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PAUL MANNA

Tuose hoping to better understand subnational governments would be well served to
develop some expertise in education policy." Clearly, all scholars of state and local set-
tings need not make education their primary focus. Still, education has a major influence
on the contexts in which subnational governments operate. The provision of education
is a key area outlined in state constitutions. The nation’s schools and universities con-
sume large fractions of state and local budgets. Leaders at all levels of government and
across time have touted the crucial role that education plays in sustaining the nation’s
economy and democracy. Recognizing education’s importance in subnational settings,
scholars working across various subfields of political science and public administration
have found this policy area valuable for theory development and empirical study.?

Scholars of political institutions frequently note that states and localities provide
useful variation to test theories originally developed in national venues. In education,
multiple institutions have some hand in governing the production and implementation
of policies that influence the nation’s schools and universities (Masters, Salisbury, and
Eliot, 1964; Campbell and Mazzoni, 1976; Lowry, 2001; Hicklin and Meier, 2008; Wirt
and Kirst, 2009). They include state boards that oversee different aspects of elemen-
tary and secondary schooling, higher education, and in some cases vocational learn-
ing. Further, state education agencies, whose leaders can be elected or appointed, are
the administrative workhorses that dispense federal and state funds, provide technical
assistance, and direct implementation of state and federal policy.

Local institutions that govern education also vary. Today, the United States con-
tains approximately 14,000 school districts (Berkman and Plutzer, 2005; Howell,
2005). In addition, a small but growing number of urban areas have empowered city
mayors to choose the local superintendent, a function traditionally possessed by
elected school boards (Henig and Rich, 2004; Wong et al., 2007). The emergence of
public charter schools since the early 1990s, which are relieved of many regulatory
requirements that apply to traditional public schools, have created new governing
and oversight challenges (Shober, Manna, and Witte, 2006; Schneider and Buckley,
2007; Henig, 2008).
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Additionally, state and local education policy provides openings for research on the
political behavior of individuals and groups. These include opportunities for testing
claims about the impact of different methods for choosing leaders, how those leaders
represent their constituents, decision making among policy elites, and how citizens’
choices affect educational and other outcomes (Schneider, Teske, and Marschall, 2000;
Meier, O'Toole, and Nicholson-Crotty, 2004; Henig, 2009; Marschall, Ruhil, and Shah,
2010). Interest groups and extragovernmental organizations can have much influence
on education through policy advocacy, lobbying, and campaign work or contributions.
Atop the list of influencers are the nation’s two major teacher unions—the National
Education Association and the American Federation of Teachers—and various business
groups. Other extragovernmental organizations wield power as philanthropic grant giv-
ers or service providers. For example, states and localities spend hundreds of millions
of dollars annually in contracts with companies that develop and score standardized
tests, produce textbooks, teacher guides, and computer technology, or provide tutoring
services.

Finally, subnational education policy and politics present research opportunities for
scholars of public management, administration, and bureaucracy (Chubb and Moe,
1990 Meier, Polinard, and Wrinkle, 2000; Meier et al., 2005; Manna, 2010). At the street
level, teachers and other school staff confront ambiguous and sometimes conflicting
laws or regulations, all the while teaching students from diverse backgrounds. As such,
they wield much power to define the content of policy through their actions (Lipsky,
1980). Staft in district offices, state agencies, and the federal education department con-
front their own challenges as they administer dozens of programs that frequently exist
in tension. Overall, during the past two decades the stakes for educational administra-
tion have increased as the states and federal government have embraced policies to pro-
mote accountability for educational performance.

This chapter’s remaining discussion is designed to illustrate, not comprehensively
describe, major streams of scholarship on state and local education policy from the past
few decades. It focuses on three broad areas: markets, governance, and representation.
That categorization provides a simple heuristic, rather than a clear delineation between
major research programs. As readers will see, several works discussed below cut across

these categories.

EDUCATION AND MARKETS

Policies that promote school choice represent robust expressions of local control.
Studies of local educational markets have addressed several specific research questions.
Does school choice influence school operations and student outcomes? How do parents
make decisions when they choose their children’s schools? To what extent do local mar-
kets for education create positive or negative externalities that may influence the qual-
ity of education and democracy? These questions have important implications for how
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local markets for education are likely to function in practice. Answering them can also
provide broader theoretical insights about institutional design and political behavior.

Markets versus Democratic Control

Energetic scholarly debates have focused on the potential educational outcomes that
public institutions and markets might produce. Two of the most important scholars in
this debate have been Chubb and Moe (1988, 1990), who helped influence numerous
research agendas with their 1990 book, Politics, Markets, and Americas Schools. In that
work, the authors argue that public schools are destined to underperform because they
are creatures of democratic control. Chubb and Moe (1990) note that policy makers
in democracies must forge compromises to broker competing demands from various
constituents; as a result, public schools must fulfill the desires of sometimes disparate
groups, which attenuates school performance. Chubb and Moe (1990) argue that mar-
ket systems work much differently. Those systems set free school-level leaders, teachers,
and parents to organize school operations and select staff and curriculum based on cri-
teria that the school itself deems important. That insulation from external interests, the
authors argue, results in schools that better serve parents and their children, the most
important consumers of education.

