V. Making Change Happen in the K-12 Educational Sector: The Forces that Leverage System Change.

The picture we have been developing of the K-12 system is one in which a set of educational service providers encounter differently situated educational users. The simplest way to view this system is to see the important service providers as publicly financed and managed public schools and the educational demanders as school-aged children and their parents. 

The picture gets a bit more complicated when we recognize that the educational service providers include not only publicly owned and operated schools, but also: 

1) charter schools (which are publicly financed and closely regulated by government, but privately owned and operated); 

2) parochial and private schools (which are privately financed and operated, and more loosely regulated by the government); and 
3) home schools (which are also privately financed and operated and loosely regulated by the government).

But the really big complications when we start looking at the “demanders” whose interests and values animate and guide the system towards particular performance objectives. The problem begins with the fact that the so-called customer of K-12 education – school-aged children and their parents – may not have well aligned interests. It does students no injustice to note that their commitment to the educational enterprise might often be less zealous than their parents wished, and that if given a choice, they might want a somewhat different kind of school experience than their parents would like. Similarly, it does parents no injustice to note that they get many benefits from schools that are not limited to the educational achievement of their children, and that they might want schools that meet some of those other objectives as well. 

The problem continues with the fact that most students and parents do not pay the full costs of the education that is delivered to their children. The public school system is supported by taxpayers at three different levels of government. While private schools often generate a significant portion of their revenues through fees for service charged to users, many private schools also benefit from charitable contributions of many different types including the voluntary contribution of time and effort by individuals dedicated to the educational mission. (Private schools that are set up as not for profit entities also often benefit from tax policies that exempt them from property taxes, and that allow the donors to deduct their voluntary contributions from their taxable income.)
The problem gets really complicated when we recognize that the public payer that ends up financing the provision of educational services is not exactly a well defined public consumer with well defined, easily measured ends. That huge stream of public dollars that animates and guides the actions of most educational suppliers comes from many different sources (at least three levels of government), and has many different kinds of strings attached that reflect the values and aspirations of different political constituencies at the different levels of government. Some of the most important strings are attached by professional educators who have ideas about what constitutes a high quality education, as well as the most efficient means of providing that. But other strings are attached by political constituencies who want to be sure the students learn a view of American History that focuses on our virtues as a society rather than our weaknesses, or who develop healthy eating and exercise habits, or who develop the orientations and personal skills that will make them successful in a 21st century economy.
It may seem odd to think of these social and political forces bearing down on the public school system as “demanders.” We are accustomed to think of demanders as individual users and beneficiaries of a supply system; not as social and political constituencies bringing collective pressure to bear on the actions of suppliers. To many, it is easier to see the social and political forces operating on the public and private school system as part of the policy context within which the system operates. This perspective has some significant utility. Indeed, for many purposes is useful to see the simple system of educational suppliers meeting school aged children and their parents as embedded in a wider economic, social and political context.
 The economic context consists of the current state of the economy. Economic conditions generally shape the economic opportunities of students, and determine what particular kinds of orientations will provide an economic return to students.  Economic conditions also influence the resources available to the school system. And, depending on how we organize the financing of the system, we can use economic incentives to encourage efficiency and effectiveness in current operations, and to stimulate processes of innovation that can improve performance in the long run.

The social context consists of the state of our current society and culture. Like the economy, that society and culture can define the ends of education by creating the conditions under which certain kinds of skills and dispositions will be rewarded with social status. It can affect the resources available to educational suppliers to pursuer their goals as well as shape those goals. And, depending on how we organize the system, the social culture can stimulate certain kinds of innovations in the system.
The political context, too,  can shape the educational system by shaping the demands of the citizenship towards which students are developing, defining the important ends of education that are to be advanced through the use of government money and regulatory authority, and by directing funds to be invested in the development and diffusion of promising pedagogic methods for teaching students and administrative processes of running schools. 
Viewed from this perspective, the economic, social and political contexts create the environment that is simultaneously shaping the real social conditions with student will inhabit more or less successfully, shaping public opinion about what the important individual and social goals of education should be, providing materials for developing and distributing educational services, support those services from the side with voluntary effort, and enable/force innovations in educational provision. 
To describe economic, social, and political conditions as part of the environmental context, however, is to make them too hegemonic and static. We can say that there are relatively stable economic, social, and political contexts that constrain the operations of the educational system. But the reality is that when we look directly at these forces from less than a mile in the air, what we see is not stable, homogenous constraints, but dynamic, heterogeneous forces that are simultaneously making resources and opportunities available to the system, and demanding different particular results. It seems better to think of these forces operating on the system as active, differentiated drivers rather than static, homogeneous constraints. 

