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To the readers of the Chinese edition of

Who Governs Our Schools?

I am pleased that you are interested in learning more about the
educational governance system in the United States. Governance is
a topic that is very culturally-bounded and can be difficult to com-
prehend fully across national boundaries. 1 would hope that you
would gain from this book a better understanding of the tensions
and trade-offs that exist between centralized and decentralized
forms of educational governance. Which decisions should be made,
and are best made, by which governance levels? That is perhaps
the key question you should be asking yourself as you read this
book.

The central thesis of the book is that governance of American edu-
cation is undergoing a seismic shift from local control through over
15 000 school boards to state and federal control. This raises im-
portant issues regarding the role of local school boards. It also rai-
ses issues about the capacity of states and the federal government to

govern education effectively when many important governing




mechanisms do not exist at the state and national levels. For exam-
ple, the United States has no defined curriculum nationally, nor do
any individual states. This presents serious problems for governing
the system because it is not even clear in the first place what
schools are supposed to be doing. The U. S. educational govern-
ance system also lacks a governmental role in admissions testing or
college admission. The result is that numerous non-governmental
organizations step into the vacuum to provide centralized services
that are necessary, such as college admissions testing, without nec-

essarily exercising formal control.

What skills do educators at the school level need in order to suc-
ceed and to improve student learning in a system where they are
not provided much direct guidance regarding what they must do,
nor, until recently, were they held very accountable for the results
of their efforts? Schools in the United States are very independent
units, and teachers believe they should be granted significant au-
tonomy. How does a principal lead and manage such an environ-
ment in a way that leads to improved student learning? What is the
best combination of incentives, accountability, and sanctions that
will motivate teachers to respond to state goals and priorities? How
can the interests of the poor and minorities be served by a public
school system in which local decision making has allowed signifi-
cant differences to exist between and among schools within each

school district and across school districts within a state?

The book envisions a new partnership between the state and local
school districts, as well as between the state and individual
schools. This partnership is based upon the state defining clear ex-

pectations for schooling, providing adequate resources, then meas-




uring progress. Local schools, for their part, are free to adapt
their methods to local conditions and values without interference
from the state. When this partnership works, students can benefit
by being held to standards that are consistent across all parts of the
state and nation. However, this only works when the state upholds
its end of the bargain and provides adequate resources and régula-
tory flexibility. Too often, the state sets the standards and en-
forces accountability without necessarily loosening control that is
necessary for local educators to develop solutions customized to

their students and communities.

The U.S. system uses states and local districts as “incubators” of
change, places where new ideas and approaches can be tested out.
A new program may first be developed at a school or district, then
tested at many other schools and districts before being adopted by a
state. This may lead eventually to other states adapting the pro-
gram to their unique contexts and needs. On rare occasions, the
federal government adopts the program nationally. In all cases, a
new idea has had an opportunity to be tested and examined before
it is implemented broadly. This approach is not always successful
for a variety of reasons, not the least of which is that high quality
research isn't always conducted on new programs and that the ulti-
mate decisions regarding programs are driven as much by politics as
by best practice. However, on balance. this “incubator” approach
has helped U.S. education to remain reasonably resilient and adap-

tive.

State education agencies in the United States are traditionally nei-
ther large nor particularly powerful. These agencies have been

given more power during the past decade. but their capacity to govern




schools has not been greatly increased. The net result is that state
education departments struggle to assume a new role that has been
thrust upon them, namely, leading school improvement, while or-
ganizationally they remain largely the same as they have been
structurally and culturally, with a focus on monitoring and compli-

ance more than leadership and improvement.

State education agencies in the United States are traditionally nei-
ther large nor particularly powerful. These agencies have been
given more power during the past decade, but their capacity to
govern schools has not been greatly increased. The net result is
that state education departments struggle to assume a new role that
has been thrust upon them, namely, leading school improvement,
while organizationally they remain largely the same as they have
been structurally and culturally, with a focus on monitoring and

compliance more than leadership and improvement.

As school board seek to adapt to this changing governance land-
scape, the United States must come to grips with the role schools
boards play as local democratic institutions. They are the unit of
government closest to the people and the one that affects the lives
of many most directly. Should this grassroots form of democracy
be preserved, and, if so, what are the key functions that local
school boards should perform? How can school boards lead local
improvement efforts within the framework of state and national
goals, standards, and accountability systems? This key question re-

mains to be answered.

Finally, what role should parental choice play in public education

in the United States? Should educational governance incorporate




and be organized around choice, or should governments retain con-
trol over where students attend school? The book offers several
possible solutions that fall short of complete choice, that retain a
local role, but that still place the educational system under new

pressures to be responsive to the market place.

My hope is that you will gain a better insight into the U.S. educa-
tional governance system from reading this book and will, hopeful-
ly, learn lessons that are applicable to your own system as it

evolves throughout the 21% century.

David T. Conley, Ph.D.
Professor

University of Oregon
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