Chubb and Moes (1990) provocative findings and recommendations for adopt-
ing school vouchers to improve educational performance prompted responses from
other scholars. Henig (1994, 241) cautioned that “sharp and periodic reform efforts
may accomplish less, in the long run, than sustained efforts that take time to nurture
a supportive constituency and to solidify and institutionalize gains as they occur” The
attractiveness of the market metaphor, Henig argues, is particularly appealing amidst
perceptions—and in some communities the reality—that traditional public schools
have struggled. Henig (1994, 146) summarizes the mixed track record of choice and
other market-based reforms and notes the irony that “the study [Chubb and Moe, 1990]
that has lent the greatest credence to the claim that ‘choice works’ does not include any
direct indicators of choice at all” The upshot of Henig’s (1994) work is that choice may
indeed be a useful arrow in the quiver of education reformers, but broad improvements
will require a reinvigorated sense of collective purpose, which narrow, market-based
reforms are likely to undercut.

In a separate response, Smith and Meier (1994, 1995-) challenged the premise that
bureaucracy necessarily promotes poor educational outcomes. Instead, they argue
that increased bureaucratization (e.g., employing more staff and creating new pro-
grams) is a response to community needs. In other words, poor performance promotes
a search for solutions and therefore increases bureaucracy, rather than bureaucracy
undermining performance. Looking at data across state and local levels (and offering
some international comparisons), they find that many of the education reforms of the
1980s that emerged after Chubb and Moe’s (1990) data were collected, such as increas-
ing course-taking requirements for students and adding requirements for prospective



672 PAUL MANNA

teachers, were positively associated with student outcomes. Further, direct measures of
democratic control, such as whether local school districts elected their superintendent,
had no effect. Elected superintendents were also associated with less bureaucracy, as
measured by the number of school officials per student.

In a subsequent study, Meier, Polinard, and Wrinkle (2000) used eight years of data
from over 1,000 school districts in Texas to show that poor school performance pro-
duces larger bureaucracies as districts attempt to respond to perceived needs. In so
doing, the authors make a larger theoretical point, while crediting Chubb and Moe
(1990) for oftering a framework that invited careful thinking about institutions. Meier,
Polinard, and Wrinkle (2000, 590) note that the issues at stake “are relevant not only to
public policy debates but are also testable propositions that promise theoretical insight
into how institutions respond to and influence their environments”

Outcomes in Local Markets

The emergence of public and privately funded school voucher programs during the
1990s further sharpened debates about educational markets and student achieve-
ment (Witte, 1998; Witte, 2000; Howell and Peterson, 2002; Howell, 2004). Those pro-
grams and the systematic evaluations accompanying them allowed political scientists
(and other scholars) to more directly examine whether choice improved educational
outcomes. A lively empirical debate about vouchers’ effectiveness ensued, which fre-
quently turned on methodological questions about how to account for selection bias
and whether the policy experiments that seemed to provide great analytical leverage
actually held up in practice. Although the arguments were sometimes intense and the
published work voluminous, two key findings emerged. First, authors uniformly found
that parents who chose their children’s schools were more satisfied than parents who did
not choose. Second, some achievement gains were apparent for voucher recipients, but
they tended to be limited to certain student groups, or confined to particular subjects or
grade levels. No evidence suggested that students using school vouchers did systemati-
cally worse than their peers.

Markets for education depend upon schools supplying educational services, but they
also need parents who are willing and prepared to choose their children’s schools. That
requirement places parents in a challenging position for two reasons: schools are mul-
tidimensional institutions that can be difficult to evaluate, and choice presents parents
with unfamiliar duties, given that most students attend schools based on their residency
within an attendance boundary. Do these demands on parents suggest that educational
markets may cease to function well?

In a research program focussing on consumer decision making in local markets for
education, Schneider and several colleagues have examined that question in detail
(Teske et al., 1993; Schneider et al., 1997a; Schneider et al,, 1997b; Schneider et al,, 1998;
Schneider et al,, 2000). These authors suggest that markets can promote beneficial
outcomes even if all parents lack good information. That result is conditional upon
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the presence of at least some parents who serve as “marginal consumers,” those who
become knowledgeable about local school characteristics. Integrating scholarship on
political behavior, networks, political psychology, and economics, Schneider, Teske, and
Marschall (2000, 270) conclude their award-winning book, Choosing Schools: Consumer
Choice and the Quality of American Schools, by observing that “Competitive markets do
not need all consumers to be informed—competitive pressures can result even if a rela-
tively small subset of consumers engage in informed, self-interested search.”

The authors reach these conclusions using a creative research design involving four
public school districts: Community districts 1 and 4 in New York City and in neighbor-
ing New Jersey, the Montclair Public Schools and the Morris School District. District 4
and Montclair incorporated public school choice, while the other two districts did not.
Overall, the authors are not as optimistic as Chubb and Moe (1990, 217) that choice is
a “panacea” that will eliminate the nation’s educational ills. Nevertheless, Schneider,
Teske, and Marschall (2000) note that on balance, choice tends to benefit the fami-
lies that choose, although modestly, while not disadvantaging those who do not. Still,
the authors caution that the discussion networks in which some parents participate
are likely to provide better access to knowledgeable marginal consumers than others
(Schneider et al., 1997b; Schneider, Teske, and Marschall, 2000). And further, the qual-
ity of those discussion networks are often driven by class or race, with more advantaged
parents having access to more and better information.

Future Research

Political scientists and public administration scholars have contributed to a robust liter-
ature on school choice that has tested theories about market behavior and bureaucratic
organizations, the academic performance of choice schools, and the ability of parents
to meet the demands required for educational markets to function well. Despite these
advances, several dimensions of school choice remain relatively unexplored. Consider
three areas in particular.