Once we see the economic, social and political context of the school system as bunch of more or less uncoordinated drivers, the image of these forces as being parts of the demand that shapes the supply of educational services seems less strange. True, the forces are not the summation of individual desires for education weighted by the individual capacity to pay (which is usually how we think about demand). But insofar as the forces represent many different aspirations for education, and different sources of resources and revenues to sustain and finance the operations of the system, these forces act in the same way that we imagine demand works in a pure market system to drive system performance. These varied, pluralistic forces spend the revenues that sustain the system, and arbiter the value that the system is supposed to produce. It is from these sources of energy and desire that system change must be produced.
When we begin to explore the economic, social, and political forces that are bearing down on the varied structural elements of the K-12 system, we want to be able to assess these forces in terms of their utility in driving the system in the small and the large to improved performance. In searching for a rough algorithm for discussing this matter, we often go to the idea of whether we should rely on “top down” or “bottom up” change. This question takes on a certain ideological valence since the ideas of bottom up change are often associated with market mechanisms, and top down changes are associated with politics, law and government. Bottom up is individual choice. Top down is government mandated solutions. Those looking for methods of stimulating reform choose less through analysis than through their ideological preferences. Let’s see if we can past this ideological bias and see if these ideas can be made to do some analytic work for us.

Certainly the bottom up model of the market seems like an attractive method for guiding social change. We like the idea the ultimate arbiters of the value of the educational system in general and of the particular innovations that are generated by imaginative entrepreneurs will be the end users of the product or service rather than the suppliers. We like the idea that we will have many innovative ideas to choose from, and that they will offer themselves initially as small rather than large choices. We like the idea that the quality of an innovation will be tested by real consumers in the market place, and that the process of shifting from an outmoded technology to a new one will happen rapidly and inexorably, but also incrementally as consumers make individual choices that accumulate in a way that supports the new and improved at the same time as the choices end up starving the old. This process, which Schumpeter described as the gale of creative destruction is the engine that causes markets to drive industries towards improved performance. To the degree we can make this work for us in educational reform, it would be valuable to do so. Before we commit ourselves irrevocably to this bottom up market process as the best, or the only way of producing educational reform, however, it might be wise to remind ourselves of some of the conditions that are assumed in this model, and to test the degree to which they apply in the K12 sector.

Central to this process is innovators and entrepreneurs.

Key also are the motivations of the entrepreneurs and the incentives they face that speak to their motivations. 

Key also is the role of intellectual property and the right to keep some information proprietary.

Key finally, is the capacity of those who evaluate the innovations to do so. 
It does this model of innovation and change no harm to note that it focuses on only a subset of the motivations that can cause individuals to invent new methods, and the processes that can diffuse the innovations more widely. Many innovators and entrepreneurs are motivated less by financial returns than by desires to improve the world. Many innovators and entrepreneurs who want to improve the world are willing to have their ideas be widely copied without compensation. To the degree that these motives were available for use in improving the performance of K12 education, they could operate alongside the more purely market motives, and give additional strength. (Will this scare away private investors, and their capacity to grow an idea? Are the profit and voluntary systems complements or substitutes for one another in the short and long run? )

It does this model a bit more harm if we have doubts about the capacity of the system to spot and support reliable innovations. This could arise due to information assymetries, or gaps. But it could also arise due to the differences between individual and social valuations of the educational product. The heavy public financing and engagement suggests that the body politic can be an arbiter of value as well as individual clients and beneficiaries. That means that the ordinary mechanisms of market choice might not work very well to achieve socially desired results. But we cannot necessarily be very hopeful about the reliability of the collective choice, either. Perhaps both individuals and collectives need to be worked over to become the reliable, discriminating arbiters of value that the system needs not only to stimulate innovation, but equally important, to choose. To the degree that we associate collective social and political movements with top down efforts, we might find that we cannot sustain a purely bottom up process.
It is also worth noting that market processes do not always produce innovation. Producer monopolies can come into existence. Or, new trends can be dominated by large companies. In these cases, the romantic ideal of a bottom up market process looks hopelessly naïve. 

