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Introduction

The first paper in this series called on communities to establish
local accountability practices that complement and augment
state and federal accountability frameworks. Using Gateway
City school and district improvement plans as our gauge, the
second paper argued that communities are not currently sup-
plementing state and federal accountability in this manner. In
this third and final paper, we trace the dearth of local account-
ability practice to fundamental weaknesses in our governing
institutions at both the school and the district levels.

Massachusetts law tasks school councils—governing bodies
composed of principals, teachers, parents, community mem-
bers, and students (in the case of high schools)—with devel-
oping school improvement plans that include measurable stra-
tegic goals. School committees are similarly tasked to approve
district improvement plans and to oversee superintendents
charged with meeting their objectives. In the second paper,
we analyzed both types of plans and found that they rarely in-
clude such goals, leaving school councils and districts lacking
in their performance of this critical governance function. The
absence of transparent and well-formulated goals in school and
district plans suggests that communities could do much more
to heighten accountability for improved performance both in
academics (the core of state and federal accountability policy)
and in other areas of student learning, consistent with local val-
ues and priorities.

To better understand why school committees and councils
struggle to provide this form of local accountability, we exam-
ine data from three sources: an online survey we conducted of
randomly sampled school council members, results from the
most recent Gateway City school committee elections, and
various bodies of academic research relating to school gov-
ernance and accountability. This three-dimensional approach
illuminates structural problems and provides perspective on
how education policymakers might better position Massa-
chusetts communities to respond to governance challenges
that undermine local accountability practices.

Findings

1. Survey responses suggest that most school
councils do not play a meaningful role in school
governance.

While Massachusetts has had school councils in place for over
two decades, there has been very little research examining their
function and performance.! To learn more, we collected 149
responses to an online survey we conducted of school council
members across the state.?

We found that fewer than one-third of respondents “agree”
or “strongly agree” that their councils have influence over the
hiring of principals, or decisions regarding the school bud-
get. Only 15 percent agree when asked if their school council
shapes curriculum, and just 12 percent report influence over
the hiring of teachers. Even in operational areas that seem par-
ticularly suited to school councils, such as engaging communi-
ty partners and communicating strategic priorities to parents,
less than half of members surveyed agree that their council per-
forms such functions (Figure 1).

Most concerning is the limited role school councils play as gov-
erning bodies charged with establishing strategic priorities. Con-
sistent with findings from the second paper in this series, less
than half of school council members report setting measurable
goals for academic learning in a school improvement plan. A
small majority (58 percent) “agree” or “strongly agree” that their
school councils produce improvement plans with nonacademic
measures of a well-rounded educational experience.

Two patterns stand out in this area of questioning. First, re-
sponses from urban districts diverge from answers provided by
others. While school council members from urban districts re-
port slightly more agreement when asked about their influence
in budgeting and hiring, they are significantly less likely to agree
that their plans include measures of academic learning (28 per-
cent of urban respondents vs. 46 percent of respondents from
suburban or rural districts) or goals related to nonacademic
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measures of a well-rounded educational experience (41 percent
of urban respondents vs. 57 percent of respondents from subur-
ban or rural districts). Second, as evident in Figure 1, respons-
es to these questions vary considerably between principals and
other school council members: over 80 percent of principals say
their improvement plans include measures of a well-rounded
education, compared with just 42 percent of the teachers, par-
ents, and community members surveyed.

Comments provided to open-ended questions suggest school
council members have real role confusion, with little agree-
ment or understanding about what function these bodies
serve. Several principals suggested that councils are adviso-
ry bodies, not actual boards with responsibilities for shared
decision-making in establishing strategic priorities. Many

parents felt that principals see the councils as less-than-use-
ful advisory bodies, as “window dressing” without real value,
necessary only for compliance purposes. One parent wrote:

I always wondered about our role. I asked our principal,
but never got a response. Nor did we read anything about
our role. We never shared the info we received with any
parents, unless it was just one on one, with friends, etc.

While overall the survey results indicate that most Massachu-
setts school councils are not performing their statutory func-
tions, a handful of respondents report that their councils are
effective collaborative bodies. Several principals took time to
underscore their belief that school councils can serve import-
ant purposes. For example, one principal shared:

Figure 1:
Percent Who “Agree” or “Strongly Agree” that School Councils Perform Each Function
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As a principal, I work very hard to maintain a strong School
Council. I think this has been successful, but it seems
somewhat unusual. I don’t think that state or district forces
have been very helpful in supporting or maintaining these
groups—it really falls almost 100% on the principal.