First, research on the effects of school choice has tended to focus on student test score
outcomes as the measure of program success. Although some have considered impli-
cations of choice on tolerance and adherence to democratic norms (Wolf, 2005) and
recent (unpublished) evaluations of choice programs in Milwaukee and Washington,
DC have studied additional outcomes, generally the best research designs and data have
focused on student achievement in reading and math. Other outcomes deserve deeper
examination, given that parents consider several ideas, beyond student achievement,
when they choose schools (Howell, 2004; Schneider and Buckley, 2007).

Second, debates about whether choice influences certain outcomes are also some-
what limited, given that researchers have tended to leave schools’ daily operations in
unopened black boxes. Thus, in a multiple regression context, an independent variable
tapping participation in a choice program (e.g., a student received a voucher or not; a
student chose a charter school or not) may suggest achievement gains for students who
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choose, but what remains unknown are the practices the choice schools are pursuing
that produce those results. Scholars should be more willing to engage schools on the
ground level to study these practices.’

Finally, the literature has hardly considered the behavior of educational suppliers in
markets for school choice. One premise of market-based reforms is that schools will
adapt to compete for students. Yet just like parents, school leaders themselves face infor-
mation problems when they interpret the signals that parents send when they leave
or enter a particular school. Sometimes parents leave schools, although they appear
quite satisfied with the quality of the academic program, teachers, school leadership,
and safety. How schools and districts respond to competitive pressures is one area ripe
with opportunity (Teske et al.,, 2001; Hess, 2002; Manna, 2002; Witte Schlomer, and

Shober, 2007).

EDUCATION AND GOVERNANCE

Unlike the concept of “government;” which suggests a relatively narrow focus on pub-
lic institutions, the more multidimensional “governance” invites scholars to consider
how those institutions can influence public and private actors as they manage a diverse
menu of programs and policy tools.! Scholars have considered several ways that govern-
ance might influence public officials as they develop and implement education policy.
How do local school system leaders define their agendas and manage policy given their
political, financial, and institutional constraints? How do intergovernmental relation-
ships influence these same local leaders, as well as administrators or elected officials
at the state and federal level? What unique issues must state leaders confront as they
oversee local systems, while simultaneously serving as conduits for federal policies and
resources directed to influence local schooling? This section considers those questions
by examining local leadership, local management and administration, and state politics

and policy.

Local Leadership

Discussions about school board leadership have received increasing attention from
political scientists and other scholars (Howell, 2005; Berry and West, 2010). In the cur-
rent policy environment, people are beginning to question whether elected local boards
themselves are viable entities for overseeing the nation’s nearly 100,000 schools. The rise
of the state standards movement and efforts to hold localities accountable for student
learning has attenuated local control over curriculum, for example. Answering chal-
lenging technical questions, such as how to educate children with disabilities or those
who are still learning English, often seem beyond the scope of what local boards, with
their citizen leaders who often lack expertise in teaching or assessment, can manage.
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Beyond board leadership, researchers have also examined local chief executives,
either district superintendents or mayors who lead their city public schools. Studies
of superintendents and mayors have identified a complicated web of constraints that
challenge these individuals to produce policy agendas that simultaneously satisfy their
constituents and improve student learning (Hess, 1999; Henig and Rich, 2004; Wong
et al., 2007). Theoretically, scholars have identified models relating leadership to local
outcomes. This work sometimes even suggests implications for leadership in other con-
texts and at other levels of government (Henig, 2009).

Hess's (1999) study of superintendents considers the incentives facing these district
leaders as they build their policy agendas. Superintendents work under several con-
straints that limit their effectiveness. Urban school systems have tended to be “organiza-
tions with little accountability, difficult-to-control technical cores, and intense public
scrutiny” (Hess, 1999, 31). Those factors and personal incentives that drive leaders to
improve their own personal reputations lead them frequently to advance new initiatives,
rather than seeing through potentially promising reforms of their predecessors. The
ironic result, Hess (1999) notes, is that urban districts commonly experience too much,
not too little, reform. The tendency of new leaders to overhaul existing approaches inev-
itably produces disappointment when improvements do not occur in the narrow time-
frames that superintendents have promised.

School boards and superintendents have led nearly all American school systems for
most of the country’s history. Within the past decade or so mayoral control has emerged
as an alternative in some urban districts. In these systems, mayors have captured tradi-
tional board functions: they choose school superintendents, set instructional agendas
for schools, hire and fire central office and school personnel, open and close schools,
and manage district funds. The theoretical arguments favoring mayoral control suggest
that centralizing power over schools in city hall will eliminate the perverse incentives
that Hess (1999) discusses, which drive districts to focus on symbolic, rather than sub-
stantive, reforms.

Although mayoral control is relatively rare, high-profile cases in New York City and
the District of Columbia (among other places) have received much attention. Scholars
have begun to examine the theoretical arguments for this approach and to develop
empirical studies to test them. One example is the edited collection from Henig and
Rich (2004), which presents case studies in six large, urban districts with mayoral con-
trol. In synthesizing the findings of these diverse cases, the editors conclude with a sense
of “wary skepticism” about the potential for mayoral control to deliver on its promises
(Henig and Rich, 2004, 251). The reason, the authors argue, is that improving urban
education ultimately requires a strong collective commitment to address several factors
that can undermine positive change. Given the right intersection of circumstances and
a politically talented mayor, mayoral control may indeed foster improvements. But the
editors and some contributors are not sanguine, given that there are many ways that the
tight logic behind mayor-led systems may break down in practice (Meier, 2004).