Bottom up innovation in the market place certainly exists. But some innovation happens when large suppliers decide to produce new products, and use their market power to shape everyone else’s views of what is valuable and feasible. It helps a lot if customers can exit. But if this mechanism is weak, we can easily end up with top down, supplier driven educational ideas even in private markets.

Similarly, there can be lots of bottom up innovation even in society and government. Different levels of government. Different civic drivers, Different investment in educational ideas from both centralized and decentralized sources. 

What we need to see is that the performance of the system is affected by drivers The drivers are ideas of value creation that are attached to revenue flows. If there is only one buyer, we get a certain kind of system. If there are many buyers, we get a different kind of system. What we really need is a system that is supporting experiments searching for improved methods, and then some system for reliably distinguishing the good ideas from the bad. And we need these not only for individual consumers, but also for the society as a large as it searches for the best way to use its educational dollars to make a more prosperous, more sociable, and more just society.

The educational demanders include school aged children who both wish to and are required to attend school. But it also includes the parents and caretakers of those children. And it includes the wider social, economic and political community that has more publicly and collectively defined ambitions for the character and performance of the K-12 system. These publicly and collectively defined ambitions are sometimes codified and become mandatory through the passage of laws and the enactment of public policies. But there are always different, minority views about what would constitute a good and just K-12 system for me, and my particular group. Those minority views are expressed in political action focused on changing public policy, or on direct private and civic action to use whatever room exists in the public policies that guide education to enact their own conception of a good and just education for their kids, using their own resources. 

The educational suppliers include public agencies that are authorized, financed, and operated by government officials using the money and authority of the state to accomplish mandated educational purposes. But educational suppliers also include private schools, and parochial schools. These schools are accredited by the state, but receive the bulk of their financing from a combination of charitable donations and fees for service paid by parents on a voluntary basis. Educational suppliers also include charter schools that are independently established, governed and operated, but are accredited by the state, and receive much of their funding through contracts with the state that allow them to be paid for the education of eligible students with tax dollars. And there are the educational suppliers who are also educational demanders who set up home schooling, or community-based schooling efforts that also have to be accredited by the state, but do not receive tax funding, and are created by the mutual commitment of parents and children to education of a type that is suited to them. 

Educational suppliers also consist of those close to students outside the formal educational system who can contribute mightily to, or significantly undermine the efforts made by those in educational service organizations. The home-schooling part of the system reminds us that for some children, this part of the educational supply system is all that there is. But in thinking about the educational suppliers for the system as a whole, it is useful to keep in mind that there is always a parallel system of education going on that is being influenced by parents, peers, and the culture at large. In effect, there is a home, peer, and social schooling system wrapped around each student enrolled in any particular school. 

The overall K-12 system emerges from the interaction of the different demanders, financiers, and suppliers of educational services. The demanders – with their individual and collectively defined wants, needs and aspirations – make claims on the operations of the system, and arbiter the value of what is produced. The financiers – whether they be governments paying for educational services through tax dollars, or parents paying fees for service, or charitable donors paying for social outcomes they want to see produce – provide both the material wherewithal to generate educational services and results, and create incentives for individual suppliers to figure out what they can do to get more money. The suppliers of educational services – whether they be public schools, parochial schools, private schools, or home schools -- play two critical roles in the performance of the system: they do the material work of educating students, and they create innovative methods either to meet the needs of niche markets, or to generally improve the performance of the system by finding better methods that work for all. We do not quite understand the rules that will govern the overall operations and determine the performance of this system. And, while we can see that there the existing social and institutional structure of the society creates some nodes of authority and influence that are more influential than others, there is really no single institution that can command much more than a bit of effective authority over what happens in the system. And the most powerful nodes in the system are generally tightly bound by systems of accountability that restrict their freedom of movement. 

