized
control by certain lay people.”38 Political issues were rhetorically
transformed by the Municipal Reformers into nonpolitical ones
that were to be handled by professional administrators wielding
wide discretionary power (Kirst 2004, 20). This reduced the dis-
trict’s accountability to its clients: the parents and taxpayers (Os-
trom, 1961; Iannoccone 1977, 1982). Vincent Ostrom speaks of
the isolation of school board members from “public scrutiny and
debate” (Ostrom 1961, 34). The Municipal Reform doctrine of
the Progressive Era assigned most district decision making to
the professional administrators because of their purported ex-
pertise. Since the advent of the “one best system,” various in-
terest groups (including teachers’ unions, early childhood edu-
cation groups, and subject matter groups) have operated within
the system’s ideological framework. They have pointed to their
own supposed expertise and endeavored to shoehorn them-
selves into the command posts of the school system, in the hope
of sharing power with, or overshadowing, the professional ad-
ministrators (Iannaccone 1977).

The Municipal Reform doctrine as applied to the school dis-
tricts has created a rigid system of red tape and bureaucratic
overspecificity, policed by top-down controls (called compliance

88. Ellwood P. Cubberley, later the dean of the Stanford School of Education,
wrote disparagingly of Progressive Era immigrants: “Illiterate, docile, often
lacking in initiative, and almost wholly without Anglo-Saxon conceptions of
righteousness, liberty, law, order, public decency, and government, their com-
ing has served to dilute tremendously our national stock, and to corrupt our
civic life.” Quoted in Ravitch (2000, 96).
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accountability). The natural response of people who want to get
things done is to work around these procedural rules. Employees
adopt the practice: You scratch my back, and I'll scratch yours.
They look for a helpful friend in high places. But an educational
culture that must of necessity permit such rule-bending is not
far from a culture that permits theft and other self-serving cor-
ruption. Although the Progressive Era proponents of city gov-
ernment reform and related school reform crusaded against cor-
ruption, the machine bosses of the twentieth century had no
difficulty working within Municipal Reform-type city govern-
ments and school boards.? Likewise, present-day corrupt
school district officials have taken advantage of habitual rule-
bending and the protections offered them by deference to pro-
fessionals, consensus seeking, and taking education out of poli-
tics (Segal 2004).

Bureaucratic structures, interest group pressures, Progres-
sive pedagogic ideology, and the absence of a loyal opposition
have all proven useful tools in avoiding accountability for poor
performance and low productivity. No doubt, it has been easier
to avoid accountability than to produce substantial gains in
achievement. Here are some of the ways districts have endeav-
ored to avoid accountability:

e Failing to establish clear, measurable objectives—if objec-
tives are undefined or if they are vaporous and cannot be
measured, then the school system cannot be held account-
able for failing to meet the objectives.

¢ Elevating values unrelated to measurable academic achieve-

89. On the use of reformed city-governance structures by Mayor Hague (Jer-
sey City) and Boss Pendergast (Kansas City), see Banfield and Wilson (1963,
149). On the use of reformed school boards by Mayor James Curley (Boston)
and Mayor Richard J. Daley (Chicago in the 1950s and 1960s), see Tyack (1974,
168); and Peterson (1976).
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ment—if nonacademic goals, such as building self-esteem,
are valued above academic achievement, then the school
system may not be held accountable for low academic
achievement.

¢ Rejecting objective measures as antithetical to “critical think-
ing” or “higher-order learning”—if standardized testing can
be shunned, then there will be no objectively measured re-
sults that can be used to hold a school system accountable.

e Failing to align between tests and what is taught—if tests can
be shown to be unrelated to the instructional curriculum,
then it can be argued that the school system should not be
held accountable for test results.

e Adopting student-performance measures based on judg-
ments of the district personnel being held accountable—if
achievement is not evaluated by third parties and if in-house
measures can be established as valid outcome indicators,
then school personnel may well be tempted to evaluate the
outcomes as successful.

e Establishing performance criteria that are too low—if low
achievement is simply defined as high achievement, then
school systems may claim credit for success that isn’t real.

School districts may opt for the path of least resistance when
faced with accountability pressures. Rather than undertake the
difficult task of boosting student achievement, districts may take
one or more of the many paths of avoiding accountability.