In another major study, Wong and co-authors (2007) use a large-N statistical analy-
sis to examine policy change in finance and staffing, student outcomes, and dynamics
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of local politics in cities with mayoral control. The authors note that mayoral control
of schools is not randomly distributed across the country. Thus, they use a careful
research design that generates a purposeful sample of 104 districts without mayoral con-
trol, which they compare to the 10 districts they identified with mayoral control. The
authors’ overall findings show that mayoral leadership is associated with higher read-
ing and math achievement among elementary school students, more financial resources
for instruction and less for administration, and higher placement of education on local
political agendas. Those findings, they argue, “suggests that the first wave of mayoral
control has been a success” (Wong et al., 2007, 198). The book’s larger theoretical point
shows how institutions can create enabling conditions that leaders may then leverage to
improve organizational performance.

Local Management and Administration

In addition to studies examining how superintendents and mayors define reform agen-
das, other work has probed more detailed behaviors of leaders and managers as they
administer regular school district functions. Most prominent among such work is the
research program of Kenneth Meier and multiple collaborators, who have studied Texas
school districts to develop more general insights about public management and admin-
istration.® A breezy overview of those studies (Meier, 2009) reveals that they have illumi-
nated numerous factors influencing district operations, while simultaneously offering
insights on larger theoretical questions. Consider two specific examples.

First is the matter of political control of the bureaucracy, a major focus of political
scientists who study institutions. Much of this work in the discipline proceeds using
principal-agent models, which presume asymmetries of goals and resources between
political overseers of the bureaucracy (elected officials) and workers in government
agencies (bureaucrats). A problematic assumption in that literature, argue Meier
and O"Toole (2006), is that agency bureaucrats’ preferences are assumed, rather than
measured empirically and incorporated into models examining political control. In
their work, these authors have shown “bureaucratic values to be far more influential
in explaining bureaucratic outputs and outcomes than political factors” (Meier and
O’Toole, 2006, 177). The theoretical upshot of these findings is potentially huge, espe-
cially if parallel results emerge in other settings with different data. Empirically, the
authors urge subsequent researchers to “bring the bureaucracy back into the study of
bureaucratic control?” while noting how “apparent theoretical and practical insights”
about control of the bureaucracy “should be critically reexamined” (Meier and O’ Toole,
2006, 187).

A second issue concerns the development and operation of policy networks in public
education. Networked actors are often considered superior to traditional hierarchical
organizational forms, given the former’s ability to react swiftly to changing circum-
stances, adapt to client needs, and invite participation from groups inside and outside
government that possess specialized expertise. Meier and O’'Toole have also used the
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Texas case to examine administrative behavior in policy networks (Meier and O"Toole,
2001; Meier and Q’/Toole, 2003; Meier and O’/ Toole, 2004; O’ Toole and Meier, 2004).

Conceptually, they agree that scholars have identified several ways that networks
influence policy implementation, yet they highlight that the literature has struggled to
show the impact of network management on policy outputs and outcomes. In one study,
Meier and O’Toole (2003) examine the degree to which district superintendents built
ties to key network actors: school board members, local business elites, other superin-
tendents, state agency leaders and staff, and state legislators. The authors find that super-
intendents with more network connections tend to report greater district support from
their local school boards, parents, and the overall community, suggesting that manag-
ers who build network ties see dividends from their actions. Further, the authors show
that the impact of networking differs depending on local performance and context.
Overall, the findings suggest that network management can be “an important tool for
administrative success” (Meier and O’ Toole, 2003, 697). Still, network outcomes are not
uniformly positive. In a separate article, O’Toole and Meier (2004) examine the politics
of network management. They show how networks can have “dark sides,” which bias
network outcomes toward more advantaged participants. In more general terms, the
findings show how public administration and management can influence distributional
politics.

State Politics and Policy

In addition to work on ground-level conditions that affect local school leaders and
administrators, scholars have examined the broader intergovernmental forces influ-
encing educational governance and management. The federal government's increasing
levels of interest and involvement in education have energized scholarly studies of edu-
cational federalism. Although this overall volume is about state and local government,
researchers examining state and local education policy must still engage the federal role.
The main reason is that essentially all major federal education policies are administered
by states and local school districts. Subnational policy choices themselves have tremen-
dous influence on how federal policy operates.

Because federal policy implementation is dependent on subnational capacities and
political contexts, researchers have focused much energy on the tension between the
interests of federal program designers (in Congress and the federal bureaucracy) and
state and local implementers. Chubb’s (198sa, 1985b) analyses of federal education initia-
tives, while providing insights about implementation of the Elementary and Secondary
Education Act and federal vocational education programs, helped contribute to broader
debates about the nature of federal influence over state policy. Theoretically, Chubbs
articles use education to address questions about regulation (“When is it likely to be
excessive?”), oversight (“Under what conditions does monitoring reveal its impact?”),
and program design (“When are grant recipients responsive to incentives?”). One
broad implication of these studies is the need to develop research that simultaneously
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examines the economic relationships that federal grants establish and the political inter-
ests that motivate the givers and receivers of grant funds.