The system is thus neither a market nor a government bureaucracy. One could, if one found it congenial, to describe the system as a government dominated market, or as a governmental system that tried to take advantage of some market-like social processes to achieve its goals. But, it is more accurately described as a complex social production system in which private and public, individual and collective aspirations and resources are combined in somewhat unpredictable ways to produce important individual and social consequences. 

The performance of this system has been mediocre but modestly improving with respect to the goals of developing academic capacity in the eligible population. And, while it has done well in terms of providing near universal access, it has done less well in ensuring equality of opportunity for student learning, and in closing significant achievement gaps that exist among differently situated students and parents. And we actually know very little about how well the system has been performing with respect to the development of broader intellectual and social skills of students, or with respect to keeping children safe and healthy, or with respect to increasing the public commitment to education, for we have not been keeping track of these particular dimensions of performance. For most citizens, elected representatives, and professionals, improvement in performance consists of moving the whole distribution of student capacities outward, and with those at the bottom improving at a higher rate than those at the top so that both a high floor is established, and the achievement gap reduced. In order to accomplish that goal, the system has to improve its performance over time. 

The important practical question to those who would like to lead the sector thus becomes how one can help the system innovate in the direction of improved performance. 

The crucial first step in answering that question comes from a recognition that the solution has to be found in the potential of the system as it now exists, and as it has been described. There is no deus ex machina that can suddenly appear and quickly change the current conditions. The future must be found in the materials, the potential, and the dynamics of the present. Consequently, we must depend on our analysis of the current system to find the best possible solutions. 

The second step must come from being able to spot the important drivers of change at the system level. We have to be able to see how particular initiatives, launched from particular platforms, by particular individuals or strategic teams, can align and connect themselves with powerful forces that can help the initiatives become more widely used. Or, as an alternative, we have to be able to see how particular initiatives, launched from particular individuals or strategic teams, can transform the social forces so that different ideas will be created and selected by those operating within the system than those that now dominate the system, and generate its mediocre performance. 

We begin simply by naming and locating the different kinds of social processes that can either take ideas to scale, or that can change the basic frame of the system so that it is more open to innovation, and better at discriminating between the good ideas and the bad ideas. 

The Social and Economic Conditions of Society as Experienced and Interpreted by Individuals and Social Collectives 
We take it as axiomatic that there is something called US society. That society consists of individuals, but also of social aggregates. Individuals in the society belong to many different social aggregates. Some of the social aggregates are well established in society and make large claims on the lives of the individuals associated with them. Others are being newly created. Still others are withering. 

Held within the individuals and the collectives of society are attitudes and views towards education – their own, that of their children, and that of all the children in the society. For some, these views are well developed, salient and powerful – an important part of their life. For others, the views are sketchier and less important to them. 

These views about what education could or should be are capable of motivating individual and collective action among some individuals. Presumably, that capacity is catalyzed when the individual and collective views of what education could or should be are brought to bear on the current reality of the educational system – as it is experienced in classrooms, or as it is described in more aggregate reports. If there is a wide discrepancy between what seems good and just at any level, and what actually exists, some energy is created to create change.

This is the source of energy for change. Just as the individual desire for goods and services backed by individual purchasing power provides the short run incentives, and the long run support for the provision of particular goods and services, so the individual and collective desires for a particular concept of a good and just education provides the occasion for innovation, and generates the support needed to sustain the educational enterprise. A big difference between the two, of course, is that the desire for education is not just individually constructed, but also socially constructed. And the aim is not just individual welfare, but the welfare and justice of society as a whole. But in a democracy, these lofty, general, abstract ideals of the good and the just have to find an anchor and a source of energy in the desires of individuals aggregated up into particular collectives: some of which are polities making decisions about how to spend government money and authority to achieve educational objectives, and some of which are voluntary associations taking the responsibility (and the right and privilege) to educate their children as they wish, and some of which are nothing more than the collection of individual kids and parents who are served by a particular school, and have little collective feeling beyond that. 