2. The current weak state of school councils has
implications for parent engagement and leader-
ship development.

Any discussion about the value of school councils as govern-
ing bodies must also consider the important role these insti-
tutions could play engaging parents and developing them as
civic leaders.

School councils clearly struggle to identify parents willing
and able to serve. Only about one-third of parent members
responding to the survey report obtaining their seat through
a competitive election. Recruitment challenges surfaced re-
peatedly in open-ended comments; several respondents sug-
gested that finding parents to serve is especially difficult in
urban districts with high enrollment churn. Others noted
that their school councils struggle to recruit a diverse mem-
bership, and they see the resulting imbalance as a source of
institutional racism within their community.

As school councils function presently, the time commitment
of membership alone does not appear to be the most formida-
ble barrier to parent participation. About two-thirds of par-
ent members report spending less than an hour per week on

school-council-related matters, and generally councils meet
just once a month (70 percent) during the school year.

The failure to provide a formative and meaningful experience
might contribute to lack of participation. The vast majority of
parents (71 percent) on school councils indicate that they sought
council seats in order to help improve their schools, as opposed
to helping to keep an already strong school healthy (18 percent)
or out of a desire to get involved in the community (5 percent).

In addition to expressing frustration with the limited role of
their councils, two-thirds of parents say they had no training
to prepare them for serving. To the extent that training did
occur, which about one-quarter of the parents received, it was
largely limited to learning about school council functions. Far
fewer received training in how to build valuable skills in ar-
eas such as budgeting (8 percent), parent engagement (5 per-
cent), or strategic planning and goal setting (3 percent).

3. With few candidates vying for seats, Gateway
City school committee elections are extremely
uncompetitive.

In Gateway Cities with limited leadership pipelines, lack of
leadership development at the school council level means that
fewer citizens are prepared to seek seats on school commit-
tees. While competition is not always a positive for improved
school performance, as we will discuss in the next section,
many Gateway Cities have a critically low number of candi-
dates seeking school committee positions.

Figure 2:
Competitiveness of At-Large School Committee Elections, 2017
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In 2017 elections for at-large school committee seats in Gate-
way Cities, on average, there were just 1.5 candidates per seat
(Figure 2). With 185,000 residents, for example, Worcester
fielded only seven candidates for six at-large seats. In more
than one-quarter of Gateway Cities (6 of 22), the number
of at-large candidates equaled the number of at-large seats,
meaning that each person running automatically won a seat.

Competition was equally low in school committee ward races
in 2017 (see Figure 3). Only one of six and two of nine ward
seats in Attleboro and Chicopee, respectively, were contested.
In Chelsea, none of the eight ward seats saw a competitive
election. In fact, two of the wards drew no candidates until
concerned citizens stepped forward at the last minute and
sought the positions as write-in candidates.

In the 44 ward races where incumbents sought to retain their
seats, only 13 faced a challenger, which means fully 70 percent
of incumbents on Gateway City school committees ran unop-
posed. And among the incumbents with challengers, only two
lost. Overall, 95 percent of incumbents held on to their seats.

4. Gateway City school committees lack both
racial and ethnic diversity, as well as gender
balance.

Structural challenges that make it difficult to achieve racial and
ethnic balance on Gateway City school committees are particu-
lar cause for concern. Figure 4 shows that, on average, the stu-
dent population of Gateway City school districts is nearly two-
thirds (64 percent) nonwhite. Just 14 percent of full-time staft in

Figure 3:

Gateway City schools are nonwhite. Research presented in the
next section reveals a strong link between the racial and ethnic
composition of staff and school committee members. Our analy-
sis of Gateway City school committees finds nonwhite members
hold only 11 percent of seats; more than half of Gateway Cities
(13 of 24) have no nonwhite school committee members.

Gender disparities are also prevalent. Less than 40 percent of
Gateway City school committee members are women, yet
women comprise 80 percent of staft in Gateway City school
districts. Several Gateway City school committees are
extremely unbalanced by gender. No women at all sit on Fall
River’s seven-member school committee. Everett’s nine-mem-
ber board and New Bedford’s seven-member board each has
just a single woman. And just two of seven school committee
members in Haverhill, Lowell, Lynn, Peabody, Pittsfield and
Quincy are women. Highlighting these extremes further, not
one Gateway City school committee is as unbalanced by gen-
der in the opposite direction.