During the past decade, passage of the No Child Left Behind Act of 2001 (NCLB) has
renewed interest in the relationship between local, state, and federal governments in
education. Empirically, scholars have debated the extent to which NCLB has fundamen-
tally reshaped educational federalism or whether persistent patterns of state and local
dominance have persisted (McDermott and Jensen, 2005; McDonnell, 2005; McGuinn,
2005, 2006; Manna, 2006a; Wong and Sunderman 2007; Lowry, 2009; Manna, 2010).
Theoretically, work on state-federal relations in education has, like Chubb’s (198sa,
1985b) earlier contributions, prompted discussions about how federalism influ-
ences agenda setting (Manna, 2006b), and whether different models may be required,
depending on the arena of education (pre-school, elementary and secondary, or higher
education) under consideration (Lowry, 2009).

As this chapter’s other sections show, the most developed research agendas on educa-
tion in subnational governments have tended to focus on localities. Still, valuable work
on the states themselves has emerged. Notably, Mintrom’s studies (sometimes in collab-
oration with Vergari) have helped to bridge theoretical gaps between research on pol-
icy entrepreneurship, agenda setting, policy networks, and the diffusion of state policy
innovations (Mintrom, 1997a; Mintrom, 1997b; Mintrom and Vergari, 1998; Mintrom,
2000). In his work, Mintrom uses original survey data of state policy entrepreneurs
interested in school choice to examine how these advocates develop and promote their
ideas. Although he focusses on the choice debate, Mintrom’s theoretical propositions,
research design, and results show how diffusion studies could be greatly enhanced by
taking more direct account of entrepreneurs’ actions. One interesting connection that
such studies commonly miss, he notes, is the degree to which advocates working at the
state level frequently draw upon and promote successes of local reforms. Thus, his work
calls our attention to a “state-local nexus” (Mintrom, 1997b), which suggests diftusion
processes operating simultaneously in horizontal (state to state) and vertical (state and
local) ways.

Other state-level work has examined policy diffusion and the ways leaders manage
ideas and institutions amidst challenges from other state actors, competing levels of gov-
ernment, and interest groups. Shober’s (2010) book uses qualitative and advanced quan-
titative methods to study how state leaders in Georgia, Ohio, and Wisconsin developed
and administered reform during the 1980s and 1990s. In so doing, he identifies two key
variables—scope and autonomy—that influence agency success and have broad theo-
retical applicability for studies beyond education. State-centered studies on pre-school
education have explored related ideas. Such work has helped to examine the efficacy
of state approaches versus federal ones (Gormley and Phillips, 2005), the dynamics of
interest group behavior and the diffusion of ideas (Karch, 2010), and the factors associ-
ated with pre-school investments (Rigby, 2007).

Studies of state higher education policy have exploited institutional variation to
examine how structures and politics affect policy and student opportunities. Lowry
(2001, 845) shows how different state governing arrangements influence the costs
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borne by students in tuition and fees and how universities spend funds across several
functional areas. Theoretically, the results have implications for hierarchical control of
bureaucratic agencies, the influence of politics on management, and the degree to which
different institutional designs might produce similar outcomes. Other work exploiting
variation in post-secondary education includes Knott and Payne (2004), who develop
a classification scheme of higher education governance structures to investigate how
structure influences revenue streams and scholarly productivity, and Nicholson-Crotty
and Meier (2003) who show that structural choices can condition the influence of poli-
tics on state education finance. Finally, Hicklin and Meier (2008) focus on student out-
comes and show that variation in higher education governance influences minority
enrollments.

Future Research_

While the literature in this section contains suggestions for pushing forward specific
lines of inquiry, two additional areas seem ripe for future study. An initial area con-
cerns administrative capacity. In my own experience, discussing education with policy
makers and government administrators, everyone seems to agree that the capacity to
implement policy is a hugely important variable influencing why policies succeed or
fail. While that claim has some intuitive appeal, empirically the discussions are some-
what murky because “capacity” remains an elusive concept. Political scientists who are
interested in educational governance could make important theoretical and empirical
contributions by fleshing out this idea in more nuanced ways than is common in social
science research, which frequently operationalizes capacity by counting up agency per-
sonnel, considering agency budget size, and sometimes enumerating the number of
external constraints the agency confronts. Those measures are certainly good first cuts
at the concept of capacity, but they omit other elements, such as the skill and knowledge
of agency staff, the quality of their interactions, and the technical capabilities of their
administrative systems, among other things.

Also, the literature on educational governance would benefit from more compara-
tive research designs. Three potential comparisons seem especially promising. First,
comparisons of policies addressing different levels of education, as Lowry (2009)
has explored, can illustrate whether the institutional and political dynamics of edu-
cation governance are common across pre-school, elementary and secondary, and
higher education. Second, comparing education with other policy areas could reveal
even broader theoretical concepts or relationships between institutions, policy, and
outcomes, something that Marschall and Ruhil (2007) begin to examine. Finally,
comparisons between leaders situated in similar administrative positions across lev-
els of government (e.g., agency executives or managers) can reveal other empirical
regularities relevant to institutions and politics. Henig’s (2009) work on presidents,
governors, and mayors—what he terms the “new education executives’—is one
example.
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REPRESENTATION

Scholars frequently have used subnational education policy to study the representation
of group interests. Research on state and local education policy has addressed several
questions that examine institutions, political behavior, interest groups, and race and
politics. What factors influence the representation of minorities on local school boards?
Does descriptive representation of different racial groups translate into substantive rep-
resentation by influencing school policies, practices, and overall reform agendas? To
what extent do racial minorities collaborate or compete in campaigns for local school
offices? What powers do teacher unions wield in board elections? Do senior citizens
pose a threat to school funding in local communities as often is assumed?