The organization of the individual and collective demand for education can, in principle, be observed in the overall culture of a society. Cultural and social forces take some of the pure randomness out of individual views about education. There are limits to the views one can hold about education in a democratic society without being viewed as highly deviant. But there is also great variety in the society. 

It is also true that there is a lot of movement in these views.

Often the views held within a society are shaped by past history and existing material conditions. But these are being challenged by new circumstances.

And, someplace in this, there is an important role for ideas and interpretations that are offered in the marketplace of ideas. Individuals and collectives use these ideas to make decisions about what they will do about education as individuals, as members of civil society, and as citizens with democratic rights and responsibilities with respect to guiding the actions of government. 

My colleague, Jal Mehta usefully distinguishes among three different kinds of ideas that can be influential in guiding collective social and political action. Within each of these categories, of course, there are many different ideas. 

One could reasonably say that the current policy debates have been influenced by all three kinds of ideas. But the most powerful in many ways has been the Zeitgeist of individualism and markets, with a side concern for accountability and efficiency. These ideas have been powerful at both national and local levels. 

Expresses itself at many different levels: individuals wanting (or being indifferent to) education for their children, individuals choosing to go into the educational field in one capacity or another, aggregating up into interest groups of various kinds and seeking to exercise voice through governmental institutions, aggregating up in efforts to provide or support educational efforts. 

Can you get your hands on, or must one take these as fixed, stable, slow moving?

They can be fast, not just slow. 

Techniques of public marketing (previously known as propaganda) can be used. 

Important questions in culture: general views of purposes and aims of education. General views of curriculum and effective pedagogy. General commitment to education as an individually and socially important enterprise. General views of role of government in education. Views about important measures of performance.  

Political drivers:

How education becomes a public/political issue as well as an issue for individuals and for civic action.

Size of commitment always makes politics important 

Again, can get hands on? Recent example of school crisis, evolution of school choice.

Nationalization and Federalization of policy

Always possible to moblize at local levels.

Laws and Courts:

Some laws are established as public policies. These emerge from political forces and action.

Other laws spring from new court findings.

Often laws need economic, social, and political – individual and collective demand – to become effective. Rights and privileges on the books are not necessarily always available to individuals. Neither supplied, nor demanded.  Law when combined with wider forces more valuable

Laws governing educational system. Rights, Restrictions (religion)

But also more general laws shaping labor rights, expenditures of public funding procurement, open meeting laws. 

Can you get your hands on law and use that to leverage effects?  

Yes. Through political efforts. Yes through courts. But legal victories often need political follow-up. They are rarely strong enough in their own right to sustain the effects. 

The Authority of Science and Expertise: Finding Out Conditnios and What Works to Fix Them


Important. But usually is not enough by itself. Science has to develop and ripen and become accepted as conventional wisdom. Has to displace older ideas. Doesn’t happen automatically. 

Professional Ideology: The Search for Legitimacy, The Role of Government in Giving Impetus to.

Bottom Up Market Mechanisms: (Bottom up means can be initiated by individuals at small scales without needing too much collective agreement and support. Individuals can authorize themselves. )

So Far have mostly been looking at the levers that can be worked from top down – some kind of authority is engaged to provide the leverage. Can be command and control leverage. Can also be persuasive leverage, with the weight of mass opinion doing a lot of the work of persuading en masse. Left behind the strand of bottom up innovation that is characteristic of ways that things change in the market, and. or the voluntary sector. 

To some extent this is appropriate. Given importance of collective pressures and institutions in K-12 system it is natural to focus on the processes of collective decision-making – where big social aggregates form, and bully their way onto the scene and begin shaping actions at the governmental/public policy level. The pressures that come from parents wanting things for their children, or entrepreneurs with good ideas can easily be missed in the play of the huge aggregate forces. That is at least partly true because so much of the money, and so much of the value choices about what constitutes high quality education are held in government hands. 