There have been modifications in the school system and in
the relative strength of various participants in the years since
the Progressive Era. Increasingly after 1960, the year of the New
York City teachers’ strike, teachers’ unions have become a for-
midable force in American politics (Peltzman 1993; Moe 2006).
Also, today, the schools receive tax money from new funding
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streams, and the proportions of funds from state and federal
taxes have increased since the mid-1960s (Kirst 1984).°° The
teachers’ unions now overshadow the district administration,
especially in urban districts. In big cities school board cam-
paigns occasionally get rambunctious. There has been some
complexity added by the state and federal governments and their
efforts to promote racial integration, by the Sputnik-era push for
science and math, and by current accountability efforts. But the
operating code of school districts and their boards remains
largely that of the Municipal Reform movement: the district ad-
ministration proposes policy initiatives, and boards offer advice
and consent (Eliot 1959; Martin 1962; Zeigler et al. 1974: Lutz
1975; Tyack 1969; Tyack and Hansot 1982; Tyack 1993; Cali-
fornia School Boards Association 2005).

School district bureaucracies as presently constituted and in
the existing political context might well be poor prospects to suc-
cessfully use huge amounts of additional resources to educate
low-performing students. The existing institution is hemmed in
by interest groups that shun accountability. The institution is
hobbled by hundred-year-old ideologies that discourage re-
search-based practices and provide excuses for nonperformance
and buck-passing.

90. For a discussion of why spending on and regulation of schools has
moved increasingly from the local to the state level, see Toma (1981, 1983,
1986) and Peltzman (1993). Toma contends that “the real reason the school
system has lost its incentive and ability to produce a quality product is that
localities and families have lost control over educational decision-making”
(Toma 1980, 203).
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Conclusion

Heroic Accomplishment

The politics and organization of school districts are potentially
so counterproductive that it is astonishing when, in low-per-
forming districts, some teachers succeed in teaching and some
children succeed in learning. We contend that everyone should
pay tribute to the heroic efforts of school boards, superinten-
dents, principals, teachers, parents, and students themselves,
when these students in low-performing districts triumph over
adversity or when such schools and districts turn themselves
around. We call these efforts heroic because these teachers and
students and others who work with them have succeeded in the
midst of poorly designed institutions, perverse incentives, polit-
ical obfuscation, and the dominance of unscientific teaching
practices.?!

Social scientists have often commented on the perverse in-
centives, which include pay unrelated to productivity. Nobel Lau-
reate economist James M. Buchanan once wrote that since
teachers’ pay is “not related in any way to the final output that
they produce,” which, he says, “should be measurable in student
achievement,” teachers have “no personal incentive” to teach
effectively. “They are not so much bad teachers, as they are
teachers who have no reason to be good” (Buchanan 1977, 16).

91. James Gordon Ward (1990, 244-245) uses a circulation-of-elites analy-
sis to explain the persistence of these perverse incentives following the school
finance reform movement of the 1960s and 1970s: “The Ford Foundation, the
university scholars, the national organizations, and the lawyers involved were
all representatives of the economic and political elite of the society, and as well
intentioned as they may have been, they ended up enhancing their own power,
not that of their stated clientele [the least educationally favored]. . . . [The school
finance reform movement] did not attempt to alter . . . institutional structures
to improve the school performance of those who were disadvantaged and not
performing up to desired standards.”
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We have not concentrated our efforts in this chapter in dis-
cussing how good teachers and other schoolhouse heroes have
succeeded in the face of such odds. Clearly, this success stems
from solid curriculum, effective teaching practices, and creating
a culture that does the extra functional work that normal incen-
tives and healthy institutions ought to be doing to foster aca-
demic success (Rutter et al. 1979; Coleman and Hoffer 1982; Lee
1997; Sowell 2005; Walberg 2002 and this volume, chapter 3).
These heroes with their makeshift cultural life vests have to
swim against the tide in school politics, administration, or the
classroom. Others have written about such success, though more
work needs to be done on this topic (Education Trust 1999; Car-
ter 2000; Izumi et al. 2002; Walberg, this volume, chapter 3).

The Role of the Courts

Only some of the five high-spending districts that we have looked
at came by their revenues by way of the courts. Two (the Abbott
districts and Cambridge) received funds from adequacy suits.
One (Kansas City) got its money from a desegregation suit. (Sau-
salito and Washington, D.C., receive their high revenues because
of political rather than judicial decisions.) Looking at all the
problems of these districts, one might perhaps think that the
problems could have been solved by more specific judicial de-
crees. But making demands from the bench did not work in
these districts. The court in Kansas City demanded a curriculum,
and the court in New Jersey demanded a testing and account-
ability system. The judges did not get what they asked for. The
courts, in the specificity of their decrees, almost transformed
themselves into school boards in these cases. The problems (cor-
ruption, poor incentives, weak teaching staff, no culture of
achievement) are deep seated. There is no reason to believe that
judges would be successful if in adequacy suits they took the next
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step and transformed themselves into superintendents running
school districts on a day-to-day basis.