Race, Local Politics, and Policy

Consider first the role of race in local school board elections. One strand of this literature
has focused on how different electoral systems might influence the descriptive represen-
tation of minority groups. A second major strand has examined what happens when
members of minority groups serve on local school boards and as administrators and
teachers. Rather than only considering electoral outcomes in which race is a depend-
ent variable, these latter studies consider race as an independent variable to study its
influence on substantive policy outputs and minority student outcomes. Some work has
considered descriptive and substantive representation simultaneously.

Findings regarding descriptive representation have shown that board elections based
on at-large representation tend to under-represent minority populations compared to
ward-based systems, but the effects are inconsistent. In a study of urban school districts
across the United States, Stewart, England, and Meier (1989) reported that blacks tended
to be slightly over-represented in ward-based systems, under-represented in systems
where board members are appointed, and much more under-represented in districts
with at-large elections. In contrast, Meier and colleagues (2005) conducted a similar
study and found that ward-based systems tended to attenuate Latino representation on
the school board, a finding consistent with Leal, Martinez-Ebers, and Meier (2004), but
had no statistically discernible effect on black representation.

More recent work from Marschall, Ruhil, and Shah (2010) has pushed the boundaries
of research on descriptive representation and local school boards. These authors have
identified two important limitations of prior work. Studies have nearly always focused
on proportional representation at a particular moment in time. Further, they have
tended to focus on a relatively limited set of independent variables, primarily the rules
governing board selection (e.g., at-large, ward-based, or other systems) and the pres-
ence of minority groups in a local school district. Focusing on black representation on
school boards and using a sample of 345 school districts from 1980 to 2000, Marschall,
Ruhil, and Shah (2010) conceive of minority representation as following a two-step
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process. First is the initial step of breaking the color barrier on a local school board. The
authors argue that going from none to some black representation represents an impor-
tant substantive step. Second is the amount of black representation that emerges once
the color barrier has been broken.

Marschall, Ruhil, and Shah (2010) report several interesting findings that have impli-
cations for prior studies and future work. First, they find that the presence of large black
populations is most important for overcoming the representation hurdle, although their
findings suggest that the probability of black representation is higher in districts with
ward-based rather than at-large systems. Second, once blacks have made it over the rep-
resentation hurdle, they find that an important and hitherto understudied variable—
the number of seats on a school board—has a positive effect on black representation.
That result holds for both at-large and ward-based systems. The authors conclude by
underscoring the importance of board size: “legislative size may be an underappreciated
mechanism by which to increase representation, particularly in AL [at-large] systems”
(Marschall, Ruhil, and Shah 2010, 122-123).

Identifying the factors that may influence minority representation on local school
boards begs an important follow-up question. Does descriptive representation trans-
late into substantive representation that benefits minority groups? The empirical find-
ings here tend to indicate that indeed, when members of racial minorities win seats on
local school boards, specific practices and policies tend to benefit minority students.
Marschall and Ruhil (2007) find evidence that descriptive representation matters at the
broadest level of substantive representation, the amount of satisfaction that constitu-
ents express in their elected leaders. Using a survey of 3,000 black respondents across
53 school districts, the authors find that blacks were more likely to report higher lev-
els of satisfaction with public schools when blacks served on the local school board or
when the city had a black mayor. In addition to reporting these findings, the authors
underscore the methodological advantages of studying representation using local gov-
ernments, especially those overseeing schools. They explain that slightly more than 100
blacks have been elected to Congress since 1869, while there were nearly 1,900 elected to
local school boards in the year 2000 alone.

Meier and his colleagues have studied more specific policy outputs to probe connec-
tions between descriptive and substantive representation (Fraga, Meier, and England,
1986; Leal, Martinez-Ebers, and Meier, 2004; Meier et al., 2005). Focusing on black and
Hispanic students, they find direct and indirect links. Board representation of racial
minorities is associated with greater numbers of that same minority group being hired
into school administrative positions. In contrast, board representation is not directly
related to the staffing patterns in a district’s schools. However, the authors find indi-
rect effects in that districts with more minority administrators are likely to have more
minority teachers. That is perhaps understandable, given that boards commonly play
some role in the hiring of district administrators and perhaps even school principals. Yet
they delegate to these same administrators the power to hire teachers.

Linking these findings to some of their prior work on the subject, Meier and
co-authors (2005, 767) note the importance of these personnel decisions, given that
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“both African American and Latino teachers positively influence the educational expe-
rience of minority students”” In one of those studies, for example, Meier and England
(1984) found that schools with more black teachers were less likely to practice “second
generation discrimination” against black students. In other words, these schools were
less likely to embrace low expectations for black students, such as assigning them to spe-
cial education classes, suspending them at higher rates, and discouraging them from
enrolling in classes providing academic enrichment.

These findings about descriptive and substantive representation also suggest an
important theoretical point. Thinking about the relationships between actors at difter-
ent levels—from elected positions to agency management to front-line employees—is
fundamental to understanding how representation unfolds. As the work discussed in
this section and other studies have shown, school districts and schools are valuable
institutions for examining these issues (Meier, 1984; Stewart, England, and Meier, 1989;
Meier, O’ Toole, and Nicholson-Crotty, 2004).