One of the important political forces that has been at play for a while now, however, is precisely a set of ideas that are designed to some degree to loosen the influence of these top down pressures. (Important to note tension between idea of accountability for achieving agreed upon social outcomes mandated by federal government on one hand; and the idea that individual educational consumers and that individual entrepreneurs with good ideas about education should be unleashed.) Effort has been made to privatize, or marketize, the structure of the system in hopes of getting improved conduct and performance – particularly, a sharper focus on customers, more variety in what is offered, and more testing of what methods seem to work.

This focuses attention on the market model of educational innovation and improvement, and it differs a great deal from the top down. Its sources, of course are the same. There are the economic and social forces that create both the need and the demand for education. The difference is that instead of marginalizing distinct consumer demands and idiosyncratic experimental suppliers, these are privileged. 

This can be done in many ways. Public money can be withdrawn from the system, leaving only private money and private demand. Control over what schools children attend can be reduced allowing parents and children more choice over what public schools they can attend. Public money can be distributed to consumers. Public money can be directed to schools that attract the loyalty of parents and children. New educational suppliers can be allowed into the system. Accreditation rules can be relaxed. Essentially, all the instruments that now tend to make public/collective choices powerful in deciding what should be produced through the K-12 system can be taken away and the system as a whole can become more market like in the sense that educational suppliers can have more freedom to experiment and find niche markets, and educational demanders can have more power to arbiter the value of what is being produced, and influence the supply not only through their voice, but also by the threat of exit. 

To the degree that this is occurring in the K-12 sector, one can look at another model of how a sector changes: the economic model that that focuses on how economic opportunities and pressures cause the system to innovate and change. In this model, suppliers have new ideas. They reach out for capital to test their ideas. Their ideas are put into the market place for sustained financing. The market place is structured on the demand either as the government as buyer, or as the government financing the choices made by consumers. The ideas that win in this market place get big and replace the old. The ideas that lose fall by the wayside. Ideas diffuse either by firms who have the ideas getting big and selling in national market places, or by spawning lots of imitators. The drivers seem to be the desire of the innovators to see their ideas grow, and the decisions made by consumers as to what constitutes a value creating idea. 

While this is an attractive image, and has shown its capacity to influence the performance of the system, it is important to see some of the difficulties of this system. For one, government continues to be the payer, and with that goes the responsibility to be accountable to the broader public for the purposes that are being achieved. The reason is partly a concern about the level and distribution of education that would be produced if left entirely to the market place. There are concerns for both positive externalities and for equity that can only be addressed by government. But there is also a paternalistic concern that individuals might not always choose rightly. They might choose educational processes that did better for them privately, and failed to produce the beneficial externalities the society was hoping to get. They might fail to see their long run potential, and give up on their children and themselves. To prevent this from happening, the government steps in and not only supports but coerces education, and inserts itself as a separate arbiter of value. 

Market mechanisms do not always produce high degrees of innovation. The factors that cause public organizations to want to seek legitimacy also cause private organizations to do the same thing. If an idea of a quality education can be constructed, then everyone will follow that idea – unless a competitor sees a chance to differentiate themselves. They can do that for a niche market. Or, they can do it for a whole market. But it may take a long while even for a market mechanism to get out from under the hegemony of a particular idea about what constitutes a quality education. Indeed, this is particularly true if the task of politics is precisely to construct such an idea, and to insist that it be adhered to in the interest of accountability, performance, and consistency.

Market mechanisms only work well to promote innovation when there is a reliable, discriminating arbiter of value. And in the K-12 world, there will continue to be a dialogue among competing arbiters of value, competing authorizers of educational  activity, and competing payers. It will not resolve itself into a market or a governmental enterprise (that makes some room for and takes some advantage of a certain amount of public enthusiasm for education on both the supply and demand side.)

That doesn’t mean one’ can’t take advantage of market forces (understood to be individual desires on both the supply and demand side, and the sources of financing for educational suppliers) to challenge the system. But one must recognize that the government is always playing a powerful role in structuring this market, and determining what innovations get tried, and how they develop. 