Missed Opportunity

The five districts that we have scrutinized in our case studies
had a better chance of success, in one important sense, than the
districts that may in the future receive large boosts in funds for
adequacy, because these five districts had considerable extra
money when other districts did not. Therefore, if the five dis-
tricts chose to, they were in a position to bid away from other
districts (and from elsewhere) high-quality teachers, principals,
and administrators. The five districts neglected this opportunity,
and some are still neglecting it, because they had little incentive
to take advantage of the opportunity. But it is an opportunity
that low-performing districts will not have if funding for ade-
quacy arrives, because then all districts will be awash in money,
and these five weak districts will have missed a unique chance.

Adequate Spending, Incentives, and Wise Use

The opponents of vastly increased spending often focus on wise
use of current spending or a better incentive structure to accom-
pany current spending or any increased spending. Those on the
other side, the advocates of adequate spending, likewise ac-
knowledge the need for wise use.’? But usually the adequacy
advocates neither locate an incentive for wise use in the current

92. Schrag (2005, 240-241) acknowledges the need for flexibility in assign-
ment of teachers and differential teacher pay, but then retreats by saying that
“when powerful interests are threatened,” such change will be politically im-
possible. Thus, Schrag thinks that interest groups will not allow putting effect-
iveness measures in first, before putting in large amounts of additional money.
But he is “certain” that if large amounts of money are added, effectiveness
measures will follow. Compare Murnane and Levy (1996).
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governance of schools nor propose new incentives for school of-
ficials and teachers. Adequacy advocates neglect to scrutinize
the likely effects of increased budgets on bureaucratic behav-
ior.”?

Economist John T. Wenders goes too far when he writes:

Public school expenditure is . . . driven by the ability of the
public education industry to extract revenues from the taxpay-
ers. . . . Expenditures are built from the top down, not the
bottom up. Public school expenditures now average about
$9,500 per student. If the various public treasures were to give
this industry $12,000 per student, it would spend $12,000 per
student. . . . And since there is no connection between public
school spending and student achievement, . . . student achieve-
ment [would not] change. (Wenders 2005a, 221; emphasis
added)

In fact, Wenders exaggerates when he says “there is no connec-
tion.” In reality, truly massive additional amounts of money
would probably lead to slight improvements. But the increase in
funds required is quite steep for only a small improvement in
student achievement.?* In the particular hypothetical case that
Wenders proposes, an increase to twelve thousand dollars per
pupil would, by itself, be unlikely to cause a noticeable improve-
ment in achievement. With current spending or the increases
envisioned in adequacy efforts, there are simply not enough in-
centives in place to encourage steady and sustained academic
improvement in low-performing districts. As Eric Hanushek has
said, “how the money is spent is much more important than how
much or adding more” (Schrag 2005, 211).

Yet proponents of adequacy are not focused on incentives
that will encourage effective teaching and successful learning.

93. Compare Toma (1979, 675).
94. See Picus (1997, 30); Schrag (2005, 210); Hanushek (this volume, chap-
ter 7).
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When adequacy proponents speak of “effectiveness and effi-
ciency,” they are speaking not of productivity in learning but of
the “effectiveness and efficiency” of “school funding delivery
mechanisms,” that is, administrative formulas for sending
money to schools and districts (Perry 2006).

Nor are adequacy proponents concentrating directly on the
most important output of schools: student achievement. As Paul
Minorini and Stephen Sugarman point out, attaining adequacy,
according to its supporters, “does not appear to be ultimately
judged” by such achievement. Compliance with adequacy re-
quirements is in the final analysis, “a matter of inputs” (Minorini
and Sugarman 1999, 189).

Shortly after the 1970 California court decision in Serrano
v. Priest on equity in school spending, policy analyst Aaron Wil-
davsky astutely observed that, when student achievement comes
to public attention, politicians and officials respond by changing
the subject: “Just define the input as the output, and by definition
objectives are met” (Wildavsky 1979, 316). He was speaking in
the context of the 1970s, but his observations are just as true
today.

Wildavsky thought that as public attention came to focus on
student achievement, it was “not purely fortuitous” that politi-
cians wanted to shift that focus and to substitute measures of
inputs (like spending) for measures of outputs (like achieve-
ment). Wildavsky (1979, 316-317) wittily recognized that such
a shift was the consummate fulfillment of an old bureaucratic
folk saying: “Now that we have lost sight of our objectives, we
must redouble our efforts.”
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