Discussion

Our data show little evidence of local accountability practices
in Gateway Cities, and academic research on education gov-
ernance helps to explain why. Beginning with school-level
governance and working our way up to school-committee
and district-level governance, we explore and contextualize
this literature below.

Competitiveness of School Committee Ward Elections, 2017
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Figure 4:

Percentage of Nonwhite vs. White Representation
in Gateway City Student Bodies, School Staff, and
School Committees, 2017
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1. Increasing local accountability through school
autonomy initiatives.

Perspective on the functioning of school councils in Massa-
chusetts can be found in closely related research on school
autonomy initiatives across the United States. For decades,
education reformers experimented with granting more deci-
sion-making authority to individual schools. Although it has
been underappreciated, research on this period of experimen-
tation reveals that the success of these autonomy initiatives
ultimately hinged on their ability to foster a stronger culture
of accountability within the school community.

The first iteration of efforts to provide individual schools with
greater autonomy began in the 1960s and *70s, and accelerated
through the ’80s. A variety of forces precipitated the move to
what educators at the time called school-based management.
Civil rights-era political leaders wanted to empower commu-
nities to take ownership of their local schools, and, much like
today, they hoped to redirect central office spending back into
the classroom. Education policy leaders believed that allow-
ing school communities the freedom to innovate might help
them overcome constraints that make education inherently
difficult to change from the top down.*

The History and Function of School
Councils in Massachusetts

The 1993 Massachusetts Education Reform Act (MERA)
required all schools to form school councils.? Principals
co-chair school councils, and membership must include
teachers, parents, community members, and, in high
schools, at least one student. While schools can deter-
mine the number of members, the council must have an
equal number of parents and teachers, and the law calls
upon the school to see to it that the body is “broadly
representative” of the racial and ethnic diversity of the
school. The law also encourages the local Parent-Teach-
er organization to be the vehicle for electing parent
members to the school council. Teachers are selected
by a vote of the faculty.

The law describes four main areas of responsibility for
councils. They include assisting the principle in:1) Adopt-
ing educational goals for the school that are consistent
with local educational policies and statewide student
performance standards; 2) identifying the educational
needs of students attending the school; 3) reviewing
the annual school building budget; and 4) formulating a
school improvement plan. Matters related to collective
bargaining are the only are where the law specifically
prohibits school council involvement.

Massachusetts was not the first state to require par-
ent involvement in school governance. California, Flori-
da, Kentucky, and South Carolina all passed legislation
establishing school-based improvement councils with
parent participation before Massachusetts added the
requirement in the 1993 Education Reform Act. Feder-
al law also has a long tradition of involving parents in
school-level governance. In the 1970s, the federal El-
ementary and Secondary Education Act (ESEA) was
amended to require Title I schools to create parent ad-

visory councils. While the 1981 reauthorization of ESEA
eliminated this requirement, the 2001 No Child Left Be-
hind Act (NCLB) contained a number of provisions re-
lating to family involvement and parent participation in
school improvement.

LOCAL ACCOUNTABILITY: PART III
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Researchers carefully followed these school-based manage-
ment efforts. By the 1990s, it was clear that the model had
not produced much improvement. Too often, school-based
management initiatives focused on governance rather than
improving teaching and learning, and most schools lacked
sufficient capacity to use their new authority constructively.®

In the 2000s, borrowing from the success of independently
governed charter schools, educators and education policy-
makers responded with a new wave of autonomy initiatives
that focused explicitly on driving improvement in instruc-
tion. Many of these efforts had baked-in accountability pro-
visions: if schools did not show demonstrable improvement,
they could lose their autonomy. Rather than making the ob-
jective simply to decentralize governance, these initiatives
concentrated on providing more flexibility in hiring, curric-
ulum, and scheduling. To the extent that these new forms of
autonomy included alternative approaches to school-level
governance, most often the innovation sought to facilitate
more collaboration between teachers and school administra-
tors. Drawing further from the lessons of the past, districts
also provided much more capacity building in order to posi-
tion their autonomous schools to thrive.®

While the evidence to date is still quite limited, it indicates
that many autonomous schools in the latest wave of experi-
mentation have risen to the challenge, producing substantial
gains in student performance.”