Limits of Descriptive Representation

Interestingly, when considering local reform and educational performance more
generally, the link between descriptive and substantive representation seems less
sanguine in large urban districts. In their award-winning book, The Color of School
Reform: Race, Politics, and the Challenge of Urban Education, Henig and colleagues
(1999) find that the promise of black leadership in urban school districts is compli-
cated by the myriad ways in which race interacts with local constituencies, persis-
tent challenges, and reform agendas. One important variable that separates this work
from that of Meier and his colleagues is that Henig’s group focuses on school reform
in minority-led cities—the District of Columbia, Baltimore, Detroit, and Atlanta—
whereas Meier’s team examines localities where racial minorities are in the numerical
minority.

The optimism that Meier’s studies of minority representation suggest are the launch-
ing point for Henig and his team’s work. As an Urban League director from Atlanta
noted in the early pages of the book, “I have always believed that if you could ever
achieve equity in the administration of the school system, then it would improve the
chances of black kids getting a better education” (Henig et al., 1999, 4). The authors find,
however, that such optimism about minority leadership in urban districts has not trans-
lated into widespread gains in minority achievement. “Indeed,” the authors note, “by
most accounts the situation is bleaker than ever” (Henig et al., 1999, 6).

Conceptually, Henig et al. (1999) attempt to explain these educational outcomes in
urban areas; they consider how race interacts with local conditions and influences the
emergence of crucial civic capacity that can sustain educational reforms and improve
educational outcomes for minority students. Their theoretical model posits that reform
outcomes depend on the interaction of two key variables: the degree to which a city’s
politics is “racialized” and the amount of “fragmentation” among local groups, both
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inside and outside government, who can influence a city’s education agenda. Henig
et al’s (1999) primary conclusions are that race remains a salient variable in local edu-
cational politics and, given that salience, it is incredibly difficult to maintain the local
coalitions needed to sustain successful school reform agendas.

Other Group Interests

Beyond matters of race and representation, political scientists and public administra-
tion scholars have considered group interests in other contexts. Consider these two rela-
tively recent illustrative examples. The initial one focuses on teacher unions, a powerful
group in contemporary education policymaking. Given unions’ strength, Moe (2006,
2009) has noted the empirical need for researchers to examine their substantive influ-
ence on politics and student outcomes, which he has studied by examining how unions
affect school board elections and student achievement. Moe’s theoretical insight is that
teacher unions complicate traditional assumptions about principal-agent relationships
between management and labor.

As Moe (2006) shows, teachers acting in local settings, often via union mobilization,
have powerful impacts on the individuals who serve in school management positions.
The reason is because teachers can strongly influence school board elections (where
turnout typically is low) and therefore have a strong hand in choosing their overse-
ers. Theoretically, this fact suggests that typical assumptions about principals and their
ability to hold agents accountable for performance require rethinking and additional
empirical study.

Another example is Berkman and Plutzer’s (2005) study of policymaking in school
districts. Their work attempts to study connections between local interests and school
finance by considering a fundamental question about American democracy: Are
local school districts responsive to the policy preferences of their constituents?
Methodologically, the authors develop an innovative approach, called small polity infer-
ence, in which they leverage national and state-level public opinion data to infer citi-
zen preferences in local districts. As a result, the authors become the first to “compare
preferences for spending with actual spending in nearly all American school districts”
(Berkman and Plutzer, 2005, xvi). Their findings have implications for the design of
local rules for choosing school board members.

Further, Berkman and Plutzer (2005) examine teacher unions and another group,
elderly citizens, to consider how these groups influence school finance decisions.
Their findings regarding the elderly are particularly interesting. The authors show
that the majority of elderly citizens are more likely to support school spending than
others. That finding is contingent upon the elderly living in communities where
“local property taxes generate a meaningful proportion of their total operating rev-
enue’ (Berkman and Plutzer, 2005, 142). That conclusion highlights how institutional
design—here, the allocation of responsibility for funding schools—is associated with
concrete policy results.
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Future Research

Scholars studying state and local education policy through the lens of representation
have produced numerous theoretical and empirical insights. Two additional areas could
build on this foundation. First, although prior research has examined how the rules for
selecting school board members can influence board composition, local campaigns for
school board office have received much less attention. Some work has examined the
potential for coalition building across racial minority groups in such elections. But those
studies focus on group characteristics of local communities and the institutions that gov-
ern member selection, and not on the political behavior of elites on the campaign trail
(Meier and Stewart, 1991; Rocha 2007). The rise of the accountability movement in edu-
cation has produced much data on student achievement, which in theory was designed to
promote transparency and public interest in school performance. It would be interesting
to know whether such information has informed campaigns for local board positions.

Second, the same sorts of issues that scholars of local education politics have explored
are also ripe for consideration at the state level. Beyond the studies of higher educa-
tion noted in the prior section and other work that has examined state education policy
in the context of American federalism, few scholars have taken up the call of pioneers
in this area, who encouraged more rigorous state-level studies to understand how state
institutions, activist groups, and political campaigns all intersect to represent compet-
ing interests (Masters, Salisbury, and Eliot, 1964). The diversity of state-level institutions
responsible for governing education, coupled with the state-level influence of teacher
unions and business, provides a great setting for such work (Campbell and Mazzoni,
1976; Wirt and Kirst, 2009).