2. Increasing local accountability by engaging
families in school governance.

Family involvement in school governance is an established
component of state and federal law (see side bar, p. 5) and the
focus of several long-term research-practice partnerships.®
This gives us a large body of evidence to draw from as we think
about how local accountability practices activate parents to ad-
vance school improvement by creating a culture of “social ac-
countability;” as discussed in the two previous papers.

Research findings on family involvement in school governance
is mixed. In part, evaluators note that in many places the estab-
lishment of school governance bodies that include parents has
been extremely weak.” While the results are often disappoint-
ing, the literature reveals important lessons about the barriers
to successful engagement of families in school governance.
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First, if parents are to coalesce and contribute productively to
school improvement, inter-parental relationships are key. In
many urban districts, these relationships are severely limited
for a variety of reasons. Cities simply have more residential
churn, which disrupts relationships and makes it difficult for
many parents to justify an investment of time and energy
in new ones that are also likely to be short-lived. Also, city
schools often draw families from many cultural backgrounds.
This diversity enriches the school community but also makes
it less likely that parents will enter the system with established
relationships, and having less in common, they often encoun-
ter more difficulty forming new ties.”® In urban districts with
schools that are also socio-economically diverse, there are
real and perceived power differences between parents, which
creates yet another impediment to the formation of bonds."

Establishing trusting relationships between teachers and par-
ents is also more challenging in urban districts for reasons
similar to those stated above. Studies consistently find that
low-income parents often have difficulty interacting with
teachers and other school professionals due to status differ-
ences. This barrier may be compounded in schools with high
percentages of African-American parents, who often have
deep reservations stemming from their own youthful school
experiences with racial discrimination and conflict.'?

Schools that effectively engage parents in governance often begin
by first establishing trust. They ask and listen to parents to iden-
tify their concerns, rather than allowing the priorities of school
leaders to frame the relationship. In high-poverty neighbor-
hoods, schools also work to help families access basic services,
creating understanding and nurturing rapport before discussing
higher levels of parent involvement in school governance.

Schools that succeed in attracting parental participation in
school governance also provide a variety of types of involve-
ment, so that every parent has an opportunity to contribute and
form relationships. Ultimately, only a small number of parents
will likely participate in leadership activities. But with the ap-
proach outlined here, those who do become involved in school
governance will have more relationships with the larger body of
parents, who will in turn have a more meaningful connection
to the school community at-large. Together, these school com-
munities work to co-design and continuously improve new
programs with the full support of parent advocates.



3. Increasing local accountability through
high-functioning school committees.

Given the prevalence of school committees and their central
role in providing accountability for school performance, re-
search on their effectiveness in this area is surprisingly limited.
Still, several recent studies have drawn a clear line between how
school committees execute their accountability functions and
student achievement in the schools they oversee." Most nota-
bly, these studies suggest that school committees that produce
strategic plans with measurable goals do increase their district’s
performance on test scores and graduation rates.”> Moreover,
they find, it is not the specific goals the school committee estab-
lishes that is most important, but rather finding unity of pur-
pose to provide strategic direction. Districts where commit-
tee members agree on the accountability outcomes they want
schools to produce are more successful at generating improve-
ments in student learning outcomes.'

Political scientists have researched the barriers democrati-
cally elected school committee members encounter in reach-
ing agreement on outcomes. These scholars note that charter
school boards do not face such constraints and are therefore
much more likely than traditional public school boards to de-
fine accountability goals based on student achievement gains."”
They also point to an intense disconnect between account-
ability outcomes and superintendent contracts. Similar to the
findings reported in the second paper in this series, academic
research shows that the contracts school committees negotiate
with superintendents rarely include accountability measures,
particularly measures related to narrowing achievement gaps
between student subgroups, which has been the central focus
of state and federal accountability efforts since NCLB."

Many scholars have probed the relationship between elect-
ed membership and school committee performance to bet-
ter understand why school committees have not assumed a
stronger role in providing accountability. Studies show that
citizens are more likely to vote and have more information
about the issues when school committee elections take place
at the same time as general elections."” Similarly, students
have better learning outcomes in communities that select
school committee members in even-year, higher-turnout
elections.”® There is also evidence that school committees are
more responsive to citizens in the face of electoral competi-
tion, although studies do not find that such competition leads
directly to increases in test scores or graduation rates.*'

4. Local accountability and school committee
diversity.

School committee diversity is an urgent topic in the context of
local accountability in most Gateway Cities, especially in view
of a significant body of evidence that school committees with
diverse membership heighten accountability and improve
student learning outcomes.

Studies show that parents of color feel better about the per-
formance of their schools when they live in districts with mi-
nority school committee members.? Other research suggests
that they have good reason for such confidence: students of
color who attend schools in districts with minority school
committee members are less likely to be suspended, expelled,
or enrolled in special education, and more likely to take
higher-level classes.”

At least in part, these impacts stem from the connection be-
tween governance and hiring. School committees with more
diverse members seem to hold their systems accountable for
hiring more diverse administrators, and in turn, districts with
more diverse administrators hire more diverse educators.*

This pathway of diverse school committee membership lead-
ing to more diverse staffing patterns appears to be critical to
improving learning outcomes. Numerous studies show that
minority students fare better in schools with more minority
teachers, even when individual students do not themselves
have a minority teacher. Moreover, school districts with more
minority teachers have fewer minority students in special ed-
ucation, as well as lower rates of suspension and expulsion,
higher enrollments in upper-level classes, and higher gradua-
tion rates among students of color.”®

Studies show that the composition of school populations of-
ten changes much faster than the demographic makeup of
school committees. From a fundraising perspective, the bar-
rier to entry is generally lower for candidates seeking these
seats compared with other elected positions, however, a va-
riety of other factors limit the ability of racial and ethnic mi-
norities to win school committee elections. Most prominent
among them is the all at-large structure, which is employed
in nearly two-thirds of Gateway City school districts.”® (In at-
large elections, candidates run citywide in multi-seat contests
and voters are allotted as many votes as there are seats. This
math allows one large neighborhood or cohesive voting block
to garner all of the seats).
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Lessons from Local School Councils in
Chicago

In 1988, the Illinois state legislature passed the Chica-
go School Reform Act, which replaced centralized con-
trol of the city’s schools with strong decision-making
power at the local level. The act created parent-dom-
inated local school councils, with power to hire and
fire principals and to approve the school budget. At
the same time, it increased the power of principals to
manage personnel, and enlarged the role of teachers
in decision-making, primarily by providing them with
seats on the council.

This reform initiative was the subject of a highly re-
garded seven-year study led by the University of Chi-
cago Consortium on School Research. The study found
that, on average, the reform led to significant improve-
ments in student learning outcomes. However, when
trust was lower among members of the school com-
munity, schools struggled to improve. The researchers
pointed to the role of principals. Schools with principals
who were able to build trust among all parties so that
they were in a position to use the power they gained
through decentralized decision-making saw the most
improvement.?’

Policy Recommendations

For local accountability to thrive, a strong focus on strength-
ening school and district governance is undoubtedly in order.
Educators have long understood the fragility of these gov-
erning institutions and have sought to find ways to manage
around this fundamental weakness, rather than addressing it
directly. This will no longer do. We need governance systems
with less friction so that they can respond to the constant
social and economic change in the world as we know it to-
day, and create more vertical and horizontal alignment across
communities, so that high-quality teaching and learning oc-
curs in a variety of settings and students can make successful
transitions from one stage to the next. Toward this end, we
conclude with three policy ideas for consideration:
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1. Make schools a breeding ground for civic
leadership.

Leadership development is absolutely essential to the fate
of Gateway Cites. Small urban communities that face com-
plex challenges in increasingly turbulent times depend on a
bullpen of leaders with a large stock of mutual trust. From
the research evidence behind the Working Cities Challenge’s
collaborative leadership for systems-change model to the
Lawrence Partnerships demonstrated impact, the power-
ful connection between leadership, resiliency, and sustained
progress merits a considerable push for making Gateway City
schools breeding grounds for civic leadership.?®

No other system in the community is better positioned to
contribute to the leadership pipeline and the development of
social capital than the public schools. This potential remains
largely untapped. Although most school council members
believe that more training would make their councils more
effective (Figure 5), they currently receive little to no train-
ing. New school committee members must attend trainings
offered by the Massachusetts Association of School Com-
mittees, but preparing members to serve in urban districts,
where the assignment is far more difficult and complex than
elsewhere is challenging. Research suggest school commit-
tee training programs often struggle to impart the necessary
skills.”