ADDITIONAL DIRECTIONS AND CONCLUSIONS

Prior sections of this chapter have described key theoretical and empirical findings and
suggested how researchers might push forward future studies on educational markets,
governance, and representation. This concluding section describes five broader areas
that present promising opportunities for scholars interested in these and other topics.
First, although research on subnational education policy has tended to favor
local-level over state-level settings, many reasons exist to study the states more carefully
(Masters, Salisbury, and Eliot, 1964; Campbell and Mazzoni, 1976; Shober, Manna, and
Witte, 2006; Hicklin and Meier, 2008; Karch, 2010; Shober, 2010). The current menu
of policies promoting standards-based reform and accountability for educational per-
formance means that state policy choices will become even more consequential in the
future. That continued state role and the emergence of more readily accessible data on
state policy and performance, coupled with the states’ institutional and political diver-
sity, means that state education politics and policy will remain a highly relevant and the-

oretically promising arena for study.



EDUCATION POLICY 685

Second, education policy debates frequently defy simplistic left-right conceptual-
izations common in the research literature and punditry on American politics. School
choice, usually framed as conservative policy, has enjoyed support from an eclectic coali-
tion of groups across the ideological spectrum, including civil rights advocates, business
leaders, minority groups, and libertarians. Similarly, Democrats and Republicans, espe-
cially governors, have found common ground on standards-based reform. Political views
in other education policy areas have tended to fall along more traditional lines, as with sex
education, for example. Focusing on state and local settings, researchers could explore the
different partisan and ideological coalitions that form around various education policies.
That research would help build on prior state-policy work in these general areas (Wong
and Shen, 2002; McDermott, 2003) and potentially produce new understandings of what
it means for citizens to espouse particular ideological or partisan identifications.

Third, studies of state and local education policy could help revive what was once
a burgeoning literature on political socialization. Thist prior work tended to find that
families, not schools, were the most powerful force influencing children’s beliefs about
politics. But much has changed since then in family structures, how schools operate, the
programs schools offer, and the students they serve. Schools are also more diverse places
now than they were during the heyday of political socialization research. Do different
institutional forms socialize students differently? Can state or local policy choices about
curricular content influence subsequent political behavior or attitudes? Some critics
have claimed that the current focus on accountability for reading and math instruction
has caused schools to short-change history and citizenship studies. All of these factors
have potential implications for how youth are socialized into the political system and,
ultimately, for the health of American democracy.

Fourth, scholars of state and local education policy should consider engaging in more
comparative work. One approach would be to compare education with other policy
areas to identify more general propositions about behaviors and practices. In this spirit,
prior research from Jacoby and Schneider (2001) has helped to situate education among
a variety of other issues facing state policy makers, as Marschall and Ruhil’s (2007) work
has done in local settings. Seeing how education compares to other policy areas, as well
as understanding how it interacts with them as states and localities develop their policy
agendas, merits additional attention (Rigby, 2007). Comparing state and local education
policy cross-nationally is another approach. One especially promising line of inquiry, as
Wallner’s (2010) work illustrates, would be to consider the emergence of federal and state
policies promoting standards and accountability. Such policies have become more ubig-
uitous in the United States and abroad. Comparative work could help to reveal general
insights about subnational institutions, performance, and the practice of accountability.

Fifth, more collaborative and systematic data collection efforts among scholars
of state and local education policy could benefit the broader research community by
sparking additional work in the diverse areas this chapter discusses. As scholars of state
and local policy frequently note (Marschall, Ruhil, and Shah 2010), there are immense
research challenges in education and other substantive areas, given the difficulty of
developing comparable and complete data sets across subnational units and time. Local
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school board elections, for example, are particularly difficult to study, given that they
require on-the-ground work to track campaign behavior and gather election returns,
which typically are not maintained by public authorities in comprehensive or rela-
tively easy-to-access data sets. Fortunately, a new collaboration of scholars, the recently
formed Local Elections in America Project, is beginning to address these issues system-
atically (Marschall, Shah, and Ruhil 2011).

Other future research opportunities will emerge, given that education likely will
remain high on state and local government agendas. That continuing presence means
that researchers will have many opportunities to secure funding and contribute to rel-
evant policy discussions. As the studies surveyed in this chapter illustrate, participating
in such practical discussions need not undermine one’s scholarly productivity. An over-
all virtue of studying subnational education policy is that researchers can help enrich
popular debates while simultaneously advancing theoretical understandings of politics
that appeal to political scientists and public administration scholars working across
numerous subfields. Such work has the potential to bring out the best in what scholars
can offer, both within and beyond the walls of academia.

NOTES

1. Tam grateful to Donald Haider-Markel, Jeffrey Henig, Andrew Karch, and Arnold Shober
for providing superb feedback on earlier drafts.

2. Although researchers across the social sciences have studied subnational education policy
and politics, this chapter delimits the discussion by focusing on work from political scien-
tists and public administration scholars.

3. Witte’s (2000) work on Milwaukee, which includes quantitative analyses and school
case-studies, is an exception to the norm.

4. Research on educational markets, discussed in the previous section, is a subset of this
larger area.

5. Although, this research program on Texas school districts and public management is one
of the most notable and productive, other work has contributed to this discussion. Two
recent books highlight the value of focusing on the actions of teachers and principals, clas-
sic examples of street level bureaucrats (Lipsky, 1980). The first is Abernathy’s (2007) work
on the No Child Left Behind Act, which includes analysis of school principals’ behavior
during implementation. The second is Berkman and Plutzer’s (2010) work on the teaching
of evolution in the public schools.
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