Positioning schools to develop leaders is largely a communi-
ty responsibility. However, there are relatively simple ways the
state could assist. For instance, DESE could support efforts to
better prepare school council members by developing core
online training modules. Completion of this limited training ses-
sion should be required to give parents and community mem-
bers serving on these bodies a common understanding of the
state policy framework under which school councils operate.
More importantly, by requiring such training, the state could
create a central list of school council members. Contact informa-
tion for school council members would certainly provide value
to researchers seeking to learn about their experiences.

Even more important, this information would allow both
statewide and local groups to invite council members to ap-
propriate trainings and convenings. The Mel King Institute
for Community Building offers a wide variety of community
development trainings that are extremely relevant for urban
school leaders. And Gateway City chambers and other com-
munity-based organizations that offer leadership training



Figure 5:

Percent of Respondents Who Think the Following Changes Would Contribute a “Great Deal”
or “Fair Amount” to the Effectiveness of Their School Council
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would be better positioned to market to parent leaders with
easily accessible lists of school council members.

Training and coaching models for school committee mem-
bers are equally critical. Survey data from the National Asso-
ciation of School Boards show that most members need more
training, and that, on average, it takes two years before they
feel knowledgeable enough to perform the job well.* Given
the complexity of governance in urban districts and the fre-
quently high turnover on urban school committees, finding
more training opportunities is crucial.

Lastly, the decline of local newspapers leaves a leadership void
and a major obstacle to the development of strong local ac-
countability practices. While social media can fill this void to
a degree, too often citizens take to the medium with strongly
felt positions on an issue. We can take steps to prepare mem-
bers of our schools communities to serve as citizen journalists
so that they can learn about the issues from all vantage points
and follow them with objectivity.

More authority

More authority More authority

to engage over curriculum over the hiring
community of teachers
partners

City Bureau, which trains and pays “Documenters” to attend
school committee meetings and gather unbiased information
in Chicago and Detroit, is one emerging model.*! Not only is
this a high-potential strategy for filling the information void,
studies show that those who engage in citizen journalism may
be more likely to take the leap and run for school committee
themselves in the future.’ This is an area where modest state
funding could leverage dollars from small community foun-
dations and play a significant role reinforcing our democratic
institutions for the long term.

2. Reinvigorate and empower school councils.

The notion that school councils should serve an important
function, as envisioned in the 1993 education reform law, re-
mains promising yet elusive. We should redouble efforts to pro-
duce more high-functioning school councils with three aims:

o Creating more transparency around school goals and
progress toward them

o Engaging parents in school governance and preparing
more residents for civic leadership, as described above; and
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« Finding balance between school autonomy and proper
alignment with state and district goals

Strengthening school councils will require both efforts to
clarify their function and powers, and strategies to prepare
principals to work cooperatively with school councils.

While the function of school councils will vary to some de-
gree across contexts, we must empower more school coun-
cils to develop strategic goals (aligned with state and district
learning priorities), and to communicate these priorities and
progress toward meeting them to their school communities
and community partners. Above all, involving school coun-
cils in principal selection and school budgeting seems fun-
damental to fulfilling their core strategic planning function,
and such actions are entirely consistent with current law and
DESE guidance.

Some experienced school leaders believe that principals can
work with school councils effectively if it is a priority for the
district. They suggest making the school council relationship
a component of the principal’s evaluation to underscore the
significance of this component of the job. However, others
feel that urban principals are stretched too thin to work ef-
fectively and cooperatively with their councils. They point
to the charter school leadership model, which often deploys
two full-time employees: one responsible for instructional
leadership and a second to cover administrative duties. This
arrangement positions school leaders to work in partnership
with an empowered board.

The “Network of Schools” approach is one model that merits
further exploration. It calls for unifying a group of schools
under one governing body and a single executive officer. This
model could make sense if a school community embraces the
same design principles as others in the district or region. A
common model in the charter landscape, the network ap-
proach could provide an eflicient structure for governing
traditional public schools in a manner that maximizes local
accountability.

Springfield’s Empowerment Zone takes this form, and it is has
produced a “Roadmap to Student Success,” a multi-measure
performance framework that provides a holistic snapshot of
school performance. The High School of Commerce, which
falls under the Empowerment Zone governance structure, led
a process to develop a “graduate profile” that articulates the
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full range of outcomes stakeholders want students to achieve.
Their efforts to understand local context and future trends,
and how they related to learning and development embody
the principles and practices of local accountability.

3. Support efforts to develop new governance
models at the community level.

Structural challenges that undermine the performance of school
committees must be addressed. At a minimum, we should pur-
sue changes that allow these bodies to reflect shifting diversity in
school populations. We should also explore ideas for more radi-
cal change to school committee governance.

An important governance debate with bearing on the issue of
school committee performance concerns whether these bod-
ies should be elected or appointed. Currently, school com-
mittees oversee K-12 instruction. While this focus is critical,
instruction is complex and does not lend itself to direction by
an elected body. The evidence is pretty clear that voters do not
follow pedagogical debates, and few lend their support to a
school committee candidate based on his or her track record
on improvements to teaching and learning.

Some use this evidence to argue for moving to mayoral con-
trol of local school districts. While some research suggests
that the mayoral-appointment approach may have benefits,
especially in large difficult-to-manage cities with a history of
dysfunctional governance, on balance the track-record for
mayoral appointment of school committees is mixed. Fur-
thermore, removing public education from the electoral pro-
cess reduces the visibility of education issues and eliminates
the invaluable social capital that elections generate.*

Gateway Cities should consider inventing new governance
structures that are more akin to children’s cabinets (see side-
bar p. 11). Cities could provide these bodies with jurisdiction
over youth-serving systems and services from birth through
the transition into college and career. This model would
promote public discussion about investments and strategic
priorities for youth development more broadly, leading to
accountability for outcomes such as kindergarten readiness,
social-emotional development, and college and career suc-
cess, which are currently very difficult to ascribe to any one
actor in a community’s child development system.

A children’s cabinet model may well function best as a hybrid
governing body, made up of both elected representatives and



those who hold key positions, such as presidents of local com-
munity colleges, community health centers, early learning, and
afterschool providers. Such a body would undoubtedly have a
larger store of political capital, and the ability to pair significant
school system resources with those in local government and
private nonprofits.

The move to a radically different approach to education gov-
ernance is supported by a large body of research that shows
electoral coalitions are unstable and rarely broad enough to
have influence over all of the systems that contribute to the
performance of students in urban districts. Successful urban
school reform initiatives are led by cross-sector governing co-
alitions that include childcare and human service agencies,
health providers, and community-based organizations that
are able to establish mutual trust through efforts to enhance
the welfare of underrepresented groups in the community.*

Combined with stronger school-level governance (or gov-
ernance provided by networks of schools), a hybrid body
for district-wide oversight would allow communities to re-
think the function of its central office. The superintendent
of schools, one of the highest-paid professionals in an urban
community, would be a CEO responsible (and accountable)
for developing strategy, building connectivity, and improving
outcomes across systems.

Finally, this shift in responsibility might lead to less effort on
delivering administrative services at the district level. With
schools free to seek this support competitively from regional
providers, a more eflicient delivery model could emerge, one
that the Center on Reinventing Public Education, the Massa-
chusetts Business Alliance for Education, and many other edu-
cation-policy thought leaders have recommended in the past.”

Learning from the Design and Function of
Children’s Cabinets

Although children’s cabinets originated as state-level
efforts to coordinate policy, the practice is increasingly
common at the local level.®® In particular, many cities
use children’s cabinets to create integration between
early-learning centers, the public schools, and other
service providers. These initiatives seek to align the
efforts of families, educators, health care and human
service providers, the private sector, and city depart-
ments. Generally they have appointed governing boards
with members representing both the public and private
sectors, who provide general oversight and leadership

on resource development, policy, and advocacy.*”

Harvard’s Education Redesign Lab has worked to sup-
port a broader mission for children’s cabinets. Their ap-
proach relies heavily on mayoral leadership, often with
the school district playing a central role as the “hub of
services” provider and the superintendent co-chairing
the governance structure. This reworking of children’s
cabinets strives to ensure that all participants of the
governing body have decision-making authority so that
the cabinet is able to provide high-level leadership,
align resources, and produce systems change. Consul-
tants serve as honest brokers, facilitating the work of
the cabinet to keep it moving.®

LOCAL ACCOUNTABILITY: PART III
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